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				Mum found a lump under her arm on my tenth birthday.

				I wrote this fact down in my Special Blue Book that I use for my stories and plays.

				Dad had been shouting at her and had stormed out, and afterwards I heard her crying in the shower. I banged on the door.

				‘Mum, it’s me, Grace. I need a wee desperate, like two-seconds-to-spare desperate.’

				Mum let me in, all covered in soapy bubbles, but as I ran to the toilet I heard her gasp. It was only a small gasp but I heard it.

				‘What’s wrong, Mum?’ I said, flushing the chain and pulling the shower curtain aside so I could nick her soap to wash my hands.

				‘Nothing,’ she snapped. ‘I slipped.’

				I turned the basin tap on and let the soap slip, slide in between my wet fingers and, wiping a hole in the steamed-up mirror, stared at my short brown scraggy hair. I hate it. My hair is my worst thing in the world. My eyes are brown too, just like my too-busy-for-me dad’s. Mum – who is called Chloe, by the way – has twinkly sparkly blue eyes and I love her most in the whole wide world. She has lovely wavy brown hair. I wish with all my heart that my hair was like my mum’s.

				‘Can I brush your hair out and blow dry it? Pleeeeease, Mum?’ I asked, peeping through the shower curtain.

				‘No, not today. Go downstairs, it’s tea time. We’ll have your cake and candles.’

				‘Will Dad come back in time for me to blow out my candles?’ I asked.

				‘No, my darling Grace, I don’t think he will. Make your birthday wish,’ and she put a soapy bubble on my nose.

				But I didn’t go downstairs. I crept to her bedroom door and listened as she phoned the doctor. I heard the words ‘lump . . . arm . . . tomorrow . . .’ trickle through the crack in the hinge.

				I tiptoed downstairs and Googled ‘lump’ on the computer, and copied down what it said in my Special Blue Book.



				Lump (noun): A piece of solid matter – a lump of coal.

				Lump (verb): To tolerate a disagreeable situation. (For example, I have to lump Dad shouting at Mum.)

				Lump (noun): A swelling under the skin caused by injury or disease.

				Mum must have injured herself when she was dancing. She was always dancing, my mum. She would dance to anything – even the adverts and the signature tunes for Coronation Street and Countdown. She must have bumped herself on the furniture when she was waving her arms in the air, I told myself over and over again.

				My eyes flicked back to the computer screen. I saw all the different reasons you might have a lump – how it could just be a cyst or something called an abscess. As I read down, scary words jumped out at me from the screen, so I shut my eyes tightly so I couldn’t read them any more. Then I heard Mum’s footsteps coming down the stairs so I switched off the computer.

				As I closed my eyes and blew out my candles I wished with the whole of my heart for Mum’s lump to disappear.

				I couldn’t eat my birthday cake after that. The purple icing choked me.

				I wrote down in my Special Blue Book that:

				I, Grace Wilson of 22 Manderly Road, Southgate, North London, feel in my heart that now I have reached double figures my life has changed forever.

				It did. Mum went to the doctor’s the next day and two weeks later she was sent to the hospital. She came back with one of those big smiles on her face, the sort that doesn’t reach the eyes, and started to cook my best tea: pork chops, apple sauce and mash. I wasn’t hungry.

				The shouting behind closed doors got really loud after that. And then the dreams started. I wrote one down in my Special Blue Book, just as I woke up so that I wouldn’t forget.

				Mum turned into one gigantic fleshy lump while we were watching Coronation Street and her face completely disappeared. I was trying to phone my dad’s office but the secretary on the end of the line kept saying, ‘Mr Wilson is too busy,’ over and over again and laughing.

				My dad left soon after that, packed his bags of clothes and anger, then grabbed me and hugged me. He held me too tight and one of his shirt buttons was up my nose and I couldn’t breathe and I was thinking Please just let me go, and then he did. My dad turned and walked down the path. He didn’t look back once.

				I thought Mum would cry, but she turned up the music on the radio really loud and we danced round the house in every room until we flopped on the sofa, legs aching. We ate nearly a whole box of Quality Street, saving the strawberry creams till last. It was then she told me what I already knew. I put on my special I-don’t-know-what-you’re-talking-about face.

