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Morgan

Saturday is finally here. My mother was a great help but let’s be honest, I’m not sad to see her go. We did our best to avoid each other all week. We haven’t seen eye to eye for so long now. During her visit, once the children were in bed, I would pretend I had urgent work to do and shut myself in my room. It’s still too painful for us to talk about Emily’s death. Any discussion about it would have inevitably ended badly.

Elliot is standing by the front door looking tearful. He insisted on accompanying Grandma Cat to the station. At least that way Snoopy will get a walk.

He hugs his grandma tightly on the platform. He can’t see her tears behind her big dark glasses as he whispers, “I’m really going to miss you Grandma Cat.”

“And I’m going to miss you both too, my darlings,” she answers. “Why don’t you come to Marseille for the half term holiday? I’m sure Morgan would pay for your train tickets.”

“Yes, what a great idea!” I say, trying to feign enthusiasm.

That’s my mother all over. I’m cornered. How can I say no now? Though quite frankly, I’m dying to have some time to myself. It will feel like an eternity until the next school holidays. But she should have asked me first. If I say no now, they’ll see me as the wicked auntie, worse than the wicked stepmother in fairy tales. And of course she’ll be seen as the doting, loving grandmother.

The train is about to depart, emotions are running high. Snoopy starts to bark and pull on the platform, Lea holds him back with all her might. I breathe a sigh of relief as the carriages pull slowly away. I can see a big tear rolling down Elliot’s cheek and I pretend that I haven’t noticed, to spare his pride. We enter the underground in silence, with Snoopy at our heels, and get off at La Fourche. We head towards the office supplies store to buy the items on our list. The place looks like Aladdin’s cave, festooned with glittery school bags and pencil cases. When I was small, I used to love choosing my pens and books, unwrapping them and lining them up ready for the big day. I remember breathing in the chemical fragrance of the crisp new white pages of my exercise books and greedily sniffing the Pritt Stick. In contrast, my mother dreaded buying stuff for the new term after the summer. She would moan that the shop was overcrowded, the stationery overpriced and the weather too hot.

Lea tugs my sleeve, dragging me back to reality. I pick up two large baskets. We dive headfirst into a tide of parents and children looking for the best textbook protective covers. The treasure hunt is on.

I pull out two lists as long as my arm. I can’t do this alone. “Come on Elliot, it would help if you could choose your own book covers and folders, and I’ll take care of Lea’s things.”

I hand him his list, having taken a photo of it first with my phone, and put a basket on his arm. I then set off down the aisle with Lea. Elliot says he’ll race us. The one who gets everything in the basket first is the winner. Ready, steady go!

Easier said than done. The day before school starts back, the office supplies store is about as much fun as a commuter station in rush hour. To top it all, the list is never ending: three HB pencils for Lea, four for Elliot. Of course, they only sell them in packs of five. In that case, we’ll have to take ten. Done! Ticked off. Three “large” glue sticks for Lea. What does that mean? They clearly state that it mustn’t be fancy-coloured glue. Four small tubes for Elliot.

Lea interrupts me, saying, “Morgan, look at this ballet shoe rubber.”

Damn, I’ve lost count. How many small tubes of glue again? How many large ones? Oh yes, four and three.

Lea repeats herself, “Morgan have you seen this rubber?”

“Lea, please, I’m looking for something! How many did I say of each?”

Too late: a tall lanky woman snatches the last packet right under my nose. I grab a special offer pack containing five large and five small tubes, one of which is pink and one purple, but never mind. If the teacher isn’t happy, then I’ll tell her to give me a list that doesn’t resemble an encyclopaedia next time!

“Morgan, can I have this ballet shoe rubber? Say yes, please, say yes!” Lea is insisting now.

I panic when I see how full my basket is. How much is all this going to cost? And how many of these pencils will go astray in the first week? Honestly, I don’t know how parents afford it. Plus my mother has just added the cost of three round trips to Marseille onto my bill, bang in the middle of the peak school holiday season.

Elliot appears, dragging his heavily laden basket. A bottomless pit of stationery. “I won!” he says. He is dripping with sweat and smiling proudly.

“Are you sure you need all that?” I ask.

“I have everything except the pink book protective cover and the 4 cm thick plastic pocket! I would rather die than have a pink book! So I took a black one instead,” he replies.

Lea continues whining at me to buy her that rubber. I can’t take it any longer. “Lea, honestly, I think that’s enough don’t you?” I snap.

She stubbornly brandishes the rubber under my nose. “Don’t you think it’s pretty? It’s only four euros!”

“Four euros for a rubber! It’s out of the question.”

“Morgan!”

“Lea, I said no!” I holler.

