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In memory of my mum, Linda.  



She loved Sheffield. Loved laughter.  



Undimmable even after all these years.  



I still see the light, Mum x  



 


And for Bob, and all that we forged  



after she’d gone. I think she’d be proud of us.



























Late August
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I think this is the bit where I introduce myself 


and tell you all about me. 


I’ve never done this before 


so you’ll need to bear with me


because, well, there’s quite a lot to tell. 


So here goes: 


I’m Alfie, 


Alfie Piper. 


I’m twelve years old.


I’m sitting at my desk in my bedroom at Dad’s house


looking out the window, 


watching light battle dark.


I do that a lot. 


From here I can see the tops of the hills 


change as the seasons spin. 


Right now,  


the moor grass is scorched amber


and the sun’s coming up


like the sky’s on fire,


like yesterday is burning


and a whole new world’s being created 


just for me.


My uniform’s hung on the back of my door ready 


for next week. 
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But I don’t want to talk about starting Year 8.
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I’ve been thinking about talking since it happened.


Trying to find a way to get out what’s in my head.


What it is I want to say.


So here I am.


Let’s see where we get to.


I can hear my dad, Sam, and his wife, Sophie, 


singing to the baby downstairs. 


Alice is four weeks old. 


She’s beautiful. 


They’ll be trying to get a bottle 


down her 


in the hope she’ll settle for a while


so they can drink coffee,


listen to the radio  


and smile at each other, 


delighted by what they made.


Eventually Dad’ll come upstairs to check in 


on me, so I’ve not got long.
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The next bit of what I need to tell you 


is pretty hard, 


you might need to take a breath.















The day before my sister, Alice, was born,


my mum died. 















My mum is dead.
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I just need a minute. 


Sorry, I said you’d have to bear with me.
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If it’s OK, I’d like to tell you a little bit about 


her—? 


It might be a jumble of stuff but that’s how my 


head is.


My mum was called Sally Anne Taylor.  


She was thirty-nine years old. 


No age at all, people tell me. 


She was a social worker. 


Her whole life was about trying to help people.


She was my favourite person in the world.


She was my mum. 


And I loved her . . . 


I love her 



very, very much. 















She died of pancreatic cancer. 


Two weeks after we found out she had it,


she was gone. 


I’d been dead busy at school, 


and there was so much to do around


the baby coming


that I never noticed the stuff 


people’ve talked about since then: 


how she’d been feeling poorly for a while, 


wasn’t really eating. 


People said her eyes 


and skin had started to go yellow, 


but she didn’t want to believe it


until her friend who used to be a nurse 


told her she had to go to hospital. 


And she never came out.
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That’s a lot, right? 


Yeah, it is. 


And the thing is, 


there’s more. 


And I’m sorry again if I ramble here 


but 


I’m lost 


without her light.
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She died in hospital 


in the early hours of the morning, 


on the day she was supposed to come home.   


She wasn’t coming home to get better 


but they told us she’d have a few months. 


And while I was trying to get my head


round it all,


stomach ulcers burst 


and she was so weak that her body, 


my mum’s body, 


couldn’t take it.
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And he was with her.
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He is Mum’s partner.



Was Mum’s partner.


He appeared in my life



when I was nearly three, 


the year after Mum and Dad split up. 


And I hate him. 



And he hates me. 



And he was there. 



And I wasn’t.
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I’d been staying at Auntie Lisa’s, 


Mum’s sister, 


because Dad and Sophie 


knew Alice was arriving any second.


Thinking about it now, 


that’s the last time I stayed at Lisa’s. 


There was a knock on the door, 


early,


too early for it to be anything 


but bad news. 


And 


I heard them downstairs 


and it turns out 


Lisa wanted to tell me 


it had happened


but he said no



it needed to be him



and he called me downstairs 



and I was confused and angry because it was early 


and I thought he wanted me to go and help him 



sort the house out for Mum coming home 


and he was in the kitchen with his back to me 



and when he turned 


he just looked at me 
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and told me. 


Then he hugged me and cried. 



Told me he loved her. 


And he smelt of hospitals



and Mum. 


And then Lisa came forward and sort of 


got him away from me 



because she knew how I felt.
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And from then on, 


it’s like I’ve been in a washing machine,


tumbling about, 


trying to find a space in the chaos to breathe, 


in places where even the light is dark.


People’s faces flashing in front of me


conversations I’m not supposed to hear


funeral cars 


flowers 


cards  


Alice


him.


None of it making any sense.
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And I have a couple of questions


which I know you can’t answer, 


nobody can. 


But I need to ask them anyway.
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Why did this happen to me? 


And what do I do now? 


The only thing I do know 


is I’ll never see Mum again. 
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And after we spread her ashes 


in the valley she loved,


I’ll never see him again.
















