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			BEFORE 1

			1

			Finn

			My name is Finn, as in Huckleberry, and there is nothing wrong with me. I know this because my dad has tried very hard to find something wrong with me, but I did OK in all the tests. It turns out I am just weird, and they don’t have a test for that yet, or, if they do, my dad hasn’t heard about it.

			My surname is Rook-Carter, which also sounds weird because it is double-barrelled (which is the proper way to say it’s two names stuck together). Mum said they did it so that my name had a bit of her and a bit of Dad in it. Only now they’re getting divorced and they’re fighting over who I’m going to live with, so I don’t know what’s going to happen to my name. Maybe I’ll be Finn Rook on Mondays to Wednesdays, Finn Carter on Thursdays and Fridays and Finn Rook-Carter at the weekends when I switch between them.

			When I say Mum and Dad are fighting over me, I don’t mean actual fighting, like a Star Wars battle, I mean they are arguing a lot and they both have solicitors who write letters to each other that make them angry. Jayden McGreevy in my class used to write notes to me, which made me angry when I was in year four, but my mum went in to school with one of them and he got in trouble and had to write another note saying he was sorry, even though I knew he didn’t mean it.

			Mum and Dad have both told me that the solicitors cost a lot of money, which seems stupid because if they asked Jayden, I’m pretty sure he’d write letters to make them angry for a bag of Haribos.

			I can’t eat Haribos because they’ve got gelatine in and me and Mum are vegetarians and the kids at school don’t get that because you can’t see bits of dead pigs or cows in sweets, so it’s another thing that makes me weird.

			I keep a list of things about me that they think are weird. There are actually loads of things, but people always do top-ten lists, so this is the top-ten list of the things they seem to think are most weird:

			 1.		Not liking football or being able to name a single player

			 2.	Not eating Haribos

			 3.	Having curly, red hair and not normal straight, short brown hair like them

			 4.	Not having a mobile phone

			 5.	Not doing gaming

			 6.	Never having been to a McDonald’s

			 7.		Liking gardening and my hero being Alan Titchmarsh

			 8.	Playing the ukulele

			 9.	Not liking football (they think it’s so weird, I’ve put it in twice)

			10.		Having a bee rucksack

			On the last one, I don’t mean having a yellow and black rucksack in the shape of a bee. I had loads of those when I was little – Mum got me a different one every year – but on my tenth birthday she gave me a grey rucksack that had bees printed on. She said it was more grown up. Dad rolled his eyes when she said that, only he didn’t let her see because they are still pretending to be nice to each other in front of me and especially on birthdays. I took it to school the next week and the kids still laughed at it, so I guess Dad was right.

			Anyway, it doesn’t matter. The way I see it, if you’re going to be weird, you may as well be weird all over, rather than think there’s a little bit of you that’s not weird, because they’ll still laugh at you anyway.

			And when I go to secondary school in September, it’s going to be a whole lot worse. Mum and Dad did a lot of arguing about that as well. Dad said I couldn’t go to the school most of the other kids in my class are going to, because I would get ‘eaten alive at a comprehensive in Halifax’. He didn’t say that in front of me, he said it in one of the arguments I overheard. They thought I was practising my ukulele in my bedroom and I was but then I had to go for a wee and I heard them arguing in the kitchen (kitchens are rubbish for arguing secretly in because they haven’t got a door and I don’t get why they don’t know that). When Dad said I would get ‘eaten alive’, Mum’s voice went funny and at first I thought it was because she is a vegetarian and didn’t approve of anyone being eaten but then she said sometimes it was like he was embarrassed to have me as a son and he said he wasn’t embarrassed, just realistic about the fact that I wouldn’t fit in and she said that was why she wanted to home-educate me and he did a snorty sort of laugh and said I needed to go to a good school, not have half-baked lessons with her at the kitchen table, and she started crying and I couldn’t hear anything else, so I went back to playing ‘You Are My Sunshine’ on my ukulele.

			A couple of weeks later I had to go and play my ukulele and the piano at a different, old-fashioned-looking school near Ilkley on a Saturday morning and not long after that, Mum and Dad sat me down and told me I had got a place at that school from September. Mum had her smiley face on and nodded a lot but didn’t say anything, which I think meant it was Dad’s idea. She said not to tell anyone the name of the school because not everyone could afford to go to a school like that and they might not understand how music scholarships work.

			I did tell Lottie, who’s my best friend at school, well, my only friend actually, and she googled the school and said the real reason they wanted to keep it a secret was because it was a private school for posho boys like Tory MPs’ sons. She knows about things like that because her mum is a Labour councillor and once sat next to Jeremy Corbyn in a soup kitchen for the homeless (her mum had made the soup and Jeremy Corbyn was visiting. I thought it was wrong that Jeremy Corbyn ate the soup when she’d made it for homeless people, but I didn’t tell Lottie that).

			‘Finn, do you want to come down and help me with the muffins?’

			It is Mum’s voice calling up the stairs. She thinks baking is a ‘fun thing to do together’ after I’ve come home from school. To be honest, pretty much anything is fun compared to school and if it gets me out of having to do homework, I don’t mind.

			When I get downstairs, I see that the ingredients are already out on the kitchen table. We are making the apricot, orange and bran muffins as usual. That is another weird thing about me. When they have charity bake sales at school, the cakes I take in don’t look like the other kids’ cakes. Mine are a sort of orangey-brown colour, instead of being chocolatey, and they don’t have icing on or sprinkles or anything like that. I suppose that’s why none of the other kids ever buy them. Mine are always the ones left at the end. Sometimes my teacher buys one, probably because she feels sorry for me, and sometimes we’ve even bought our own ones back at the end of the day, to save them being wasted.

