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            ‘A warm and wonderful story … it’s a feat to write something that is at once nostalgic and delightful, yet meaningful and relevant’ –– Adele Parks

         

          
      

         
            ‘Fresh, authentic and darkly funny. It’s a beautifully told story full of warmth and emotion without ever being sentimental – I absolutely loved it’–– Ruth Hogan

         

          
      

         
            ‘Vivid, funny, nostalgic and utterly charming –– I loved every word of this moving story. An absolute joy and an original new voice in fiction. I can’t wait to read more from Fran Hill’
      

            –– Veronica Henry
      
      

            ‘Laugh-out-loud funny’ –– Frances Quinn

         

          
      

         
            ‘Cuckoo in the Nest totally evokes a Seventies childhood’
      

            –– Joanna Nadin
      

            ‘This made my soul sing! Witty, poignant and full of heart … her sharp mind and insightful humour had me in stitches’
      

            –– Jessica Ryn
      

            ‘Totally absorbing and ultimately satisfying, Cuckoo in the Nest is a greedy gulp of a read that leaves you hungry for more’ –– Deborah Jenkins

         

          
      

         
            ‘Hill’s ability to take a story filled with tragedy and injustice and inject it with wry humour, sly jokes and real emotion is remarkable’ –– Ruth Leigh

         

          
      

         
            ‘If you like your books to leave you part laughter, part puddle –– or you want to know why exactly a plain cheese sandwich can be a sign of doom, read Cuckoo in the Nest’
      

            –– Gráinne Murphy
      

            ‘This book is written straight from the heart, with honesty, humour and empathy for human relationships and human frailties’ –– Jane Ions

            ‘A warm, funny, and ultimately tender exploration of family dynamics. Totally absorbing. Highly recommended’ –– Emma Purshouse

         

      
   


   
      
         Fran Hill is a 60-year-old self-employed English teacher and writer with two previous books: a memoir and a self-published novella. This is her first full-length work of fiction.

         She has written extensively for the Times Educational Supplement and lives in Warwickshire with her gardener husband. She has two grandchildren.
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            FRIDAY 9 APRIL 1976
      

         

         We reached the top of the stairs. ‘Here you are,’ she said, pointing to the half-open bedroom door. She was smiling. Perhaps she thought I should have been more pleased to need a room in a houseful of strangers.

         Bobbie, my social worker, had suggested I call them Auntie Bridget and Uncle Nick.

         ‘Suggest all you like,’ I’d said.

         She’d said, ‘Remember that it’s all strange to them, too. This is very short notice. We thought it would be weeks, not days.’

         ‘That’s not my fault.’

         ‘Of course not. But don’t give them a hard time.’

         ‘They’re not in your car on a Friday afternoon,’ I’d said, ‘with luggage on the back seat.’

         She’d replied, ‘That is true. Sorry.’

         Saying goodbye to Dad and seeing him cry had made me tense. It felt like anger, but I wasn’t sure. And when I wasn’t sure whether I was angry, my tone turned to vinegar.

         Now, not-going-to-be-Auntie Bridget pushed the door wide open and walked into a yellow bedroom. I blinked at first because sun was sweeping in through the windows, inappropriately, in my view.

         ‘It looks different now, doesn’t it?’ she said. ‘We moved everything back in last night. Just in time!’

         I stayed in the doorway. They’d shown me the room when I’d visited with Dad earlier that week, but it had been emptied of furniture and the carpet covered in sheets. A decorator had been up a ladder, painting the ceiling.

         ‘I love this paint we chose,’ Bridget said, standing at the end of a single bed covered in a patchwork eiderdown. ‘It’s cheerful, isn’t it?’

         ‘I can smell it,’ I told her.

         ‘Don’t you love the smell of fresh paint?’ she said, stroking the wall as though it were a cat. ‘It’s only just dry.’

         ‘I’m not that familiar with fresh paint lately.’

         She looked uncomfortable and I felt bad, so I stepped in and ran my non-bandaged hand along the surface of a chest of drawers that was next to the bed to smooth myself down.

         ‘Anyway,’ she said. ‘I hope you like the colour. I think it’s called Sunflower Yellow.’

         I turned my body to look first at the wall by the window, then the wall opposite the bed, near where she was standing, then the wall by the door, then the wall behind the bed. I did it slowly, as though I was at a museum or something. I needed time. ‘You decorated it for me?’ I said.

         She smiled as though I’d given her a Christmas present.

         I said, ‘Even though I’m only here for a few weeks?’

         ‘For you, and anyone else who needed somewhere… somewhere more stable to be. But you’re our first foster child, yes.’

         I said, ‘Where’s your daughter’s room?’

         ‘She’s right next door,’ she said reassuringly, as though she thought I’d require emergency solace in the night. She pointed to the wall behind the bed. ‘She’s fourteen, too, although you already know that.’

         Neither of us said anything for what seemed ages. We both kept looking at the walls like idiots.

         ‘Well,’ she said, brushing down the front of her jumper as if she’d eaten a pastry. ‘Time to bring your case upstairs, I suppose!’

         ‘It’s a bag, and my school satchel.’

         ‘Your bag and satchel, then.’

         ‘Can I have five minutes,’ I said, ‘on my own?’

         ‘In here?’

         I nodded.

         She didn’t shut the door when she left, so I closed it. But I could hear that she hadn’t gone downstairs.

         I waited. Sure enough, her voice, sounding as though she had one side of her face pressed to the door. ‘What would you like for tea, Jackie? I’ve made a shepherd’s pie.’

         She’d done both question and answer.

         ‘Shepherd’s pie would be lovely,’ I said, and this time she went downstairs.

         I could imagine Bobbie’s face. That’s better. Well done.

         I sat on the bed and looked at the walls again.