The Next July
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Wow, it’s nearly been a year. I didn’t realise. 


Don’t they say that time flies when you’re having 


fun? 


Well, they don’t know anything.
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Fun isn’t being the kid who’s got the dead mum. 


Fun isn’t being given a pass to get out of lessons 


to just sit in the Hub 


because none of this makes sense. 


Fun isn’t finding out it’s easier for your mates to 


avoid you because they don’t know what to say.


Fun isn’t your dad being a teacher at your school,


him pulled out of class 


to stand helpless in front of you


because he has no idea how to make this better.


Fun isn’t a counsellor trying to get you to talk.


Fun isn’t not being able to drop this darkness.  


Fun isn’t the feeling of her drifting 


further and further away each day, 


knowing that one morning soon 


she won’t be the first thing I think of. 


Fun isn’t the niggling worries about him.



Fun isn’t understanding 


every time you walk into a room 


where people know you 


that it all changes.


People stop talking, 


do strange things with their faces, 


eyes.


Fun isn’t watching that happen 


every day.


Fun isn’t finding out that this stuff hurts. 


Actually   physically   hurts.
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So, yeah, they can stick their 


Time flies when you’re having fun 



and give me a break.
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But a break’s what’s coming.


Six weeks of summer 


stretching out ahead of me.


Back to the window, 


back to the hills.


Built on seven hills, this place, Alfie.


Just like Rome. 


That’s what Mum always said.


Time to find some light.
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And that’s where I’m going:


out into the wind,


chasing the sun,


up, up and away.


Because I’ve not figured much out 


since we last spoke,


other than this:


I can move faster than thoughts and feelings


and pain.


And if I keep moving, 


they can’t catch me.
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I told Dad I didn’t want to see him again.


He asked if I was sure. 


And I was.


So he said I didn’t have to. 


And since then, 


I haven’t.
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I’ve not seen a single one of Mum’s friends since 


she died.


People that came to me at the funeral, 


crying and choking and spluttering, 


kissing and hugging me,


promising me they’d see me soon. 


And Grandma and Lisa. 


Where have they gone?
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I’ve never told anyone this, 


because it makes me feel bad:


But I’m angry with Mum.


1.  For dying. 



2.  For meeting him. 




























Six Weeks of 


Summer



























Week 1
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Do you like bikes? 


I hope you can fix them better than I can.


I’ve not got the mind for it.


Rudi’s pretty good at it.


He’s been my best mate since primary


but, like I said, since Mum died 


he doesn’t know what to say. 


It’s not his fault. No one knows what to say.


But I can’t stand him looking at me 


with that sad face. 


So, for the past year, 


I just nod as we pass in the corridor.


Let him hang with the new crowd he’s started 


knocking around with.


It doesn’t take long for the messages to stop if you 


don’t answer them.
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He’s definitely got the mind for fixing stuff. 



Just not for showing me how. 


I’d ask him for help 


when I got a puncture 


or if the brakes weren’t working 


or the gears were slipping 


and he’d just look at me:



When I were your age 


I could strip a bike 


and put it back together again 


just like that.


Then he’d snap his fingers and walk off. 



I mean, What?!



Thanks very much, you moron.


It’s like he couldn’t stand the fact 


I was different to him.



And I’d say to Mum: 


Why won’t he help me? 
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And she’d just look away.
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I get my crowded mind from Dad.


Or that’s what Mum said.


But, funnily enough, 


Dad always says I’m like Mum 


because I can get manic and hyper


and lose my temper really easy – so who knows?


Maybe I got a double dose.


Dad’s no good at fixing stuff, or DIY. 


I’m an English teacher, for God’s sake, Alfie. 


I can’t deal with machines. 


He’s more into words and music 


and silly voices 


and creating characters 


and scribbling ideas down


and books 


and bouncing Alice on his knee.
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Mum could turn her hand to most things


so it was always her who’d roll her sleeves up 


and help me try to get the bike ready. 


She’d watch a few videos on her phone, 


nod, 


and then we’d have a go.


And it would sort of be OK most of the time. 


And he’d be there, 



in the house,


knowing we were struggling.
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I never got why she didn’t say anything to him.
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Is it OK to question the dead? 


I dunno. 


No rule book for this stuff is there, eh?
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Mum was the loudest, 


happiest person I’ve ever met, 


like sunshine wearing lipstick.


Undimmable. She took you with her, 


pulled you towards her heat.


But, other times, it was as if everything


had been forced out of her


and shadows took control. 


And nothing I could say or do made it better.


There never seemed to be an in-between. 


She was darkness and light locked together, 


coiled tight.
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Whatever happened between Mum and Dad 


happened when I was a baby. 
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