			Mum smiles at me. ‘Right, are you being the Honey Monster as usual?’ she says as she pops an apron over my head. Sometimes she talks to me like I’m still nine. I don’t think she realises she’s doing it.

			‘Yeah,’ I say, smiling at her as she hands me the jar of honey from the table.

			We have made these muffins together so many times that we both know exactly what to do without looking at the recipe or anything. I do all the measuring of the ingredients because otherwise Mum just guesses, and I don’t like that.

			‘So, how was school today?’ asks Mum as I tip the flour into the bowl.

			‘OK,’ I reply. I have worked out that this is the best way of answering the question. If I say it was great, she knows I am lying. ‘OK’ is a way of saying I didn’t enjoy it, but I wasn’t beaten up or anything.

			‘What’s your class reading at the moment?’ Mum asks, as she tucks a long red curl behind her ear.

			‘Nothing. We’re just doing English SATs practice papers,’ I reply.

			‘What, all the time?’

			‘Yeah. Apart from when we’re doing maths SATs practice papers.’

			Mum shakes her head and does something funny with her lips. She doesn’t agree with SATs. She told me at the beginning of year six that I didn’t have to do them, but I knew I would be the only one who didn’t, and I get fed up of being different from everyone else all the time. That’s why I said I’d do them.

			Mum lets me crack the eggs into the bowl. I make chicken noises as I do it. It always makes Mum laugh, which is why I do it. She starts doing chicken noises too and funny chicken arms as she dances around the kitchen. I like it when she is like this. She used to be like this a lot more than she is these days. I start doing the funny chicken dance too. We are both doing it and laughing so much that we don’t hear Dad’s key in the front door. We don’t even realise he is home until we see him standing in the kitchen looking at us with one eyebrow slightly raised and a kind of half-smile on his face.

			‘Hello, what’s all this then?’ he says, ruffling my hair (everyone ruffles my hair, there is something about curly hair that seems to work like a magnet to people’s hands). He is looking at me. He doesn’t really look at Mum when he says anything, even if he is partly talking to her.

			‘We’re doing the crazy chicken dance,’ I say.

			‘Any particular reason?’ he asks.

			‘Because it’s funny,’ I reply.

			Me and Mum do it some more. Dad looks like he feels a little bit left out of the whole thing. He has never joined in with the baking, but he has always eaten what we made and when I was little, he used to take my muffins or cookies to work and take photos of them before he ate them to show me when he came home. I can’t remember the last time he did that.

			‘Right. And have you done your revision yet or are you doing it later?’

			Mum stops dancing and stares at him. It’s like someone has stuck a big pin in our happiness bubble and made it go pop.

			‘We’re having a bit of fun, Martin. If that’s still allowed.’

			‘Of course it is.’

			‘Right. Well please don’t spoil everything by mentioning revision the second you walk through the door? It’s like you don’t want to see that he’s been having fun when you’re not here.’

			They have gone into the talking-about-me-like-I’m-not-here thing they do. I don’t know if I actually become invisible to them or if they think my ears stop working when they argue or what.

			‘You know that’s not true.’

			‘So why bring up revision? He gets enough pressure about the stupid SATs at school, he doesn’t need it here.’

			I wipe my hands on my apron, even though they aren’t actually messy. I cough as I do it to remind them that I’m still here. They both look at me, then look down at their feet.

			‘Right, well I’ll leave you to get on with it then,’ says Dad, putting a made-up smile on his face. For a moment, I think he is going to ruffle my hair again, so I step forward and pick up the wooden spoon. Dad leaves the kitchen without saying anything else.

			‘He didn’t even ask if he could have one later,’ I say.

			‘No,’ replies Mum. ‘He didn’t.’

			We go back to the baking but neither of us do the crazy chicken dance or the laughing again. When we put the muffins in the oven, I stare at them for a bit and wonder whether the arguing will have knocked all the air and laughter out of them, and they won’t taste as good as usual. But later, when they have cooled down and Mum brings one up to my room on a plate, I find out they taste exactly the same as usual, which makes me feel a bit better.

			I lie in bed that night, listening to them arguing downstairs. I can’t hear the words, only the spikiness of their voices. They didn’t always have spiky voices. I remember hearing sparkly voices and tinkly laughter. I don’t know where they went. Sometimes I feel like hunting around the house for them, in case they’ve left them in a cupboard or something and can’t remember where they are. I wish I could find them again and give them back, so I don’t need to listen to the spiky voices any more.

			It never used to be like this. When I was little, we’d all go on walks together and Dad would tell jokes and Mum would groan, but be smiling at the same time, and we would stop and look at flowers and I would collect leaves and things and when we came home, Mum would help me make a collage and Dad would say nice things about it and everybody was smiley and there was no spikiness at all. At some point that I can’t quite remember, it stopped being like that and started getting more like this and now it’s a lot like this and I don’t like it at all.

			I turn over in bed and bang my head down on the pillow. The spiky voices have stopped, and they are back to the spiky silence now. Sometimes the silence is worse because, whatever they might think, you can still hear it. And what I want more than anything else in the world is to stop the arguing and the silences and make it go back to how it used to be: Mum’s laughter tinkling about the house, her singing coming from whatever room she was in. I can even remember my giggles when I snuggled in between Mum and Dad in bed in the mornings when I was little and they started tickling me. I am very ticklish – just like Dad. Me and Mum used to tickle him to make him giggle. I want us to go back to being a family that make happy sounds again, but I don’t know how to make that happen. I know how to make apricot, orange and bran muffins and how to play the ukulele and stupid stuff like that, but I don’t know how to do the one thing I really want to do.