      
   


   
      
         
            TWO WEEKS EARLIER

FRIDAY 26 MARCH
      

         

         I could see from outside our terraced house that Dad hadn’t opened the front room curtains, so even though a perfectly decent spring sun nosed at the windows, it hadn’t been invited in.

         I turned my key in the door then listened before I stepped into the hall, bending to pick up post Dad hadn’t bothered with. His size 11 shoeprint had marked the brown envelopes.

         So, he’d been out then. No need to wonder where.

         Envelopes with windows. The ones he hated most. I often had to rescue them from the bin and iron them hard with my hands in case he was making things worse for himself. And for me.

         ‘Dad?’ I called, hanging my blazer on the banister. ‘Happy Friday!’

         Aileen, who sat next to me in English, had told me that when she walked home from school, she could hear her dad yelling while she was still four or five doors away.

         ‘Yelling what about?’ I’d said.

         ‘How long have you got?’ she’d said, but Mrs Collingworth told us to stop chatting or we’d be kept in at break, and was she boring us.

         Which would be better? I’d asked myself then. A yelling dad or the silent dad, temporarily poleaxed by whisky? Silent in the way a gas attack is silent until it snaps at your lungs.

         I peered around the door of the front room where, alongside the two armchairs, coffee table and telly, Dad had recently shoe-horned in the double bed he used to share with Mum. Beside the bed was one of a pair of side tables on which Mum used to put homely lamps. The lamps and the other side table now formed part of a messy pile that sat in our creaky lean-to at the back of the house.

         I missed those lamps.

         The front room stank – the kind of smell you get when you’ve left washing to ferment in a basket for three days.

         He was face down on the bed, his bulky frame vanquished by the drink: on his face and off his face at the same time. He had his shirt on but no trousers, only grey Y-fronts. The usual late afternoon uniform. At first, I thought he was awake, but then he snored, suddenly, like an engine being revved.

         The customary glass sat stickily on the side table beside the customary bottle with an inch of whisky left in it. That would be his first request then, once he woke up, and I’d be down at the off-licence begging for credit again, trying to pretend I was sixteen.

         I left the front room and relocated to the kitchen. I had English homework and perhaps half an hour’s peace.

         I sat at the tiny drop-leaf table with a teacup of orange squash and two cream crackers spread with Blue Band margarine, writing a composition with the title ‘A Day at the Seaside’. We were studying ‘literature about places’ in English. My story probably wasn’t what Mrs Collingworth expected – the little boy getting buried in sand by his sisters and them forgetting about him while they paddled – but some days you’re not in the mood for ice creams and donkey rides.

         The parents had just discovered that the raised shape in the sand was their son when Dad woke up and announced his return to the land of the conscious by lobbing a bottle at the tiled fireplace.

         I scrabbled underneath the sink for the brush and dustpan.

         Dustpan but no brush.

         That’s the story of your life, I said to myself. Dustpan but no brush. Chips but no fish. Dad but no mum. Bed but no rest. Crackers but no cheese, and even the Blue Band was suspect.

          
      

         Later, when I came back from the off-licence with two bottles of whisky, Dad poured a full glass and drank it all down.

         ‘Doesn’t that burn your throat?’ I said.

         ‘Sometimes,’ he said, ‘but it’s a good burning.’ He said it through a cough, though, so he’d never have made it in advertising.

         He sat up in bed, chain-smoking. Nicotine and alcohol, when combined, loosened his tongue until it flapped like a flag in the breeze if there was nothing to watch on telly. It would last half an hour or so. He’d blather on about something he’d seen in the Daily Mirror or heard in the pub and I’d sit in one of our two armchairs and try to listen in the way I remembered Mum doing.

          
      

         I watched some P. G. Wodehouse play once Dad had fallen asleep and was spreadeagled on the bed like a giant, pissed starfish. But it didn’t grab me. I preferred stand-up comedians such as Dave Allen. I liked the way he perched on a stool, and I loved his eyes, so if I didn’t catch all the jokes about the Catholics, it wasn’t a big deal. Also, it intrigued me the way he obviously liked to drink but could still go on TV and tell jokes. He seemed like a normal person who wouldn’t be sick in a wastepaper basket for his daughter to clear up. I hankered after that and often wondered if Dave Allen had kids of his own.

      
   


   
      
         
            MONDAY 29 MARCH
      

         

         Last lesson of the day, I was in the music room miming ‘Speed Bonnie Boat’ with other reluctants at the back of the group when a first-year errand boy appeared around the door. He stood obediently until Mr Court had played to the end of the chorus.

         ‘Oh, how I love interruptions,’ our teacher said, taking his slim hands off the piano keys.

         ‘Sir,’ said the boy. ‘Miss Jones wants to see Jacqueline Chadwick.’

         ‘Oh, does she now?’ Mr Court said. ‘I suppose I can lend her out, but I fear she’ll be upset. She adores singing so much.’

         I loved Mr Court’s sarcasm. He used it in a way that made you like him, without scouring the dignity off you.

          
      

         I was becoming familiar with the headmistress’s office: its magnolia walls, the tidy desk and two reliable filing cabinets.

         Miss Jones sat behind her desk. I sat opposite. She said, ‘We’re worried about the new bruise Mr Jackson noticed on your arm in PE. This is happening too often. How did you get it, Jackie?’ She was changing the ink cartridge in her pen.

         ‘You know who gave me the bruise,’ I said.

         ‘I need you to tell me.’

         ‘You’ll call Social Services.’

         ‘We might have to anyway, whether you say his name or not. We need to keep you safe.’

         I didn’t want to say it. It made it real. I knew what the consequences could be. You hear a train approach from a long way off and for ages it seems as if it will never come and then suddenly, whoosh, it’s in the station. Did I want to get on that train?

         My feelings were elusive, like tiny birds that flit away under a cat’s stare. I kept my hands folded firm in my lap. They wanted to pick at a new scab I knew was there, waiting at my hairline.

         ‘What are you thinking?’ Miss Jones said.

         ‘It was Mother’s Day yesterday,’ I said.

         ‘That must have been difficult.’

         I shrugged. ‘Having an actual mother would help with the celebrations.’

         She smiled but in a sad way. ‘Are there any other family members you talk to?’ she said.

         ‘Not really,’ I said. ‘My dad’s mum lives in Devon. Dad doesn’t speak to her.’

         ‘Your mum’s parents?’

         ‘Nanna and Grandad. They’re in Glasgow. Dad hasn’t spoken to them either since Mum died.’ I didn’t know why this was. They still sent me birthday and Christmas presents, so surely this meant they wanted to stay in touch. I would have written back, but Dad said there wasn’t money spare for stamps. ‘Oh, there’s Auntie Pat, my mum’s sister. She rings Dad occasionally.’

         Miss Jones’ face brightened. ‘Oh, that’s something. Is she supportive?’

         I said, ‘Rings occasionally from New Zealand.’

         ‘Oh.’

         ‘And Dad doesn’t let me talk to her.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ I said.

         Someone knocked at Miss Jones’ door. She went to open it and then, rather than coming back in, slid out into the corridor, closing the door behind her.

         I leaped across to put my ear against it. Another female voice said, ‘Not again. Poor kid.’ I recognised its squeaky tones as Mrs Caine, my head of year. She got dragged in when no one else knew what to do. The cavalry, or to continue my previous analogy, the driver of the train arriving in the station.

         I listened for more, but then their heels clicked away. They’d either moved further down the corridor or into another room.

         Fine. Leave me out of my own life.

         I picked at my head. It left blood under my fingernails.

         Ten minutes later, they returned. I sat on my hands. Miss Jones resumed her place behind her desk, but Mrs Caine stood.

         ‘Both of you on my case,’ I said. ‘Things are bleak. Can I go back to Mr Court and sing “Speed Bonnie Boat”?’

         ‘We have to intervene here,’ said Miss Jones, ‘for your protection.’

         ‘We don’t need your permission to contact Social Services,’ Mrs Caine said. ‘But we wouldn’t without telling you.’

         There didn’t seem much to say. I didn’t have a script for this.

         ‘There’s a leadership team meeting after school,’ Miss Jones said, ‘but we’ll ring them first thing in the morning.’

         Threat or promise: spot the difference.

          
      

         That evening, I had to go to casualty. Dad came with me bad-temperedly. The hospital was ten minutes’ walk from our house, although, on the journey there, every step had jarred my injured left wrist. I’d held it against my chest, securing it with the other hand, which helped, but had to walk quickly to keep up with Dad’s never-ending legs, which didn’t help at all.

         A nurse sat me on a chair in a room no bigger than a cupboard, knelt and examined me. ‘How did it happen?’ she asked my dad, who stood by the door as though hoping for a quick exit. I’ll rephrase that: hoping for a quick exit.

         There was a silence, the kind that’s loud.

         ‘I fell in the kitchen,’ I said, ‘and landed on my hand.’

         She asked what had made me fall.

         ‘The floor was wet,’ I said. That, at least, was wholly authentic and it was nice to be able to tell a truth.

         ‘She can be careless,’ my dad said.

         This stung.

         ‘Water? On the floor?’ the nurse said.

         ‘Yes,’ my dad said, too eagerly.

         ‘Did you hurt anything else?’ she said to me.

         ‘My ego,’ I said.

         She smiled. ‘It’ll need an X-ray. I don’t think it’s broken, but you seem to be in quite a lot of pain.’

         I couldn’t fault her inference skills. Mrs Collingworth would love you, I thought.

         The X-ray department waiting area was rammed with patients, leaving one free seat. ‘You sit there,’ Dad said. ‘I’ll go and find a drink.’

         I watched him walk down the corridor. A plump woman whose left thigh was on my seat too, like an interloper, nudged me. She said, ‘Lucky you. I’m here alone. No one’s going to fetch me a drink.’

         But that wasn’t what he’d meant. Fifty minutes later, he hadn’t resurfaced. Gradually, the seats around me had emptied as a tall woman arrived and left, carrying a clipboard and calling out names one by one. Magazines were abandoned still open on the chairs.

         The woman came back. ‘Jacqueline Chadwick,’ she called.

         I stood up. ‘That’s me.’

         She walked towards me. ‘Is no one with you?’

         ‘My dad’s somewhere.’

         ‘You’re a minor,’ she said.

         ‘I’m sure he’ll be back soon. He went to get a drink.’ I nodded down the corridor.

         ‘There’s a drinks machine here,’ she said, pointing the other way. ‘Didn’t he see it?’

         He’d seen it all right.

         ‘We’ll need to wait for him,’ she said. ‘You need a responsible adult with you.’

         Unintentionally funny people are the most amusing of all.

         Half an hour later, Dad returned, all six-foot-three of him navigating the corridor uncertainly, like a leaning Tower of Pisa but in a grubby shirt and trousers with the flies undone. The smell of whisky was palpable. It may have carried him along on its own.

         Clipboard Woman spotted his arrival and came to fetch us. I could see her looking at Dad’s gaping flies, her mouth set in a thin line, like something drawn with a ruler.

         A male technician who looked like a grandad positioned me at the end of the X-ray couch on a chair and asked me to lay my hand, palm upwards, on a grey board. He pointed Dad to a wooden chair by the wall and Dad sat, his head nodding forward as though it were too heavy for him.

         ‘How did you do this, love?’ the technician asked, arranging my fingers.

         ‘I slipped in the kitchen,’ I said, although I don’t know if Dad realised how near I was to telling the truth. There’s something about being humiliated that can make you reckless.

         ‘Don’t move,’ the technician called from the little room in which he operated the machine. I heard a whirr, then a click. He came back. By now, we were both trying to ignore Dad snoring like a large dog. The technician turned my hand over gently and disappeared again. Whirr. Click.

