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‘If you don’t like the way the world is, you change it.
You have an obligation to change it.
You just do it one step at a time.’


Marian Wright Edelman








1

SAM



‘Mummy, watch how fast I can go.’


I had this crazy, outlandish dream, well, more of a fantasy really, that one day we would arrive at school not just on time but actually early, maybe even by as much as five minutes. As I watched Oscar career along the canal towpath, totally oblivious to the mound of dog poo he was fast approaching, I realised that this was not going to be the day that happened.


‘Oscar. Stop. Now.’


It was too late.


‘Mummy,’ called Zach, who was a few paces ahead of Oscar but had turned to see what all the commotion was about, ‘Oscar’s gone straight through that pile of dog poo.’ He said it with an air of fascination and awe rather than any hint of trying to get his little brother into trouble.


Oscar looked down and wrinkled his nose. ‘Urrgghh,’ he said, ‘I’m going to be the smelliest boy in school today.’


‘No you’re not, Oscar,’ I said, at last catching up with them and surveying the wheels of his powerchair, ‘because we’re going to get you cleaned up right now.’


‘Are you going to take me through the carwash, Mummy?’ asked Oscar. ‘Please, can you take me through the carwash?’


I smiled down at him, resisting the temptation to ruffle his hair in case he insisted on redoing the gel and prolonging the delay even further.


‘No, love. I don’t want you getting squished in the rollers. It’s going to be good old-fashioned elbow-grease, I’m afraid.’


‘Why are your elbows greasy?’ asked Oscar. There was no time to try to explain.


‘Zach, stay here with Oscar. Don’t let him go anywhere or do anything he shouldn’t do. Oscar, do what your brother says and I’ll be straight back, OK?’


I ran back down the towpath. It was the sort of occasion when I was grateful I was not one of those pristine power-dressing mums who totter to school in their stilettos (not that we had many of those in Hebden Bridge). Say what you like about Doc Martens, they are bloody good for legging it down muddy towpaths during a school-run emergency.


It was not the first time I’d had to abandon my children and run home. Usually it was a forgotten book bag, packed lunch, PE kit or something for show and tell. But nor was the powerchair-meets-dog-poo situation entirely new to us. Which explained why there was a plastic container in the toolshed in the front yard marked ‘poo’ (as opposed to the one next to it marked ‘punctures’), which contained a scrubbing brush and a mini-bottle of washing-up liquid.


I grabbed the watering can, which was half full with rainwater (one of the good things about living in the Pennines) and set off back down the towpath.


When I arrived, Oscar looked at the watering can and back to me, rolled his eyes and said, ‘Mummy, I am not a sunflower, you can’t water me to make me grow.’


Zach laughed obligingly, knowing full well, as I did, that Oscar understood precisely what the watering can was for and only said it to get a laugh. I winked at Zach, held the watering can over Oscar’s head for a second to make him squeal before I sprinkled it on the wheels of his powerchair and attacked it with the scrubbing brush and washing-up liquid.


Miraculously, we still made it through town and up the hill in time to see the last few stragglers heading through the main doors into school.


‘Come on, Mummy,’ called Oscar over his shoulder as he whizzed up the road in front of me. I joked sometimes that the reason we chose this school in preference to the nearer one was that I knew the school run would keep me fit. It wasn’t the real reason, of course. We chose it because we thought it was right for Zach and, very importantly, that it would also be right for Oscar. Everything always had to be right for Oscar.


Shirley the lollipop lady bent to talk to Oscar who threw his arms around her in his customary greeting. It was only when I finally caught up with them and Shirley stood up that I noticed the tears in her eyes.


‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.


‘I knew it,’ she said. ‘I managed to keep myself together for other kids but second I saw your Oscar that were it.’ She sniffed and wiped her nose with her hand before managing a watery grin at Zach.


‘What’s happened?’ I asked.


‘Just been given me notice by council. Doing away with me they are. Me and half a dozen others.’


‘But they can’t. That’s ridiculous. This is such a busy road.’


‘Bean-counters in suits, that’s all they are. Don’t give a toss about kids, all they’re bothered about is cutting budget.’


‘What’s Shirley saying?’ asked Zach. ‘Why is she crying?’


I crouched down to Zach’s level and put an arm around him and Oscar.


‘The council are trying to take Shirley’s job away,’ I told them. ‘They’re trying to save some money.’


‘But we need Shirley,’ said Zach. ‘She keeps us safe.’


‘She stops us getting run over by lorries and splatted flat on the ground,’ added Oscar. Letting him renew Flat Stanley from the library twenty-four times had obviously been a bad idea.


‘Council bigwigs don’t know you kiddies, see,’ said Shirley. ‘They don’t realise how important you all are.’


‘We’ll write to them and tell them,’ said Zach.


‘But we’ll say please,’ pointed out Oscar. ‘So they don’t think we’re being rude.’


They both looked up at me. It scared me sometimes. How trusting they were that those in charge would always be fair and just. I wasn’t sure when I would sit down with them and explain that it didn’t always work like that in the big bad world out there. All I knew was that I wasn’t ready to do it just yet.


‘Yes and we’ll start a petition,’ I told them. ‘Get all your friends and their mummies and daddies to sign it. To say we need Shirley to keep you all safe.’


‘Can I write a bit about not wanting to get splatted flat by a lorry?’ asked Oscar.


‘You can if you like, love.’ I smiled.


Shirley sniffed and held up her lollipop. A white transit van drew to a halt and she ushered us across.


‘We’re going to fight this,’ I told her, squeezing the hand which wasn’t holding the lollipop. ‘We’re not going to let them do this, don’t you worry.’


We hurried across to the playground. I kissed Zach and Oscar, distributed the correct book bags and lunch bags and waved them off with instructions to apologise to their teachers for being late.


‘Can I tell Mrs Carter about the dog poo?’ asked Oscar.


‘If you must,’ I said, shaking my head and hoping the description wouldn’t be too graphic, though the memory of his detailed account of the time another child was sick in the swimming pool led me to suspect otherwise.
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I actually managed to leave work on time for a change that afternoon. I was keen to get back to school to talk to other parents before the children came out. Anna was the first one I saw. Anna was always early. She had a phone which beeped to remind her to leave for school in plenty of time. And she had the advantage of working from home on Mondays.


‘Shirley’s being made redundant,’ I blurted out to Anna.


‘Hello, Sam,’ she said, reminding me that I had forgotten to do the pleasantries. ‘Who’s Shirley?’


‘You know, Shirley. The lollipop lady.’


‘Yes, of course,’ Anna said. I took it she didn’t know Shirley as well as we did, what with her living on the right side of the road. ‘Well, that’s outrageous.’


‘I know. She told me this morning, in tears she was, poor thing. I said we’d do a petition. That we’d fight it all the way.’


‘Of course we will. I’m surprised you didn’t know about it, though. You’d think they’d consult the governors.’


‘Obviously not. I spoke to Mrs Cuthbert on the phone and she only found out this morning. We’re going to have a governors’ meeting next week, but in the meantime I’ve run this off. Tell me what you think.’


I handed her the petition form I’d printed out.


Anna read it, nodding as she went. ‘Seems fine to me.’


‘Good. Because I’ve printed a couple of dozen off already. I thought we’d better get started as soon as possible. You don’t mind do you?’


Anna looked at me, a slightly bewildered expression on her face, as I produced a clipboard with several copies of the form attached from my shopping bag and handed it to her.


‘You don’t hang about do you?’ She smiled.


‘Well, no. The council are voting on this in a couple of weeks. We need to get started.’


‘Started on what?’ asked Jackie, collapsing on the wall beside us and immediately removing a pair of red platform shoes which were so unsuitable for walking up the hill, let alone being on your feet all day teaching, that they took my breath away.


‘We’re starting a petition,’ I told her.


‘Who’s we?’ she asked.


‘Er, me, Anna, you, I guess.’


‘Great, count me in. Where do I sign?’


‘You haven’t asked what it’s against yet,’ I pointed out.


‘I guess I’m just a born rebel,’ she said, taking a clipboard and pen from me and beginning to read. ‘Jesus, they can’t do this,’ she said a moment later.


‘I know. That’s why we’re doing a petition.’


‘We need more than a petition. We need a meeting, letters to MPs, a protest march. Let’s throw whole bloody works at them.’


‘You’ll be suggesting the children go on strike too, I suppose?’ said Anna. She was trying to be funny, but the fact was however long the Islington brigade lived here, they never quite stopped being taken aback by the no-nonsense Yorkshire way of doing things.


‘I don’t think we should rule anything out,’ said Jackie, her feet back in her shoes now as if preparing herself for battle. ‘Not if they’re putting kids’ lives at risk.’


I looked at Jackie’s face, her jaw set, her forehead tensing. There was no way I could warn Anna to tread extremely carefully without making an awkward situation even worse.


‘Yes, but we’ve got to be careful we don’t sound over the top,’ warned Anna.


‘I am not waiting until a child gets killed trying to cross this road to get angry,’ said Jackie, her finger jabbing the air in front of Anna’s face. ‘Because that will be too bloody late.’ She took the clipboard and walked off across the playground to accost a group of Year One parents. I remembered once reading an article which said the most dangerous creature on earth was an angry hippopotamus mother who had been separated from its young. Right now, I thought the hippo would come a poor second.


‘Did I say something wrong?’ asked Anna.


‘Er, yeah. Bit of a delicate one. It’s all right, she’s not mad at you. She’s just mad.’


‘Should I go and apologise?’


‘No, just go and get some signatures on your petition. She’ll appreciate that far more.’ Anna nodded and set to work. I didn’t feel it was my place to tell her. Jackie had taken a long time to confide in me. When she was ready, maybe she’d do the same with Anna.


I’d managed to collect a page full of signatures by the time the school doors opened and the children exploded into the playground like an uncorked bottle of champagne. I spotted Zach straight away amongst the melee – it was one of the benefits of having a son with a mop of auburn curls. Fortunately he hadn’t yet reached the age where he was bothered about standing out from the crowd. If I remembered rightly from my own childhood, he still had a couple of years to go before that kicked in. At least when the time came I would be able to regale him with stories about all the names I’d been called over mine. The weird thing was I liked them now. Maybe, at thirty-eight, I’d finally grown into them.


‘Hi, love,’ I said, letting Zach nuzzle his face into my tummy. ‘Had a good day?’


‘Yeah. What’s that?’ he asked, pointing to the clipboard.


‘The petition. The one to say we don’t think the council should get rid of Shirley.’


‘Can I sign it?’


‘Yes, of course you can.’ I handed him the pen and watched as he carefully wrote his name and then attempted a spidery scrawl of a signature. It always made me smile, how difficult children found it to write messily when they set their minds to it.


‘Can I get some more people to put their names on?’


‘Yeah, that would be great. Just be polite when you ask them. Explain that it’s to save Shirley’s job.’


Zach looked around and headed straight up to the mum of one of his classmates, clipboard in hand, a determined look on his face. I smiled to myself, imagining what Rob would say if he could see him. As if he needed any more evidence that I had produced a mini-me. Still, he’d got his own back when Oscar had arrived. In a certain light there was an auburn tinge to his blonde hair but in every other respect he was straight out of the tin marked ‘pintsized version of his father’.


I glanced around the playground for Oscar. Not that there was any doubt about where he’d be. Somewhere in the middle of a cluster of children, most of them girls, who seemed to follow him wherever he went. Any worries we’d had about him not fitting in at mainstream school, about him not being accepted, had evaporated pretty much on his first day when he’d emerged Pied Piper-like from the classroom and informed me that he had a girlfriend and his teacher had told him off for being cheeky. I’d been worried that he would get special treatment because he was in a wheelchair. I don’t think a parent has ever been so relieved to hear their child had been told off.


Esme ran up to me. ‘Oscar’s been telling rude jokes again,’ she reported, bouncing up and down as she spoke.


‘Rude like about bogeys and bottoms, or ruder than that?’ I asked.


‘Just bogeys and bottoms.’


‘Thank you,’ I replied. ‘You just let me know if he gets too rude, OK?’


Esme nodded. ‘They were very funny jokes.’ she said.


‘Well, I suppose that makes it OK then.’ I smiled. Esme skipped off in Anna’s direction, shrieking a greeting in a voice seemingly several decibels higher than the rest of the children in the playground put together. I watched Anna recoil as she heard it. Esme was definitely not a mini-Anna.


Gradually, the cluster of children around Oscar dispersed to reveal him hand-in-hand with Alice, who was giving him a wide, gap-toothed grin.


‘Hello,’ I said, walking over to them. ‘I hope you’ve been behaving yourself.’


The last comment was directed exclusively at Oscar. Alice wouldn’t be capable of misbehaving if she tried.


‘Can I go and see Alice’s rabbit?’ Oscar asked.


‘Not tonight, love. You’ve got to go and see Katie for your exercises, remember? Maybe another day this week. Would that be OK, Alice?’


Alice nodded. That was generally as much as you could get out of her, unless you were Oscar, of course, in which case she would whisper sweet nothings in your ear all day long.


‘Look, I’ve got loads of signatures,’ Zach said, running back over to me brandishing his clipboard.


‘Fantastic,’ I said. ‘Well done you.’


‘I think Zach’s going to be my shop steward,’ said Jackie, coming over to join us and patting him on the back.