			*

			I arrive in the playground at school. No one runs over to say hello, but no one runs over to call me a freak or kick me in the shins either, so I suppose that is an OK start to the day. Mum is hovering by the school gate with a weird look on her face, the same look she used to give our cat Atticus when we left him in the cattery before we went on holiday. I don’t know why; I mean it’s not like she’s going to come back and find me all meowing and skinny because I haven’t eaten for a week. She’s only actually leaving me for ten minutes because she is coming to our celebration assembly. We have one every Friday morning and the parents get invited and Mum usually comes because she is self-employed, and people don’t tend to book appointments for this early on a Friday morning. Mum is a homeopath and aromatherapist, which means she makes people feel better without them having to take drugs or go to hospital. I am not supposed to talk about it because some people don’t believe in it. I wonder if it’s a bit like God. We don’t believe in God but I still have to sing about him in assembly and yet we’ve never once sung about a homeopath, which doesn’t seem fair.

			Mum doesn’t agree with some bits of the celebration assemblies, like when Olivia Worthington was presented with her certificate for going scuba diving in the Maldives during the Easter holidays, and she doesn’t like that they play ‘Simply the Best’ by Tina Turner at the start of it, because she says ‘it shouldn’t be about being better than all the rest’ (she sent an email to Mrs Ratcliffe suggesting they use ‘Proud’ by Heather Small instead but she never got a reply).

			Anyway, Mum said she wouldn’t miss this particular cele­bration assembly for the world because I am going to be playing the ukulele. I passed my Grade Three in music last week with a distinction and Mum told Mrs Kerrigan, my teacher, and she said I could play in assembly as ‘an inspiration to others’. I don’t think Mrs Kerrigan went to a school like ours because if she had done, she would have known that none of the other kids are going to be even the tiniest bit inspired by me playing the ukulele. I thought it would be rude to tell her that though, which is why I have my ukulele over my shoulder and am feeling slightly sick.

			I wish I had someone to talk to, but Lottie never arrives until the last second before the bell goes and sometimes quite a few seconds afterwards. She’s only ever had a mum to look after her, and Lottie’s mum Rachel is also a health visitor, a member of Calderdale Council and volunteers at the soup kitchen, which Lottie says is why she is always late and in a rush and they have rubbish food at home. Lottie doesn’t seem to mind but I would. I don’t like being late. And I like Mum’s cooking. I hope my mum won’t get like that after the divorce. I glance over at her. She is still standing on her own near the gate. It always looks like the other mums have chats that she doesn’t know the words to. She doesn’t look like the other mums either. It’s not just her red hair, it’s kind of everything, all the way down to the wrong shoes (Mum doesn’t wear shoes, she wears boots all the year round, even in the summer). I often wonder if that is why I’m not like the other boys, because my mum is not like the other mums, but maybe it doesn’t work like that. Even if it does, I’m not mad at her for it. She probably can’t help it any more than I can. I watch as she follows the other mums into school. She is wearing her favourite green cardigan and I remember for a moment how soft and snuggly it is.

			Miss Dye rings the bell and we all line up in our classes. I try to be the last one – that way I only have one boy to bother me instead of two – but it doesn’t work today because Ryan Dangerfield is late, so he has to go behind me.

			‘Ginger minger,’ he says into my left ear. He says it loud enough that the other boys near me can hear but quiet enough that our teacher Mrs Kerrigan can’t.

			Lewis R (everyone calls him Lewis R because there is a Lewis B, so it’s become like part of his name) starts laughing and says, ‘Don’t touch tree boy or you’ll get Dutch Finn disease,’ and they do some more laughing. Mrs Kerrigan smiles like she thinks we’re all having fun together. Maybe school was different all those years ago when she went and kids were nice to each other, which is why she always thinks they’re being nice when they’re not.

			Lottie runs onto the end of the girls’ queue as we start walking in. Lottie doesn’t look like the other girls because she has short hair, and all the other girls have long straight hair, like it’s the law for girls or something. Lottie calls hers a pixie cut but I have never seen a pixie’s hair, so I wouldn’t know.

			It’s weird because everyone says I look like a girl and that Lottie looks like a boy, so maybe if we swapped heads we’d look right. I think that’s why me and Lottie are friends, because we’ve both got the wrong hair. Well, she has the wrong hair, I have the wrong everything. I didn’t know I had the wrong trousers until we were changing after PE once and Ibrahim picked up mine by mistake and started showing the other boys the label. They all started laughing because they said they were from the wrong shop, but they didn’t tell me what the right shop was, so I didn’t bother telling Mum. And anyway, I knew she still might not get them from the right shop if they didn’t pay their taxes or used child labour. It turns out buying trousers can be a tricky thing.

			I sit down next to Lottie. ‘Hi Finn,’ she says, ‘will you sign my petition?’ Lottie does petitions about everything. She also goes on protest marches with her mum. She thinks she might be a protestor when she’s older, but I didn’t even know that was an actual job.

			I sign the petition without even looking to see what it is about. When you only have one friend there is no point in asking because you are going to sign it anyway. Lottie says something about being a friend of the badgers and I smile at her. I need all the friends I can get right now – even badgers.

			When we get down to the hall for assembly, Mum is sitting on one of the benches at the back. She does a little smile, which makes me feel even more nervous than I already am. She thinks this is going to be one of those ‘proud moments’. She has no idea.

