
Somewhere to put it all

It was a Tuesday, the day I offered Frankie my hand. I hadn't planned it; it surprised me 

more than it surprised him, I reckon. Now I think about it again though, really, it all started 

the day before. 

That day, that Monday, Ellie and I were running late. That’s about right, for us. It may even 

be a deliberate strategy on my part. It’s much easier to rush straight into class than it is to 

stand for cold minutes in that playground, watching everyone play with everyone else.

But Monday mornings are the worst of our week; things can get a little out of hand. On this 

particular morning, I’d laid out Ellie’s uniform across the top of the sofa, as usual. Knickers, 

socks, pleated skirt, striped school tie and a white shirt. A white Tesco shirt.

She was standing, rapt, in front of the television, naked apart from her Daisy Duck pyjama 

top. Her little pink bottom is one of my very favourite things but still, really, we had to get 

on. At the appointed time, I switched off the television to effect her release. She 

meandered back to me and I think I may have actually held my breath, waiting for the 

inevitable.

I wasn’t disappointed. The instant she saw the shirt, she erupted into squally tears. That 

extreme female brain of hers doesn't miss a beat. I was OK that morning, I was doing OK. 

So I held her tightly, murmured into her hair and just waited for the squall to blow itself out. 

It never lasts long. 

Sure enough, something else captured her attention before I'd even let go of her.



"I like this cardigan, Mum. It's so soft."

"Grandma gave it to me, years ago. For Christmas."

She took her face out of that soft cardigan and looked up at me.

"Grandma White-Hair?"

"Noo. My mum, not Dad's. Grandma Grey-Hair."

Calmer now, she was fumbling into her uniform, pulling her socks on the hard way. 

"We haven't seen Grandma Grey-Hair for ages, have we?"

"No, I suppose we haven't, darling."

"Why not?"

I paused for a long moment. 

"Well, it's a long way. From here to Kent. It's a terrible drive."

"We could go by train. Or she could get a train to here, couldn't she?"



"She could, couldn't she? Now come on, it's time we went. Have you got 

your fast feet on?"

We got underway without further mishap and I thought we'd cleared all the hurdles. But we 

stumbled again in the corridor outside her classroom. She’d taken off her coat, hung it up 

nicely and I nearly got her into class. But she squeezed me tight around the hips and 

sobbed once more - at least quietly - into that favoured cardigan. Children were pouring 

round us, fast and certain. They take up so much space, don’t you think?

As Ellie’s sobs diminished, a last lad pushed past. Her grip tightened involuntarily.

“That’s Frankie, isn’t it? How’s it going with Frankie at the moment?”

My girl said nothing for a moment. She hates to discuss how she feels, I’m not sure she 

even knows, much of the time. It can take me months to piece together anything important.

“He says I mustn’t wear my Blue Peter badge.”

My own lips tightened in their turn.

“Does he?”

“He says I’m showing off.”

 “Hmph. Well it sounds to me like Frankie’s a bit jealous.”



Ellie looked at me then and I could see she didn’t believe a word of it. Frankie clearly 

carried more weight on this subject than did I. The green badge was still on her blazer 

though and, after one last squeezy-hug, she was ready to falter into class herself. She has 

courage enough, my girl, in her way.

I abandoned Ellie to her trials and walked back to the car by way of the special secret 

snicket that everyone uses. Now, the gold-edged nettles - braggarts through the summer 

months - hung defeated. They, at least, presented no threat. As I stepped through the 

puddling leaf mould, I watched the brown suede on my feet dampen and darken and my 

mind settled to its usual rut, like a rat on a favourite wheel. For so much of my time, awake 

or asleep, it spins around Ellie and all the others. I’ve yet to find a way off. 

I love my girl with a pain that cannot be measured but I fear for her. Oh, how I fear for her. 

This world does not want the likes of her. When I cast forward fifteen years, I can find 

nothing to reassure me. 

No matter. I can do a lot in fifteen years. One must, as they say, keep on keeping on. 

That Monday morning, Frankie was the fulcrum on which I pinned my wheel. But it wasn’t 

just him, it’s never just him. What can have gone so early wrong for these children? At 

seven years old, at six, at five even, to be threatened by any harmless outlier, so 

thoroughly contemptuous of every minor variation. I try so hard not to hate them but I have 

nowhere to put it all.



