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Everyone can take part
Vera had never shaken the sand out of a book before. Jumpers, yes. And once her trainer, which had been full of sand after she’d been playing. But a book?
She held it over the bin and gave it a gentle shake. A thin trickle fell from between the pages. In the picture of a very grand king, one grain remained perched on the end of his nose.
‘Don’t laugh,’ she told Joep.
‘I’m not laughing.’
His cheeks were bulging.
Vera blew on the king. The sand went into her eye.
Then Joep did laugh.
She was sitting on the stone edge of the sandpit, her knees tucked up. It had been her reading spot ever since the old bench by the wall had been taken away. One of its legs was loose. Mr Kees said it was perfectly safe to sit on, provided you weren’t the sort of person who ever moved. In the end, he’d put it in the shed anyway.
Puk was making soup in the sandpit. Three scoops of sand, two leaves and an empty bucket. When it was ready, she poured it over Vera’s shoe.
‘Nice?’ she asked.
Vera looked at the heap on her shoelace.
‘A bit dry.’
Puk ran off to fetch some water.
‘You shouldn’t have said that,’ said Joep.
Vera jumped down. She took off her shoe, but by now the sand was in her sock as well. There was nowhere to tip it without making another heap. So she stood on one leg, holding a book, a shoe and a sock.
‘You need a bench,’ said Joep.
‘I know.’
Across the playground, a football flew through the goal. It hadn’t gone past the goalkeeper. It had gone straight through the net. The hole was big enough for Vera to crawl through, if she’d had both her shoes on.
Joep retrieved the ball. ‘We need a goal.’
‘You’ve got one.’
‘One that stops footballs.’
He kicked. The ball missed the goal and struck the drainpipe.
‘That won’t help much,’ said Vera.
‘It was a demonstration.’
Puk returned with a watering can. Before Vera could say anything, she poured water over the shoe in Vera’s hand. Some splashed onto the sock. Vera hurriedly pulled it back on. There was a mark on her book’s cover now, too, and blowing wouldn’t get rid of it.
After break, Miss Safia pinned a letter to the noticeboard. She used four drawing pins. One in each corner, as always. Joep said she needn’t pin letters up as though they might escape. Safia handed him the fifth pin and asked him to hold it for a moment.
‘The village fair is in two weeks,’ she said. ‘On Saturday. There’ll be a jumble sale, and the mayor will open our improved playground.’
‘Will she come in a car with flashing lights?’ asked Joep.
‘She says she’ll come by bicycle.’
He didn’t think that was very suitable for a mayor.
‘We’re also going to elect a children’s mayor for the afternoon. They’ll work with the school on a plan for the playground. There’s a hundred and eighty euros set aside for you from the last jumble sale.’
Vera laid her book flat on the desk. A hundred and eighty euros sounded like a lot. A reading bench would surely cost less than a bicycle.
‘Three ideas have been suggested,’ said Safia. ‘A better football goal, new things for the sandpit, and a bench under the chestnut tree. You can choose one and work out a plan. It doesn’t have to be the same idea your friends choose.’
The letter said: EVERYONE CAN TAKE PART.
Joep read it aloud. Then he read it again, more quietly.
‘They’ve got that wrong.’
‘What?’ asked Vera.
‘Everyone.’
‘They mean children.’
‘Then they should write children.’
He held the drawing pin between his fingers and studied the list beneath the letter. There were three blank lines. A fourth was much narrower because the bottom of the paper had been folded up.
Vera wanted to put her name down. She already knew what the bench should look like: two wide planks, a backrest, and somewhere underneath for cushions. One of the tree’s branches hung over the grass as if it were pointing to just the right spot.
But when the bell rang, everyone went to the board at once. Joep got in front of her. He was good at being first in a queue. If there was a chance to practise, he took it.
‘I’m entering,’ he said. ‘For the goal.’
He wrote JOEP in letters that nearly needed two lines.
Eef, from the other class, stood beside him. She’d read the suggestions and pointed to the one about the sandpit.
‘My little sister has to dig with a tablespoon,’ she said. ‘She shouldn’t have to.’
‘Puk makes soup,’ said Vera. ‘A spoon’s quite useful for that.’
‘It’s our tablespoon.’
Eef wrote her name on the second line in small, neat letters. Underneath, she added: things little children can use too.
Vera waited while Joep finished drawing a star beside his name. The third line was left for her. She wrote VERA, followed by: reading bench.
It felt strange to put a wish on a list for everyone to see. As though she’d pinned her diary to the noticeboard, only with just one sentence in it.
‘You might get a trophy,’ said Joep. ‘If you become mayor.’
‘Where does it say that?’
‘Nowhere. But I think you might.’
After school they walked past the school garden. Vera shook more sand out of her book. Miep waddled up behind the fence. She belonged to Bennie, the farmer, and lived in the garden next to the school. She liked to come and look whenever anybody was eating. Especially apples. If it was a carrot, she looked offended.
Joep held the election letter in front of him. Safia had given him a copy because he wanted to ‘study the rules thoroughly’. So far, he’d only read the largest letters.
Miep pushed her beak through the wire and snapped at the paper.
Joep pulled it away.
‘Interested,’ he said.
The goose tilted her head. A drop of water slid from her beak onto Joep’s shoe.
Joep looked from the letter to Miep. Then at Vera.
‘Everyone,’ he said.
Vera suddenly imagined a goose standing on the platform beside the real mayor. She laughed so hard that more sand fell out of her book.
A candidate with no pockets
The following morning, MIEP appeared on the fourth line. Joep had added an exclamation mark. It hadn’t fitted on the paper, so he’d written it on the noticeboard.
‘That is exactly why the paper has an edge,’ said Miss Safia.
Joep rubbed the exclamation mark with his sleeve. It became a grey smudge. The smudge looked a bit like a goose, provided you knew you were supposed to be looking at a goose.
‘Miep lives next to the school,’ he said. ‘So she’s part of it.’
Safia looked at the letter. At the fourth line. Then at Vera, who had suddenly become very busy putting the cap on a felt-tip pen.
‘Did you think of this together?’
‘A bit,’ said Vera.
‘It was my idea,’ Joep said at once. ‘Vera did the laughing.’
Eef wanted to know what a goose would do with a hundred and eighty euros.
‘Buy apples,’ somebody said at the back.
‘Lots of apples.’
‘An apple tree!’
Safia took Vera’s pen. On the board she wrote: A REAL JOB. Underneath: AN HONORARY TITLE.
‘A goose can’t be responsible for money,’ she said. ‘She can’t tell us what needs doing. And geese have other things to do besides being mayors.’
‘She hasn’t got any pockets either,’ said Joep.
‘Sometimes I haven’t. That isn’t the main problem.’
Vera tried to imagine Miep with a purse. Mostly she could see loose coins lying in the grass.
‘But,’ Safia went on, ‘an honorary mayor doesn’t have to look after money. They can be a cheerful mascot for the village. If Bennie agrees, Miep can enter that election. We’ll have two votes. A white ballot paper for the children’s mayor. A yellow one for the mascot.’
Joep put up his hand.
‘Can I enter both?’
‘You’re already on the white list.’
‘What about the yellow one?’
‘For this election, a mascot must be an animal or a character you’ve made up.’
Joep sat up straight. ‘I can stand very still.’
‘You could start practising now.’
After the lesson, Vera and Joep were allowed to ask Bennie whether Miep could take part. Safia walked with them as far as the garden gate. Bennie was pulling a wheelbarrow out of a muddy corner. By the time he’d finished, there was mud on the wheelbarrow, on his boots, and on the bottom of his nose.
‘Miep? A mayor?’
He looked round. Miep had her beak in a shallow bowl of water. She rinsed a bit of grass and swallowed it.
‘She doesn’t know much about money,’ said Bennie. ‘Quite a lot about grass.’
Vera explained the two lists carefully. Joep wanted to help, but his main plan was to say all the important words louder.
‘It’s an honorary title,’ Vera finished. ‘She won’t have to make speeches.’
‘She’ll make them anyway,’ said Bennie.
The goose lifted her head from the bowl and honked.
‘See?’
Joep looked at the fence. ‘Perhaps we could give her a ribbon.’
‘No.’