				‘Grace, I have something really important to tell you,’ she began. ‘I have a lump. Just a little lump.’ She pointed to a place under her arm.

				I didn’t tell her that I’d heard her crying herself to sleep; that I’d listened at doors and to telephone conversations when she thought I was in bed, trying to piece together more words that trickled through the door hinge: country . . . clinic . . . rest . . . scared. I didn’t tell her about my dreams.

				‘Grace, I am going to have to go into hospital to have a little operation to have the lump cut out,’ she continued.

				‘It’s OK, Mum,’ I said. ‘I’ll look after you.’ Then I said our special thing.

				‘Hug you, Mum.’

				‘Hug you more,’ she said. ‘The thing is, Grace, after they have taken the lump out I have to completely rest my arm. I won’t be able to lift anything for a while. I won’t be able to hoover, or peg up the washing, or drive you to tap dancing and clarinet, or your friends’ houses, or do anything really. Isn’t that boring?’ And she laughed, but her eyes weren’t laughing.

				‘It’s OK, Mum – who cares about tap dancing and the stupid clarinet? I don’t,’ I said. ‘I’ll do the hoovering and the washing.’

				‘No, Grace, I won’t be able to look after you.’

				‘I’ll do the cooking. I’ll do the dusting. I’ll brush your hair,’ and I raced up the stairs, two at a time, to get her hair brush and slid back down on my bottom. I started to brush Mum’s curls, but she grabbed hold of both my wrists and pulled me so that I was standing in front of her.

				‘No, Grace! Stop! You’re going to live with your Grandad Bradley on his farm in Yorkshire for a while.’ Her hands were shaking.

				For the first time since I learned to talk as a tiny baby, no words would come out. Mum hadn’t talked to Grandad Bradley for eleven years. That was one year more than I had been on Planet Earth. I didn’t even know my grandad.

				I just stood there and looked at her with a hurricane in my head. Then I heard myself say like a baby: ‘No, Mummy, please don’t send me away. You can’t send me to live with him. You said he’d been a miserable man ever since Granny Bradley danced off with her soldier man and left you when you were eight. You said Grandad Bradley was a miserable old goat. Please let me stay and look after you.’

				‘Sometimes,’ said Mum, ‘people come through unexpectedly.’

				‘Dad didn’t,’ I said.

				‘No, Dad didn’t, he doesn’t like hospitals,’ she said, rolling her eyes and letting out a weird laugh that didn’t tinkle but sounded like a donkey with tummy ache. ‘Your dad is going to pick you up from school tomorrow to drive you up to Yorkshire.’

				The tears started to bounce off my cheeks, making the last few chocolates soggy.

				‘Please, Mum, I’ll pick all the things off the floor in my bedroom. I’ll scrub all the floors. I’ll do anything.’

				‘No, Grace,’ she said. ‘You leave tomorrow.

				‘Hug you,’ she said, her voice cracking. And then again, ‘Hug you?’

				But ‘Hug you more’ jammed in my tonsils.

				She reached under the sofa and brought out a box. ‘I know I said you couldn’t have a phone till you were eleven but these are special circumstances.’ She nodded at me to open the box.

				My new phone was purple and shiny and definitely one of my best things in the world, but the ‘thank you’ got stuck.

				There was a knock on the door. It was our next-door neighbour, Mrs Johnson, whose sons were all grown up and gone away. Lovely Mrs Johnson who let me spend hours and hours in the tree house they were all too old to play in, writing in my Special Blue Book. She appeared in the doorway with a purple suitcase and a purple rucksack and purple sparkly purse.

				‘For you, Grace,’ she said. ‘For your exciting adventure.’ They were the best bags ever but I had another major tonsil jam.

				‘I can look after myself,’ I screamed instead, and ran up the stairs to my room, slamming the door so hard the house shook.

				I kicked all the clothes on the floor out of the way and flung open my bedroom window. I leaned right out into the night air to look at Mrs Johnson’s tree house. Just then a mangy fox scurried across our lawn and pushed his nose against the loose bits of wood in the fence which is my own top secret entrance, and wriggled through to Mrs Johnson’s, disappearing into her rose garden. I leaned my Special Blue Book on the window sill, which is my best place, and wrote:

				I am not a baby. I am ten years and five weeks and one day. Why won’t Mum let me look after her? How can she send me away to live with a miserable old goat. I HATE HER. I wish I could live by myself in the tree house.