Later, after school, Ellie seemed fine, better than she’d been in the morning. But we had 

one of our bad nights; she crept in with us some time in the small hours. After that, I could 

only drift close to sleep, without ever really landing.

*

Tuesday did not start well. The Tesco shirt was wrong all over again but nothing else was 

dry. Ellie squalled anew and this time I was not OK. For several hateful seconds I 

screeched at her until I was empty. I love my girl with a pain that cannot be measured but 

sometimes, I have an overwhelming urge to pound her stupid head to a pulp.

Ellie stood by the sofa and watched me screech. She always does. It appals her, she’s 

contrite, but it seems, somehow, to run straight off her back. It certainly makes no 

difference to her behaviour. We’re always friends again, in a moment or two. She and I, 

against the world.

We really were late this time. Screeching at a blameless child takes time. A lavishment of 

hugs and endearments afterwards takes yet more. I relinquished her into class just as 

registration was starting.

When Ellie’s teacher, Miss Craven, saw me, she came over to the doorway, could she 

have a quick word?

“Yes, of course, what can I do for you?”

“Um, junior cookery club on Thursdays?”



“Yes, we’ve put the form in.”

“I know. I’m afraid Ellie’s not..it’s a very technical class, we don’t think we 

can..I’m afraid all the places have been taken.”

“Really?”

She managed to put together a more resolute face.

“It’s full. All the places have been taken.”

“Oh. Well. Thank you for letting me know.”

I left the classroom and headed back across the playground. No-one was left now; I could 

scowl and stalk unfettered. I felt..well, maybe Ellie’s not the only one who has trouble 

sorting out their feelings.

At first sight, the special secret snicket looked deserted; the other parents long dispersed. 

But no, it wasn’t quite empty. A small figure loitered at the far end, near the main road. As I 

got nearer, I realised it was Frankie. Images swarmed through my brain - Ellie squalling as 

I screeched, children pouring, fast and certain, into Miss Craven’s conditional welcome, 

Grandma Grey-Hair, unmet for two years. 

A cold demon settled on my shoulder. I shouted down to the end of the alley.



“Frankie! Oi, Frankie!”

He looked towards me and when I drew level, I seized the lapels of his blazer. I had some 

daft notion of hauling him up to my face but I could feel the heft of the boy through my 

wrists. Instead, I pulled myself down and into his space.

It was then that I saw the tears. Already drying on his face, nothing to do with me. My 

demon punctured. It seems it is not in my soul to menace a crying child, however much I 

might wish I could. 

"Frankie, what's the matter?"

He didn’t reply. I let go of the lapels.

"What are you doing here?"

“I..my bag.”

He gestured vaguely around but he had no bag with him. Still, he wasn’t about to say any 

more.

"Come on, let's get you into school."

I stood and offered my hand. He took it - for a few paces at least. Nothing else was said. 

Back in the playground, I punched the code to let Frankie through the school door and 

turned once again for home.



I was uneasy, queasy even, for the rest of that week, waiting to discover whether I had 

made things better or worse. It was just possible, I reasoned, that Frankie would lay off my 

daughter in gratitude. But it was more likely, I felt, that he would bury his moment of shame 

under a renewed assault. 

In the blurred reaches of the night, a further thought kicked at me from time to time. He 

could accuse me if he wanted to. Well, there had been no witnesses. I can lie.

Anyway, Ellie said nothing particular that Tuesday afternoon. Nor the Wednesday, nor the 

Thursday or Friday. I was not reassured; it had taken her a whole year to say anything, in 

the first place.

After a couple of weeks, I settled to a makeshift equilibrium. It came to me, at some point, 

that Frankie probably didn’t even know who I was, when he took my hand. Just 

somebody’s mother; we all look alike. 

*

That was a year or so ago. We keep on keeping on. I have fewer urges to pound in heads 

these days. It turns out that Ellie is not quite the only one of her kind in the school. It’s 

interesting what you find out once you steel yourself to talk to people. In the end, I had to 

start talking.

I’ve never talked to anyone about meeting Frankie in the snicket though. I shy away from 

the very thought of that encounter, from its consequences that never were.



In the long run, of course, it has all made no difference to Ellie. When it’s not Frankie, it is - 

still is - somebody else. We keep on keeping on but this world does not yet want the likes 

of her.

 