			I sit there with my ukulele in my lap, not really listening to what the head teacher Mrs Ratcliffe is saying until the bit when she says my name. I look up and she is holding my certificate and smiling at me. I stand up and pick my way through the legs of the other kids on my row and walk out to the front. Mrs Ratcliffe shakes my hand and gives me my Grade Three certificate and people clap, though Mum does it louder than everyone else. I start unzipping my ukulele case, while Mrs Ratcliffe explains that I’m going to play for them. My ukulele is yellow and has a big smile painted on the front. Mum got it for me when I learnt to play ‘You Are My Sunshine’. I can see some of the kids laughing at it. Mrs Ratcliffe asks me to play the piece I did for my Grade Three exam. She asks me to tell everyone what it’s called. I freeze for a moment, desperately hoping that the fire alarm will go off and save me, but there is silence. Mrs Ratcliffe is still smiling and waiting. Everyone is looking at me. I mumble ‘“Fanlight Fanny” by George Formby.’ All I hear is the laughter from the boys in my class coming back at me. Like a massive wave of laughter getting louder and louder until it crashes over me. I can feel the tears coming and I don’t want this to get any worse than it already is, so I do the only thing I can think of. I start playing my ukulele. Even though at that moment, I really hate George Formby.

		

	
		
			BEFORE 2

			2

			Kaz

			I sit next to the sniffing bloke on the bus. It’s the beginning of May but is warm enough to be July. People are wearing sun tops and have bare legs and I manage to find the only person in Halifax with a cold.

			It’s my own fault; I should have walked, but it’s always my treat on a Friday; a bus ride home. Not that it’s the start of a weekend off; I’ll be back in tomorrow at 7 a.m. It’s simply that sometimes it’s nice to pretend that I have an end to the working week like other people do.

			I fish in my bag to see if I’ve got a tissue to give to sniffing man but all I have is a rolled-up bit of bog roll that looks like it’s been in there for weeks. He sniffs again. It sounds like some annoying kid sucking up the last bit of his milkshake with a straw.

			‘You can use your sleeve if you like, pet, it won’t bother me,’ I say.

			He looks at me, says nothing and goes back to staring out of the window.

			‘Suit yourself,’ I say, glad there are only three more stops. I’d get my own back by taking my feet out of my Crocs, but I think they might be stuck in there due to the heat. They’re not real Crocs, just those fake ones from the market. Yellow they are. Brighten the place up a bit, that’s what I tell Bridget at work when I catch her giving them a look. She said staff in the catering trade are supposed to wear the proper covered bistro Crocs. I told her if she wanted to buy them for me, I’d be happy to wear them. Bloody full of it she is. Calls herself an entrepreneur just because she owns one lousy café. It might be called Teapots and Teacakes but it’s nothing more than a jumped-up greasy spoon.

			The man does one last almighty sniff as I ring the bell. I take the bog roll out of my bag and put it on his lap as I stand up.

			‘Do the next poor bugger who sits next to you a favour and use this,’ I say. He ignores me. The bus pulls up at the stop and the door hisses back.

			‘Thanks, love,’ I call out to the driver.

			My feet squeak inside my Crocs as I step onto the pavement. There are still a few stragglers on their way home from school. I used to make the journey last four times as long as it should do when I was their age. Anything to avoid going home. And then when our Terry started school, I had a good excuse because I could take him to the park on the way home. I used to kill hours in that park, pushing him on the swings. He always loved the swings. Hated the bloody roundabout though. Especially if another kid got on and made it go fast.

			I turn the corner. Ours are the first flats you come to. It’s not a big block, just three storeys high, and we’re on the ground floor so it doesn’t really feel like living in flats. Not unless Joe upstairs has got his music on loud and the kids next door are playing up, anyway.

			I do my special knock on the door, so Terry knows it’s me, before putting my key in the lock. It’s a while now since he’s talked about MI5 having the keys to our flat but that doesn’t mean he’s not still worried about it.

			‘Hi, it’s me,’ I call out, as I dump my bag on the floor. I can hear the sound of the TV in the living room, which means Terry is out of bed, at least. I go in. He is lying on the sofa, his ridiculously long legs spilling over the far end.

			‘Hi,’ he replies, not even looking up. He’s watching Stars in Their Eyes on video. ‘It’s Freddie Mercury.’

			I nod and smile as I watch an overweight bloke in his forties prancing around the stage in a white vest, too-tight trousers and a stick-on moustache.

			‘Hardly,’ I say. ‘He doesn’t look or sound owt like him.’

			Terry doesn’t say anything, simply carries on watching. He has seen it before, of course. More times than I care to think about. He videoed pretty much every episode of Stars in Their Eyes during what he calls the Matthew Kelly years. He never took to any of the other presenters who took over after he left; still won’t watch anything on TV with Davina McCall or any of the other presenters who came after him. They don’t compare to Matthew, that’s what he always says.

			‘You wanting a brew?’ I ask. He nods, still without looking up. I go into the kitchen. An upside-down mug and cereal bowl are on the draining board, so he has at least had breakfast. He probably started watching Stars in Their Eyes before lunchtime, which explains why there’s no evidence that he’s eaten anything else since.

			I put the kettle on and pop a couple of pieces of bread in the toaster. It worries me; how he’d survive if I wasn’t here to look after him. Fifty-one years old and he’s every bit as much my kid brother as he ever was. I don’t resent it, not for one moment. But it does make me think about the Terrys of this world who don’t have any family to look after them.