				I decided I was never going to come down from my bedroom, not ever. But I got hungry so I crept down the stairs to get a chocolate digestive and a glass of Fanta. I peeped through the front room door. Mrs Johnson was on the sofa, cradling Mum like a baby.
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				Ouch! I woke as my head hit the car window. Dad was bumping the car down a muddy farmyard track. At the end of the last bump was my Grandad Bradley.

				I tumbled out of the car, cuddling my purple rucksack to my tummy tighter than a hot water bottle. Grandad Bradley was tall, with a big nose and a cross mouth, with the broadest of broad shoulders that seemed to hold up all the troubles and sadness in the world.

				I could see that Grandad had my mum’s eyes; it’s just that his didn’t twinkle. He had little tufts of grey hair sprouting from his head and the tops of his ears.

				Grandad stared at me.

				I stared back.

				I won.

				Dad and Grandad shook hands like strangers who didn’t like each other.

				Dad began, ‘I’d better . . .’ but his voice trailed off to nothing. He scuffed his shoe in the dirt with his hands in his pockets like a little boy, not my dad.

				‘You do that. You get going. Don’t want to hit the traffic now, do you,’ spat Grandad Bradley. Then he turned and looked at me and muttered under his breath, ‘I’ll do your duty for you, don’t you worry. Grace’ll be safe with me.’

				‘Bye, Grace,’ said Dad. ‘I’ve got to get back for a meeting,’ and he pressed ten pounds into my hand. Then my dad just got back in his car and drove off. I wish with all my heart now that I had talked to him. He didn’t look back. Ever.

				I turned round and tried to smile at Grandad, but my mouth felt all wobbly.

				Grandad looked down at me and tried to smile back, only I think it was a bit too much effort for his lips. It was like the world stood still as we waited for the words to come, then my head filled with squeals as a baby-pink pot-bellied pig ran over my foot.

				Bang! The shabby door of a cottage across the farmyard flew open. As it crashed and splintered against the wall, butterfly flecks of old blue paint fluttered off in the breeze.

				Out of the door ran a girl with wild black curls and mud on her face. She wore a raggedy skirt of orange, yellow and green and a blue-and-indigo top with a red coat and wellies. The rainbow-girl shot across the yard, screaming, ‘Claude, come back here!’

				As she ran past me she pressed a tiny piece of paper into my hand. I screwed it tight in my fist and slipped it into my jeans pocket.

				Grandad swooped the baby pig into his arms and gently quietened its squealing.

				It was obvious that Claude the pig loved Grandad Bradley.

				It was obvious that the rainbow-girl didn’t.

				She was agitated, hopping from one foot to the other.

				‘Thank you very much, Mr Bradley, sir, for catching Claude. Could I have my pig back now please, sir?’

				Grandad Bradley totally ignored her and nuzzled Claude to his chest till he was completely calm. Then he looked up and said, ‘I have told you time and time again not to run across the yard screaming like that.’

				He passed the little pig back to the rainbow-girl, but as she grasped Claude she turned and gave me a tiny wink.

				‘Sorry, Mr Bradley, sir, it won’t happen again.’ Then she turned back and walked back towards the door that had once been blue.

				‘Follow me,’ Grandad grunted. ‘I’ve put you in your mother’s old room.’ He lifted my case like it weighed no more than my iPod and strode off.

				I stumbled on the mud bumps as I tried to keep up with him. I could hear what sounded like hundreds of cows mooing from a big long building and the sound of machinery pumping and sucking. A cockerel strutted past me, bossing the speckled hens that scuttled and scratched in the dirt at my feet.

				As we reached the big old stone farmhouse Grandad opened the back door. A crazy bundle of golden fur hurtled itself at me, knocking me backwards on to my bottom. It started to lick my face.

				‘Give over, Lara, you soft lass,’ shouted Grandad to the golden retriever. Winded, I scrambled to my feet. A tear escaped and trickled down my chin, which was so annoying because, I promise you, I wasn’t crying.