‘Just a little—’
‘Not even a little ribbon. No hat, no chain and no coat. She has a perfectly good suit of feathers. She’s keeping it.’
Bennie rested the wheelbarrow against the shed. ‘And nobody hands out apples. Nobody picks her up or carries her to the platform. If she finds it too busy, we’ll take her back to her usual spot. The fair will manage perfectly well without a goose.’
Miep walked to the far end of the garden. Another goose was asleep there. She stood beside it and closed one eye.
Joep looked disappointed. ‘So she won’t actually campaign?’
‘She’ll be a goose. You can campaign.’
Vera was rather relieved. She hadn’t known how to explain things to Miep without having the explanation eaten.
‘We can make a poster, then?’ she asked.
‘For people, yes. Don’t put it in her water.’
On the way back, Joep stopped beside the school garden. Rows of lettuce grew behind little signs. Safia had put one sign in a clear sleeve because the rain kept washing the words away.
‘Miep must find this interesting,’ said Joep.
‘The lettuce?’
‘The election.’
‘She went to sleep.’
‘To save her energy.’
Vera picked up a twig and drew a goose in the earth. She made the belly far too big. It looked like a ball with a beak.
‘You could vote for that one,’ said Joep. ‘I could cut it out of cardboard.’
‘Then people would be voting for cardboard.’
‘That would make the counting easier.’
That afternoon Safia set out the rules for everybody. Children aged four to twelve could vote on the white list. Each visitor to the fair could cast one yellow vote, including children under four. An adult could help with the reading, but the voter had to make their own choice.
Vera wrote WHITE and YELLOW on two small pieces of paper and stuck them beside the list of candidates. Under Miep’s name she added an arrow: YELLOW. Then she moved her own name a little higher, further from the fold.
Joep put up a third piece of paper.
‘What’s that?’ Vera asked.
‘My trophy.’
He’d drawn a cup with two handles and an enormous base. A trophy that wouldn’t fit on much of anything.
‘You’re not mayor yet,’ said Eef, passing the board.
‘I’m practising.’
Eef nodded. ‘Me too.’ She took a real little spade out of her bag. Tape was wrapped round the handle. When she gently moved it, the blade fell on the floor.
Joep looked at the two separate pieces.
‘That one’s had enough practice.’
Eef picked up the blade. ‘It needs a plan.’
A poster for the wrong candidate
On Wednesday, Joep brought a roll of paper that stuck out from under his arm. An old till receipt was attached to the end. His dad had got the roll from the shop. Vera pulled off the receipt. Potting compost appeared on it twenty times.
‘Those aren’t votes,’ she said.
‘It’s a start.’
They could stay in the classroom after school to make posters. Eef went home. She had to look after her little sister, so she’d already made hers. It showed a big sandpit, three spades, and a child halfway inside a wheelbarrow.
‘The wheelbarrow isn’t for riding in,’ Eef said when Joep asked.
‘Shame.’
Vera spread the paper on the floor and began her bench. She drew a tree at one end. At the other, she wanted a chest. She couldn’t manage to draw the chest smaller than the bench. In the end it looked as though somebody wanted to put a bath full of books in the playground.
Joep peered over her shoulder.
‘Miep would fit in there.’
‘It’s my book box.’
‘It could be smaller.’
‘Then you wouldn’t see the books.’
‘Miep’s easier.’
He put an orange pen to the paper and drew a beak. Vera added a head. Then a neck, a belly and two legs. The goose gazed gravely at the bath.
Joep nodded in approval. ‘She’s got an opinion.’
Above the drawing, Vera wrote: VOTE MIEP. SHE HAS AN OPINION ABOUT EVERYTHING.
Safia was closing her bag by the door. She read the poster and smiled. ‘Make sure it says this is the yellow election.’
Joep coloured one corner yellow. Vera drew a ballot paper in it. The ballot paper was only half the size of the beak.
‘Shouldn’t the goose be yellow too?’ asked Joep.
‘Then she’d be a chick.’
They stuck the poster beside the door and took another sheet. Joep wanted to draw Miep wearing a mayor’s chain, but Vera put bunting beside the fence instead. Bennie said that was all right. She didn’t tuck a book under the goose’s wing. Miep couldn’t read, and a poster shouldn’t promise things that weren’t true.
Before they went home, they’d drawn four geese. The last had one leg too many. Joep said she was busy.
Vera’s bench was still on the floor, beneath the torn-off bit of till receipt.
By Thursday, nearly everybody knew who Miep was. Two little children had written her name in the sandpit. The P was backwards, but Miep didn’t seem bothered. She stood at the fence and pecked at a blade of grass.
‘We could get her to say a slogan,’ said Joep.
‘What slogan?’
‘Honk.’
Vera laughed. ‘She says that already.’
‘So it’s a good slogan.’
He laid his new poster on the low wall. An enormous trophy filled it. He’d drawn the football goal in front, much smaller than the cup. It looked like a little side table.
‘Where’s the net?’ asked Vera.
‘I haven’t put that in yet.’
‘You could draw the net first.’
Joep looked at the empty space between the posts. ‘That’s a lot of work.’
Two children stopped by the door to look at the Miep posters. They read the words aloud, did goose voices, and took turns shouting, ‘My opinion!’ One didn’t know the real mayor, but he knew Miep. They’d seen her drinking through the fence the day before.
Vera looked at the posters. They’d turned out well. Even the goose with three legs. She’d hidden its third leg behind a painted bucket later.
Then one of the children asked who was entering the white election.
‘Joep, Eef and Vera,’ said another.
‘What does Vera want?’
Nobody answered.
Vera stood less than three steps away. She could simply tell them. A reading bench, she wanted to say. A reading bench where you didn’t get sand in your socks.
But the conversation had already gone back to the goose. One child thought Miep was bigger than a dog. The other thought she could live to a hundred. Vera took her book out of her bag and sat on the wall. Her feet didn’t reach the ground.
Joep came to stand beside her. A strip of sticky tape dangled from his wrist. There was a crease in it that he couldn’t flatten.
‘Coming? I want to make another poster.’
‘For who?’
‘Miep.’
Vera didn’t open her book.
‘Then I’ll never finish my own.’
Joep looked at the fence. ‘But this is fun.’
‘Yes.’
That was the trouble. It was fun. The drawings, the silly sentences, laughing about the third goose leg. She didn’t want to say she wasn’t enjoying it, because that wouldn’t be true.
‘You could put the bench on a Miep poster,’ said Joep. ‘Then people would see it too.’
‘Then they’d think the bench was Miep’s.’
He thought for a moment. ‘Put: Vera’s bench.’
Vera looked at him. ‘What will you put? Joep’s goal?’
‘That’s got nothing to do with the goose.’
‘Neither has my bench.’
Joep peeled the tape off his wrist. Now it was stuck to his fingers.
‘I just thought it was fun,’ he said.
Vera nodded. ‘So did I. Only today I want to draw something else.’
She stayed on the wall a little longer. Joep went back to the classroom. Through the window she watched him unroll the paper and begin another goose. Beak first. He’d learnt that from her.
Vera slid down from the wall. She went inside, retrieved her own sheet from under the receipt, and made the bath smaller. The books almost disappeared. That didn’t matter. On the backrest she wrote: A PLACE TO SIT. EVEN WITHOUT A BOOK.
When Joep asked her for a green pen, she gave it to him. She just didn’t finish his goose.
As they tidied up, they hung her poster beside the candidates’ list. Somebody stopped in front of it, read the words, and nodded. Vera stayed by the door just long enough to see.
What if it rains?
On Friday there was a question on Vera’s poster. Somebody had written it in pencil, small but right across the backrest: WHAT IF IT RAINS?
Vera tried to rub it out. The pencil grew paler. So did the green felt-tip. A faded patch was left in the bench.
She stopped rubbing.
‘You should say your bench is waterproof,’ said Joep.
‘Benches aren’t.’
‘Then make it waterproof.’
He said it as though there were a button for that.
Vera drew a roof above the chestnut tree. It barely fitted on the paper. One corner went through the notice about Miep pinned beside it.
‘There’s already a tree,’ said Eef.
‘That won’t stop all the rain.’
‘Will a roof?’
Vera looked at her drawing. She’d certainly managed to hide quite a lot of rain beneath it.
That afternoon she stood at the gate with her poster. Safia said the candidates could ask other children what they thought of their plans. Vera found that harder than drawing. You couldn’t rub a child out if they said something unpleasant.
The first child walked straight past. The second asked whether eating would be allowed on the bench. Vera didn’t see why not. The third wanted to know how many children would fit.
‘Four,’ she said.
‘Big ones too?’
‘I think so.’
A boy from the oldest class said he might vote for her if there was a roof. Vera nodded before she’d thought about it. He looked pleased and walked off.
‘With a roof,’ Vera said quietly to herself.
The words already felt heavier than when she’d drawn it.
Across the playground, Joep helped Eef fasten her poster to the fence. Eef had brought a tape measure. She used it to mark the width of a small wheelbarrow on the ground. Puk stood inside the shape and said it was her house.
Vera looked back at her tree. Perhaps a big piece of plastic could be a roof. Or a parasol. Her mum had once bought a parasol that fitted in a box. The box hadn’t even been very big.
Then she heard a rattling noise. Bram from the woodworking club was coming past with a handcart full of short pieces of wood. Vera knew him from a craft afternoon. He could saw wood straight without cutting away half a forest first. She thought that was clever.
‘Can I ask you something?’ she said.
Bram stopped the cart. ‘If it’s about a new axle, I’ll be asking you something back.’
Vera showed him her poster.
He studied the bench. ‘Nice spot.’
‘Could you make one like that?’
‘Perhaps. How big does it need to be?’
Vera stretched out her arms. ‘About this big.’
Bram stretched his arms out too. His bench was instantly much bigger than hers.
‘Measurements are useful,’ he said. ‘Otherwise we’ll all draw a different bench.’
Vera lowered her arms.
‘It needs to fit four children. And cushions. And a roof.’
‘A roof?’
She pointed.
Bram looked at the chestnut tree, where the drawn roof ran right through the branches. ‘That tree already gives you shade. For a roof you’ll need posts. Strong fixings too. You don’t want the lid falling on somebody’s head when the wind blows.’
‘It isn’t a lid. It’s a roof.’
‘That would fall rather harder, then.’
He said it calmly. That made it sound worse.
‘How much money have you got?’ he asked.
‘A hundred and eighty euros.’
‘For everything?’
Vera nodded.
‘The club could look for spare wood for a sturdy bench. But a bench and a safe roof for that much? I wouldn’t count on it.’
Vera lowered the poster a little. Now the roof was hidden behind the side of the cart.
‘I haven’t really promised it,’ she said.
She’d only nodded. A nod wasn’t a whole sentence. Yet she could hear the boy again: if there’s a roof.
Bram took a pencil from his jacket pocket. It was almost as short as the scraps of wood in his cart.
‘Start with what you need,’ he said. ‘Somewhere to sit. Somewhere to keep the cushions dry. Perhaps you could keep them indoors. Take your measurements. On Monday we can see what’s possible.’
He gave her the pencil. ‘Still enough left in that to draw something decent.’
Vera didn’t laugh straight away. Then she took it.
She walked through the gate. The boy from the oldest class was by his bicycle. Vera wanted to pretend she hadn’t seen him. They’d only just spoken. Couldn’t she tell him tomorrow?
But by Monday he might have told other people her bench would have a roof. Then there would be more people to tell.
‘About that roof,’ she said.
The boy rested a hand on his saddle.
‘I don’t know yet. It costs a lot. I need somebody to work it out first.’
He looked at her poster. ‘So there might not be one?’
‘There might not.’
‘Then I don’t know if I’ll vote for you.’
Vera nodded. This time her nod meant exactly what she intended.
At home she spread the poster on the kitchen table. She crossed out the roof with an enormous X. Her mum asked whether the bench was on a treasure map.
‘It’s an election poster.’
‘That can involve a search too.’
Vera took a fresh sheet and drew the tree again. The bench got a hollow space beneath the seat. Underneath she wrote: KEEP CUSHIONS DRY. After that she put a question mark.
A question mark wasn’t much good on a poster. It made her look as though she didn’t know her own idea.
But at least she knew what to ask Bram on Monday.
The trial bench
On Monday morning there was a bench under the chestnut tree. Not a lovely new bench. A long gym bench with a blue stripe along the side and a patch where a sticker used to be.
Mr Kees and Bram had carried it out of the gym. Vera was allowed to help by holding the door. She did that as importantly as possible, until Kees asked her to move the mat out of the way too.
‘It’s only here for today,’ said Bram. ‘So we can try things out. It’s sturdy, but we won’t be doing gymnastics on it.’
Joep looked at the tree. ‘I was just planning to jump over the branch.’
‘Good thing I mentioned it.’
Vera took the bench’s measurements. Bram held one end of the tape. She wrote down the length, then wrote it again because she’d muddled the numbers. Bram pointed to the blue stripe.
‘You don’t have to order that colour.’
Vera thought of blue cushions. They would look good between the green grass and the brown trunk. Her granny had two spare cushions at home. Surely she could ask to use them. She wrote CUSHIONS beside the measurements.
Bram crouched down. A root lay exactly where she’d drawn the bench.
‘We can’t put a leg here. And we need room for people to walk past. This spot, a little further from the trunk, would be better.’
Vera moved the bench on her drawing. Now the tree looked a bit odd at the side. In real life it made sense: you could see the playground from the bench without being right beside the football pitch.
At break the whole class came to look. Safia divided them into groups. Everyone could try sitting down. Afterwards, they had to name one thing they liked and one that could be improved.
‘Good thing: it stays still,’ said Joep.
‘Improvement?’ asked Safia.
‘A steering wheel.’
Safia tapped her notebook with her pencil. Joep shifted over so Vera could sit beside him.
Four of them fitted on the bench. Their bags didn’t. A boy pushed his underneath. Half of it sank into the wet grass.
Vera wrote down that the proper bench should have somewhere for bags. She didn’t know if Bram could fit that in. She added another question mark.
A girl sat facing the other way, with her feet on the far side.
‘Now I can talk to Puk,’ she said.
Puk stood behind the bench with her watering can. Her soup was so watery by now that it almost looked real.
‘If there’s a backrest, you can’t sit that way,’ said Joep.
‘But your book won’t fall off,’ Vera said.
The girl tried leaving her book beside her. The pages blew over. She put a hand on them.
‘A table would be nice too.’
Vera looked at her notes. With a table, a roof and a place for bags, it wouldn’t be a bench any more. More like a small house. You couldn’t build a house for a hundred and eighty euros. Perhaps a door, if you were lucky.
Joep read over her shoulder. ‘Don’t write everything down. Then you’ll have to make everything.’
‘I’m writing down what people ask for.’
‘They ask for a lot.’
That was true. Vera put her pencil in her pocket for a moment.
Then Puk wanted to sit on the bench. First she lifted one leg. Her foot hit the side. She raised it higher, but still couldn’t reach the seat.
Eef came over from the other class. She took the watering can so Puk had both hands free. Puk pulled on the edge. With Eef’s help, she got up. There she sat, shoes pointing straight ahead, as though she was the only one who understood how a bench worked.
Vera sat beside her.
‘Nice?’ she asked.
Puk nodded.
‘Would you like to sit here more often?’
‘No.’
Vera looked surprised.
Puk pointed at the sandpit. ‘My soup’s ready.’
Eef gave her back the can and helped her down. ‘She can’t hold the big children’s spade,’ she said. ‘It’s too heavy. We’ve only got two little spades that aren’t broken.’
‘We could make a lower bench,’ said Vera.
‘Perhaps. But she still couldn’t dig with it.’
Vera looked at the sandpit. Two small children knelt beside one spade. One was digging. The other already had a hand out, ready for their turn.
Eef took her own list from her coat. She’d counted the things that were left. Three buckets. Two spades. One rake without a handle. She’d found a photograph of the wheelbarrow in her drawing. There was a price underneath.
Vera had mostly been looking at her own book when she made her plan. Eef had counted things in the sandpit.
‘A bench is useful too,’ Eef said. ‘My mum would like to sit on it when she picks us up. Only the little ones don’t see why that matters more than their spades.’
‘I haven’t said it does.’
‘No. But you do want to win.’
Vera looked back at the gym bench. Joep was sitting there alone now, his legs stretched out as far as possible, to show that four children could also be one Joep.
At the sandpit, Puk shouted that she wanted a mayor too. She put an upside-down bucket on a mound of sand. The other little children helped. Under the hedge they found a small potato that must have rolled out of somebody’s shopping bag. Eef wiped it clean. Later, at home, she drew it with a face and a hat.
‘For yellow,’ she told Safia. ‘We’d like it to enter.’
Safia pinned the potato drawing beside Miep. ‘Has it got a name?’
‘Potato,’ said Puk.
Joep inspected the new candidate. ‘That one doesn’t speak either.’
‘But it does stay still,’ Eef said.
Vera took her own notes home. She crossed out the table. The question mark beside the bags stayed. Beneath the bench she now wrote in small letters: anyone can sit here. Then she phoned her granny about the cushions.
A promise too good to keep
Joep finished his speech on Tuesday. He put it in a folder with a clear sheet at the front. The folder also held a drawing of the new football goal, a trophy, and a picture of a scoreboard.
‘Where did you get that?’ Vera asked.
‘A leaflet. Dad still had it.’
The scoreboard had big red numbers. In the picture it said 8–0. Vera hoped they weren’t supposed to use that score every time.
That afternoon the candidates could explain their plans to a small group of children. It was practice for Saturday. Safia put three chairs at the front of the classroom. Eef laid her notes on the middle one. Vera sat on the left. Joep stayed standing.
‘This is my football plan,’ he said.
He held the folder open. The red numbers shone behind the plastic.
‘A new goal. With a net that won’t break. And a scoreboard for playground matches. Then everyone will see who’s winning.’
‘What if nobody knows the score?’ a boy asked.
‘We’ll count.’
‘We do that now.’
Joep pointed at the numbers. ‘But really big.’
Somebody laughed. He smiled. This was the Joep Vera knew: tell everybody something enormous, then wait for them to join in.
‘And we can hold a match at the fair. The winner gets a trophy.’
‘The one on your poster?’ asked Eef.
‘Something like it.’
Joep closed the folder and put it on his chair. ‘That’s it.’
Safia asked how much the plan cost.
He looked at the folder. ‘The goal’s a hundred and twenty-nine. The scoreboard’s eighty-nine.’
‘And the trophy?’
‘I still need to look that up.’
Vera began adding. A hundred and twenty-nine plus eighty-nine was already more than a hundred and eighty. Without the trophy. Without the match. Without anything else Joep might add if he talked for long enough.
She thought of the roof she’d drawn. Of the question mark beside her cushions. On Friday she’d explained straight away that it might not work. Joep was standing here telling everyone his plan was ready.
‘For a hundred and eighty, I suppose you get a scoreboard without the numbers,’ she said.
The boy at the front burst out laughing. A girl behind him joined in. Joep looked at Vera.
She’d wanted him to see it didn’t add up. Now she could see his hand gripping the folder’s edge. His fingers were bending the plastic.
‘I didn’t say that,’ he said.
‘You can’t pay for all of it, anyway.’
‘I can still think of something.’
‘What? Half a goal?’
The laughter grew louder. Vera could feel it herself: the pleasant little thrill of a joke that worked. Because of that, she didn’t say quickly enough that she should have asked differently.
Safia pushed her chair back. ‘Today we’re looking at plans. Everybody has things to find out, including what won’t work. Joep, those first two prices make two hundred and eighteen euros. What would you most like to keep?’
Joep wasn’t looking at the other children any more.
‘The goal,’ he said.
‘Put that first, then. Perhaps you can look at the rest again later.’
He picked up his folder. While Eef took her turn, he sat quietly, watching a mark on the wall beside the board.
Eef wanted new spades, two little rakes and a wheelbarrow. Also a low border round the grass beside the sandpit, so sand didn’t keep spilling onto the path. She’d found prices and written questions for Bram. He hadn’t worked out the border’s cost yet. She mentioned that too.
Vera’s turn came next. She explained that the woodworking club would look for spare wood. Her granny had two blue cushions. Perhaps they could go under a lid. There wouldn’t be a roof.
‘Why not?’ asked the boy who wanted a goal most of all.
‘It costs too much.’
He glanced at Joep. Vera saw him. She didn’t want anybody to laugh now.
After the practice, Joep went straight outside. Vera caught up with him at the bicycle rack. He was undoing his lock. It clicked shut instead of open.
‘Your folder’s nice,’ Vera said.
Joep turned the key the other way.
‘We chose that together. With the strong plastic.’
‘Yes.’
Vera put her hands in her pockets. She hadn’t returned Bram’s pencil. She felt its short, blunt point against her thumb.
‘Perhaps you could have the net mended,’ she said. ‘Instead of getting a new goal.’
Joep pulled his bicycle from the rack. ‘I know that.’
‘I only meant—’
‘Yes. Half a goal. Very funny.’
He cycled off before she could answer. At the corner he had to brake for a mother with a pushchair. Vera watched him put his foot on the pavement. He often had to stop there. Today she wished he could just ride away, so she wouldn’t have to watch him for so long.
She went back to the classroom. Her poster lay on a desk. Through the open window she heard somebody repeat the joke about the scoreboard.
Safia was sorting a pile of exercise books. ‘Do you need anything?’ she asked.
Vera shook her head. She picked up her poster and rolled it up.
‘I thought his plan cost too much.’
‘It did.’
Safia stacked the last books.
Vera stayed where she was. ‘He didn’t like me saying so.’
‘What you said?’
Vera looked at her rolled poster. The tree had almost disappeared. Only the bench stuck out above the edge.
‘How I said it,’ she replied.
Safia nodded and picked up her coat. Vera didn’t ask for any more help. She knew what was missing from her own plan. Only it had nothing to do with wood or money.
Geese don’t give interviews
Sam from the school newspaper had three questions for Miep. He’d written them in a notebook with REPORTER on the front. The last R was bigger than the other letters. It looked as though it was in a terrible hurry.
On Wednesday morning he asked Vera to come with him to see Bennie. She’d made the posters and knew the goose. Joep had said he was going to the football pitch.
Vera watched him through the window. He put his bag against a post and kicked the ball through the hole in the net. He ran after it, picked it up, and kicked again.
‘He’s busy,’ she said.
‘We’ll ask him later, then,’ said Sam. He tapped his notebook. ‘Every candidate gets an article. The white candidates too. But Miep goes at the top. Everybody knows her.’
Vera would have liked to say something about going at the top. Last week she’d made four Miep posters herself. It hardly seemed fair to decide now that a goose was getting too much attention.
Bennie stood at the gate with an empty bucket. There was no mud on his nose today. Only a blade of grass on his sleeve.
‘We’ve come for an interview,’ Sam said.
Bennie pointed at Miep. She was lying in the grass beside the other goose, her beak tucked into her feathers.
‘She doesn’t make appointments.’
‘It’s only three questions.’
Sam opened his notebook. He’d hooked a pen into the elastic round the cover. As he pulled it free, the elastic snapped round his thumb.
‘Question one. What would you like to change as mayor?’
Miep stayed where she was.
Sam waited. Vera waited too. A bicycle wheel squeaked in the playground. The other goose lifted its head, then put it down again.
‘Changing things is quite a lot of work,’ said Bennie.
Sam wrote something down.
‘I said that,’ Bennie told him.
Sam put BENNIE in front of the sentence.
‘Question two. Where’s your favourite place in the village?’
Miep briefly poked her beak out of her feathers. She shook her head and watched a fly. The fly landed on the water bowl. Miep walked over to it.
‘That’s her answer,’ said Sam.
‘She wants a drink,’ Vera said.
‘But it could be her favourite place, couldn’t it?’
Bennie put the bucket beside the shed. ‘You can write where she goes. You can’t know why she likes it. Geese haven’t got words for that.’
Sam looked at the sentence he’d already written: MIEP WANTS MORE WATER BOWLS. He crossed it out.
Vera peered over his shoulder. She thought of the bench on her first goose poster. Joep said she could put her bench on it. If she had, somebody would surely have said Miep wanted to build benches.
‘Question three,’ said Sam. ‘Do you have a message for the voters?’
Miep dipped her beak in the bowl. She drank, raised her head, and sneezed. Drops splashed over the rim.
Sam looked at his notebook. Vera bit her lip.
‘I’ll write that exactly as it happened,’ he said.
He put a little star after the sneeze. Below it he wrote: As far as we know, this was not an election promise.
Vera laughed. Bennie read the sentence and nodded.
Then he showed them where the enclosure would go on Saturday. It was the same corner Miep often chose for herself. He put a broad water bowl there. On the visitors’ side of the wire, there would be a low rope to stop everyone leaning against the fence.
‘This bit stays open to her own garden,’ he said. ‘If she’d rather walk away, she can. And she won’t spend the whole afternoon beside the fair. The other goose shouldn’t have to wait for us to finish voting either.’
Sam studied his questions. ‘Then we might miss the mayor.’
‘Then you’ll have a story about an empty water bowl. There might be more news in that than in three questions for a goose.’
Bennie let Sam hold the new rope. Vera fastened the other end to a post he’d put in. Miep came to look and pecked at a loose bit of rope. Bennie shortened it and gently tested the line.
‘There. Nothing left dangling.’
Vera walked back to school with Sam beside her. He read his sentences aloud. Half were about Bennie. The other half described things Miep had done. That seemed better than having the goose deliver three entire speeches.
Joep stood by the outside door, a football under his arm and a blade of grass on his trousers. Sam asked whether he had a moment.
‘Three questions,’ he said.
Joep looked at Vera. She moved aside so Sam stood between them.
‘What do you want to change?’ Sam asked.
‘The goal.’
‘What about it?’
Joep turned the ball under his arm. ‘The net. Maybe. I’m still working it out.’
Sam wrote that down. He didn’t ask whether there wasn’t enough money for a whole goal. Vera heard the pen moving over the paper.
‘Your poster has a scoreboard,’ Sam said.
‘That isn’t certain yet.’
‘I’ll put that in, then.’
Joep nodded and looked at Vera again. This time she held his gaze.
‘I still need to interview you,’ Sam told her.
Vera described the trial bench. Her granny’s cushions, the space for bags, and Bram still working on the wood. Sam asked if she read a book every break. Vera said she sometimes played tag. That didn’t seem a useful sentence for a reading-bench plan. He wrote it down anyway.
When he’d gone, Joep stayed by the door. The ball was no longer tucked under his arm. He held it with both hands in front of his stomach.
‘I hadn’t finished thinking yesterday,’ he said.
Vera nodded. ‘I know.’
She wanted to say it properly. She didn’t want to start again about his folder, or what he ought to have repaired. She glanced at his shoes.
‘My joke was stupid.’
Joep looked at the ball. ‘Everyone laughed.’
‘Yes.’
A door opened behind them. Three children came out holding sandwiches. Joep moved aside. So did Vera.
‘I have to go home,’ he said.
‘Me too.’
They didn’t walk together. At the gate, Joep balanced the ball on his foot. He let it drop, caught it in his hands, and glanced back.
Vera didn’t know if that was a beginning. But at least she’d finally said her own sentence.
The chest nobody wants
Puk’s mother had a chest. She didn’t want it in the hallway any more. Puk thought it would make a house for her potato, but the chest was far too big for that.
When she heard Vera talking about her reading spot, Puk’s mother offered it to her.
‘You can have it. I used to keep bedding in it. There are a couple of boxes of books in there too, for the jumble sale.’
Vera asked whether it could stand outside.
‘It’s spent years in the attic. Perfectly dry.’
That sounded promising. Surely a chest that could stay dry for years could look after a few cushions and books.
On Thursday, Puk’s mother brought it to school on a sack trolley. Mr Kees helped put it beside the shed. It was almost as long as the trial bench. The lid was thick wood. A metal handle stuck out at the side.
Vera lifted the edge of the lid. It barely moved.
‘Wait,’ said Kees.
He held it open for her. The hinge creaked. There were two cardboard boxes inside. Puk stuck her nose over the edge, peered into the dark corner, and said somebody lived there.
‘A spider,’ her mother said.
Puk nodded. ‘Can it stay?’
Kees used a piece of cardboard to move the spider to the hedge. Then he put the boxes on a table under the shelter. Vera took out the books on top.
They were twelve volumes of an old encyclopaedia. Each one was thick and brown. Gold letters ran along the spines. The A had partly worn away over the years. Vera traced it with her finger. It looked like an important book.
She opened it. A map showed countries she’d never heard of. A page further on, there was a photograph of a computer almost as big as their classroom. She checked the date at the front. It was older than her mum.
‘There’s a lot to read,’ said Eef, coming to look.
Vera tucked the book under her arm. It just fitted. She needed her other arm to keep it straight.
‘If you’ve got strong arms,’ said Eef.
Puk opened another volume. She looked at the tiny print, pointed to a black-and-white photograph of a bird, and closed it again.
‘My potato can’t read.’
She tipped a box onto its side and climbed in. Her mother calmly lifted her out again.
Vera put the heavy book back. The second box held gardening magazines and two puzzle books with all the answers filled in. One answer was wrong. Somebody had drawn an arrow beside it with a different pen. For a moment, Vera wanted to find out who was right.
But these weren’t the books she’d imagined beside her bench. She wanted books you could pick up at break. Stories with pictures. Things you could choose for yourself. Not a pile you needed an adult to lift first.
‘I’ve got books at home,’ said Eef. ‘If you win, you can have two of mine. Only they mustn’t get wet.’
‘They can go in the chest.’
Vera went back to the enormous wooden box. It looked even bigger without the books. She stood beside it and took out her tape measure. The handle was at hip height. Not ideal for somebody running past the bench.
Bram came out of the school shed. He’d been checking some planks for their plan. When he saw the chest, he walked round it and inspected the bottom.
‘There’s an old crack here.’
‘Can we mend it?’ Vera asked.
‘Yes. But we’d need to treat the outside too. This wood was meant to stay indoors. And that heavy lid mustn’t fall on little fingers. It would need different hinges or a proper support.’
Vera looked at the chest that had stayed dry in the attic. Puk’s mother sighed.
‘I didn’t think about rain,’ she said. ‘It only rains in the attic if something’s gone very wrong.’
‘Neither did I,’ Vera said.
Bram lowered the lid slowly. The whole chest gave a dull thump.
‘And where would you put it?’ he asked.
Vera pointed under the chestnut tree. First beside the bench. Then behind it. Then she stopped pointing. The chest would be in the way wherever it went. They’d chosen a clear path round the trial bench for a reason.
‘It doesn’t cost anything,’ she said.
‘Taking it doesn’t,’ said Bram. ‘Getting it ready for this spot does. Money, work and space.’
Vera wound in the tape measure. It clicked sharply against its case. She’d hoped the chest would make her plan easier. Now she needed a second plan: a plan for the chest.
Puk put her hands on the lid. ‘The spider has another house.’
‘It does,’ her mother said.
‘Can the chest have another house too?’
Her mother looked at Kees. He looked at the shed.
‘We could use something for the large theatre props,’ he said. ‘The children don’t take those out. If it fits inside here, I’d like to keep it for that. Unless you still need it for the bench.’
Vera looked once more at the chestnut tree. She couldn’t make the chest smaller just by wanting it. And Bram couldn’t saw light books out of an encyclopaedia.
‘It would be better for the theatre,’ she said.
Kees and Puk’s mother moved it indoors. The encyclopaedias went to the adults’ stall at the jumble sale. Puk took an empty box. After all, she had a candidate of her own to look after.
Vera stayed with Bram beside the table. He laid three old planks side by side. They came from a workbench the club had replaced. Once checked and sanded, they would be strong enough for a bench.
‘We could put a little space underneath,’ Bram said. ‘For the cushions. With a light lid and a support to hold it open. For the books, I’d use an ordinary crate. Bring it indoors every afternoon.’
‘Who brings it in?’ asked Vera.
Bram looked at her. For a moment he said nothing.
Vera took out her notes. At the bottom she wrote: DON’T FORGET: AFTER SCHOOL. There was a new line in her plan. Not a cheerful line for a poster, but one she would have to explain on Saturday.
A new sum
On Friday, Joep stood at the bicycle racks with his folder under his arm. One corner of the plastic was torn. Vera came over, still wearing her backpack.