			I open a can of beans and warm half in a pan, popping the rest back in the fridge. I butter the toast and pour the beans on top. It may not be the grandest meal in the world but it’s still one of Terry’s favourites.

			‘Here you are, then,’ I say, taking it into the living room. Terry holds his hand out for the mug.

			‘You’ll have to shift your arse and sit up,’ I say. ‘I’ve done some grub.’

			Terry finally looks up. A smile spreads over his face. Terry’s face looks permanently mardy when it’s in neutral, but he makes up for it with a smile that could power the national grid.

			‘Thanks, Sis,’ he says, sitting up and taking the plate from me. ‘You’re a star and Madonna’s on next.’

			I put his cup of tea down on the floor and plonk myself next to him on the sofa. It is only then that I see the envelope sticking up from between the cushions.

			‘What’s that?’ I ask.

			‘Came this morning,’ Terry replies.

			‘Have you opened it?’

			He shakes his head as Madonna breaks into the first notes of ‘Into the Groove’.

			‘Do you want me to?’

			He shrugs. We both know what it is, we have been waiting for it long enough. But now it’s here it seems neither of us wants to open it.

			I pick up the envelope. She’s good, the Madonna woman. Wipes the floor with Freddie Mercury anyway. I tear it open and pull the letter out.

			It is headed: ‘Your Employment and Support Allowance Work Capability Assessment’.

			There is lots of stuff at the beginning explaining what it was, as if we are thick and might not remember. And then at the bottom of the page, a section that says, ‘Our Decision’. Underneath it says: ‘Your Work Capability Assessment shows that although you may have an illness, health condition or disability, you are now capable of doing some work. We realise this may not be the same type of work you have done before. We can help you identify types of work you can do, taking into consideration any illness, health condition or disability you may have.’

			I shake my head as I blow out. It is what I had feared but didn’t think could actually happen.

			The Madonna woman finishes and gets a huge cheer from the audience.

			‘What’s it say?’ asks Terry, turning to me.

			‘They say you’re fit for work,’ I reply.

			‘That’s bollocks,’ says Terry.

			‘Yeah. I know.’

			‘He weren’t listening, were he? That man who were asking me all those questions. I told him what had happened to me all those times I tried to work before, but he weren’t even fucking listening.’

			There’s nothing I can say because he’s right. They haven’t taken a blind bit of notice of what Terry said. As far as they are concerned, he’s some bloody scrounger and all they’re interested in is getting him off benefits. They don’t give a toss about what that will do to him. Why should they? They won’t be there to pick up the pieces. That’ll be my job.

			‘I’ll go and ring them,’ I say. ‘Tell them there’s been a mistake. I’ve heard about cases like this on radio. Where they’ve copied and pasted points from one assessment on to next one. Maybe that’s what happened here.’

			Terry nods at me. I don’t think he holds out any more hope than I do but I’ve got to try. I’ve got to do anything I can to make this go away. Because I know exactly where Terry’s going to end up if they make him go out to work. And I do not want him anywhere near a psychiatric unit again.

			I take the letter through to the kitchen and shut the door so they won’t hear Tina bloody Turner in the background.

			I call the number at the top of the letter. It’s not a proper number for the job centre in Halifax, because nobody there is capable of picking up the phone, apparently. It’s one of those 0345 numbers where you have no idea where the person you’re calling is and they’ve probably never been to Halifax in their lives. When I get through there’s a recording of a posh bird telling me she’s going to give me some options. There isn’t one for ‘I want to wring the neck of the arse-head assessor’, so I press the one for ‘something else’. She then asks what I’m calling about. I say, ‘You’ve got me brother’s assessment wrong and I need to speak to someone about it.’

			She says, ‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand what you’re saying, please select one of the following options.’

			None of the options are for things I want. I press one of them anyway and I’m asked what I want again.

			‘Rhubarb and custard,’ I reply. It seems to work because I get put through to the next bit, so I say ‘rhubarb and custard’ again. I keep saying it, trying not to think about how much credit this is using up on my phone, until there is a ringing tone on the other end and a real woman, not quite as posh as the recorded one but not far off, answers. She catches me singing the theme tune to the Roobarb and Custard cartoon that Richard Briers used to do, but she is probably too young to know what it is, so I don’t bother trying to explain.

			‘Hello, love, I’m ringing about me brother. His name’s Terry Allen and he’s had a letter about his work capability assessment, and I think you’ve got it wrong.’

			‘I’m afraid I can’t speak to you about someone else’s case. You’ll need to ask Mr Allen to give us a call if he’s got a query.’

			‘Yeah, well he’s got schizophrenia, see. That’s why he’s on Employment Support Allowance. And when he gets stressed it can lead to psychotic episodes, so last thing he needs to be doing is phoning you and having to press a dozen buttons to hear a posh bird say she can’t understand what he’s saying because he hasn’t got a southern accent.’

			There is a pause before she asks me for his National Insurance number and his date of birth and to confirm our address. She says she’s going to get his case up on her screen.

			‘So, he’s been found fit for work,’ she says.

			‘Aye, he has, but that’s why I’m calling because you’ve got it wrong, see. Last time he worked he ended up in a psychiatric unit. And twice before that, too. He can’t cope being with lots of other people. If you force him to work, he’ll get ill again. That’s why I need to talk to someone about this.’

			‘He has the right to ask for a mandatory reconsideration,’ she says. ‘He’ll have to do that in writing by submitting a CRMR1 form.’