				‘You’ll get used to her daft ways soon enough,’ laughed Grandad. ‘You’re a town lass but you’ll learn.’

				‘We have dogs in London you know,’ I seethed, grabbing my rucksack and following Grandad up two flights of stairs and through a long corridor. He opened the door and there was my mum’s room. A long-haired tabby cat lay on the patchwork quilt that covered the bed. She stretched and yawned as we entered.

				‘That’s Martha,’ said Grandad, dumping my case on the floor. ‘Her grandmother, Penny, was your mother’s cat, but she’s long gone.’ He just stood in the middle of the room with his hands dug deep in his pockets as he stared around him. I unlocked my case and tipped a pile of my clothes on to the floor.

				‘Well, um, I’ll leave you to sort your belongings.’ And my grandad backed out like he couldn’t wait to leave me.

				I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled the tiny piece of paper the rainbow-girl had pressed into my hand out of my jeans pocket.

				Before I’d had a chance to take a look, I jumped as the door creaked open. A furry nose peeped through the gap and I breathed a sigh of relief. Lara the retriever padded across the room and put her nose on my lap. I unscrewed the paper. There was a phone number scrawled on it. Underneath it said:
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				I felt a tiny ray of curious sunshine push through my grey lonely fog. A new friend – that would be more precious to me than all the sparkly treasures on Planet Earth. I gently smoothed out the note and hid it between the pages of my Special Blue Book.

				I looked round the room. On the wall next to the bed were pictures of bands I didn’t recognize. A glass butterfly mobile caught the light by the window, sending rainbow colours, like the rainbow-girl, shooting through the room. Piles of old teenage magazines lay under the bed, dusty and crumpled, with girls in old-fashioned clothes on the front.

				As I opened the door of the old oak wardrobe Martha leaped off the bed and wound herself round my legs. Lara sniffed and pawed at a few old dresses of my mum’s that still hung there.

				I took a swirly dress of pink silk and buried my face in it, breathing in her scent. I slipped it on over my jeans and T-shirt but my flat chest didn’t fill it. I pulled it off and threw it on the bed and picked out a yellow one instead. It fitted perfectly.

				I stared at myself in the yellow dress, in the mirror above the oak dressing table. My short scraggy hair stuck up like a circus clown’s. I picked up a silver brush that was lying there. It still had one of mum’s wavy hairs curled around the bristles. I brushed my stupid hair hard. Martha leaped on to the dressing table, purring.

				A breeze brushed against my face and the glass of the butterfly mobile tinkled and spun as an arc of lilac light jumped round the room, dazzling my eyes. Through the sun-droplet haze I could see the shape of my mum as a ten-year-old girl in the yellow dress, smiling and holding her arms out to me. I held out my arms to hug her. Only she wasn’t there.

				I pulled my new purple phone from my rucksack and texted my mum.

				Hug you

				I waited and waited but no text came back with ‘Hug you more’.

				‘You’ll be wanting something to eat,’ said Grandad through the gap in the door. He started in surprise when his eyes fell on me in the yellow dress, his eyes flicking from shock to anger to sadness in less than a blink. Then he swallowed and whispered: ‘Why, Grace! It’s like seeing your mum standing before me. What’s that you’ve got there?’

				‘It’s my new phone, Grandad. Mum gave it to me.’ I held it out to him.

				He turned it round in the palm of his huge hairy hand and frowned. ‘I don’t know, you kids with your newfangled gadgets.’

				‘I’ve texted her, Grandad, but she’s not texted back.’

				‘Grace, lass, her phone will be switched off in hospital. It interferes with machinery and hearing aids and all sorts. They’re a blessed nuisance. You can write your mum a nice letter.’

				‘I’d rather text her.’

				‘We send letters in this house,’ said Grandad. ‘Now let’s be having you. You’ll be wanting your tea.’

				Pulling off the yellow dress, I followed him along the corridor and down the stairs, tripping over Lara as I went.

				On the table in the gigantic kitchen was an enormous ham, pots of pickle and a massive bowl of potato salad. My tummy was burbling with hunger. It was a long time since the soggy chips. I tucked in.

