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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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