			‘We’ll do that, then. Can you pop form in post, pet?’

			‘You just print it out from our website.’

			I sigh. They never get this bit.

			‘We haven’t got a computer, let alone a printer.’

			‘OK. If you go along to the job centre, they’ll be able to print one out for you there. Just fill it in, explaining why you think the decision is wrong.’

			‘Right. And once we’ve sent that off, how long until we hear?’

			‘It will be a minimum of fourteen working days, but it could be considerably longer. If they confirm the original decision, you do have the right to appeal to a tribunal, but that will all take several months.’

			‘You’re kidding me. What’s our Terry supposed to do for money until then?’

			‘Mr Allen will have to apply for Universal Credit and go to the job centre for a meeting, as advised in the letter.’

			‘But he can’t work, it’ll make him ill.’

			‘He’s been found fit for work so I’m sure the job centre will be able to find something suitable for him. I can make him an appointment for an interview. You can pick up the form you need at the same time.’

			This is stupid. She’s not getting it. But at least if they meet him in person, they might understand what I’m talking about.

			‘OK,’ I say.

			‘Right. So it looks like you’re in luck. Halifax have had a cancellation and can fit him in on Monday at three forty-five. Is that any good to you?’

			If I get the bus home from work, we should just be able to make it in time.

			‘Yes,’ I reply.

			‘Great. He’s all booked in. He’ll need to take three items of ID with him, including proof of address. All the information can be found on our website. Is there anything else I can help you with today?’

			‘No, pet,’ I say with a sigh. ‘Not unless you can do owt for tired, swollen feet.’

			I go back into the living room. I think there’s a different episode of Stars in Their Eyes on now because it looks like Matthew is wearing a different suit.

			‘Were it a mistake?’ asks Terry.

			‘We know it were,’ I say. ‘It’s getting them to see that. We’ve got to fill in a form asking them to reconsider decision, but that’ll take a few weeks. In meantime, they want you to go to job centre and sign on.’

			‘When?’ Terry asks.

			‘Monday afternoon,’ I say.

			‘I won’t have to get a job, will I? Not before we hear back from them?’

			‘Let’s hope not, eh?’

			He nods and says nothing. I can see his jaw tense. I hate it when he is like this because I know where it is heading. He goes back to watching Stars in Their Eyes. Elton John is on now. He is singing ‘Sorry Seems to Be the Hardest Word’.

		

	
		
			AFTER 1

			1

			Finn

			I lie on my bed, staring up at the bee lampshade that Dad got me. It is blue, which is a bit stupid because bees aren’t blue, but Dad said they only had it in blue or pink. Mum wouldn’t like it because she always gets cross when she sees blue things for boys and pink for girls because she says colours are for everyone and years ago boys used to be dressed in pink and it’s all marketing nonsense designed to get more money out of parents.

			I couldn’t say that when Dad got it for me though, because he was trying to be nice and Mum also says that we should be grateful for presents and it’s the thought that counts.

			Anyway, I suppose it doesn’t matter because Mum won’t see it, but I still think of how much she wouldn’t like it every time I look at it.

			My uniform is hanging up on the door of my wardrobe, ready for tomorrow. It is neatly ironed, and the trousers have creases in them that they never used to. It turns out Dad is better at ironing than Mum, but he just kept quiet about it.

			I have a bit of a tummy ache. I expect it will be worse by tomorrow morning. I don’t want to see any of them apart from Lottie but I saw her the week after and I went round to her house for tea in half-term, so I’ve only just seen her anyway.

			There is a knock on the door and Dad calls out, ‘Hi Finn, it’s me.’ I know it’s him anyway because no one else lives in our house now but maybe he sometimes forgets this like I do.

			‘Hi,’ I say back. Dad opens the door. I’m sure his beard is getting greyer. It’s probably because of everything that has happened. He steps inside my room and shuts the door behind him. He looks like he’s worried I am still mad at him and he is right, I am. I am not going to shout and scream any more, but that doesn’t mean I am any less mad, just that the mad bit is stuck inside somewhere and won’t come out.

			It’s only as I sit up that I see he is carrying something.

			‘I got this for you,’ he says, holding out a large carrier bag. I take it and look inside. It is a rucksack. It is black with a few blue flames and lines on it. There are no bees.

			‘I hope it’s OK. It’s hard to get something without football on, to be honest.’

			I nod. I want to say thank you, but I am trying too hard not to cry to be able to open my mouth.

			‘It should do for your new school in September too. I just thought you’d want something a bit more grown-up for big school.’

			My eyes give up the battle and start to let the tears out. I had been trying so hard not to think about what happened to the old rucksack. Mum was right. Dad never did know when to stop talking. He reaches out and rubs my shoulder.

			‘Hey, I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

			If he was paying attention, he would know that I haven’t stopped being upset for the past three weeks. That I miss Mum so much it’s like I’ve had my leg cut off or something. That I don’t want him to keep buying me stuff, as if that will make everything all right. I just want it to go back to how it was before. The three of us here together. And I would put up with the arguing. I really would.

			He keeps his hand on my shoulder until I stop crying a few minutes later and wipe my tears away with my fingers.

			‘Are you worried about going back to school?’ he asks.

			I nod and sniff at the same time.

			‘I’ve spoken to Mrs Ratcliffe and Mrs Kerrigan. I’ve asked them to do what you said and not mention it. And the other kids have been told you were on a special holiday before half-term.’

			‘But they’ll all know,’ I say. ‘And they’ll be staring and whispering stuff about me.’