         ‘That’s her done, Mr Chadwick,’ he said very loudly, and Dad jumped and said, ‘Shit.’

         Fifteen minutes later, the technician came to speak to us in the X-ray waiting room. Dad was restless, moaning about the wait, checking his watch as though he had somewhere to go.

         ‘She’ll need to go back round to casualty,’ the technician said to him. ‘It’s not broken, but a nurse will bandage up her sprain and give her a sling. And some aspirin.’

         ‘Okay,’ I said.

         ‘Bloody hell,’ my dad said.

         ‘It looks a nasty sprain, sir,’ the technician said, which I think was technician for, ‘I’d very much like to punch you in the face.’

         ‘I’m off to The Roebuck for a pint,’ Dad said when we were done and we’d found our way through the maze of corridors to the entrance of the hospital. It had taken long enough, especially as I’d had to wait for twenty minutes outside a men’s lavatory. He’d come out yawning and bleary. I think he’d fallen asleep on the toilet.

         ‘You’ve got your key, haven’t you?’ he said. He was leaning against a wall, trying to roll a cigarette.

         ‘Do you want me to do that?’ I was an expert, not because I smoked, but because for my father a bottle of whisky and fine motor skills didn’t go together, so I often helped.

         But then I remembered I had my arm in a sling.

         ‘Fat lot of use you are,’ he said, eventually taming the Rizla and tobacco into something resembling a fag. ‘Use’ came out as ‘yoosh’.

         I’m a lot of yoosh to you, Dad, I thought, and for a second, I was scared I’d actually said it, but I hadn’t.

         I left him to his evening and started trudging home, watching my step carefully in case I tripped. With one arm strapped up, something felt wrong with my balance.

         I imagined him, walking in much the same unsteady way towards The Roebuck.

         Like father, like daughter, I thought, but not in the way you’d hope.

      
   


   
      
         
            TUESDAY 30 MARCH
      

         

         I woke up late. All night, I’d shifted around, trying to get comfortable, but the wrist felt tender and I’d spent the dark hours afraid I would twist or bend it without realising.

         And I’d forgotten to set the alarm on the tiny travel clock which had been Mum’s and which sat on the floor by my bed.

         I decided to leave the sling at home – wearing it to school would draw attention – and pulled on my uniform, wincing as I forced the bandaged arm into the sleeve of my school blouse. It was squeezy-tight but made the wrist feel more secure. I pulled on my blazer too.

         At least it was my left arm. Small mercies. Very small, in fact.

         In the kitchen, I took two of the aspirin the hospital had given me.

         Dad had also slept in, but his reason was The Roebuck. I’d heard him arrive home at 11.30, needing three attempts to get his key in the door.

          
      

         At school, I kept the sore wrist close against my body in the busy corridors.

         English was the second lesson of the day. I arrived at Mrs Collingworth’s classroom and took my usual seat next to Aileen on the front row. On each desk was a book of twentieth century poetry.

         ‘It’s very warm,’ the teacher said, opening windows. ‘You may take off blazers if you wish.’

         A riff of relief. In Mrs Collingworth’s lessons, you did nothing until given permission. She ruled her classroom like a military establishment but somehow with kindness.

         Beside me, Aileen removed her blazer and draped it on the back of her chair. ‘Aren’t you hot?’ she whispered.

         I shook my head.

         Mrs Collingworth stood at the front beside her desk. She wore a green corduroy skirt and matching short-sleeved green blouse. Her mid-brown hair was a neat bob. My wrist felt better for looking at her.

         ‘Turn to page fifty-seven,’ she said. ‘We’re studying a poem called “Adlestrop” by Edward Thomas for the next couple of lessons. It’s about his impressions of a country railway station in Gloucestershire in 1914.’ She explained that we’d be writing our own poems soon about a memory of a place, modelled on ‘Adlestrop’.

         Aileen nudged me and mouthed, ‘Help!’ but my heart hopped with pleasure. Mrs Collingworth also ran the Poetry Club I attended on Wednesday lunchtimes and had already praised me for my poems.

         She read ‘Adlestrop’ to us twice. Her voice was warm and soft and she knew how to make a poem mean something. It saved us from listening to a classmate read it from the back row as though it were a shopping list.

         ‘Who wants to tell the class what they think Edward Thomas is trying to say?’ Mrs Collingworth said as we opened our exercise books to write the title ‘Adlestrop’ and the date.

         I had my pen in my right hand so went to put my left hand up, forgetting about the wrist injury, and couldn’t help crying out as it wrenched. I took it down again. But my sleeve had fallen back, revealing the bandage.

         Mrs Collingworth said, ‘Jackie. What did you do to your arm?’

         ‘Nothing much,’ I said, trying not to wince.

         She paused.

         Don’t pursue it, I begged her with my eyes.

         ‘Tell us your thoughts on the poem, Jackie,’ she said at last.

         When the school bell clanged at the end of the lesson, Mrs Collingworth said, ‘You may pack away,’ and appointed someone to collect our exercise books. She beckoned to me and said, quietly, ‘Could you stay behind?’

         ‘See you at the tuck shop,’ Aileen said, clicking her satchel shut. ‘What is wrong with your arm?’

         ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Bandages are in fashion, like flares.’

         I waited as Mrs C, as we called her when she wasn’t listening, wiped the blackboard clean of chalk.

         I took the chance to apologise for my seaside story homework. ‘It’s more like horror. I’d better warn you.’

         She smiled. ‘I won’t mark it just before bedtime then. But – your wrist,’ she said. ‘What happened there?’

         I was ready for her. ‘I slipped in the kitchen,’ I said.

         ‘Who put the bandage on? Your father?’

         ‘No,’ I said, trying not to say the words hospital or nurse.

         She picked up our pile of exercise books and tucked them under her arm. ‘I see,’ she said. ‘I hope it’s not too painful.’

         ‘When I forget and shove it up in the air, it is.’

         ‘Do you have PE today?’ she said.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Did your father give you a note to excuse you?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘I’ll speak to the Head of Games in the staff room,’ she said.

          
      

         That evening, Dad and I were in the front room together. He’d had some benefit money left over from Friday, mainly because he hadn’t been to the shops to buy food for the fridge and cupboards. So he had sent me to fetch a large portion of chips and two chicken pies, which we’d eaten out of the paper on our laps in front of the telly. I’d put the sling back on when I’d arrived home, but I’d never rehearsed eating pie and chips from paper one-handed and it showed.

         Dad and I ate all our meals – I’m using the term ‘meals’ loosely – either on trays or on plates on our laps. Increasingly over the past year or so, I’d found myself eating alone in the kitchen if I wanted my tea before it officially became a late supper. He often wasn’t hungry until the middle of the evening, throwing together a clumsy pile of corned beef sandwiches or a heaped bowl of cereal when he felt like it.

         Now, Dad had washed his pie and chips down with whisky. I’d persuaded him to let me buy a bottle of lemonade and him saying yes was the nearest to remorse he would offer for the wrist episode.

         ‘I’ve written another poem,’ I said to him. I’d spent most of my lunch break in the library on my poem homework even though Mrs Collingworth hadn’t formally set it yet.

         ‘Another poem?’ he said, lighting a cigarette for dessert. ‘That’s your mother’s fault.’

         ‘It’s a good one. It’s based on a famous poem called “Adlestrop”.’

         ‘She caught poetry from working in libraries,’ he said, blowing a smoke ring. He was proficient at them, but I’d rather he’d excelled at fatherhood.

         ‘Poetry isn’t the plague, Dad.’

         ‘Hm.’

         Mum had introduced me to poetry when I was in my Moses basket, she’d told me often, and as I was growing up, she’d read me poems at bedtime as well as stories.

         I remembered a conversation we’d had when she was ill after a course of cancer treatment that obviously wasn’t working. I would have been eleven. She was sitting, supported by pillows, in the bed she shared with Dad, and I was next to her. The bed was still upstairs in those days.

         ‘You loved Dylan Thomas. Wordsworth. Ballads,’ she’d told me. ‘You stopped crying as soon as you heard them. You loved the rhythms, I think.’

         ‘I had very grown-up tastes,’ I’d said, ‘for a baby.’

         She’d laughed. ‘No nursery rhymes for you. I went straight in, training you for your future career as a poet. I couldn’t be one – I had to settle for working in the library and feasting on the books there – but you can.’

         ‘I don’t think so, Mum.’

         ‘I know otherwise,’ she’d said. ‘Now read me that one you wrote about winter snows again while I snuggle under this eiderdown.’

         I said to Dad now, clumsily wrapping up some chips I hadn’t eaten, ‘Do you want to hear my poem when I’ve cleared up the kitchen?’

         But poetry recitals work so much better when all participants are awake. His head was lolling forwards.

         I took the cigarette from between his fingers and stubbed it out in the full ashtray then rescued the greasy newspaper from his lap and put it, along with mine, in the kitchen bin.

         It needed emptying, but there wasn’t much I could do about that with only one hand available. The lid wouldn’t shut because of a whisky bottle in the top of it, so I took the bottle out and that way I could close it.

         Upstairs, I sat in front of Mum’s dressing table on the pink stool she used to balance on while she leaned forward to check her mascara, and I read my poem to her mirror.

         ‘The Picnic,’ I began.

         
            
               
                  ‘Yes. I remember the New Forest –
      

                  the place, because one afternoon
      

                  of joy, we wandered there
      

                  unhurriedly. It was summer-fine.
      

               

               
                  My mother hummed. Dad whistled.
      

                  Nothing mattered. No grief yet
      

                  to mar our picnic. What I saw
      

                  was forest, ponies. Mum called my name
      

               

               
                  to feast on bread, thick ham, tomatoes
      

                  with salt and pepper and sunshine,
      

                  then cake in wedges thick as love.
      

                  We ate under an approving sky.
      

               

               
                  And for that moment a future sang
      

                  close by, and hope came, whispering,
      

                  sweeter and sweeter, that we were safe
      

                  with nothing so cruel as death to fear.’
      

               

            

         

         When I’d finished, I stared at my own face. What would my mum have said?

         ‘That’s lovely, pet,’ I told my reflection. ‘You have such a way with words.’

      
   


   
      
         
            WEDNESDAY 31 MARCH
      

         

         Mrs Collingworth ran Poetry Club in her classroom at lunchtime. As we trailed in, she was rearranging the desks into the usual semicircle for us: three third-year girls and five fourth-year girls. One boy had ventured along when the group had first started in September, but he’d soon scuttled back to Metalwork Club.

         ‘Before we start,’ Mrs C said now, ‘I’ve confirmed with Mr Court in the music department that we’re running our annual arts evening again in July. A mix of poetry and music. Let me know if you’d like to perform.’

         ‘Perform in front of people?’ someone said.

         She replied that performing behind them might not be as effective.

         The forty minutes that Poetry Club took left us barely twenty to queue for tepid beef stew and mash and shove them in our mouths, but it was my favourite forty minutes of the week.

         Mrs C chose a different theme for each Poetry Club. This time it was doors. For ten minutes, we brainstormed ‘doors’ onto the blackboard. Entrances. Exits. Rectangles. New beginnings. Strange places. Moving house. Secrets behind doors. Doors slamming. (‘Oh, these are fascinating,’ Mrs C said.) Doors to bathrooms, bedrooms and gardens.

         ‘I’ve got an idea,’ said Molly, a fourth year sitting next to me, and she bent her head. Molly was the friendless type and smelled a little. I think Poetry Club was her way of escaping the cruelty of the playground. But she wrote good poetry, something for which, it’s true, you don’t need anti-perspirant.