I just can’t get out of this store quickly enough; it’s a gigantic oven full of rabid parents battling over glue sticks and crayons. I just want to get home and curl up on my sofa with a good book and a cup of tea, in silence, and daydream about how my life was before the kids came along.

Lea won’t back down and stands there in the middle of the aisle, scowling with her arms folded. “No!” she says.

“No what?” I ask.

“No! I want this rubber. Mum would have said yes, I know she would. And so would Grandma Cat!”

A shopper turns round and stares at us unabashedly. This is not the Lea I know, normally so sweet that butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. I don’t give in to her pleading. Besides, I’m not a bottomless money pit. I try to remain calm without backing down. “Maybe they would Lea, but from now on, I’m the one who decides, and the answer is no. Come on, we’re going home!”

Lea stamps her feet and starts crying. She’s no longer listening to me and starts shouting and screaming in the middle of the aisle. She then rolls on the floor; I still don’t give in. I’m so ashamed. I close my eyes and let the basket fall to the floor. If only I could just disappear into a hole in the ground and never emerge.

“Please, Morgan, pleease!” she screams.

I hadn’t even noticed that Elliot had sneaked off. Suddenly the tears turn into cries of joy. “Thank you! Thank you, Elliot! You’re the best brother in the world. How did you pay for it?”

“Remember Oma Annett gave us some money? You bought sweets and cards with yours. Well I had some left over.”

I open my eyes to see Elliot hugging his little sister, with a small plastic bag in his hand. Talk about taking the wind out of my sails. Elliot is the king of the castle, Lea the queen, and I’m the prize fool. I desperately rack my brains wondering how I can get my authority back. “Elliot, Lea, we’re going to the grocery store. I want to get Snoopy some chocolate. The poor dog has been waiting outside for an hour!”

Lea asks if they can have some too. I tell her no, it’s not good to snack between meals.

That’s the best I could come up with: chocolate for the dog and not for them. It was clearly worthwhile all that time spent studying Françoise Dolto and child psychology. Plus you can’t even give dogs chocolate. Elliot glares at me but doesn’t dare get his money out. I finally hoist my two baskets onto the checkout and prepare for the damage. I can just about make out three figures on the receipt. Hopefully it’s upside down and the zeros are before and not after the one. We finally leave the shop and Lea rushes up to Snoopy to show him her new rubber.

Elliot is delighted at having outwitted me. On the way home, he jabbers away, “Morgan did you know that sharks grow teeth throughout their whole lifetime?’’

“No, great. Come along, it’s going to rain,” I answer.

“Did you know that octopuses have three hearts and nine

brains? Crazy isn’t it?”

“Yes, especially when you see how stupid an octopus is . . .”

“And did you know that owls can turn their heads 360 degrees? I read it in a magazine that Grandma Cat bought me.”

“Incredible,” I mumble.

I feel like I’m being interviewed for some wildlife documentary. We climb up the five flights of stairs while Elliot lists the many talents of the fire salamander. Exhausted, I dump my bags down and lock myself in the toilet. Elliot continues his banter from behind the toilet door. “Hey Morgan, the weirdest of all is the chameleon. It can see from all sides at the same time. Imagine that?”

“Amazing,” I say, feeling sorry for myself. ‘‘My kingdom for a horse . . .’’ Or rather a book, tea, peace and quiet, or maybe some music. I go to the kitchen to switch on the kettle and listen to the rain outside. I go into the children’s room to get my pile of records from the bookcase. Elliot is sitting on his bed reading his favourite magazine about strange wildlife facts.

“What are you doing Auntie?” asks Lea.

“I’m going to listen to some music.”

“On that black thing?” she asks.

She wants to know how it works. “Ah, it’s so funny. Is that a record? Can I choose one?” she asks.

I reluctantly show her the pile of records. She picks one out, humming to herself. “This one!”

“You know it?” I ask.

“No, but I like the cover.”

“It’s Barbara, one of my favourite singers,” I say proudly.

“You mean like Babar the elephant?”

Lea watches me put the record on, amazed at this antique contraption. I can see in her face that she thinks I’m a hundred years old. I drift off to Barbara’s dulcet tones, a cup of tea in my hand. I curl up in my armchair, grab a cushion and pick up the book beside me. I haven’t even read one page in the last ten days. Normally I read one or two books a week. But with all the things I need to buy for the kids, I can already see my book budget disappearing, melting away like ice cream left out in the sun. Barbara’s voice vibrates through me, as I savour her wonderful lyrics.

 

One day,

Or maybe one night,

Near a lake I had fallen asleep,

When suddenly seemingly tearing the sky apart,

And coming from nowhere,

Appeared a black eagle.

 

Peace, at last. I close my eyes. Lea is sat on a cushion chewing the ends of her plaits. Barbara’s warm voice lulls me. My mind wanders and my thoughts turn to Emily. Emily, who could never understand why I loved this song so much. I submerge myself in each and every word, let my heart fill with the music.

“This song’s rubbish.”

I am jolted out of my reverie by Lea.

“This song’s rubbish,” she says again. “I don’t understand any of it. And her voice is all sad and wobbly.”

“No Lea, it’s just that . . . well, it’s a song for grown-ups,” I reply.

“She’s right, this song is well depressing!” shouts Elliot, from behind the wall.

Lea asks me to read her a story instead. Here I am, in my own apartment, not allowed to listen to my music. Okay. Hint taken. I abandon my book and put the record away. Welcome to my new life! Lea is already jumping around with a book in her hand. It’s Tom Thumb. I’m not enamoured by her choice.

“Really? It’s a grim story,” I say.

She nods with a huge grin across her face. I begin to read:

‘‘Once upon a time there lived a woodcutter and his wife; they had seven children, all boys. The eldest was but ten years old, and the youngest only seven. People were astonished that the woodcutter had had so many children in such a short time, but his wife was very fond of children, and never had less than two at a time.’’

“Ten and seven! Just like us! Hey Morgan, I’m going to be seven in September!” says Lea.

I nod and carry on reading. What a sordid tale. I had actually forgotten just what a chauvinist Charles Perrault was. In his fairy tales, all women are portrayed as silly wenches, witches, or just plain fools, and they all faint at the drop of a hat. Though I guess you would faint on discovering that your ogre of a husband has just slain your seven daughters. I slam the book shut.

“Lea, this is a gruesome story. Are you sure you want me to read it to you?”

“Yes!” she whines.

“It’ll give you nightmares! Plus the author hates women; he does nothing but criticize the ogre’s wife and treats all the women in the story as if they’re idiots. I don’t like it.”

I close the book. Elliot says he’ll read to her. He snatches it from me and says that I never like anything. His remarks are hurtful and humiliating. I don’t retaliate. He’s just a kid after all. Lea comes to my rescue, saying, “She does, she likes Snoopy!”

Some consolation! I get up from the sofa. Tom Thumb has stuck in my throat. It’s seven o’clock. I’d better start making dinner.

I hear the end of the story from the kitchen. Elliot patiently explains the difficult words to his sister. “The ‘moral’ of the story is the end, Lea. There’s always a lesson at the end of a fairy tale, which helps you to understand the story.”

Lea is mesmerized.

 

‘‘It is no affliction to have many children,

if they all are good looking, courteous and strong,

but if one is sickly or slow-witted,

he will be scorned, ridiculed, and despised.

However, it is often this little urchin

who brings good fortune to the entire family.’’

And they think Barbara is depressing! Time to serve our gourmet dinner: fishfingers and peas. Thank heavens for frozen food.

Only one day to go till school starts.
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Elliot

Dear Mum,

 

It felt strange going back to school without you. You were always here for us on the first day of term to hear how it went. I liked that. So I’m going to tell you all about it now. Luckily, I like writing, as it’s going to take a while.

On the first day back, Morgan took us. She picked us up at six o’clock too. She said she would pick us up every day but sometimes she may have to take us back to the nursery with her, if she has a lot of work. The nursery is not far on the underground. Lea likes going because of the babies. She would love to play with them. There is a nice lady there called Viviane. Lea helps her put away the cuddly toys and straighten the duvets on the little beds. She loves helping.

 

Right. Now it’s my turn. A lot has happened this week. You will be a bit angry with me because I got into a fight with a boy at the new school and was told off afterwards. I won’t do it again, promise!

On Sunday night before school started, I could see that Lea didn’t want to go. When I asked her if she was okay, she said she was sad her friends would not be there and that she didn’t like that school with its horrible scary paintings on the walls. So I had an idea. I let her choose her clothes for the next day, like you used to Mum. She is SUCH a girl. We took everything out of the wardrobe, and she chose her blue dress, the one with the big bows on the shoulders. She said you liked it and it’s the one she wanted to wear. Then she asked Morgan if she could plait her hair for her in the morning. Morgan agreed, as long as we got up really early. Actually, Morgan is rubbish at doing plaits, but Lea doesn’t tell her, as she doesn’t want to hurt her feelings.

We got our school bags ready the night before, and I put our snack bars in. You always used to ask me to do it, remember? This time I did it on my own. Oma Annett called us just before we went to bed to wish us luck for the next day. So did Grandma Cat. But she calls us every day anyway.

 

When Monday morning came, we got up before the alarm went off. We stood in front of the school gates watching the other kids play and Lea whispered how happy the other kids looked. We just looked miserable standing there with our auntie.

You know, Morgan’s skin is so white you can almost see through it in the sun. When she took Lea’s hand, I could see that she had bitten her nails right down. Grandma Cat must have told her when she was small that nail biting is bad.

The other children started looking at us and so did the teachers. I don’t like being stared at like that. But don’t worry, we’ll be okay. I like being the big kid at school, especially when I see the small ones in Year One who look like tiny beetles with their huge backpacks. It’s a funny sight. Hey, you should see the amazing Harry Potter schoolbag Grandma Cat bought me; you would never have got me one like that!

 

At breaktime on the first day back, I found a surprise in my schoolbag. Lea had put a kiss bar in it, like you used to when I was small. A strip of paper with little hearts on, which you pull off one by one and hold when you feel sad. I pulled off a heart and squeezed it tightly in my pocket. Lea is so sweet, and never stops laughing, I don’t know how she does it. When I asked her whether she felt sad sometimes, she told me that Snow White and Cinderella had no parents but were happy, so we could be happy too.

 

And now you are going to be mad at me because I got into a fight with a boy called Alex in Year Five. Thank God he’s not in my class. He keeps bugging Lea because we’re new. He pulls her plaits and steals her snack at breaktime, and on Thursday, just before lunch, he said something to Lea that really annoyed me. I don’t know why really because what he said was more stupid than mean. He thought Morgan was our mum and said to Lea that she was so white, she looked like a panda in her black dress! I told him she wasn’t our mum and that his mum was so fat she looked like a pig. Alex then called me a son of a bitch, so I punched him right in the face. It’s the first time I have ever hit anyone, and it made his nose bleed. I called him an idiot and said that you were dead and that if he ever said it again I would smash his whole head in.

The beanpole (a.k.a. the headmistress) quickly came and took me into her office. I thought she was going to suspend me, but she was actually quite nice. She gave me a gingerbread biscuit and looked me straight in the eye saying that this must never happen again and that she didn’t want any violence in her school. She said she knew I was going through a very difficult time, and that she would smooth everything out with Alex’s parents and we would say no more about it.

 

That evening in bed, Lea gave me a big hug and she even sang your lullaby to me. I’m so lucky to have a baby sister like her. I would hate to be here on my own.

I’m sorry Mum. Hugs and kisses to you and Dad. Love you . . .

 

Elliot
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Morgan

“Good evening everyone, I’m Morgan Mercier, I look after my niece Lea and my nephew Elliot, who is in Year Five.”

Phew, it’s over. I flop back down into my chair trying not to make eye contact with anyone, which isn’t difficult as I deliberately took a front row seat. I can feel twenty-two pairs of eyes piercing my back. Running a marathon in mid-winter in a bikini would have been preferable to this parents’ evening. I just don’t fit in here. The chair is ridiculously small. I don’t know how the other parents are managing to sit still for more than ten minutes. There’s a father behind me who would have been better off taking two chairs for his oversized backside.

I can feel Emily and Niko’s presence. The other parents know full well why I am here tonight instead of them. The teacher thanks me with a nod of her head and adds a touch of Disney-style charm to my speech. “Lea has just joined our school. I ask you all to give her your full support and kindness. Don’t hesitate to invite her to your children’s birthday parties; that girl is a pure ray of sunshine. I can see from her records that she will be seven years old in a few days’ time. Would any of you like to bake a cake for the occasion? We shall be celebrating birthdays on the last Friday of the month and may I remind you that everything must be from the authorized list. So, no chocolate, no fruit tarts, no nuts, and of course, no sweets or fizzy drinks.”

And this is meant to be a birthday? That’s a joke. What does that actually leave, celery? Baking a cake for school appears to be incredibly complicated. I let the kids eat homemade chocolate cake at the nursery all the time. I mentally note to check on what date the last Friday of the month falls. Woe betide me if I forget the date, though I imagine Lea will remind me. I quickly glance behind me, managing not to catch anyone’s eye. Lea and Elliot are busy playing in the book corner with another child whose parents couldn’t get a babysitter. Good as gold.

 

I emerge from the meeting feeling overwhelmed by my new responsibilities and by the pile of textbooks waiting to be covered in plastic. I have to cover two for Lea and four for Elliot, for goodness sake! To top it all, Elliot hands me a list of additional items to buy: there’s that 4 cm thick plastic pouch again, a 30 cm transparent ruler and of course the pink exercise book cover he didn’t want. This last item is underlined twice. I’ll deal with it tomorrow.

Once the children are in bed, I’m torn between Netflix and covering the textbooks. I’m rather tempted by Netflix but the scissors and roll of plastic are beckoning me. I have always been terrible at covering school books. I’m no good at cutting out either. My sister used to do both of ours. She already had a caring, maternal side to her, unlike me.

I grab the scissors, telling myself to get on with it, not to stab myself and to cut straight. Elliot will probably have the wonkiest book in his class. My crooked botch job will make him a total laughing stock. I cut the plastic and stick it down with tape. I think of Emily and how carefully she used to cut and tape. I remember us both at school, sat on the carpet surrounded by a pile of books. She would cover them, and I would pass her the tape. She used to make fun of me.

“So how will you cope when you have kids? You’ll have to learn.”

“Easy,” I said. “I won’t have any.”

That was the intention anyway . . . I close the book, and there’s a nasty cracking sound. Blast, the plastic has just cracked all the way down the back of the book. I start again, cutting out and taping down, and close it shut. No cracking sound this time. But the corners have come unstuck, damn! Emily, tell me how you did it, send me a sign! The rebellious plastic begins lifting itself up from the book again. In a rage now, I tape the corner down hard, holding back my tears. Emily . . . Why did you do this to me? I’d better start again. I pick up the tape and cut some off. Ouch! My finger is bleeding. I roll up the paper in a ball and hurl it across the room in anger. Emily, why did you go? I don’t care about these stupid books, but me, why did you leave me? You were all I had. And why choose me? You put me on a pedestal, which I didn’t deserve. You always believed in me. But the truth is I am a hopeless sad old spinster who hasn’t got a clue how to handle kids. I’ve never been good at it. There’s so much I couldn’t tell you, I was afraid you would walk away from me. I couldn’t risk losing you, do you see? Please forgive me. I’m sorry for not telling you everything. I never imagined it would end like this, not even in my worst nightmares. And to think it was just a tree, a tree that took you from me. A mere tree.

 

I break down in tears, my head resting on my forearms. Snoopy pushes my elbow off his nose. I didn’t even see him there. Maybe that’s a sign from you Emily. I need a hug so badly. Thanks Emily. I take my beloved dog’s head in my hands and rub my cheeks against his. He licks my palms. I spring into action, bandage my finger, take a deep breath and get back to work. I glue the plastic directly onto the book. I know it’s not allowed, but that’s just tough. I’m not going to waste any more time on a geometry book. I hate maths anyway. It’s never been of much use to me. I cover all the books then slip them into the kids’ backpacks. Maybe Harry Potter and the pink fairy can use their magic to fix my disastrous handiwork.

 

I’m off to bed now Emily. I’ll try harder next time, I promise. Don’t forget I’m not you though, and never will be.
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Elliot

I’ve got thirty-five marbles now. My old ones are still at home in Maisons-Laffitte, so my new friend Paul gave me two of his during the first week of school. I had to start all over again from scratch but have already won quite a few. I also found some in the playground. And the last five . . . well I didn’t actually win them. That idiot Alex kept boasting about how many marbles he had and showing off to everyone, so I took some of his and now he’s five down—serves him right. He keeps out of my way since I hit him. He didn’t even realize I stole them from his bag while he was in the toilets.

“We’re going food shopping for the weekend, Elliot,” Lea calls out to me. “Morgan says we’re going to make pancakes! Are you coming?”

I stuff the pouch of marbles under my mattress. Lea will never look there. I don’t want her asking any questions or telling Morgan afterwards. I just have enough time to hide them before Lea bounds in all excited.

“No, I want to stay here,” I say.

Morgan nods at me from the bedroom door and Lea runs down the stairs with Snoopy.

We’ve been here a month now and this is the first time I’ve been alone in the apartment. I don’t feel at home here. I could try exploring, it might make me feel better. It’s my sister’s seventh birthday next Saturday and I still haven’t got her a present. I only have five euros left from Oma Annett though, so I might ask Grandma Cat to give me some money. She never says no. I know Lea wants some elf Lego.

Morgan’s bedroom door is wide open, so I go in. This room is different to the others. It’s very colourful with lots of yellow everywhere. Strange for someone who only wears black. Her curtains have big grey elephants on them. And there is an enormous wooden elephant on the floor, which I guess comes from somewhere far away. I try to lift it. It weighs a ton.

I can’t hear anyone on the stairs, so I continue exploring. Morgan’s room is super tidy, of course; everything is lined up and spotless, with nothing lying around or on the floor. It smells of furniture polish. Suddenly there’s a noise and I jump, but it’s just me making the floorboards creak. I suddenly notice Mum’s shamrock pendant on Morgan’s bedside table and feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach. Morgan has been wearing it every day since we got back from holiday. She gave it to Mum. I have a sudden urge to pick it up, touch it and sniff it. It doesn’t smell of Mum anymore. I put it back. I wish I hadn’t eaten chocolate crunchies this morning for breakfast: I feel a bit sick.

The phone rings. It’s probably Grandma Cat, as usual. I don’t want to answer.

I try to open the drawer of the bedside table; it’s stuck. I manage to pull out what’s blocking it: a letter in an envelope with at least twenty other envelopes inside it. I’ve never seen stamps like these before; they are all really pretty with colourful pictures of flowers and birds. There’s even one with a big green dragon on. That’s so cool! It says ‘‘Vietnam’’, wow, that’s the other side of the world! It’s weird to hide so many letters in a drawer, like they’re top secret or something. I know I shouldn’t pry, but I’m dying to read them. The envelopes are all open anyway, so I’m not doing any harm just looking. I read the postmarks on the top ones; they’re dated 2017, 2016, 2015. I poke around a bit more in the drawer. The oldest one is from 2010. I open it and a photo falls out onto the bed. It’s a picture of a little girl in a blue uniform, smiling. She has slanting eyes and black plaits. On the back of the photo it says LINH, October 2010, Hanoi. She looks about nine or ten years old. I open the letter, which is in French:

 

Dear Morgan,

I began learning French in September. The teacher helped me write to you. Thank you for your letter and photo. I’m very happy to have found you. Thank you for everything you have done for me. Thanks to you, I have been able to start school in Hanoi. It’s a long way from where I live, but it is my dream, even if I have to leave my little brother and my father behind. I will see them in the school holidays.

Speak soon,

Linh

 

I’m so startled by Snoopy barking on the stairs that I drop the envelopes. I scramble to pick them up and stuff them back in the drawer, keeping five of them, which I then run and hide under my mattress next to the marbles. I deliberately take the ones right underneath, so that Morgan won’t notice they’ve gone.

“Elliot we’re back!”

“Elliot! Look, we’ve bought some sweets! And they’re not just for Snoopy! Come quick!”

I lie on my bed for a minute to make it look like I was there the whole time, then I join them in the living room.

“Were you bored without me?” asks Lea.

“No, why would I be?” I snap. “I was doing my homework.”

Morgan is slicing bread in the kitchen. I’m curious to find out a bit more so I dive in. “Hey Morgan, have you ever been to Asia?”

“Yes. Why?” she asks.

“I was just wondering. Our teacher was talking about Vietnam in class. Do you know it?”

“I know it pretty well actually. I spent several months there doing charity work when I was eighteen. After that I travelled a bit around Laos, Cambodia and Thailand. That’s where I bought the elephant that’s in my room. Have you seen it?”

I pretend that I’d love to see it. I then ask her if she went alone and did Grandma Cat let her go. She said Grandma Cat tried to stop her, but she went anyway. I then ask her if she got into trouble. She says she was in Paris at the time and that Grandma Cat lived in Marseille. Then when she got back from Asia, she began training to be a nurse, and eventually Grandma Cat got over it. Morgan then tells me to go and have a look at the elephant.

I pretend to be really excited when I get to her room. I feel guilty at stealing five of her letters. This is the first time that Morgan has ever talked about herself to me. I really will put them back after, but I’m just dying to find out about the little girl and what’s in the other letters.

The phone rings. Lea runs to answer it. “Grandma Cat!”

She shuts herself away in the bedroom with the phone, but I can hear her whispering about her birthday list, Lego and a Playmobil house.
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Morgan

Six forty-five. The alarm goes off. Argh, already? Why do nights seem so much shorter than days!

I stagger to the bathroom. I like to get ready in peace before the children are up and the commotion starts. I start waking them, or rather shaking them, at seven fifteen. It’s always a challenge to get them out of bed on school days. But on weekends, for some strange reason, they are wide awake at six thirty. Not being an early riser myself, it’s a nightmare. Once they’re up, things move quite quickly though; I don’t have to dress them like the little ones at the nursery. We pick out their clothes the night before and then we’re done. What I actually mean is that I choose Elliot’s clothes as he couldn’t care less what he wears, and Lea spends an hour deciding between her three dresses and two pairs of jeans. I’m going to have to get her some new clothes soon as she’s had a growth spurt since the summer. Then there’s the whole hairstyling routine of plaits, hair slides and bunches. I’m about as good at that as I am at covering school books, but luckily Lea is easy-going. I just make sure she doesn’t look in the mirror afterwards.