‘What does that mean?’ asked Zach.


‘That you’re very good at getting people to do what you want them to do.’


‘Oh,’ said Zach. ‘That’s good then.’


‘Has Anna gone?’ asked Jackie scanning the playground.


‘No. Over there,’ I said, pointing to the pavement outside where Anna was grabbing parents as they left.


‘I really snapped at her, didn’t I? I feel terrible. I just …’


‘I know. Look, she’s getting signatures, isn’t she? She can’t have been that put out.’


‘No,’ said Jackie, visibly brightening. ‘I guess you’re right.’


‘Mrs Carter said I didn’t smell of dog poo at all,’ chipped in Oscar.


Jackie looked at me quizzically.


‘It was one of those mornings,’ I explained.


‘Fill me in later,’ she said. It was my turn to look at her with a frown. ‘First Monday of the month,’ she went on. ‘Don’t tell me you’d forgotten.’


I mouthed a four-letter word at her to signify that I had. It had been a combined New Year’s resolution, this night-out-once-a-month thing. January’s had been good fun, but now it seemed I was in danger of failing spectacularly to make it to February.


‘I’ll ask Rob,’ I said. ‘It might still be OK.’


‘Well, if it’s not, let us know. We could always make it another night instead.’ I nodded, although I could tell by her voice that she’d been looking forward to this. And I also knew that the logistics involved in getting three mums of six children out of their respective houses by eight o’clock on a particular night were immense.


‘I’m sure it’ll be fine,’ I said. ‘Shall I check that Anna’s remembered?’


Jackie gave me a suitable look. In a competition between an electronic organiser and Anna, it would be foolish in the extreme to back the electronic organiser.


‘Come on, Mummy,’ said Zach, tugging at my hand. ‘We’re going to be late.’


‘I’ll see you there,’ said Jackie. ‘And don’t worry about any wine, it’s my turn.’


I nodded, hoping that were true and she wasn’t just saying it because she knew how skint we were.
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Mondays was physio. Other children had an action-packed after-school programme of football, street dance and Beavers. Oscar had physio, occupational therapy and swimming in a special hydrotherapy pool. Not that he complained about it. And Zach never complained about being dragged along to watch either. We did at least manage to leave an afternoon a week free for going to the Woodcraft Folk meetings (which Rob described as Boy Scouts for Guardian readers), but I felt bad about it all the same. It wasn’t what you planned for your children.


I helped Katie lift Oscar into the standing support sling. I hadn’t planned this either, of course. That the only way I would see my youngest son stand was with the help of what looked like an outsize baby bouncer. And the worst of it was that every time I saw him in it, his legs dangling to the floor, I was reminded of when he was little and I’d put him in a real baby bouncer, encouraging him to try to use his legs to help him bounce, blissfully unaware that my efforts would be in vain because Oscar’s leg muscles would never be strong enough to support him. Because those were the days before he was diagnosed. Before our world was blown apart.


‘That’s great, Oscar,’ said Katie. ‘Fantastic movement there.’


She was lovely, Katie. Full of enthusiasm and praise. It must be hard for her because unlike some of the other children she saw, there was no chance of Oscar making any real improvement. This was simply about holding off the deterioration as long as possible. She never let on about that to Oscar though. Always made him come away feeling he had done something new.


‘I want to be the birdman of Bognor,’ said Oscar. Katie laughed and turned to me.


‘I showed it to them on YouTube,’ I explained. ‘Zach was doing something at school about how things fly.’


‘Humans can’t fly really,’ said Zach, ‘it’s just a silly game they play.’


‘I’m going to fly,’ said Oscar. ‘I’m going to be the first person to fly to the moon.’


Katie smiled at him. We all did. Because that was the effect he had on you.
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As we turned off the towpath into Fountain Street, a familiar tall figure wearing painting overalls and sporting sticky-up hair with tell-tale flecks of green paint, turned in from the other direction.


‘Look!’ Oscar laughed, pointing at him. ‘It’s Spencer.’


Most fine art graduates would probably baulk at being compared to a painter and decorator from Balamory. Rob, fortunately, was not one of them.


‘Thank you, cheeky,’ he said with a grin. ‘So, what’s the story in Hebden Bridge today, or wouldn’t I like to know?’


‘I’ve been practising flapping my arms and taking my feet off the ground,’ said Oscar.


‘Have you now?’ Rob said, stooping to give both him and Zach a hug. ‘Well, at this rate I’ll have to build a nest for you.’


Oscar started giggling. He had a brilliant giggle. Entirely infectious.


‘Orang-utans build nests in trees,’ said Zach. ‘And they’re one of our closest relatives.’


‘So they are,’ said Rob. ‘In fact, I do believe that’s where Mummy got her red hair from.’


Oscar and Zach collapsed in a fit of giggles. I raised my eyebrows at Rob but couldn’t stop myself smiling.


‘And welcome home to you too,’ I said. Oscar started singing ‘I Wanna Be Like You’ from Jungle Book. Rob joined in, doing some kind of ape dance. If any of our neighbours had not already come to the conclusion that our whole family was nuts (and that was probably unlikely), then they certainly would now.


‘Come on, mancubs,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘Time to get you some tea.’


I turned to go inside. The usual assortment of ponddipping nets, Zach’s scooter and various bats and balls was strewn across the front yard. To be fair to the boys, most of the bats and balls weren’t even ours. While it was lovely that the children in our little street were permanently in and out of each others’ front yards, it had somehow resulted in ours becoming the communal toy-dumping ground.


I opened the front door, Fleabag, our cat (that is what happens when you let your children name a pet, although I’ve always suspected that Rob put them up to it) offered a plaintive miaow and ran out. I shrugged and shook my head; you could lead a cat to the cat flap a hundred times, but getting it to use it when you were out was clearly another matter.


Oscar followed me in, commentating on his progress up the ramp as if he were Evil Knievel about to jump over thirty-two London buses.


‘Can we have spaghetti?’ he asked, once he had safely ‘landed’.


‘Yep,’ I said, smiling down at him. ‘And the good news for you,’ I added, turning to Zach, ‘is that it’s carrot sticks for starters.’


Zach grinned. Everything he ate had to involve carrots. This was, as Anna had pointed out to me, not exactly a bad thing when compared to the children she saw who would only eat chocolate-spread sandwiches or chip butties. But I guess if your children do anything to excess you tend to worry. Even carrots.


‘Right, you boys go and wash your hands,’ I said. ‘I’ll get the table laid.’


‘Everything OK?’ asked Rob as they left the room.


‘Yeah. Oscar did really well. Katie said his scoliosis hasn’t got any worse.’


‘Good.’