         I had written some opening lines when Miss Jones knocked and peered in. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt, Mrs Collingworth,’ she said. ‘Could I borrow Jackie?’ She smiled, I think so that I and the others knew I wasn’t in trouble.

         Miss Jones led me into the empty classroom next door. She sat in the chair behind the teacher’s desk. ‘Take a seat yourself,’ she said.

         ‘Is the news going to make me faint?’ I said.

         ‘I hope not,’ she said.

         I pulled out a chair and sat. ‘Has something happened to Dad?’

         ‘No. I wanted to tell you that we have been in touch with Social Services as we said.’

         ‘Am I going to a children’s home?’

         ‘Give me a chance,’ she said. ‘All I know is that a social worker called Mrs Bobbie Morrison will come to visit you and your father tomorrow after school. He knows this already,’ she said, ‘but I wanted to tell you myself.’

         ‘He’s not keen on interference,’ I said.

         ‘I hope he’ll learn to see that it’s not interference.’

         ‘What does a social worker do?’ I said.

         ‘Support you,’ she said. ‘She works with families who are struggling to look after themselves.’

         ‘I’m not struggling to look after myself,’ I said. ‘I manage fine.’

         ‘The problem is,’ she said, ‘that you shouldn’t be having to look after yourself at all.’

         Back in Poetry Club, there were ten minutes left before sharing time. I crossed out the lines I had started. I’d had another idea. I wrote, scribbling fast. Sometimes my ideas for poems were like pleasant dreams. If you didn’t grasp them, they puffed out of reach.

         ‘Who’d like to read?’ Mrs Collingworth said. ‘We’ve got time for three or four.’

         I glanced at Molly’s sheet of paper.

         ‘It isn’t finished,’ she said, turning the paper over. She blushed.

         Mrs C said, ‘Of course it’s not finished. That takes much more time. Come on, Molly. Be brave. You’re a fine poet.’

         Molly turned the paper back over and bit her lip. ‘It’s the first two verses of a ballad. I think.’

         ‘Impressive!’ said Mrs Collingworth. ‘Ballads aren’t easy.’

         ‘We’ve been studying them in English,’ Molly said.

         ‘Ah, Mr Struthers,’ Mrs Collingworth said. ‘He does love a ballad. Go on, then.’

         Molly read.

         
            
               
                  A maiden loved her sister so.
      

                  She loved her faithfully
      

                  except that one thing saddened her
      

                  and caused grave misery.
      

               

               
                  Her sister found a husband dear
      

                  with features strong as stone.
      

                  The maiden listened at their door
      

                  and wept alone, alone.
      

               

            

         

         We all clapped, as did Mrs C. ‘Well done!’ she said. ‘Lovely foreshadowing. I noticed ‘grave’ misery.’

         ‘And strong as stone,’ someone else said. ‘That could mean a gravestone.’

         ‘Anyone else?’ Mrs C said.

         ‘I’ll read,’ I said.

         ‘Let’s see how you fitted in the door idea,’ she said.

         ‘Okay.’

         
            
               
                   ‘I am the door,’ I read, ‘which opens to the strangers,
      

                  which grants entrance to the unknown
      

                  and allows in those about whom you know nothing.
      

               

               
                  I have no lock, only a handle which turns
      

                  while you’re not looking, while you’re distracted,
      

                  to admit the unfamiliar face and the alien smile.
      

               

               
                  I am the door which opens to the strangers
      

                  and, with them, their guest, the sour cold wind.’
      

               

            

         

         ‘My, my,’ said Mrs C. ‘We have some true wordsmiths in the room today.’

         Molly said, as we left, ‘You are going to be famous one day, like Sylvia Plath,’ so I forgave her for the body odour. But I also wondered whether she’d read much on Plath, someone as famous for putting her head in an oven as for her poetry.

          
      

         On the walk home from school, I went to the small supermarket five minutes from our house. I hadn’t visited this one for a fortnight; there were two others on my route and I tried to vary them.

         I browsed the aisles, waiting for my chance, then slipped a can of baked beans and a packet of bacon into my satchel while the shop assistant dealt with an elderly customer at the front of the shop.

         The bread at home was stale, but it would toast. Tea was guaranteed for another day.

         I bought a Fudge bar on my way out with the few pennies in my pocket. ‘It’s for my dad,’ I said, which was true. The shop assistant knew who Dad was. He was in the shop often, concentrating his attention on one particular aisle.

         ‘He’ll enjoy that after his tea,’ she said. ‘What’s he cooking you? Or perhaps it’s a surprise!’

         ‘No,’ I said. ‘Sadly, it won’t be a surprise.’

         ‘Where did this come from?’ Dad would sometimes say when he found a new block of cheese in the fridge or packet of tea in the cupboard. But I knew he didn’t really want to know and I spared him the shame by pretending I hadn’t heard. He played along.

      
   


   
      
         
            THURSDAY 1 APRIL
      

         

         ‘Your dad’s been given an ultimatum, a Hobson’s choice,’ said Mrs Bobbie Morrison the next day. She wore red flared trousers and, on her head, an orange beret that she didn’t take off, and told me to stop calling her Mrs Morrison as it made her feel middle-aged and she was only twenty-seven. She’d arrived before I got home from school and had already had a conversation with Dad. I could tell it hadn’t gone well.

         Call-me-Bobbie and I were in the kitchen. We’d left Dad sulking in the front room. He was staring at Jackanory, chain-smoking away resentment. He’d slammed the door shut. I knew he couldn’t wait for Bobbie to be out of the house so that he could open another bottle, but the new one was in the kitchen, on the surface.

         ‘Do you need me to do that?’ Bobbie said, watching me fill the kettle awkwardly, putting it in the sink while it took water, then lifting it with my good arm and taking it over to the gas hob. My sling was still upstairs.