			Dad has got the frown on his face again. It’s pretty much there all the time now. If I had to draw a picture of Dad, it would be one of him frowning and with an expression like he didn’t know what to say. That’s if I could draw, but I can’t. So, my picture of Dad wouldn’t look like Dad at all. Just a man, if I was lucky. I haven’t got any better at drawing since I was five. Mum said that wasn’t true when I said it once. She pointed to the self-portrait I did a couple of years ago, which was made out of food, which was still stuck to the fridge. I did my hair with macaroni painted orange and she said it was great. It wasn’t drawing, though. It was just a load of macaroni painted orange. And you can’t go on making pictures from macaroni forever.

			‘Come on,’ says Dad. ‘It will be nice for you to see your friends again.’

			‘I haven’t got any friends.’

			‘Yes you have. What about Lottie?’

			‘Yeah, Lottie but that’s it. And I saw Lottie last week. I don’t have to go back to school to see her. It’s the rest of them I hate.’

			Dad moves his hand down from my shoulder and rubs my arm instead.

			‘Come on, you’re just upset.’

			‘I am upset but I didn’t say it because I’m upset, I said it because it’s true.’

			Dad sighs and puts his head in his hands. He has been doing a lot of that lately.

			‘Look, I know this has been so tough for you, but you have to trust me that going back to school is the best thing to do now. You’ll feel better once the first day is over.’

			This is another stupid thing grown-ups say. I won’t feel better after the first day, I’ll feel worse because I’ll have had a horrible day and I’ll know I’ll have to go through it all over again the next day and the one after that. I think of the school in the woods that Mum made me. It was the best school ever and she was the best teacher ever. She made it so special for me. What I really want is to go back to that school in the tent with Mum, but there’s no point saying that because it can’t happen now.

			‘I’d feel better if I never had to go to school again,’ I say instead.

			‘Come on, Finn, we’ve been through all this. There’s only one half-term left and then you’ll be done. And Mrs Kerrigan said she’s got lots of fun things planned for you all.’

			‘They’re the reward things for doing well in your SATs. I won’t be allowed to do them.’

			‘Of course you will. Mrs Kerrigan’s not going to leave you out, is she?’

			‘Mrs Ratcliffe might make her. She’s still mad at me because of what Mum said and did.’

			Dad sighs and shakes his head. I know he is trying hard, but he is not good at this stuff. Not compared to Mum.

			‘Finn, no one at school’s mad at you. They want to help you, that’s all.’

			‘You’re only saying that to make me go. Mum wouldn’t make me go. Mum knew how much I hated it.’

			I watch Dad blink hard and turn his head away. I feel a bit mean, but I am only speaking the truth. He’s never done this. Mum always dealt with this sort of stuff. Dad is good at mending stuff and riding a bike and knowing about law. He is not good at making me feel better. Which is a shame really, because that’s exactly what I need right now.

			‘I’m trying my best, Finn,’ he says, still not looking at me. ‘We’ve just got to try to get through it together the best we can.’

			He turns round to face me. His eyes are glistening. I think for a moment he is going to hug me, but he doesn’t, he just ruffles my hair and walks out of the room.

			*

			Dad drops me at Lottie’s house the next morning. This was arranged with Lottie’s mum Rachel last week. Rachel is still mad at Dad too, I know that from Lottie. But she is pretending not to be mad at him in front of me, for my sake. I think it was Lottie’s mum who arranged to take me into school tomorrow, not Dad, but Dad seems very happy with it, probably because it means he hasn’t got to take me himself and I suspect he thinks I’ll have a massive meltdown if he does that.

			Dad puts his hand on my shoulder.

			‘It’ll be fine,’ he says.

			That is easy for him to say. He’s going to work after this with people he likes, not being forced to go to a school he hates with a bunch of people he doesn’t like and have everyone stare at him and say stuff behind his back.

			Lottie’s mum opens the door and waves. I think she is waving at me rather than Dad because she never really liked Dad very much, even before it happened. I know this because Mum used to talk about Dad to her in a quiet voice sometimes when she thought I wasn’t listening and she often nodded and looked sympathetic and said things in a quiet voice back that I couldn’t hear.

			Dad raises his hand at her from the car and I unfasten my belt.

			‘Have a good day,’ he says. His voice is a bit wobbly and I know that’s because he doesn’t think I will but can’t say that to me. I pick up my book bag and my rucksack, which has my PE kit in, and get out.

			‘Hello, Finn,’ Rachel says. ‘How are you doing?’ She gives me such a big hug that I can’t actually breathe for a moment, let alone reply, which is probably just as well as I haven’t worked out what to say to that question yet.

			‘Come inside a sec,’ she says. ‘Lottie’s not quite ready yet, you know what she’s like. Can’t think where she gets it from.’

			She smiles as she says this like she knows it’s funny and leads me into the house. It’s what they call a two-up, two-down, which means there are four rooms if you don’t count the bathroom and it’s such a small bathroom that you really don’t need to count it.

			Lottie comes charging downstairs.

			‘Hi Finn,’ she says. ‘Rachel, I’ve got toothpaste down my school trousers.’

			Lottie calls her mum by her first name. She started it when she was seven and wanted to be more grown-up. I don’t think it sounds grown-up, just weird. Like she’s forgotten who she is. But, for the first time ever, I am glad of it today because the word ‘Mum’ makes me feel sad.

			‘Well, no time to change them now,’ Rachel replies. ‘We’re not going to make Finn late.’

			Lottie looks at me and it’s like she suddenly remembers why I am there, and she looks down again and picks up her book bag.

			‘OK, let’s go,’ she says, wiping the still-wet toothpaste stain with her hand, which smears it and makes it look worse.

			I look down at her empty hands. ‘PE kit,’ I say.

			‘Oh yeah,’ says Lottie and runs back upstairs.

			Rachel smiles at me. ‘What would she do without you?’ she says. And that makes me feel sad too because Lottie will be going to a different school to me in September and that will mean I will have no friends at all. Dad says I will make new ones but he doesn’t realise that I won’t because I am not the sort of boy other boys want to be friends with and Lottie is only my friend because she is not like the other girls and what are the chances of there being a girl who isn’t like the other girls at my new school? Probably zero.

			Lottie runs back down with her PE bag and we pile into the back seat of her mum’s car.

			‘I like your new backpack,’ says Lottie.

			‘I don’t,’ I reply. ‘Dad got it for me.’

			I see Rachel glance at me in the rear-view mirror.

			‘Oh well,’ says Lottie. ‘You hate PE so you may as well have a backpack you hate for your PE kit.’

			I give her a little smile. It is the first smile I can remember doing in a long time.

			*

			We get to the playground just before the bell rings. Mrs Kerrigan is standing by the gate and she smiles at me and says, ‘Morning, Finn, it’s lovely to see you,’ only her voice goes a bit funny at the end so I don’t actually hear the word ‘you’, but I think that is what she tried to say.

			All the other kids stare at me, just how I knew they would, but the weird thing is that no one says anything mean to me like they usually do. Ryan Dangerfield looks at me, then looks away again. Jayden McGreevy doesn’t have the usual smirk on his face. Even Tyler Johnson can’t seem to think of something horrible to say to me. That is the thing that gets to me. That is why everything in front of me starts to go blurry. Lottie is standing next to me at the back of the girls’ queue. She takes my arm and pulls me along in the right direction. Like I am blind but still waiting for a Blue Peter fundraising campaign to raise enough to get me a guide dog.

			It is like that all morning. No one saying anything mean to me or making faces at me when Miss isn’t looking. And I hate it because all it does is remind me all the time of why they are not being horrible to me.

			*

			Mrs Ratcliffe comes up to me in the playground at break time, all smiley and her bangles jangling like normal.

			‘Hello, Finn, Mrs Kerrigan says you’ve done so well this morning. I think there might be a star of the week award coming your way.’

			I look at her and she is still smiling and jangling because she is so stupid, she doesn’t even realise that the worst thing that could happen to me this week would be to have my name called out in the celebration assembly.

			*

			After lunch we get changed ready for PE. No one even teases me about my skinny white legs or tells me I should be getting changed with the girls because I am one. All the times I wished the teasing would stop and now it has, and I hate it.

			We start playing invasion games in the hall. I hate invasion games because I am no good at running or jumping or kicking a ball or catching a ball or pretty much anything you have to do in invasion games. Usually the others all groan if I am on their team but nobody says anything today.

			But a few minutes after we start playing, I am on the floor in no-man’s-land and the others are on the benches and Lewis R forgets for a second and throws the ball straight at me deliberately. It hits me hard on the arm and really stings and a few people start laughing but then they remember and stop, without Mrs Kerrigan even saying anything. And I hate the sound of them not laughing even more than I used to hate the sound of them laughing.

			*

			I ask Dad pretty much as soon as we get home. I have been thinking about her a lot. About how nice she was to me. Sometimes I think I can still feel her arms round me.

			‘I want to see the sheep apron lady,’ I say.

			Dad looks at me, frowning.

			‘Who?’

			‘The sheep apron lady. The one who looked after me until you got there.’

			Dad’s frown clears as he realises who I mean.

			‘Really? Are you sure?’

			‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Can we ask her round for tea? She gave you her number in case she could help in any way.’

			Dad thinks for a moment. Normally he would say no. But nothing’s normal any more. We both know that.

			‘Let me ask her and see what she says,’ he says.

		

	
		
			AFTER 2

			2

			Kaz

			The noise of someone shouting in the room next door wakes me up. I’m used to having neighbours in the flat above and next to the kitchen but not used to being surrounded by noise twenty-four hours a day in a hostel.

			Still, beggars can’t be choosers and as it was either this or roughing it in a shop doorway, I suppose I should consider myself lucky. And it could have been a whole lot worse, too. I haven’t forgotten that. How can I, when I look in the bathroom mirror every morning? The shame doesn’t wash off, it still stares straight back at me. I’ve told no one, of course. Certainly not Terry. But it’s enough that I know.

			At least I managed to get some sleep last night. The recurring nightmare I have had since childhood has receded in recent weeks, to be replaced by a new one, with new faces and new horrors. A new scream at the end. But last night it didn’t visit me, although I am not naïve enough to think that it won’t be back.

			I get up and squeeze past Terry’s TV and video player and his boxes of videos to get to the window to open the flimsy curtains. My neighbour Mark was good enough to bring them here in his van, along with my clothes. The other bits and bobs got shared out among my neighbours. Mark took the kettle and toaster to a mate he knew who had just come out of prison and was setting up in his own flat. I feel a bit like one of those organ donors who may have lost their life but at least were able to help other people to have a better one. Not that it will be much consolation when Terry is well enough to leave hospital and finds that he hasn’t got a home to go to.

			I haven’t told him yet. How could I? It will only worry him at a time when he’s got enough on his plate. What I need to do is concentrate on getting myself a job so we can get somewhere of our own to live again. Not that I’m any nearer to doing that than I was four weeks ago.
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