‘Oh and Zach’s still got his homework to do after tea. We didn’t get a chance while we were there. It’s something you need a mirror for.’


‘Right.’


‘Nice colour,’ I said, gesturing towards his hair as I reached past him to the cutlery drawer.


‘Fern-green. Always a good one for bathrooms.’


I was quite sure he had meant for it to come out in a light-hearted, jovial way. And maybe it would have sounded like that to the untrained ear. Maybe it was only me who picked up that hint of something else buried several layers beneath. Something which made what I was about to ask even harder.


‘Look, I’m really sorry but I completely forgot that it’s supposed to be our girls’-night-out thing this evening. I know you were planning to go to the studio and I really don’t mind not going if you want to go tonight.’


‘Don’t be daft, you go.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘No, so don’t ask me again in case I change my mind.’


He said it with a smile on his face. And followed it up by putting his arms around my waist and pulling me closer.


‘Thanks,’ I replied, kissing him on the lips. He’d made a lot of sacrifices for our family. I knew that. But sometimes I wondered it he knew how much I appreciated it.


‘We’re only going to the Olive Branch and we won’t do starters and Jackie’s insisted on taking the wine even though she won’t be drinking.’


‘Stop apologising,’ said Rob. ‘It’s not as if you’re out gadding about every night. And don’t you dare go for the cheapest thing on the menu.’


‘OK,’ I said. ‘I might even get some olives as a side.’


‘Hey,’ said Rob. ‘Who said anything about olives?’


I smiled at him as Oscar hurtled back into the kitchen.


‘Zach wouldn’t let me squirt the soap by myself,’ complained Oscar.


‘Well, that’s probably because the last time you did it you decided to squirt a picture all over the tiles.’


‘Oh yeah,’ said Oscar. To be fair, he always acknowledged when he’d done something wrong, never tried to squirm his way out of it. I smiled at Zach as he quietly took his seat at the table. Just occasionally I wished he would do something naughty too. Anything which would make him seem more like a normal seven-year-old boy.


Rob had spaghetti with the boys, which made me feel even worse about going out. I sat down with them as they ate, Rob and I taking it in turns to remind Oscar not to speak with his mouth full.


‘Do you remember that time,’ said Zach, ‘when you said “don’t eat with your mouth full” by mistake.’ Oscar giggled and immediately snapped his mouth shut, doing a hamster impression with his cheeks.


‘Thank you, Oscar,’ said Rob. ‘But you may carry on eating.’


Oscar groaned and went back to sucking up the spaghetti from his bowl. It was the strange thing about mealtimes. Sometimes I could kid myself that we were a normal family, sitting around our kitchen table like this. Mucking about, reminding our children of their table manners. It was only the head support of Oscar’s powerchair which gave the game away.


It was stupid really. I hated the word ‘normal’. Had fought against it all my life. Always wanting to be different, never wanting to conform. And it annoyed the hell out of me that of all the things I found myself craving now, it should be normality.


I sat with Oscar later, the Cough Assist machine mask pressed over his mouth and nose, trying not to flinch each time he did. There were some things you never got used to. This was one of them. It was also the reason Zach went to bed before his brother. He couldn’t bear watching it, even though he knew that it was helping Oscar. Keeping his chest and airways clear to try to prevent him getting an infection, ending up in hospital, all the things we dreaded.


At last, when the machine was finished, I took the mask off and suctioned around Oscar’s mouth, removing the last of the mucous.


‘There,’ I said. ‘All done.’


He snuggled into me, the way he always did afterwards, feeling small and vulnerable in my arms.


‘Love you loads,’ I said, rocking him to and fro, delaying the moment I had to put his night-time ventilator mask on as long as possible. The house was still around us. Zach asleep – or, more likely, reading one of his astronomy books with a torch under the covers. Rob downstairs, doing the washing-up, no doubt wondering when he’d next get the chance to go back to his painting at the studio instead of painting bathrooms. And me, holding my little boy close to me.


Normal. Our kind of normal, at least.
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‘Sorry,’ I said, hurrying into the Olive Branch at quarter past eight and plonking myself down in the seat next to Jackie.


‘That’s OK,’ said Anna. ‘We’re just glad you made it. We were beginning to think it might be the two of us.’


‘No, Oscar was a bit clingy, that’s all. Or maybe I was a bit clingy actually. We’ve got a little girl in at the hospice at the moment, who has only got a day or so left.’


Jackie nodded and poured me a glass of wine.


‘I still don’t know how you do it,’ she said. ‘I’d be in bits every time.’


‘It does get to me sometimes, especially when I go straight to school to pick up the boys after something’s happened. But most of the time I’m squirrelled away in the office writing press releases or whatever. It’s far harder for the nurses and the family support workers. I think if I was involved with the children as much as them I’d probably be a jibbering wreck by now.’


‘Well, you’re still a braver woman than me,’ said Jackie.


‘Says she who has to keep order in a class of thirty teenagers every day,’ chipped in Anna.


‘Oh God, that’s nothing. At least I’m not teaching them maths, or owt important. If they get a bit rowdy I can always get them to pretend to be having a riot or summat.’


‘I couldn’t do that,’ I said. ‘I always hated that improvisation stuff in drama. I’d be frozen to the spot in terror.’


‘You were never shy at school, surely?’ said Anna.


‘I was. Painfully so.’


‘So what happened?’ asked Jackie.


‘Started going to protest meetings and marches with my mum when I was a teenager. Realised that you didn’t get anywhere in life by keeping your mouth shut. That you had to shout loud enough to make yourself heard.’


‘What about you?’ asked Anna, turning to Jackie.


‘Oh, I’ve always been gobby. Runs in the family. Maybe that’s why I’m good at getting kids to shout up. But there again I couldn’t sit and listen to some teenager who’s taking drugs or cutting themselves and not tell a soul about it.’


Anna looked down at the table and fiddled with the napkin which was already on her lap.


‘I didn’t mean it as a criticism,’ said Jackie, quickly. ‘I know you have to do that. I just don’t know how you manage it, that’s all.’


Anna smiled and shrugged. ‘They need to be able to confide in someone. It’s an honour, really, that they trust me enough to do it.’


‘So basically,’ I said, ‘we’re all bloody brilliant at our jobs but none of us likes to shout about it. And that’s exactly why men get away with screwing up the country.’


‘Yeah, but there’s a difference between being good at what we do and being able to run the country,’ said Anna.


‘Is there? Look at the qualities we’ve got between us: compassion, empathy, an ability to communicate our ideas and inspire people. Don’t tell me the country couldn’t do with some of that.’


‘Yeah, but it’s that old power corrupts thing, in’t it?’ said Jackie. ‘Put us in Downing Street and within a few months I’d be cutting education funding and saying drama were a waste of resources, Anna would be withdrawing counselling services and telling kids to pull themselves together and you’d be talking about closing hospices and introducing a pay-as-you-die policy.’


Anna smiled.


‘We wouldn’t though, would we?’ I said. ‘Women don’t do things like that.’


‘Was Thatcher not a woman then?’ asked Jackie.


‘Course she wasn’t,’ I replied. ‘Don’t you remember the Spitting Image puppet of her in a pin-stripe suit?’


‘Well what about rest of them?’ asked Jackie. ‘Blair’s babes and all that.’


‘It was window-dressing, wasn’t it? How many of them had any real power to change things? Country was still being run by Blair and all his cronies.’


‘Sorry to interrupt,’ said Anna, ‘but are we actually going to eat tonight or just put the world to rights and go home hungry?’


‘Hey, aren’t you forgetting my resolution to make a difference this year?’


‘Hard luck,’ said Jackie. ‘You’ll just have to wait until next time. Given the choice between plotting a revolution and having time for dessert, the tiramisu wins every time.’


‘OK,’ I said with a smile. ‘I’ll go with the majority and we’ll order. But some day they’ll write about this meal, it’ll be up there with Blair and Brown’s meal at the Granita. Only in our case it will be the political coup that was thwarted by the lure of tiramisu.’


‘Are you wanting cream or ice cream with that?’ asked Jackie.


‘Soya cream actually,’ I replied with a grin. ‘Because in Hebden Bridge there’s always a third way, you see.’
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JACKIE



When I got there, she was still on the pavement outside her house, brandishing the secateurs.


‘Hello, Mum. It’s me, Jackie.’


‘I’m doing roses.’


‘You don’t have any roses out here, Mum. They’re all in back garden.’


‘Well I can’t see them.’


‘That’s because you’re out front, Mum. Anyway, love, you’ve done them already. Quite a few times in fact.’


I took Mum by the arm and guided her steadily towards the front door, waving an acknowledgement to Pauline across the road as I did so. The phone calls were becoming more frequent. At least six since Mum had come out of hospital a month ago. I was lucky this time that it was a Sunday, that Pauline could get hold of me and I could come straight away. Christ knows what I was going to do if it happened in the middle of a lesson. It wasn’t fair to expect Pauline to intervene. She was getting on a bit herself. The last thing she wanted to be doing was trying to wrestle a pair of secateurs from my mother. A tough old bird, that’s what Mum had always called herself. Which had been great when I was growing up, but it didn’t make things so easy now.


We went through into the front room. It was like a museum exhibit labelled ‘my childhood’. Nothing appeared to have been touched or moved and yet it had been lived in all that time. I swore even the carpet was the same one I remembered from my teens. Waste not, want not. Another one of her mantras. A rug covered the bare patch near the fireplace, while a smaller one concealed the area in front of the other armchair which my father’s feet had worn away over the years. The armrest covers remained on his chair too – although he was no longer around to make anything dirty. And the bureau in the corner was still covered with school photographs: Deborah and I smiling out from under a selection of wonky fringes. And later ones of me sporting a flick the like of which Halifax, mercifully, will never see again.


I sat Mum down in her armchair and took the secateurs from her without her seeming to register the fact. Her shrivelled hands lay meekly on the armrests. Sometimes I could still see the outline of Mum’s plump body surrounding her, a ghost-like image of her former self. It was ironic really. All those years she’d spent battling her weight and now, finally, she was positively skeletal. Only she didn’t have the mental faculties to appreciate it.


‘I’ll put kettle on,’ I said. There was no reply. I wasn’t even sure if it had registered. But I left the room and filled the kettle anyway, letting the whooshing sound of the water wash over me, blocking out the noise of the silence. I thought of her as two different people now. The mum I had grown up with: strong, funny, feisty. And the one who sat in the front room: someone completely unrelated. Someone who’d taken her place, not overnight but by stealth over the past few years. And now refused to leave.


I didn’t bother with the teapot. There was a time, not too long ago, when I couldn’t get away with it. When she’d have pottered out here after me to make sure I’d put the cosy on. Checked the bin for tell-tale signs of teabags. Or taken one sip and accused me of crimes against loose-leaf tea. These days she drank what she was given without a whimper of complaint. How I’d love now to be able to use the word cantankerous against her.


I went back into the front room, placed her cup of tea down on the occasional table next to her chair and put my own coffee mug on the mantelpiece. She didn’t appear to have moved a millimetre since I’d left her.


‘How’s your arm feeling? Has it been giving you any trouble?’


‘Why? What’s wrong with it?’


‘You broke it, remember? When you fell. That’s why you were in hospital.’


‘No. I’ve never broken a bone in me life. You must be thinking of Deborah. She broke both arms, she did. Not at same time, mind.’


I hesitated, unsure whether to put her right or let it go.


‘It’s been mild today, hasn’t it?’ I said.


‘Roses will need pruning soon.’


‘They’re fine, Mum. You’ve done them already.’


I had a feeling that there would be no rose bushes left at this rate. She made Edward Scissorhands look positively slovenly in the pruning department.


I waited for something which didn’t come. An opening gambit of conversation, a comment on something she’d heard on the news. So instead I filled the space. Telling her about what Alice was up to, how her animal hospital of cuddly toys was threatening to engulf her entire bedroom, how Paul’s school was having an Ofsted inspection the next day (although I didn’t mention how I shouldn’t really be there because Paul had a stack of work to get through). How the council were planning to get rid of the lollipop lady outside Alice’s school and how we were going to fight it.


‘Your school had a lollipop lady,’ Mum said. ‘Do you remember her? Deborah always used to call her Mrs Tiggywinkle. Her name was Mrs Tingle really.’


She always did this. Just when you thought there was no one at home, that all the lights had gone out.


‘Yeah. I do remember her,’ I said. ‘Short, skinny woman with silver hair.’


‘You’ll have to ask Deborah if she can remember what she used to call her.’


I looked down at the carpet. The lights may have flickered for a moment, but they were clearly off again now.


‘I’ll put the television on for you before I go,’ I said. ‘Might be something nice on a Sunday afternoon.’


I wondered if Alice would have to do this for me one day. And if she would feel as bad as I did. More than anything, I hoped she would not have to cope with it on her own.
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‘I’m sorry, love. I know you’re up to your eyes in it tonight. But it’s … er, that time again.’


Paul looked up from the pile of papers on his desk in the spare room. It took a second for his eyes to focus on me, a few more for the penny to drop and a moment longer for the smile to creep across his face.


‘Jeez, you work a bloke hard. Do you think inspectors will let me include that in my mitigation? “Sorry my assessment sheets weren’t fully completed only my wife needed me for procreation purposes.”’


I smiled. Any romance or spontaneity had so long ago disappeared from the process that I couldn’t help but see the funny side. At least I had stopped short of leaving my positive ovulation sticks in obvious places where he would see them. I knew of several women on the fertility website forums who admitted to doing just that.


‘Well, you’ll be glad to hear that unlike Ofsted I will not be grading your performance or publishing it on a website for public scrutiny.’


‘Bloody glad to hear it.’


‘Hey,’ I said, sidling up to Paul and putting my arms around him. ‘I wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss the idea. I might have given you an outstanding.’


‘I could say summat,’ said Paul. ‘But I’m not going to. I don’t want to be accused of lowering tone.’


‘Good. I’ll give you five minutes to finish off then.’


Paul smiled and kissed me on the forehead. If he did resent my persistence, he was very good at not letting it show.
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We lay there afterwards, Paul’s body, warm and sticky next to mine, me with a couple of pillows shoved under my hips, attempting to look as sexy and laid back as is possible while trying to stop sperm spilling out of you.


‘Well, I think your effort and application to duty were outstanding,’ I said.


Paul shook his head. ‘I just hope Ofsted inspectors are equally fulsome in their praise.’


‘But not that they’ll be wearing a lacy camisole and hot pants, obviously.’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Paul. ‘Might make it more interesting.’


I stroked his arm, well aware of the reason he had gone into comedian mode.


‘I don’t know what you’re worried about. It’s a bloody good school,’ I said. ‘Everyone knows that. That’s why you took the job, remember?’


Paul had only been there two years. His first job in a special school after years at a mainstream primary.


‘I know. I just can’t bear the thought of letting those kids down.’ I turned to look at him. The emotion clearly bubbling up behind his normally smiling blue eyes.


‘You’re a soft bugger for a Yorkshireman, Paul Crabtree. Probably why I married you, mind. The kids adore you. The parents do too. I can’t see how you could possibly have put any more into that job than you have done.’


‘Thanks, love,’ he said stroking my hair. ‘I’ll just be glad when it’s all over. When I can get back to teaching instead of worrying about bloody form-filling.’ Paul smiled at me and wiped his eyes. Took a moment or two to compose himself.


‘How was your mum? I haven’t had a chance to ask.’


‘Oh. You know.’ Paul nodded and squeezed my shoulder.


‘Look, I know you don’t want to, but maybe it’s time you did look into a home. You can’t keep going over and getting her back in house. And you can’t lock her in either.’


‘Sometimes I wish I could tether her like a goat,’ I said. ‘Just enough slack to let her get the food she needs, but not enough for her to sample the grass on the other side of the fence.’


‘Is it worth getting on to the council again? See if they can do another review of her care?’


‘I will do. I think I know what their answer will be, though. It’s not long since last one.’


It was simply a matter of putting off the inevitable, I knew that. Maybe the truth was that I didn’t want to be the one who took that decision, I wanted someone else to do it for me. After all Mum had been through, I couldn’t bear to be the one who took something away from her. Something she held so dear.


‘The thing is, you’ve got to look after yourself as well, love. This can’t be helping you.’


I knew exactly what he was getting at. I’d read enough how-to-get-pregnant books to know they all had a chapter on reducing stress. None of them, however, had a subsequent chapter on how you were supposed to achieve this if your mother had Alzheimer’s and refused to go into a home.


‘It’s probably something else that’s stopping it happening. At least when we go for tests we’ll find out.’


Paul went to say something, then stopped himself. It had been my idea to finally go for the tests. Paul had put me off, citing various reasons over the years: that there was no need to rush, that he wanted to enjoy Alice first, that these things took time, that we were probably trying too hard. Until eventually he’d run out of reasons why he didn’t think we should go. Apart from the obvious one that had been there all along. The one that neither of us spoke about.


‘It might not be that straightforward, remember. They can’t always give a reason for these things.’


‘Apart from us being on the wrong side of forty, you mean?’


Paul smiled. Squeezed my hand.


‘Look, if you still want to us go through with it, I will. Just as long as you know it’s not too late to change your mind.’


I smiled back at him. I loved that he wanted to protect me from the hurt. But I also knew that sometimes you couldn’t just put your fingers in your ears and sing ‘la, la, la, la’ at the top of your voice to block out something you needed to hear. Even if you didn’t have a bloody clue how you were going to react when you heard it.
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The other side of the bed was empty when the alarm woke me the next morning. I knew exactly where Paul would be, though. I showered quickly, hurried downstairs and made coffee before taking a mug into him in the study.


‘Thank you, you’re a star,’ he said, looking up briefly from his paperwork and smiling.


‘So are you, remember?’ I said.


‘Are you OK getting Alice ready? I want to go in early.’ By early he meant even earlier than usual. He was always at school way before he needed to be.


‘Of course. Have you had any breakfast?’


‘No. I haven’t really got time.’ I handed him the banana I’d just put in my dressing-gown pocket.


‘Thought as much,’ I said. Paul shook his head, smiled at me and unpeeled it.


I crept into Alice’s room. I loved it that she wasn’t one of those children who woke at the crack of dawn every morning; mainly because I liked my sleep and couldn’t have hacked it, but also because it gave me a chance to have these first few quiet moments of the day with her.


I pulled up the blind, although the dreary February morning outside didn’t seem to want to come in. I lay down on the bed next to Alice, managing to squeeze myself in between the menagerie of soft toys. I used to watch her sleep all the time when she was a baby. Marvelling at her nose, her lips, her fine blonde hair. Having to pinch myself that she was mine. That something so perfect could have come from me.


Alice stirred a little, turning over and stretching her arm across me. Her warm fingers touched my neck. A few seconds later she opened her eyes, saw that I was there and promptly shut them again.


‘Morning, sweetheart,’ I whispered.


‘Have you fed Betsy yet?’ she asked, her eyes still closed. Betsy was her pet rabbit. It was actually a male rabbit, but Alice had said she didn’t like any boys’ names. Paul had suggested calling it Roger, but she’d been too young to see the film and she didn’t get the joke.


‘No, not yet.’


‘Good,’ she said, opening her eyes, ‘I’ll do it with you then.’ A second later she was up and starting to get dressed. Wherever she had got that ability to go from fast asleep to wide awake in ten seconds from, it certainly wasn’t me.


‘Where’s Daddy?’ she asked when we got to the empty kitchen.


‘He’s gone to work early. Remember I told you his school is having an inspection today? It’s like a little test.’


‘Has he learnt his spellings?’ she asked.


‘Yes,’ I smiled, ‘I expect he’ll come top of the class.’


She nodded and picked up the compost box in which we kept leftovers for Betsy. ‘I think for Christmas,’ she said, ‘I’d really like a donkey.’
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Drama teachers had it made. To be honest, I sometimes wondered why anyone would want to teach any other subject. You got to take kids out of the classroom environment, free them from the confines of textbooks and whiteboards. It was like that moment when Angela Rippon kicked up her legs and emerged from behind the newsdesk on Morecambe and Wise. You got to see what the kids were really capable of. The surprising talents which no one else knew existed. And for much of the time you got to do it without anyone else bothering you. The Head was far too busy bearing down on the English and maths departments to interfere in what I was up to. As long as the kids put on impressive shows at Christmas and summer, I was left pretty much to my own devices. No doubt at some point Michael Gove would decide that drama teachers were surplus to requirements or would introduce minimum standards in improvisation and mime. But until that point I was simply going to keep my head down and get on with it.


Sheila, on the other hand, appeared to have the words ‘sacrificial lamb’ tattooed on her forehead. It was hard to imagine a more stressed-looking person than the one who sat opposite me in the staffroom, sipping her coffee as if she were scared a sea monster might leap out of the mug and gobble her up at any moment.


‘What’s Frodo said now?’ I asked. The Head’s name was actually Nathan Freeman. But ever since Sheila and I had both watched a BBC2 natural history programme where the dominant bonobo chimpanzee, named Frodo, had bullied the other members of the troupe into submission, he had been referred to by his ape name.


‘He hasn’t said anything. That’s the problem. He came into my classroom this morning, unannounced, stood at the back and watched for ten minutes and then left.’


‘Jeez, that’s scarier than the shower scene in Psycho.’


‘What am I going to do?’


‘Make sure you check behind the door before taking a shower?’


‘I’m serious, Jack.’ Sheila spoke in hushed tones although the other members of staff within earshot were all fellow victims.


‘I’ve told you. You need to get out of this place before he turns you into a jibbering wreck.’


‘But it’s wrong, isn’t it? The person being bullied shouldn’t be the one who has to go.’


‘Of course not. But who said life was fair?’


‘Besides, I’d miss the kids too much. I owe it to them to stand my ground. If I go, he’ll hire some joyless smart arse who drills them in grammar until they never want to pick up their pens and write again.’


‘So defy him. Teach the way you want to teach. Dare him to take you on.’


‘And what if he does?’ Sheila asked, pushing her glasses back up her nose.


‘Who do you think the kids would back if he took any action against you? They’d have a sit-in at least. Probably start up some kind of campaign. They’re the children of Guardian-reading radicals and revolutionaries, remember. They’re hardly going to stand by while you’re thrown to the slaughter.’


‘Yes, you’re right. Of course you’re right.’ Sheila’s voice had acquired a steely quality not heard for some time. She put her mug down and stood up, straightening her back and jutting out her chin as she did so. ‘Thank you.’


‘That’s OK. Although obviously if it goes horribly wrong, I’ll put my official NUT rep hat on and deny all knowledge of this conversation.’


She smiled and walked out of the staffroom, head held high. I finished my coffee, imagining myself sitting in the Head’s office writing ‘I must not encourage staff mutiny’ two hundred times.
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‘Parents’ meeting in the hall in five minutes,’ I shouted across the playground. ‘Come and help us save our lollipop lady. The kids can be looked after in class two. There are no excuses.’


A steady stream of parents started making their way through to the hall. Sam turned and grinned at me, in serious danger of tripping over her long skirt in her excitement.


‘Wow, this is great,’ she said, ‘you’re making them all come.’


‘I guess it’s my persuasive charm.’


‘No. It’s because you’re bloody scary. All you need now is a loudhailer.’


I laughed. Though the truth was I did secretly hanker after one. It wasn’t that I couldn’t project my voice – when you spent your days trying to make yourself heard above thirty teenagers, that clearly wasn’t an issue. It was simply that loudhailers appeared to be de rigueur in those archived news reels of industrial unrest in the seventies and eighties. If they’d had a rabble-rousing badge in the Girl Guides, that would have been the picture on it.


‘Get me one for my birthday,’ I said, winking at her. I stood square in the middle of the gates. Anyone who wanted to escape would have to get past me first. I guessed it was a kind of reverse picket line.


‘I’d better go and check on the boys before we start,’ said Sam. ‘Make sure Oscar’s behaving himself.’


‘Can you make sure the DVD they’re showing’s not a scary one. Alice is still recovering from One Hundred and One Dalmations. I suspect I am Cruella de Vil in her nightmares.’


Sam smiled. ‘Will do.’


I walked through into the packed hall. Anna was already working the room, her dark hair sleek and stylish as ever. Her face animated as she talked to people, engaged them, put them at ease then passed them the pen and pointed to where to sign. It appeared effortless. At least on the surface.


She looked up as I walked over. ‘What a fantastic turnout,’ she said. ‘People obviously feel really strongly about this.’


I nodded, not wanting to admit that actually they hadn’t had any choice in the matter. I got the impression Anna might not agree with my ‘resistance is futile’ tactics.


‘How many signatures have we got?’ I asked.


‘Over a thousand so far. The ones we put in the shops and the library have done really well. We got a hundred signatures in the Co-op alone.’


‘Brilliant. Well done.’ Anna was also a bit of a whizz at sweet-talking business types. I guess I was John Prescott to her Tony Blair.


Sam squeezed through the doorway and struggled to the front. ‘The kids are all fine,’ she said. ‘They’re watching the Jungle Book and Zach’s under instructions to keep an eye on Alice when Kaa comes on. Right. Are we ready to start?’ Anna and I nodded. I looked at the assembled group of parents before us: mostly mums, the usual mixture of middle-class professional types and the more alternative brigade, and a spattering of those very handy right-on dads which Hebden Bridge possessed. All of them ready for battle. I had a sense that we actually stood a chance.


‘Thank you so much for coming everyone,’ said Sam. ‘For anyone who doesn’t know me I’m Sam Farnell, one of the parent governors and mum to Zach and Oscar. Jackie here, who’s Alice’s mum, is chair of the PTFA and Anna, Esme’s mum, is secretary of the PTFA.’


We stood there tall (well, obviously not in Anna’s case) and proud, brandishing piles of petition forms. The three musketeers had nothing on us.


‘As you all know, we’ve started a petition against the council’s plan to get rid of Shirley, our school lollipop lady. The good news is, we’ve got over a thousand signatures so far. The reason we’ve got you all here today is to discuss what our next step in this campaign should be. We only have two weeks to go until the council’s budget meeting so we need to do something to make them sit up and take notice.’


Sam looked around, waiting for suggestions.


‘We could write to our local councillors,’ one of the reception mums suggested. ‘Maybe even to our MP.’


‘Great idea, so great we’ve already done it.’ Sam smiled. ‘The governors have written a letter and the PTFA has too. But if any of you could send individual letters that would be great. The more they get, the harder it will be for them to ignore us. I’ve got addresses and a draft letter if anyone wants them.’