‘I’ve got something for you,’ she said.
Joep looked at her hands. They were empty.
‘Your pencil? That belongs to Bram.’
‘No. I want to say sorry.’
A bicycle bell rang right behind them. They stepped aside for Eef. Joep bent over his lock.
‘You did that on Wednesday.’
‘I said my joke was stupid. But I laughed at you in front of the whole class. I pretended my bench could have a roof at first, too.’
He pulled the lock through his back wheel. ‘You were allowed to change your plan.’
‘So are you.’
‘Not if everyone keeps going on about half a goal.’
Vera looked at the school building. Through an open window, she heard a chair scrape.
‘Then I’ll say it in there again.’
Joep held his bicycle. ‘What?’
‘That I shouldn’t have laughed about it.’
She went inside before she could come up with a different plan. Outside the classroom she stopped after all. Eef was already in her seat. Two boys who’d been at Tuesday’s practice were bending over an exercise book. Their shoulders shook. Vera hoped they were laughing about something else.
Safia pointed to her chair. Vera shook her head.
‘Can I say something?’
The strap of her backpack slipped through her hand. The bag almost fell. She caught it with her knee. That didn’t help at all.
‘About Tuesday. I made a joke about Joep’s goal. His sum was wrong, but I could just have said so. It was mean to make another joke afterwards.’
The boys looked up. One shrugged. ‘It was funny, though.’
‘For you,’ said Vera.
Joep came into the classroom. He said nothing. Vera pushed her bag under the desk and sat down. Her face stayed hot for quite a while.
At break, Joep put his folder beside her on the wall. The trophy was gone. The scoreboard was still there, but a thick line crossed its price.
‘Dad’s got an old net from the club,’ he said. ‘There’s a tear at the bottom. The top’s still good. We can use that to patch ours.’
‘How much does it cost?’
‘Nothing. It’s been in the shed for months. But I have to help.’
Vera studied his new drawing. All sorts of squiggles filled the place where the hole had been.
‘Those are the knots,’ Joep said before she could ask. ‘I practised yesterday. The first one didn’t hold. The second was tied to my trousers.’
‘Are you still wearing them?’
‘No. Dad set me free.’
This time Joep laughed himself. Vera dared to join in.
‘What if you don’t win?’ she asked.
He smoothed the worn corner of the folder. ‘We’ll mend the net anyway. Otherwise I got tied to my trousers for nothing.’
Vera took Bram’s pencil out of her coat pocket. ‘You can take the prices out of your speech.’
‘There are other things that need taking out too.’
He showed her the top sheet. I PROMISE WE’LL WIN was written on it, underlined. Below that he’d put: AND GET A REALLY GOOD GOAL.
‘Nobody can promise the first bit,’ said Vera.
‘Maybe Miep. She’s got a beak.’
‘She can lose too.’
Joep turned the page. He’d written a new one. He kept the first in the folder because there was a drawing on the back he still wanted to use.
After school they went to the shed with Eef. Bram and Kees sat at a table. There were two small wood samples, a hinge and a sheet of prices in front of them.
Vera spotted the sum at the bottom straight away: 132 euros.
‘Is that the bench?’ she asked.
‘The materials we still need to buy,’ Bram said. ‘We have the wood. That price covers a strong base, a backrest and a light lid for the cushions. The club will help build it. We’ll measure and saw. You can help with the sanding while we supervise.’
Kees pulled a sample towards him. ‘And the school has agreed on the spot. The bench belongs to the playground. It isn’t just for whoever wins.’
‘I know,’ Vera said.
‘I’m saying it for myself too. Otherwise I’ll forget I’m allowed to sit on it.’
He leaned a long way back in his chair. Bram held the table steady.
There would be money left. Vera almost asked what else she could buy. A little table? A third cushion? Bram pointed to a second line on the sheet.
‘We’ll put those forty-eight euros aside for now. Something might cost more than we expect. And the bench needs looking after later. If there’s money left, you can discuss together what to do with it.’
Vera folded the sheet carefully. Her granny would bring the blue cushions on Saturday so everyone could see them. Vera would make a rota at school for the book crate. She’d take Monday and Thursday herself. She needed children to help on the other days.
‘I’ll do Tuesday,’ said Eef. ‘If you win. But first you have to beat my plan.’
Bram slid another sheet towards her. New spades, rakes, a little wheelbarrow and a low border came to 157 euros. Eef checked the lines one by one. She tapped the price for the border.
‘That’s with help from the woodworking club?’
‘Yes. Just like the bench.’
She nodded. ‘Then I’m definitely including it. I want to make that clear tomorrow.’
Joep showed his new plan. He wanted to repair the net, then see if the football pitch needed any other little things. First he would play with the other children to try it out. He hadn’t written anything more about the scoreboard.
‘A match without a trophy is allowed,’ Kees said.
‘I still think that’s a shame,’ said Joep.
As they went outside, the baker came into the playground. His dog pulled a little on the lead. There was a sign on his stall: VOTE BORIS. He’d stuck up a photograph of the dog beside it.
‘What will Boris do if he wins?’ Eef asked.
‘Probably what he’ll do if he loses,’ said the baker. ‘I hope so, anyway.’
Boris sniffed Joep’s folder. Joep lifted it higher.
‘He wants to eat my speech.’
‘He wants your sandwich,’ Vera said.
There was half a sandwich at the bottom of the folder. At lunch, Joep had put it between the scoreboard and his new plan. He looked at it briefly, took it out, and dropped it in the bin.
‘More room for talking now,’ he said.
The speech blows away
On Saturday morning the playground smelled of waffles and wet rope. There’d been a short shower. The bunting hung in sagging curves between the stalls. A bucket at the woodworking club’s stall caught a drip from the shelter.
Vera had read her speech three times. She almost knew it by heart. Only the order of the cushions and the crate kept changing. That didn’t matter, her mum said. Cushions couldn’t read and a crate couldn’t sit down.
Her granny put the blue cushions on the table. They were exactly the colour Vera had imagined. One had a small mended corner.
‘I did that myself,’ said Granny.
Vera pointed at it. ‘What happened?’
‘Your dad used to have ideas too.’
Her dad stood on the other side of the table. Suddenly he was very interested in the wood sample.
In Bennie’s garden, the little gate to the grass was open. Miep and the other goose could walk from their usual spot to a patch nearer the school. There was water. Bennie had stretched a ribbon across the visitors’ side. Anybody wanting to see Miep had to stay behind it.
Joep had hung the posters on the school fence. Puk’s potato sat in a box on a separate table. There was a little spot of butter on its cardboard hat.
‘It’s had breakfast,’ Puk explained.
Boris lay under a chair at the baker’s stall. His photograph hung high enough not to fall in his water bowl. Sam went round all three mascots with his notebook. On the potato’s page he wrote that this candidate had not yet commented on the weather.
‘He likes rain,’ said Puk.
‘How do you know?’
‘He’s dirty.’
Sam thought for a moment. Then he wrote that the potato was dirty. At least he could see that.
The speeches would start at eleven. The mayor arrived at five to eleven, walking beside her bicycle. Her back tyre was flat.
‘You’ve got a puncture,’ Joep said.
‘My bicycle has,’ said the mayor. ‘Fortunately, I haven’t.’
Kees took the bicycle and put it by the shed.
‘I’m on time,’ she said. ‘Just not as quick as I expected.’
Bennie came to greet her. He told her there was already an honorary candidate in his garden. The mayor looked at Miep. Miep pulled a feather from under her wing.
‘A colleague,’ said the mayor. ‘She looks calmer than I do.’
Miep sneezed.
‘Or she’s got a cold.’
The platform was low. It held three chairs and a small table. Vera put her speech on the table and weighted it down with a biscuit tin. The tin held the waffle stall’s change. That seemed heavy enough.
Eef had clipped her paper to a board. Joep had his folder. His banner hung between two posts in front of the platform: VOTE FOR A REALLY GOOD GOAL. There was no trophy on it. He’d made REALLY extra bold.
Safia asked the children to sit down. A few parents stood behind them. Vera spotted the boy who’d asked about the roof. He stood beside his sister with a waffle in his hand.
The baker came to fetch the biscuit tin.