This week has been hell. I spend my whole life racing against the clock and barely have time to breathe let alone think. Sometimes I even squirm for an hour in my chair before finally dashing to the loo; not wanting to waste even a single minute. I spend all day running around, from the nursery to the school to the underground, coping with this grumbling father, that anxious mother and those over-devoted parents. Not to mention Jean-Michel and his music, Valerie Le Gall and her perpetual lateness, and the gossip and jabber of the girls.

Thank goodness the week is almost over. I glance at my calendar. It’s already the 29th of September. The month has flown past.

Lea can hardly sit still at breakfast. She seems to have ants in her pants. Plaiting her hair is impossible when she’s wiggling all over the place like that. But Lea is far too busy messing around to worry about her hair. I sense she is hiding something. I would like to ask Elliot, but he has disappeared into his room looking for something.

“Auntie, look, I’m wearing my best dress for today!”

“Yes, good. Look it’s eight fifteen already! We’ll be late!” I say, distractedly.

“But Morgannn!” she pleads.

We grab our bags. Lea, sniggering, tells Snoopy one last secret, and we run down the stairs. Then we file out, like the tots at the nursery.

“Morgan. Stop!” cries Lea.

“Come on, we’ll be late!” I try not to shout.

We make it to the school gates just in the nick of time, out of breath and looking a bit ragged.

Lea stops, panting. “But Auntie, you’ve forgotten my cake!” she wails suddenly.

How I wish that the ground would just swallow me up right then and there. Of course, the cake! It’s Friday the 29th of September. The last Friday of the month! I feel sick to my stomach. How could I forget Lea’s birthday cake? Lea, the new girl, the one all the children stare and point at. She doesn’t have a mummy you know . . . I start trembling. I thought we would be celebrating it tomorrow with Elliot and Snoopy. Her actual birthday is the 30th after all. I’d completely forgotten about the school celebration. I want to kick myself.

Lea picks up on my silence and starts crying on the pavement, without saying a word. This is the worst thing of all. I’m used to seeing kids throwing tantrums, rolling around on the floor, kicking and screaming. I do run a nursery after all. As long as they’re yelling, they’re probably alive, is my motto. But I worry a lot more about them when they go quiet. Overwhelmed with guilt, I try in vain to get myself off the hook. “Why didn’t you say anything last night?” I ask.

“Because I thought you were going to give me a sss . . . surp . . .”

She can’t finish her sentence. Tears roll down her cheeks, she chokes and sobs in despair.

Elliot looks daggers at me.

“Why didn’t you say anything Elliot?” I say.

He shrugs his shoulders defiantly. I can see he is furious.

“How could you forget! Mum would never have done something like that.”

Lea’s sobbing resumes. I can almost feel the condemnation in the glances of the other parents as they watch us out of the corner of their eyes. There’s that terrible aunt who can’t even bake a cake for her orphan niece’s birthday. Yes, the wicked stepmother has done it again. I wring my hands in despair. I’ll be stuck all morning in a health and safety meeting, which I can’t get out of. In desperation I ask Lea what time the party starts.

“I don’t know,” she mumbles. “In the afternoon I think.”

“I’m so sorry, Lea. I really am. We’ll have a party tomorrow, you’ll see, you’ll have a lovely present and I’ll make you a chocolate cake, okay?”

Lea won’t even look up. She frantically chews the end of her plait, her eyes glued to her wrinkled socks. I’m utterly hopeless. Elliot goes inside without speaking to me. The door closes behind them.

 

I haven’t even had time to buy her birthday gift for tomorrow, but at least I hadn’t forgotten. It’s on my list, I had planned to buy it in my lunch break. But I have absolutely no idea what to get her. I frantically text my mother to ask for some ideas.

The hearse lurks in front of the nursery like a vulture stalking its prey. Jean-Michel is singing cheerfully in the cloakroom while he puts on Alice’s slippers. Another parent arrives, carrying a large box that smells deliciously of lemon. Viviane greets me cheerfully, while I mumble hello and shut myself in my office. There’s a knock at the door. It can only be Viviane.

“Can I come in?”

I shrug, which she takes to mean yes.

“You don’t look too good, Morgan. Is there anything I can do?”

I can’t even find the words.

She looks me right in the eye, like she does when she’s scolding one of the infants. I hang my head and confess. “I forgot to make a cake for Lea’s birthday party at school today. It’s a nightmare. I left her crying her eyes out.”

“Come on, it’s not the end of the world! Go and buy one!” she says.

“I can’t, I have an important meeting now. People from the council will be there, I can’t possibly miss it.”

She looks thoughtful and tells me not to worry about it any longer as she has an idea.

 

The meeting takes forever and the morning really drags. But it’s over at last. I can’t wait for them to go. It’s one o’clock. Class resumes in half an hour. The odds of me finding a cake and getting to Lea’s class in time are slim to none, unless a fairy godmother somewhere waves her magic wand.

But when I get back to my office, a wondrous sight meets my eyes. There’s a lemon cake in a white box on the table. No chocolate, no gluten, and not a nut in sight, just as the school instructed. It’s the most perfect cake in the world. There’s even a number seven made out of Smarties on the top. It’s slightly crooked, as if the number has been changed. There’s a Post-it on the box:

 

There are two birthdays in the Dragonfly group today, which is one too many if you ask me. Half of the children here don’t have teeth anyway, so why waste a cake on them. And it was a doddle changing the one into a seven. Enjoy!

 

I now remember seeing the mother arrive with the box this morning. I can’t thank her enough. Actually, I’ll never thank her at all come to that. What would I say? ‘‘By the way, I stole your daughter’s birthday cake, thank you very much, it was delicious.’’ I run towards the underground with the precious box under my arm. I beg the train to speed up and I eventually arrive at Lea’s school, sweating. I ring the bell and give my name. The door opens. A tall thin lady welcomes me in; it must be the headmistress. She shakes my hand and leads me towards the classroom. Lea has just gone back into class. Her eyes sparkle with joy when I proudly hand the cake over to the teacher. I apologize for the delay and slip away, my heart thumping. I made it!

Not so fast. The headmistress is waiting for me in the corridor with a huge smile on her face. “Ms Mercier, I’m Carole Dubois, I run this school. I’m delighted to have met you at last. Have you got five minutes?”

I follow her reluctantly. I’m not used to this. As the manager, I’m normally the one who summons people into my office. I feel like a worried little girl about to be punished. And my punishment is swift in coming.

“Ms Mercier, I’m worried about your nephew and niece. Lea is not settling in well, and Elliot . . .”

“Yes?”

“Elliot’s a little aggressive. There was an incident at the start of term, which I let go, but since then things have deteriorated. He often gets into fights. I do understand how difficult the situation is for you, of course. Most of all, I strongly believe that these children need lots of love and attention. Maybe we should try to see each other once in a while?”

“Absolutely,” I reply.

I glance at my watch, aware of the time. I must get back to the nursery and I still haven’t bought Lea’s birthday present. I thank the headmistress for her concern. She lets me go.

My phone vibrates. It’s a message from my mother with a gift suggestion:

 

A dinosaur of course! What else would a seven-year-old girl want!

 

Good idea, I wouldn’t have thought of that myself. And with this new trend for gender-neutral toys, why not? I put my phone away. It vibrates again. I’ll read the message later. I run to the toy store and buy the biggest and most impressive dinosaur I can find, which costs me a small fortune. Twenty euros for a plastic monster. Ridiculous. But if that’s what my mother thinks Lea would like, then dinosaur it is. I grab some butterfly transfers and a kit for making bead necklaces, which reminds me of my childhood.

 

When I arrive back at the nursery, I read the message I missed. It’s my mother again:

The dinosaur was obviously a joke. Get her some Playmobil.

 

Argh! How stupid can you get? It’s not even my mother’s fault; she sent the second message just two minutes after the first, probably feeling guilty about having set a trap for me which I literally walked right into. It’s too late to change it now though. I’m back at the office. I’ll have to get the children soon and due to the time I’ve lost today, I’ll have to bring them back here for at least an hour.

I have no choice. I’ll give Lea the dinosaur and face the music later.
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Elliot

Lea is over the moon. “Thank you, thank you Morgan. Your cake was so yummy. Everyone loved it!”

I look at Morgan. How did she manage it? She was at work all morning, wasn’t she? Sounds fishy to me. I’m still mad at her for forgetting Lea’s cake but at the same time I’m happy that Lea got one in the end.

Morgan says we’ll have to spend an hour at the nursery as she has too much work. As soon as we arrive, Lea hugs the freckled lady, who takes her to help tidy up a dormitory. I put my schoolbag in the cloakroom and pull out the book I took from Morgan’s flat: The Legend of King Arthur. It’s a huge book full of amazing pictures. I sit down on one of the tiny chairs in the entrance. I like watching people coming and going; I know who’s who now. One of the dads is so tall, he has to bend over double to get in the door. One of the mums wears gigantic glasses. And I can hear the dad arriving in his funeral car. His music is so loud, you can hear him from the other side of the street. He’s really funny. The same thing happens each time. He walks into the nursery singing or talking very loudly, and Morgan slams her office door angrily.

Here he is. I pretend to be reading. He looks
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