The room went quiet again. I’d been planning to let other people go first, but if no one else was going to say anything I didn’t see any reason to hold back.


‘How about a stop-the-traffic protest outside school?’ I suggested. ‘The point being that if Shirley is made redundant, there will be no one to stop the traffic for our children.’


‘But we can’t actually stand in the road, can we?’ one of the dads said. ‘It’s illegal, isn’t it? Obstructing the highway.’


‘He’s got a point,’ said Anna. ‘It wouldn’t exactly help the cause if we got ourselves arrested.’


‘We won’t technically be obstructing anything,’ I said. ‘The protest will be on the other side of the road from school and we’ll just take an exceptionally long time getting all the children across the road one by one. With Shirley’s help, of course. It doesn’t take much to cause traffic chaos in Hebden Bridge. I think it’ll do the job for us.’


There were positive murmurings from around the hall. Anna still looked a bit uncomfortable about the idea.


‘We’ll invite the local media,’ I continued. ‘Have big SAVE OUR SHIRLEY placards. Get the kids to join in too. We need to do something that’ll get on the local news. It’s the only way to get them to take notice.’


A lot of heads nodded, including Sam’s. I looked at Anna.


‘Perhaps we should take a vote on it,’ she said. That was the only trouble with Liberal Democrats: they were always so bloody democratic.


‘OK,’ said Sam. ‘All those in favour …’


A mass of hands went up.


‘Against …’


Nothing.


‘I think we’ll take that as a yes then,’ she said. ‘Thank you all for coming and we’ll let you know the date of the protest next week.’


Sam turned to smile at Anna and me as the other parents began to file out of the hall.


‘Great. I guess we need to get a placard production line going then.’ She grinned.


‘Can Rob give us a hand?’ I asked. ‘I think these placards should be objects of beauty. This is Hebden Bridge, after all. People will be expecting something artyfarty.’


Sam laughed. ‘I’m sure he can be roped in. The kids can make their own though. It’ll make it more personal.’


‘Do you think we need to notify anyone?’ asked Anna. ‘The police or the council. I wouldn’t want Shirley getting into trouble.’


‘I don’t see why,’ I said. ‘We’re really not doing anything wrong and the last thing we want to do is get this stopped before it happens.’


Anna still looked concerned.


‘Shirley won’t get into trouble. She’ll simply be doing her job. And all we’ll be doing is helping our children safely across the road. No one can possibly complain about that.’


Anna nodded, her jaw appeared to soften a little too. Or maybe I was just imagining it. We stacked the remaining chairs and made our way down to class two. As we entered Oscar was twirling around in his powerchair singing ‘I wanna be like you hoo-hoo,’ at the top of his voice.


‘Sorry,’ said Sam to Mrs Cooper who had been trying to hold the fort. ‘Has he been like this all the way through?’


‘Yes, but we’ve all enjoyed the performance.’ She smiled.


‘Are we going to save Shirley’s job, Mummy?’ asked Zach, running up to Sam.


‘Do you know what, love?’ she said. ‘I think with all your help, we just might.’
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ANNA



‘Look, Esme. The first snowdrops are almost out.’


Esme stopped leaping along the stepping stones between the roses in our front garden for a nano-second to glance down to where I was pointing.


‘Oh yeah,’ she said, with the casual indifference of one who has better things to do. I smiled to myself. It was one of the things you didn’t get told in parenting manuals. That one of your children may be so different to you that you sometimes wonder if she is really yours at all. Not just different to me, mind. Different to her entire family. I used to spend hours in the garden with Charlotte when she was this age. She wanted to know what every flower was called. The names of the roses, the variety of tulips. She would help with pruning and planting bulbs. Sit for hours on the front step writing notes and drawing leaf shapes in her exercise book. Even Will, although he’d been less studious in his interest, still used to join me out here and help with the weeding and planting. Although maybe the novelty factor had played a part there. We hadn’t had a front garden in Islington. Or a back one come to that.


Esme attempted to leap over two stepping stones. She landed in between them. Right on top of the snowdrops I’d just pointed out to her.


‘Oops,’ she said, looking up at me and pulling a face. ‘Will they boing back up again?’


‘Probably not, love,’ I said, surveying the flattened stems and trying to keep my voice calm and measured. ‘Tell you what. Why don’t we go and play indoors for a bit?’


‘OK,’ said Esme, turning on her heel and bounding up to the front door which I’d left ajar. ‘Are there any muffins left?’


They were savoury ones. I’d got the recipe from the woman who made them at Organic House. It was an ingenious way to get children to eat asparagus and broccoli without them realising it. And they had pesto in them. Esme would quite happily eat anything that involved pesto.


‘Yes, but wash your hands first please,’ I called after her. There was a seven-year-old girl equivalent of a screech of brakes and a handbrake turn as I heard her crash through into the downstairs bathroom.


I busied myself in the kitchen as Esme sat at the table and in between mouthfuls of muffin regaled me with stories of what she’d been up to at school.


‘And Mrs Johnson said I wasn’t to do handstands up the wall in the playground any more because of that thing with Amy yesterday.’


‘That thing’ was her way of glossing over the incident in which she had accidentally whacked a classmate in the face with her foot because she’d had the temerity to walk past as Esme had been coming down from her attempt at the world’s longest handstand. Fortunately the girl’s mother had been very good about it when I’d apologised profusely in the playground at home time. Said the tooth had been wobbly for weeks anyway.


‘I think that’s only fair, sweetheart. You wouldn’t want anyone else to get hurt. Save your handstands for gym club. That’s the safest place to do them.’


Esme shrugged and said ‘OK’ in a mock disgruntled teenager voice that I presumed she’d picked up from her brother, then reached across to grab a magazine, knocking over her glass of juice in the process. It was the one moment of insight David had had on the parenting front. That perhaps Grace would make a better middle name than first name for our third child.


Charlotte and Will arrived home together. It didn’t always happen, of course. On Mondays Charlotte went straight to her piano lesson and on Wednesdays she had choir practice. Tuesdays and Fridays Will went to a youth-theatre group, but on Thursdays, for some reason, Hebden Bridge was momentarily a cultural desert.


‘Hi, you two. Good day?’


Will grunted and pulled a face as he yanked his tie off and tossed it on the floor. Charlotte said nothing. Just slipped her coat off, hung it up neatly and sat down opposite Esme at the table.


‘The thing is,’ said Will, ‘if we didn’t vote for that poxy new uniform I don’t see why we have to wear it.’


‘It’s called democracy,’ I replied. ‘Nobody voted for a coalition government, but we’ve still got one and we still have to live with what they do.’
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