‘Somebody needs change. I’ll be right back.’
Vera kept one hand on her pile of paper. With the other, she tried to put the cushion beside the table. The wind tugged at the wet bunting. The right-hand end of Joep’s banner came loose and slapped his leg.
‘My goal!’ he cried.
He jumped up to catch the cloth. His folder knocked the table. Vera’s pile slid from under her fingers. The top sheets rose as though somebody had pulled them up on an invisible string.
Vera reached for the first page. She caught the last.
It had only one line: THANK YOU FOR LISTENING.
‘I haven’t even started,’ she said.
One sheet landed under Eef’s chair. Two more flew over the fence. One came down among the lettuces in Bennie’s garden. Joep had caught his banner, but now paper was blowing out of his open folder too. His old speech struck the fence.
Miep walked from the grass towards the vegetable patch. She tugged at the corner of Vera’s paper.
‘Don’t eat it!’ Vera shouted.
She started towards the garden gate. Bennie raised a hand.
‘Stay there. I’ll get it. They’ll get frightened if everyone comes in.’
He calmly walked round the lettuce. Miep released the paper and looked for something more edible by his boot. Bennie picked up the sheets. Safia gathered the rest from around the chairs. Sam held the loose end of the banner while Kees fastened it again.
At the bottom of Joep’s old page were the words I PROMISE WE’LL WIN. A small snail crawled across the last word.
‘It’s taking its time,’ Eef said.
Joep looked at the snail. ‘It obviously hasn’t heard we start at eleven.’
Bennie put the snail back in the garden. The mayor laid two smooth stones on the table. She’d found them by the garden border.
‘At the office my papers go in folders,’ she said. ‘But this works better today.’
Vera’s first page was wet. Two sentences had acquired green streaks. Her mum stood at the back with her arms folded. She didn’t wave or signal. Vera could only glance at her.
Safia asked if the candidates were ready. Eef nodded. Joep put his thumb up. Vera straightened the thank-you page under the stone.
‘I’ll manage,’ she said.
Eef went first. She held up a broken spade. Tape covered the sharp edge.
‘You can’t dig with this any more,’ she said. ‘There are a few more like it in the box. I want new spades and rakes. And a wheelbarrow small enough for the little children.’
Puk raised her hand. ‘I’ve got a bucket.’
‘You can do plenty with a bucket,’ said Eef. ‘But it doesn’t dig.’
Puk looked at hers as if it might answer for itself.
Eef showed the drawing of the low border. She said what everything would cost and that Bram and Kees would help. At the end she forgot to say thank you. She sat down, stood up again, and said it after all.
Vera stepped forward with the blue cushion. She turned it round, putting the mended corner on top. Then she left it that way.
‘I want a bench under the chestnut tree. The trial bench was nice, but it had to go back to the gym. This one can stay. You can read on it. Or draw. Or just sit.’
She looked at the boy with the waffle.
‘There won’t be a roof. If it rains, you’ll have to go indoors. The cushions can go under the bench. The books will be in a crate that goes into school every day. We’ll make a rota.’
She meant to talk about the money, but suddenly couldn’t remember the number. She looked at Bram. He held up his sheet.
‘A hundred and thirty-two euros,’ Vera read. ‘We’ll save the rest for now, in case something costs more or needs mending later.’
She sat with the cushion on her lap. Then she noticed the page under the stone. She didn’t stand up again. There would be time to thank everybody in person afterwards.
Joep stayed in front of the table. He held up the old sheet with its green smear.
‘This says I promise we’ll win. That isn’t true.’
He turned it over.
‘This isn’t right any more either. My plan cost too much. We can mend the old net. Dad’s got a good piece of netting. I’ll help with the knots. Afterwards we’ll play a match to check it all stays together.’
‘With a trophy?’ somebody called.
Joep gave a very short sigh. ‘Not yet.’
He managed to say it without a joke. Vera clapped first. Not too loudly. That would have been strange. Just as long as she’d clapped for Eef. Everybody else joined in.
The mayor thanked all three. Behind her, Miep poked her head out of the hedge and honked loudly.
The mayor turned round. ‘As far as I can tell, she hasn’t much to add.’
Two colours of paper
The ballot box stood on a table under the shelter. It was a strong cardboard box. Kees had reinforced the slot with tape, so it wouldn’t tear when somebody pushed a ballot through.
A second box stood beside it. The first said CHILDREN’S MAYOR. The second said MASCOT. Below each word hung a sheet the same colour as the ballot papers that belonged inside.
Safia sat at the table. A father from the parents’ committee kept a list. He handed white papers to children aged four to twelve. Anybody who’d already had one couldn’t have another. He had a separate list for the yellow papers. Every visitor could go on that one.
There were three names on the white paper. Vera could see her own from the side. It was strange seeing it next to Eef’s and Joep’s in exactly the same letters.
The mayor received only a yellow paper.
‘I’m a little too old for the other one,’ she said.
‘How old?’ Puk asked.
‘Too old will do for today.’
Puk didn’t think that was a good answer. She asked again. Her mother took her behind a cardboard screen. Safia showed her where to put a cross, then stepped aside.
‘Do I do it twice?’ asked Puk.
‘One choice on each paper,’ her mother said. ‘You choose.’
Puk bent over the papers. Her mother looked at the wall. Vera couldn’t see who Puk chose. That was the point, though she suddenly found it difficult not to stretch up.
She walked away from the table. Beside the potato, Sam checked his notes. The cardboard hat was still in the right place. Puk had made a little box with four small squares round it. Windows, she said afterwards. The potato had to be able to see.
‘Do you think Miep will win?’ Vera asked.
‘No idea.’ Sam turned a page. ‘The baker just said Boris would get loads of votes. Puk says everyone eats potatoes. Both sound true. They don’t tell us much.’
Vera looked at the garden fence. Miep was now on the far side of the grass with the other goose. They were barely visible behind a bush. Bennie hadn’t moved the visitors’ ribbon. If you couldn’t see her, that was just bad luck today.
Vera wanted to stand by her own table. Joep was already walking past it.
‘I’m getting a waffle,’ he said.
‘You’ve just had one.’
‘Then I’m going to watch them make one.’
He went to the stall and stood in front of the batter. Vera understood. She didn’t know what to do with her hands either. She’d cast her vote. She’d explained about the roof. There was nothing more she could do without saying the same thing over and over.
Eef sat by the sandpit. A little child showed her how full his bucket was. She looked very carefully, as though she might need to know exactly which grains were in it later.
At half past twelve, voting closed. Kees taped the slots shut. The father from the parents’ committee brought the lists to the table. Safia asked two children who weren’t candidates to watch the counting. The candidates could sit on chairs a little further away.
Vera chose the middle chair. Joep sat on her right. Eef on her left. There was no table between them now.
Safia gently tipped the white ballots out of the box and unfolded them. The father checked every choice. If they weren’t sure, they put the paper aside and looked at it together. Three piles formed on the table.
Joep moved his foot up and down. His shoelaces tapped the chair leg.
‘Could you stop that?’ Eef asked.
He stopped. A moment later, his other foot began.
Vera tried to compare the piles. One looked higher. Or were the papers folded more loosely? She leaned forward. Safia set a glass of water right in front of the pile Vera was trying to see.
‘I need a drink too,’ Safia said.
Vera leaned back. Joep looked at her. They both smiled briefly. Then all she could hear was paper.
When they’d finished counting, the adults checked the numbers again. One of the children wrote them on the board. Eef’s name first. Beside it: 16.
Eef gripped the edge of her chair.
Beside Joep: 24.
Vera heard him breathe out. Only one name remained on the board. The boy held the pen in front of it for a moment, as if he needed to shift his hand.
Vera: 28.
Four votes more than Joep. Vera looked at the number. There it was. She wouldn’t have to guess whether the two piles were the same height.
Safia read out the result. Sixty-eight children had cast a valid vote. Vera had the most. Somebody at the waffle stall clapped, and then everyone else did too.
Joep stayed seated. His mouth was a little open. Then he closed it and held out his hand.
‘Congratulations,’ he said.
Vera shook it. His hand was warmer than hers.
Eef shook her hand too. ‘I’d hoped for more,’ she said.
‘There are sixteen children who want your plan.’
‘Yes.’ Eef looked at the board. ‘I can see that.’
Vera didn’t say sixteen was a lot. She didn’t know if she’d have thought so herself, seeing it beside her own name.
The mayor came over with three little wooden badges on cords. Vera’s said CHILDREN’S MAYOR. The other two said CANDIDATE. Joep turned his over. The date was on the back.
‘Can I keep this?’ he asked.
‘That’s the idea.’
Vera put the cord round her neck. The badge tapped against her zip. The mayor explained that the school and the woodworking club would help carry out the plan. Vera didn’t get a bag of money to take home. She got an appointment with Kees on Monday.
‘To get the bench organised,’ Kees said. ‘Bring your notes. Preferably without a snail.’
Then they opened the yellow ballots. There were far more of them. Miep received 112 votes. Boris got 52. The potato in the hat got 17.
Puk counted on her fingers. She didn’t have enough.
‘Seventeen,’ her mother said. ‘There are seventeen.’
Puk turned the little box so the potato could look at the board.
‘He heard,’ she said.
The baker stroked Boris. Boris had slept through most of the election. Now he raised his head, looked at his water bowl, and lay down again.
Sam had made a sign for Miep: HONORARY MAYOR. NO OFFICE HOURS. Bennie hung it on the fence. Miep didn’t come back from the garden for it. The other goose reached the water bowl first. Miep followed.
‘They’re on their way to the meeting,’ said Joep.
Vera looked at her badge. She was happy. Very happy. She wanted to tell Joep, but not in the voice she’d use to tell her mum.
‘Will you come on Monday?’ she asked. ‘To see Kees. You don’t have to help just because I ask. But I’d like you to come.’
Joep turned his wooden badge over again.
‘If it isn’t during PE.’
‘After school.’
He nodded. Eef said she’d come too. Then she went to fetch her drawing of the spades. She rolled it carefully and held it under her arm. She didn’t throw it away.
The promise that stays
On Monday the bunting was gone from the playground. A little bit of rope still hung from one post. Under the chestnut tree lay a wet biscuit wrapper nobody had spotted while tidying up.
Vera picked it up. Joep was already at the shed, wearing his wooden badge over his coat.
‘You came,’ she said.
‘I gave myself permission.’
He took the badge off so it wouldn’t get caught in the wood. Eef came up behind them with her rolled drawing. She put it on the shelf beside her bag.
Bram showed them which planks they could sand. He’d checked them first and dealt with the sharp edges. Kees stayed with them. The adults would do the sawing and fastening. Joep took a piece of sandpaper straight away. Vera ran her hand over a plank.
‘Use the block,’ Bram said. ‘It’s easier to hold.’
They sanded side by side. The wood smelled different from the school shed. Eef pointed to a dark line in her plank. At first she thought it was a splinter. Bram showed her it was part of the wood.
‘Then it can stay,’ she said.
Joep sanded so hard that his block slid off the plank. His elbow bumped his coat. The badge tapped the table.
‘I’m not doing this every Monday,’ he said.
‘You only have to make one bench,’ Vera told him.
‘You say that now.’
They worked at the table for half an hour. Then Vera’s arm was tired. She put down the block. Her plank felt smoother but looked almost the same. In the corner she’d missed, Bram could point out exactly where she hadn’t been.
‘We’ll do that later,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to finish everything today.’
Vera looked at the rota she’d made for the crate. She’d filled in Monday and Thursday. Eef had Tuesday. Sam had put his name down for Friday. Wednesday was empty.
‘I can do Wednesday,’ Joep said.
Vera looked up. ‘You want to put books away?’
‘I can carry that crate. But not twelve great thick books.’
‘Six thin ones.’
‘With pictures?’
‘Some of them.’
He took her pencil and wrote his name in the empty box. His p was bigger than the other letters. There was no room for an exclamation mark. Vera thought that was a pity.
The bench was ready on Friday. The club had built it and treated it with an outdoor finish that needed time to dry. Kees and Bram checked the base, the edges and the lid. After school they brought it out with two other adults.
Vera wanted to stay until the very last bit of wood was in place. Her mum said she could wait, as long as she locked her bicycle afterwards. Twice she’d left it by the fence with the key still in the lock.
The bench went where the trial bench had stood. Four children fitted on it. Beneath the seat was the cushion space. When you lifted the light lid, a support held it open. Kees showed Vera first. Then she tried.
‘Don’t climb in,’ he told Puk, who’d come out through the little children’s door to look.
Puk took her foot off the edge. ‘I was checking if it was a house.’
‘For the cushions.’
She inspected the blue pile. ‘They don’t need windows.’
Vera put the cushions on the bench. Her granny came to see. She stroked the mended corner, now at the back. Beside the bench, Vera set down the crate of books. Two were hers. Two belonged to Eef. The school had added one.
There was also a book of knots. Joep had found it in the shed. Somebody from the woodworking club had written their name on the first page. Joep had asked whether they could borrow it for a while.
‘In case I forget that one,’ he said.
The mended football net hung across the playground. Joep and his dad had fixed it on Wednesday. The first ball hit it while his dad was still standing at the side. The knot held. The ball bounced onto Joep’s shoe. He shot at the goal, and missed.
‘The net’s all right,’ his dad had said.
One knot was crooked. Joep had tied it himself. He wanted to leave it for now. At least he could see which bit of the work was his.
Eef sat on the bench and pulled her bag onto her lap. She took out her spade drawing. On the back was a new sum: just the four spades they needed most.
‘I talked to Safia,’ she said. ‘She’s going to check what the school already has. There might be another box in the storeroom. But we’re not getting the wheelbarrow or the border now.’
Vera looked at the drawing. ‘Do you want to put it on the wall?’
‘In the classroom. So I don’t forget.’
She folded the paper and took a book from the crate. Puk sat beside her. She’d left the potato at home. It stood on the kitchen windowsill now, with its hat beside it.
Eef showed her a picture. Puk said the tree on the page looked very much like their tree. Then she pointed at a little bird that didn’t look like it at all. Vera listened for a moment. Finally she opened the book with the grand king again.
The king still had sand on his nose. Vera shook the last grains from the middle of the pages. They fell onto the path.
Joep stood in front of her with the ball.
‘Playing?’
Vera looked at her chapter. Three pages left.
‘In a minute.’
He stayed where he was. She looked up again.
‘I’m finishing this first. Then I’ll come.’
‘All right. You’re on my side, then.’
‘I’ll choose my own team.’
‘Another election every time.’
He went to the goal. Vera read her three pages. Then she put the book back and joined the game. First she hit the ball with the side of her shoe. Her second attempt sent it forward. Joep shouted that she belonged on his team. From the bench, Eef shouted that he should make the sides even first.
At the end of the afternoon, the crate was still beside the bench. Vera was already at her bicycle when she saw it. She let go of the handlebars and went back.
‘It’s Friday,’ she said.
Sam’s dad had collected him and taken him straight home. Vera put the crate on the bench. It wasn’t heavy, but the handles pressed into her fingers.
Kees came to tidy the playground. He held the door for her. Inside, she put the books on the agreed shelf. She wrote Sam a note and left it in his tray. Not an angry note. He just needed to know where his name was on the rota.
Then she put the cushions away. Eef helped close the lid. A little wet ring remained where Puk had put her cup. Vera dried it with the cloth from the shed.
When she finally went to her bicycle, Miep stood by the fence. Sam’s sign still hung there: HONORARY MAYOR. NO OFFICE HOURS. One corner had curled up.
Vera took an apple out of her bag and had a bite herself. Bennie came out of the garden with a watering can. Vera pointed at the sign.
‘Does she really have to do nothing?’
‘She has to be a goose,’ Bennie said. ‘That’s enough for her.’
Vera looked at Miep. The goose poked her beak through the fence. She looked at the apple, then at Vera’s hand.
‘I won fair and square,’ Vera said.
Miep gave a short honk.
Vera took another bite. By now she knew that answer could mean all sorts of things. It probably mostly meant: apple.
She cycled home with her coat open. Behind her, the bench stayed under the chestnut tree. Tomorrow somebody would surely sit there again. Perhaps with a book, perhaps without. She didn’t have to stay beside it herself for that to happen.