         ‘You’re all right,’ I said.

         ‘Do you know what a Hobson’s choice is?’ she said.

         ‘Yes,’ I said.

         ‘We’re worried about you, as were the medical staff who saw you at casualty,’ she said quietly. ‘As is your school. And either he accepts that you – and he – need support from Social Services, and some help with his alcohol problems, or—’

         I didn’t precisely know what the ‘or’ stood for, nor to whom it applied.

         ‘One possibility that I’ve explained to your father is a short stay for you with some people who do respite fostering,’ she said.

         ‘How short?’

         ‘Temporary. A break from looking after your dad. And we’re trying to persuade him into the psychiatric hospital for a fortnight for help with the alcohol. I’m sure he’ll come round to that.’

         ‘The best of luck,’ I said.

         Whatever happened next, though, once a week – on Mondays – she was going to pick me up from school. ‘We’ll go to a café,’ she said, ‘and catch up. Wherever you’re staying, we’ll do that.’

         ‘Okay.’ I knew the word came out flat, but it was taking all my energy not to scratch at my scalp.

         ‘You didn’t slip in the kitchen, did you, Jackie?’ she said, catching me off guard.

         ‘I did,’ I said.

         What I didn’t say was, I did slip, but only because he’d grabbed my left arm to wrench a half-finished bottle of whisky from me. I’d been replacing its cap and had intended to hide it under the sink to keep him from going over The Edge. Over The Edge, he was at his most frightening. The cap had come off and the bottle had disgorged whisky as he’d struggled to pull it from my grasp. I’d slipped on the spilled whisky and fallen. But it wasn’t the fall that had sprained my wrist.

         I reckoned Bobbie had more or less worked it out for herself. No need to tell then. No need to put the words out there. They didn’t seem like companions for cups of tea and the digestives she’d brought with her anyway.

      
   


   
      
         
            SATURDAY 3 APRIL
      

         

         ‘It’s Eurovision tonight,’ I said to Dad. It was nine o’clock in the morning. He was sitting in one of the armchairs in his vest and pants, smoking and drinking tea. ‘Can we watch it?’

         ‘I suppose,’ he said.

         His mood was fairly light and his hangover didn’t seem too serious. He’d picked up his benefits the day before and he liked having money in his pocket. I think it helped him to feel more like a proper person and sometimes he’d drink less because of it. Yesterday had been one of those days.

         I also wondered whether he was trying to behave better so that Social Services would give a reprieve.

         I was stripping his bed to wash the linen. If I didn’t do it, he never would, and there’s not a lot worse than spending your evenings in a room with fetid sheets. But I was having to be careful. My wrist burned and was puffed like bread dough.

         I struggled as I tugged the cases off his pillows. They were stained where he’d spilled whisky. At least, I hoped it was whisky.

         I said, ‘Have we got enough fifty pees to put in the telly box? We don’t want it switching off as the results come in.’

         We rented the television. It had a box on the back that was greedy for cash.

         ‘Only got notes,’ he said. ‘You can get some change at the off-licence later.’

         Nice one, Dad.

         I took the bandage off my wrist to wrestle Dad’s laundry, my own bedsheet and some clothes, including my school uniform, through the noise and froth of Mum’s old cranky twin tub then hung them on the washing line in our tiny garden. It took me twice as long as it normally would to drag the wet washing around. My wrist was multicoloured, like tie dye.

         I fetched clean linen from the airing cupboard upstairs. I found Dad sitting on the edge of his mattress, slurping another mug of tea that he’d strayed into the kitchen to make while I was in the garden.

         ‘Will you help me put this sheet on your bed, Dad? It’s much easier with two.’

         He hauled himself up and stubbed out his fag. ‘You’re a bloody pain.’

         ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Once we’ve done this, I could make us some egg on toast.’

         Life with Dad. Negotiation and politics of which any international ambassador would be proud.

          
      

         I went to the off-licence at lunchtime to fetch whisky and twenty Benson & Hedges. These sucked up a fair proportion of Dad’s money in the same way as he’d later suck up the whisky itself.

         ‘What have you done to your wrist?’ the plump woman behind the counter said as I paid her. I’d put the bandage back on, but I think she could tell I wasn’t a qualified nurse.

         I didn’t recognise her. It was usually a man.

         ‘Nothing serious,’ I said.

         ‘Oh, right,’ she said. ‘That’s what they all say, love. How old are you? And who’s the whisky for?’

         ‘Sixteen. My dad.’

         ‘If you’re sixteen, I’m the pope,’ she said. She handed me my bag of shopping. I took it with my right hand.

         ‘Thank you, Your Grace,’ I said.

         ‘Cheeky bugger,’ she said, but she smiled. It gave me a lump in my throat because she smiled like Mum used to, so I left before I could make a fool of myself.

          
      

         Dad was never going to stay conscious for the whole of the Eurovision Song Contest. One factor that affected this was that he’d sent me out to fetch a Chinese takeaway and had ordered enough for four. ‘Can we afford it?’ I’d said.

         ‘Do you want some bloody tea or not?’ he’d said, so I took the money and left the house before he changed his mind because, frankly, I did want some bloody tea.

         Another factor was alcohol, but perhaps I hardly need mention that. Although the day had begun well, it hadn’t continued that way.

         It wasn’t all bad that he wasn’t going to stay conscious. I wondered if he would provide a running commentary through the songs, something that used to irritate Mum. Unlike me, she’d had a decent singing voice and loved music. ‘Dave, shut up, will you?’ she’d say. ‘Let me listen!’

         I’ll modify that and say that I remember her saying this when I was younger. The last couple of years before she died, she would have been more wary.

         A few weeks after Mum’s funeral, I’d watched Eurovision with Dad as Abba Waterlooed themselves towards the trophy. On one of our armchairs lay the blanket Mum had wrapped round herself in the evenings, having lost so much weight that she couldn’t get warm. As Dad and I had watched Eurovision that evening, he’d arranged the blanket over his body and this time there’d been no running commentary. Just Dad in his whisky zone, slowly drifting from me minute by minute the way Mum had drifted from us week by week in those few months since her diagnosis, months that in some ways seemed like years and, in others, like seconds.

         Now, as we watched, he made occasional remarks, but they were mainly negative – think Eeyore, not Tigger. These gradually dried up so, halfway through the show, we were watching in virtual silence, him necking whisky like a man who’d just found water in a desert and me writing down a score for each act the way Mum would have done. I asked, ‘What do you think, Dad, out of ten?’ a couple of times, but he didn’t bite.

         When Brotherhood of Man sang ‘Save Your Kisses For Me’ I said, ‘Dad, I think they could win,’ and he said, ‘What, for poncing about doing a silly dance?’ so I gave up.

         By the time the UK song was declared the winner, Dad had shifted onto the bed. He’d woken briefly to stumble to the outside toilet which he used these days rather than risking the stairs, but now his snoring was a performance all of its own, so I missed much of their victory rendering of the song. I watched, though, as they did their funny little coordinated dance and smiled with their bright teeth. It seemed a world away from our front room and the mayhem that was life with my dad.

         I took the foil trays and our cutlery into the kitchen. In one tray was the remains of some meat in a sweet and sour sauce; I couldn’t remember what. The sauce had set like a dirty-brown jelly and I wondered why I had found it all so appetising earlier. It didn’t look like something you’d willingly pay for and I knew that later in the week it would mean a few days on Weetabix and cheap bread or that there’d be no telly.

         I pushed the trays into the bin and rinsed our spoons and forks under the tap. At least we’d squeezed in Eurovision before Dad ran out of fifty pees and, what’s more, I’d predicted the winner. I wished Mum had been there so that I could tell her.

      
   


   
      
         
            MONDAY 5 APRIL
      

         

         Bobbie met me from school as she’d told me she would, collecting me in her blue Mini from the teachers’ car park where I’d waited in the afternoon sunshine.

         She drove me to the Happy Plate café on the edge of Leamington, which she said was one of her favourites. Its tables wore red-checked cloths and we could hear the faint tizz of a radio from the kitchen behind the counter.

         A waitress brought me Horlicks, and Bobbie a pot of tea. Bobbie had taken off her cardigan but not her orange beret.

         The café was crowded, most people scouring newspapers and speculating. It was the new prime minister Mr Callaghan’s first day.

         ‘It must all feel strange, Jackie,’ Bobbie said, stirring the tea in the pot. ‘I’m so sorry.’

         ‘Don’t apologise,’ I said. ‘It’s not your fault about Harold Wilson.’

         ‘You know I don’t mean that.’

         Bobbie wanted to tell me about some people called the Wall family. She said Bridget and Nick Wall had a daughter, Amanda.

         ‘Any photos of them?’ I said, sipping at the Horlicks. I loved its maltiness. It was like a hug.

         ‘Sorry, no,’ she said. ‘We don’t usually—’

         ‘You should,’ I said. ‘No one wants to move in with a family of gargoyles, even for a fortnight. Have you met them?’

         ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Prospective foster parents go through a rigorous series of interviews and form-filling before they’re allocated any children.’

         ‘You mean, I’m their first one?’ I said.

         ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘But they’re lovely people.’

         ‘I bet Jack the Ripper’s friends said he was a lovely person.’

         ‘I’m not their friend, remember,’ she said, straining tea into her cup. ‘I’m a professional. It’s my duty to make sure their motivations are right and that they’re suitable as foster parents.’

         ‘You could be wrong. Everyone’s got skeletons.’

         ‘Pardon?’

         ‘In their cupboards, I mean. Do they have jobs?’

         She told me that Bridget Wall had recently left a job working at a doctor’s surgery to concentrate on fostering. Her husband, Nick, used to work in a museum but had recently gone back to teaching. ‘Supply teaching, for now, I think.’

         ‘A teacher?’

         ‘They’re not all monsters.’

         ‘That depends. I don’t mind them at school – I like some of mine – but I don’t think I’d like one in my house, popping out from behind doors. Where does the girl go to school?’

         ‘I can’t remember offhand,’ she said. ‘Not your school, I know that.’ She sipped at her tea. Bright-red lipstick stained the cup. ‘You and your dad can both visit the Walls before you go to stay.’

         ‘A dream date.’

         ‘I’ll be there, too. And don’t call Amanda “the girl” when we’re there, will you?’

         I stirred my Horlicks again.

         ‘We try to encourage parents to meet the prospective foster family,’ she said. ‘It reassures them that you’ll be treated well.’

         I looked at my wrist. I’d taken the bandage off. The swelling had gone down and the tie-dye effect wasn’t so pronounced. But, still.

         ‘I know,’ she said.

         ‘You said “allocated”,’ I said. ‘Is that the word they use? It’s not… warm.’

         ‘Matched with, then.’ She added another spoonful of sugar to her tea.

         ‘Matched with’ wasn’t much better, but I kept that thought back. She was paying for the Horlicks, after all.

      
   


  
   
    
     
      WEDNESDAY 7 APRIL
     

    

    
     I’d heard some excuses from my father before, but he excelled himself the day we were due to visit the Walls.
    

    
     Bobbie had wangled me a morning off school, although I hadn’t been keen because it meant I wouldn’t be back in time for Poetry Club.
    

    
     ‘Will the girl be there?’ I’d said.
    

    
     ‘Amanda has been given time off school too. It’s important that you meet,’ she said.
    

    
     ‘Does she get a say once she’s inspected me?’
    

    
     ‘She’s not a nit nurse.’
    

    
     Bobbie
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Cuckoo in the Nest.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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