				‘Good lass,’ said Grandad. ‘I can’t abide a child with a finicky appetite. Will you be able to occupy yourself this evening by writing to your mum? I’ve got Mrs Harpson from the village coming up to do my accounts.’

				‘I’ll be fine, Grandad.’ I felt a nose on my lap. I sneaked a bit of ham under the table. Lara gobbled it up.

				‘And there will be no feeding the dog at the table.’

				‘No, Grandad,’ I said, sneaking Lara another bit.

				‘Right – rules,’ said Grandad. ‘There has to be rules. You’ll mind your Ps and Qs. I can’t abide bad manners. And stay away from yon girl with the pig.’

				I felt a cross knot pull tight in my tummy.

				‘But why, Grandad? I’d like to talk to her.’

				‘You’ve got this lovely big house to play in. You don’t need to be dancing round the farmyard with her, making a menace of yourself. Do you understand? You’re a young lady, not a wild animal.’ Blah blah blah blah. The knot in my tummy pulled tighter.

				‘Yes, Grandad. Can I go to my room now?’

				‘You may leave the table. If you do as I say we’ll get along just fine. And keep your room tidy, please. You’re to put away those clothes you’ve tipped on your bedroom floor. I can’t abide mess.’

				I raced up the stairs to my mum’s room, leaped over the pile of clothes, grabbed my purple phone from the bed and started to text.

				Hi Megan. This is your new friend Grace. I like your pig Claude. I have never met a pig b4. Will u and Claude show me round the farm please? A x 4 u and a hug and a pat for Claude.

				I pressed send . . .

				My phone bleeped.

				Meet me at the outside bog. Megan x
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Then we sat on my bed and she let me brush her
curls for one last time. We walked hand in hand down
he stairs and she hitched my new purple rucksack on
o my shoulders before opening our front door.

My bones can still feel where Mum hugged me
more and more and more like we were glued together
orever. As I walked away from her down the path I
Knew she was trying not to cry and waving at me,
waiting for me to turn round. But I didn’t. T was
rightened that if 1 did I would run and hold her and

never ever ever let her go, o1 just kept on v‘«dfkir;g. -

I ran to catch up with Jessica and Kayla, dawdling
ahead of me along the road to school, heads touching,
whispering secrets, planning a sleepover without me.
Jessica used to be my best friend till Kayla joined our
class. Not that it matters now.

Dad is still on the phone but also mouthing at
me to get in the car. I AM PRETENDING I CAN'T
SEE HIM.
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A VERY PRIVATE PART FROM MY SPECIAL BLU E BOOK
THAT I WILL LET YOU PEEP AT.

I am ignoring Dad and dipping my soggy chips in A

Ketchup at the..'Happy Diner --the Motorway's d
Ultimate Eating Experience’. We have stopped here

after driving forever since Dad picked.me up halfway
through my History lesson. (on mean Henry the Eighth-
chopping everyone's heads off). Can you believe Mum
actually made me go to school for the morning! She
said she had to be at the hospital for 9 o'clock and
Dad couldn't pick me up till 1215, coz he had an
important meeting - blah blah blah - and- it was best
it we treated this like any other day and I went to

school as normall. .
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HOW CAN THIS DAY BE NORMAL WHEN I AM
BEING SENT TO LIVE WITH A MISERABLE OLD
GOAT?

I am missing Maths, though, which is the only good
thing in this whole tragedy. My class are doing rubbish
sums while I am eating chips dipped in Ketchup at the
Happy Diner. Ha ha.

I just made a proper effort with my dad and
everything. I even took my purple iPod out of my ears
- the-one he'd given me as a present when he came to
pick me up and said in my best polite voice, ‘So, Dad,
when will T see you, please?”

But before he could answer, his phone rang. I
shoved 'my iPod back in my ears. I won't bother talking

_to him again.

My new purple case is in the boot of Dad’s car. T
stayed up most of the night emptying everything from
my bedroom floor into my case. I thought I would help
Mum by packing and also, cleverly, tidying my room at
the same time.

These are the things that Mum made me take out
of my case this morning so she could force the lid shut:






