
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Thalidomide Kid

by

Kate Rigby


An earlier version previously published by Bewrite Books (2007)

Copyright 2013 Kate Rigby

Cover Design by Kate Rigby 

Cover credits adapted from royalty free stock original photos @www.rgbstock.com and www.shutterstock.com

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.  If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient.  If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, please purchase your own copy.  Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

All characters are fictional, and any resemblance to anyone living or dead is accidental.

Please note: this novel contains some offensive language and expressions commonly used in the 1960s and 1970s.



  	
	    
	      Also by Kate Rigby

	    

      
	    
          
	      Hassan and Leila

          
        
          
	          Seaview Terrace

          
        
          
	          Far Cry From The Turquoise Room

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Break Point

          
        
          
	          Fall Of The Flamingo Circus

          
        
          
	          The Dead Club

          
        
          
	          Fruit Woman

          
        
          
	          Little Guide To Pet Peeves: An Autistic's Take

          
        
          
	          Savage To Savvy

          
        
          
	          Thalidomide Kid

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Kate Rigby’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Author’s Note
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In 1958 a new wonder drug to combat morning sickness hit pharmacy shelves: Thalidomide.

In the United Kingdom it was readily available to women in the first three months of pregnancy under the brand name Distaval. It was also sold as Asmaval, Distaval Forte, Tensival, Valgis and Valgraine. Other countries marketed the drug under different names. Less than four years later it was withdrawn from sale when it became clear that thousands of babies had been born with severe disabilities to mothers who had taken it during pregnancy, many of them missing limbs.

By then there were thousands of Thalidomide Kids worldwide. Many did not survive infancy. In Germany alone, four thousand of the six thousand affected babies died. Others survived, growing up to lead full lives, raise families and build careers of their own.

The language and attitudes expressed by some characters in this novel reflect the social assumptions and prejudices of the 1960s and 1970s, including towards disability, and may be upsetting or offensive to some readers.
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Prologue
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The running commentary in his head went something like this: And it’s Thalidomide Kid from Planet Thalidomide where all the crooked kids live. Thalidomide Kid, coming up to the sideshows at the Mop Fair where you aim hoops over things in the middle to see if you can win them, and he’s stopping at this stall, Thalidomide Kid, looking at all the bright things in the middle and he’s going to get a free go, the man in the middle is giving him a free go, and Thalidomide Kid’s hoops land on the sticky brown earth in the moat bit, miles from the prizes which are like castles. And Thalidomide Kid’s quoits never land where he wants them to land at school either. And it’s Thalidomide Kid, who should have a side show all of his own, like at the circus where you see dwarves making a king’s ransom. See this, Thalidomide Kid – your mamma took something that shrivelled up your arms...

Don’t you take no notice of names, Daryl Wainwright, his mum was always saying. Sticks and stones, Daryl, and don’t you ever forget how me and your old man had to argue with the headmaster to get you into a normal school. We didn’t want you going to that school for cripples no more. I says to him – your head – I says, my boy likes to do things for himself, see. It’s like your dad said. Just coz you ain’t got no arms, don’t mean you’re backward, Daryl. You can’t be shut away from the world, we said.  

You’ve got to meet normal folk, see, because there ain’t many kids that ain’t got something for other kids to pick on, Daryl.  There’s the half-caste kids up the road get called nig-nog and spade, don’t they, coz they’ve got a touch of the tar brush, but it don’t stop them walking on past like nothing’s happened, and there’s Pauline’s love child, gets called Fatty Arbuckle and Bastard Kid, and she ain’t got no big brothers and sisters sticking up for her and when I was at school there was a girl with a port wine birthmark on her face and it was just the same for her.  

So his teacher had got other kids to help him, help him go to the toilet, like his brothers helped him at home. Of course, he also had his ‘flipper clipper’ things – so named by his dad – which were specially made rods with spring-clips that reached objects and acted like arms so he could do things for himself. His teacher even made him Milk Monitor for a term and he stuck at it, just to prove to her he could do it. But then he started skiving off up town with some of his brothers and sisters who found other uses for his hands, like pinching things, as was the family tradition, and he was a good bet.  Thalidomide Kid was a good bet because he wouldn’t get nicked. Store managers took pity on a cripple and let him off.

I’ll bloody crown you, Daryl Wainwright, his mum had said.  So he was sent back to school; Thalidomide Kid was sent back to school, by which time he had a whole row of dark blue circles against his name in the register. Not like the lines of red ticks by the good kids. And his teacher wrote THALIDOMIDE on the blackboard and he got sixty-four words from it which was the most anyone got: dome, mode, hail, moth, lad, dim, dime, mail, male, halt, lid, lied, death, dead, die, died, diet, load, lead, loathe, toad, dale, deal, malt, aid, maid, ale, dial, mile, toil, oil, tie, tide, time, lime, doe, hoe, had, mad, made, dame, mat, hat, hate, late, mate, mite, them, hem, the, date, ate, eat, dole, mole, laid, aim, hide, tale and tail spelt the other way, heal, head and toe – and lame –though he couldn’t quite get arm or limb from it.  

But if he could have conjured up his long arm, right here at the Mop Fair – abracadabra – that would have really disarmed the candyfloss man, ha ha, and Celia Burkett to boot.
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“Under the bram bush,” the two girls sang in the playground. They faced each other, clapping their hands in unison, Celia Burkett mirroring her new friend. “Under the bram bush, under the sea boom boom boom, true love for you, my darling, true love for me, when we get married, we’ll raise a family, so under the bram bush, under the sea, sexy.” When they said the word ‘sexy’, as well as lifting their eyebrows, they raised their skirts high up with exaggerated gestures, flashing their navy knickers. 

Celia’s pleated skirt was in a popular sort of green tartan, setting off the lime green of her headband which did its best to restrain the flyaway bob. Her friend’s was a pleated grey school skirt, though uniform was optional at Lewis Lane primary school.  The playground was full of girls’ games until the doors to the dinner hall flew open and the first of the boys swooped out of Second Sitting, stuffed with spotted dick.

They blasted out in formation like the Red Arrows from the nearby RAF base at Kemble, which always caused the children to stop their play and gaze upwards. They knew all the planes; sometimes a VC10, or the king of them all, Concorde (or Concorrrrde as was said in these parts), breaking the sound barrier as it left RAF Fairford. But, today, eyes were cast about the playground, sensing a different sort of shattering.  

It was the two Janes. Celia thought the Janes would nudge up like cows behind her, as was their habit, but today it was the turn of another child, a boy with a blazer round his shoulders. They trailed him, giggling and chanting in broad Gloucestershire:

Ole Farmer Buck he brought him a duck,

An’ he cut off her feet coz her walked in the muck.  

An’ when her wouldn’t go for to roost like a crow, 

He cut off her head for to make her do so.  

Why did he go and act thicky way?

Coz he were a fool an’ a gurt big fool.

Coz he were a fool us all do say.

The boy ignored them and the two Janes recited it again, only instead of ‘cut off her feet’ they substituted it with ‘cut off his arms’. Celia hadn’t noticed the boy before, he was not in her class.  When he turned round she saw he had a crew cut, sort of gold, the colour of dolls’ hair. One of the Janes snapped her bubblegum –the stout Jane with the wavy hair and insolent stare. “Hey, your mamma took something that shrivelled up your arms,” she said to the boy, strands of pink splattered about her mouth. Celia looked the boy over, she hadn’t noticed. She’d thought his arm was broken or in a sling, but there were little hands like paddles up at shoulder level, peeping out from the black depths of his blazer.  “She took something when you were a baby in her tummy,” continued the stout Jane, “and that’s why you can’t swing from them monkey bars.”

Celia saw the boy’s ears go pink as the blotting paper on the desks in the classroom, the rest of his face following suit. His face was shaking, like when you hold your breath too long or before you have a fit. Like that girl in her sister’s geography class who had suddenly fallen off her chair and started wriggling around all over the floor and all the furniture had to be moved out of the way until the wriggling subsided, so Abby had said. It was frightening, Abby said; and now fit prevention was uppermost in Celia’s mind.  That and the knowledge of how it felt to be on the receiving end of the two Janes’ antics. Like the way they imitated her short Lancashire ‘A’s when she said ‘bath’ and ‘past’, and so she stomped over to the other Jane, Jane Gillespie, with the strawberry blonde plait. “Leave him! Leave him alone!” 

It was probably the bravest thing she’d ever done in the playground, but instead of thanking her, the boy screwed up his nose and blew her a big raspberry, louder than a fart. The two Janes laughed. The boy laughed. The dinner lady wandered by, too late as always, holding the hand of one of the first years.  

Celia felt a little tricked, her eyes smarting with humiliation as she retreated to her new friend, Vicky Hawthorne. She smelt faintly of her father’s dental clinic, the whiff of pink mouthwash lingering in her topknot. “Take no notice,” said Vicky, against the giggles and whispers.

As they passed from the main playground into the privacy of the girls’ playground, where boys weren’t allowed, Celia said: “But why, Vicky?”

“Because you’re the new girl.”

“No, not me. That boy.”

“Because he’s a Thalidomide, Celia. You’ve heard of that, haven’t you? It’s that drug expecting mothers took that did things to their babies.”

“But why didn’t he say anything to them?” 

“Flipping heck, Celia. He couldn’t duff them up, could he? If they were boys he might have kicked them like a donkey or got one of his big brothers to do them in.”

Vicky looked down into the sparkle of her black patent-leather shoes with the bars across. “They’re always teasing, the Janes.  They tease you, Celia, because you’re the new girl, but wait till next year when they’ll be new girls too. We’ll all be new girls when we go to secondary school.”

Of course, Vicky wasn’t going to the local comp, she said. She was off to some private girls’ school in Cheltenham with a brown uniform.

“And because you’ll all be new girls when you go to the comp you’ll all be the same, except everyone will have to be nice to you,” said Vicky. “All the teachers will give you good marks because of who you are, and both the Janes and all the other pupils will have to be nice to you so that you won’t sneak on them when they’ve been naughty and tell your dad.”

Celia knew this wasn’t a true reflection of how things were because of conversations she’d had with Abby, but she wasn’t giving her attention to Cirencester High School at the moment, or her father, because she was still thinking about the armless boy and the way he’d made faces at her.

“Why was he so rude to me, Vicky, when I was sticking up for him?”

Vicky twirled a button on her red school cardigan, poised to answer. “Because ...” she started to say, and then the whistle went.  One shrill blast, freezing the children, some of the younger ones right in the throes of Cobbler, Cobbler, Mend My Shoe, though they discreetly disentangled themselves at the sound of the whistle.  Then came the three shorter blasts, a signal for them to line up in silence, ready for the afternoon.

After brooding her way through the afternoon, Celia took her navy blue gabardine with the tartan lining from the cloakroom pegs and walked with Vicky out of school and down Lewis Lane.  

As they turned right past the Forum car park, Vicky already had her mind on other things. “The Mop Fair will be here next week, Celia. We can go after school.”

Vicky then started telling Celia that the Mop Fair was held in early October every year and described all the rides as they skipped past the Police Station and courts. They cut through the passage by The King’s Head, where seductive smells of beer accompanied them, before emerging into the Market Place; Dyer Street to their right, the Parish Church to their left.

The Parish Church was a major landmark in Cirencester. Celia had been inside it on Sunday with her family; Abby – though she’d recently been confirmed – only attending with much reluctance. Abby was going off church, while their mother enjoyed the big congregation there, where she could sing up without embarrassment. The Parish Church had the typical Cotswolds’ colour, their mother said. Whenever they were out anywhere, their mum would delight in pointing out all the sandy houses made from this stone. So very different from the dark Lancashire stone, she would say. 

Behind the Parish Church was the entrance to the Abbey Grounds and the bus stop in Gosditch Street where Celia would normally bus home, but today she was saving her fare for wine gums or some other threepenny treat from the sweet shop in Gloucester Street. Vicky walked a little further with Celia until she got to her father’s dental surgery in Dollar Street.

“Oh you’ll have to come to the Mop Fair, Celia. It’s so much fun!” Vicky clutched her topknot in excitement. “I can’t wait! Last year I had three goes on the Big Wheel. They couldn’t stop it once and it went round twenty-six times!”

Vicky then said “tatty bye” and disappeared through the dentist’s front door.

Everyone was talking about the Mop Fair. Celia supposed she would go with Vicky or Abby. She briefly pictured the boy without arms missing out on the fair’s delights, on all the rides, even the sideshows, and felt upset for him. She still saw his pink-fit face as she scurried on in the direction of home, down Gloucester Street, getting her wine gums en route, and on into Gloucester Road, past the park in Stratton and across the main road into Cheltenham Road where she finally dismissed him from her thoughts.

When they first moved to Cirencester last July, the Burketts were living at the big school house next to the old grammar school in Victoria Road. The school house must have been home to all previous headmasters of the school and it gave Celia a strange sense of history – the idea that they were at the end of a long line of similar families. But since the building of the comprehensive school on a new site a few years ago, the former grammar school now only accommodated sixth formers and would continue to do so until a sixth form block was built for them on the new site.

Celia thought a lot about the new comp, or Cirencester High School as it was properly called. She’d already seen inside it when the Burkett family was given a grand tour over the summer holidays; Abby because she would be going straight into the second year and Celia because she’d be going there after Lewis Lane, or maybe it was just that Miss Bond, the head, had wanted to give the whole family the once over, and not just their father who’d been appointed the new deputy head.  

But the classrooms went on forever – they were huge and empty and still smelling like they’d just been unwrapped, especially in B Block, which was the newest block, and their mum had beetled along through language labs and music rooms and Terrapins, clad in the same lemon hat she wore for church, saying: “Well, I never, Celia. All these facilities, Abigail. Aren’t you lucky children?”

Celia remembered what Vicky had said earlier about all the teachers at the comp giving her good marks because of her dad, and all the other pupils having to be nice to her so that she wouldn’t sneak on them and tell him.

But Abby said different. On occasions, Abby had come in from school all soggy-eyed because Miss Lawson, the games’ mistress –not wanting to be accused of favouritism – had gone in for the reverse. “Bloody picking on me,” Abby complained, though Mum said Abby had always been strong-willed enough to take care of herself.

When she got home Celia pushed open the front gate, hurried past the porch that stood sideways on to the main road, past the patio to her right and the sloping lawn flanked with fir trees on her left, to their modest kitchen at the back of the house, where her mother was frantically pounding spices in the pestle and mortar.  “Oh blow. Oh damn and blast!”

Celia wrinkled her nose. “Curry?”

“Yes, curry. Barbara – I mean – Miss Bond is partial to a bit of curry.”

“Miss Bond? What, the headmistress at Ciren High?” 

“Yes, darling. So wash your hands and face and put on something nice, there’s a good girl. Your Sunday suit or something.”

Celia ran through the snug – so called because of its resemblance to a little room in a pub – then over the loose flags in the dining room and up the stairs. “Flaming Henry,” she said, an expression she’d adopted from Abby who’d now moved on to stronger words she’d picked up from the comp. Celia flung her head round her sister’s bedroom door. “Miss Bond’s coming for tea!”

Abby lay sprawled on her continental quilt, still in her Cirencester High school uniform; navy V-neck jumper, blue open-collared shirt – dispensing with the need for a tie, among the girls at any rate – and grey tunic, though Abby sometimes unbuttoned and detached the top of hers, making it into a skirt, like the other second years.

She was propping herself up by one elbow and her shoes were on the bed as she read her comic, which wasn’t Bunty any more.  There was a smidgin of eyeliner beneath her eyes and she’d taken to lightening her hair with something that washed out in six to eight washes. Harmony or something. Abby’s natural colour was the same as Celia’s; sort of malt, like the stuff in jars they used to suck from a spoon when they were little. Sometimes Abby cut her fringe with a razor cutter. It wasn’t as if she needed to do these things; Abby was pretty anyway with her green eyes and her fetching freckles, as Dad called them.

“Did you hear me, Abby? I said Miss Bond’s coming for tea tonight!”

“Big deal,” Abby said in the same tone she used to say “gee whiz” when Celia would give her less than she expected – half a square of chocolate, say, instead of two or even four squares – or “you don’t say” when anyone stated the obvious.  

“Well, I think it’s exciting having Miss Bond to tea.”

“Exciting?” Abby swung herself upright, feet on the floor, making Celia feel every bit the ungainly little sister with her pudding-basin hair and no hint of a bust yet, not even to fill a size 30 bra – padded at that. “Don’t be such an oaf, Ceel. I have to see Dad at school every day and then when I come home I’ve got to see Miss bloody Bond, too!”

In her own bedroom, Celia tossed down the satchel that used to be Abby’s – Abby had a shoulder bag now – and sat on her own bed, gazing down at last week’s Bunty, already a bit curled, lying on top of the old sugar box with the hinged lid. Celia lifted the lid and stashed the Bunty away with all the other comics in an effort to keep her room tidy and Mum happy.

Poking out from under her old Buntys, she saw the legs of Abby’s passed-down Cindy doll. Cindy’s cheeks were dirty, her clothes now old-fashioned. Further down the box, there were old packs of cards and games, there were toy animals in a variety of materials – plastic, felt, even wool – made or bought by various aunties or grandmothers. And there were May and June. The rag dolls had been their favourites, once upon a time. She and Abby had bought them with some Christmas money when they lived in Accrington. May and June had been almost identical with their long, yellow silk hair, their tall, stiff cotton legs ending in blue bootees and their faces painted onto the tanned plastic that was their skin. Attractive faces; deep blue eyes and red heart-lips.  Almost identical faces, like real twins. May was Abby’s, and June Celia’s. They’d walked May and June along the blackened stone walls of Lancashire. They’d dressed them up and combed their hair, neglecting the rest of their doll family.

Though May and June had cute faces, they’d towered over other, older-looking dolls. Little was cute; little children, little kittens, little dolls. It was Celia who’d cut off June’s legs first. Cut them right down to two inches and stemmed the stuffing with safety pins. Abby had done likewise, for May would have looked very silly, so much taller than her twin. Then May’s face got cracked one time after some particularly rough treatment. Celia had responded by giving June’s a similar crack, exposing the straw underneath. Finally, the long yellow hair looked top-heavy on the little-legged May and June and so they were shorn; skeins of mustardy wool sewn into their scalps instead. But the maimed May and June were showered with more love and affection than they ever had when they’d inhabited perfect bodies.  

Celia changed into her Sunday best. Across the landing, Mum had already slipped into her trouser suit and she smelt of Imperial Leather. Dad, on the other hand, came home and dressed down, hanging up the dark suit he’d been wearing all day, detaching his Oxford tie. The beige sweater, a shade or two lighter than his hair, and the neat dark corduroys, created a more fatherly impression.  

When Miss Bond arrived, she, like their mum, had dressed up, breezing into the snug in a lilac shift and matching jacket, rather than the dun cardigans and plaid skirts which had become her daytime trademark. Unchanged, however, was her coiffured blonde bun, perched on her head like a tropical bird.  

Their father immediately made it his duty to see to pre-meal sherries for the adults, while their mother motioned to the girls to offer their guest nibbles, probably so they could look polite and well-bred in front of Miss Bond. Celia could see that Abby was already squirming.

When they were all sitting up at the dining room table for the curry, Miss Bond proffered inside information about various members of staff at Cirencester High, who she referred to by their first names.

“In Trevor Carver’s fourth year group ...” she said at one point during the meal, and later, when breaking a bit of poppadom, she said: “Bob Kinghorn didn’t get the job at Hull.” Even Celia knew it was Mr Kinghorn, the music teacher and Mr Carver, the science teacher. Abby knew better still; it was actually Mr Carve Up, just like Dad was Bucket rather than Burkett – not that this had ever offended their father. On the contrary. “You know you’ve made it when you’ve got a nickname,” he often said.  

Miss Bond was just getting onto some of the pupils at Ciren High, a subject more interesting to Abby than it was to Celia, when their mother came in with the puddings. Celia licked her lips.  She loved that; a choice of two pies, one with green, the other with maroon leaking through the pastry.

“This one’s apple, this one’s damson,” Mum said, pointing the slicer at each in turn.

“Oh, I say,” said Miss Bond, opting for Celia’s favourite –damson – before resuming her tales, interspersed with second helpings. “Ooh, I’ll try a bit of the apple now, Lorna, if I may.” 

“Should we retire to the snug?” Dad said, when second helpings had long been demolished; a cue for the girls to clear away the plates and help Mum with the dishes. Celia and Abby took out the sherry glasses first, sipping the bits left at the bottom.  They knew which was Miss Bond’s glass by the pink shade of her lipstick.

By the time they’d done the dishes and their mother had seen to the coffees in the best Prinknash cups, the conversation had switched again. Dad, in one of the armchairs, was relighting his pipe, the blackened match nearly burning his fingers in its dying flare, while Miss Bond was holding forth on the studio couch, the tail end of which was about a fourth year boy from Upper Churnside who was always truanting and up to no good, even when he did attend school.  

“Let’s be blunt ...” Miss Bond continued, her glasses on the end of a chain and her plump knees pointing to one side. “They’re a family of juvenile delinquents and congenital liars.”

Mrs Burkett, after offering the coffees, sat at the other end of the studio couch. Abby took the other armchair, leaving Celia with the milking stool one of the boys had made in woodwork at Dad’s old school in Accrington. She sat on it against the wall and pulled out one of her old Buntys that had somehow found its way into the

magazine rack, having decided that it was OK to flick through her comic in this situation, seeing as the grown-ups were talking about stuff which wasn’t strictly for her ears. In this situation, discretion was a good strategy, she decided, and tried to lose herself in the pictures of fictional schoolgirls, some with pudding-basin haircuts like her own.

“It’s not surprising,” Miss Bond went on. “The father’s in and out of prison and a couple of the older ones have been sent to borstal.” She looked at their father over her slanted glasses. “Even the younger ones are at it. There’s one, only about ten years old.” 

Celia noticed how this Bunty had lost its new smell, that hot off-the-press smell it had when the instalments were all eagerly waiting to be read.

“A Thalidomide,” said Miss Bond. “So he gets away with a lot of mischief because of his handicap. Apparently he was caught stealing and was sent home with little more than a slap on the wrist, except he hasn’t a wrist to slap, of course. Maybe he wants to prove to his family that he can be like them, though I think it’s more a case of them exploiting his handicap. He’d be about Celia’s age.”

Miss Bond glanced over at Celia who’d become enthralled by the story unfolding outside the confines of her comic. It must be him that Miss Bond was talking about. The boy with no arms.  

“I think he goes to her school,” continued Miss Bond. “The mother had a fight to let him go there, I believe, instead of the physically handicapped place. Of course, we’ll be presented with the same dilemma next year, though we pride ourselves on our progressive policies towards the integration of the handicapped at Cirencester High. A mark of any civilized society, don’t you think?”

The conversation gradually moved on again to the fourth year parents’ evening and PTAs and school governors, and Celia drifted off, glowing on dregs of sherry and thinking of May and June with their severed legs and the handicapped boy with hair the colour of a doll’s. Lovely, unspoilt hair.

And it’s Thalidomide Kid from Planet Thalidomide where all the crooked kids live. Thalidomide Kid, coming up to the sideshows at the Mop Fair where you aim hoops over things in the middle to see if you can win them, and he’s stopping at this stall, Thalidomide Kid, looking at all the bright things in the middle and he’s going to get a free go, the man in the middle is giving him a free go, and Thalidomide Kid’s hoops land on the sticky brown earth in the moat bit, miles from the prizes which are like castles. And Thalidomide Kid’s quoits never land where he wants them to land at school either. And it’s Thalidomide Kid, who should have a side show all of his own, like at the circus where you see dwarves making a king’s ransom. See this, Thalidomide Kid – your mamma took something that shrivelled up your arms ...

He stopped next by the candyfloss stall.

“Some candyfloss, please,” he said.

The candyfloss man stared at him like he hadn’t got any arms, which of course he hadn’t, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t hold a stick of candyfloss. The man chewed while he dipped the stick into the floss maker, twirling it every so often as the floss grew, like a ball of wool. The candyfloss man stopped chewing as he handed over the cloud of frothy pink, staring out of curiosity or amazement or both; wondering, perhaps, how the simple act of taking and eating some candyfloss might be achieved. Daryl walked away, oblivious to such attention, using his fingers to tear off tufts of pink which melted to nothing in his mouth.  

He bumped into his sister, Sherrie, and her mate. They pulled more clumps off his candyfloss. He knocked about with them for a while. There was the smell of hot dogs and oil and grease from the rides. The sound of screams and the thump of the rides. The constant motion of people and thousands of bulbs, which would all be lit up in an hour or two.

And it’s Thalidomide Kid, coming up on the rear ...

And now he was standing on the side by the bumper cars with his sister Sherrie who was twelve and when Sherrie opened her mouth there was this great metal brace across her teeth, so she tried to keep her lips shut. They were a right pair, her with her brace, him with his funny hands.

And it’s Thalidomide Kid and Brace Kid standing watching the zizz and blue crackle above the Dodgem cars as they crash and bump one another ...

Then a horn sounded and the cars slowed to a stop while kids rushed in from the side to grab an empty car.  

“Come on, Sherrie – this one here.”

Sherrie got in the blue bumper car, the last one left, and they hooted into action, the fairground man riding on the back of each car as he collected the fares. The Dodgem man was showing off his sense of balance; Daryl knew he had it too, that expert skill, that balancing with no arms, without falling out, while Sherrie did a 360-degree rotation in their Dodgem, biffing all in her wake. Off she went, now stuck in a pile-up in the middle, now bashing her way through, hot on the tail of a yellow car whose bumper she smashed, spinning it round 180-degrees. It was that dentist’s girl at the wheel, the one whose old man had made Sherrie’s mouth so ugly.

“Geddum,” Sherrie snarled, baring the metal mess that was her teeth, giving the yellow car what for.

“Hey, watch it.” Thalidomide Kid to the rescue. “Her dad might yank your teeth out next time.”

Next to the dentist’s girl was Celia Burkett, the new girl who got laughed at by the Janes because she said her ‘A’s funny, and that was another thing that got picked on, a funny accent because it was different, like no arms was different, or being a half-caste was different, or being a Fatty Arbuckle. Or maybe Celia Burkett got picked on just because she was the new girl. But now she had a friend, Vicky Hawthorne, who she giggled with and it was making the Dodgem cars a lot of fun. Just the way she was looking at Thalidomide Kid. At his face.

Before they knew it, the horn was going and their car had run out of power, Sherrie’s mad turning of the wheel now in vain.  “Let’s go again, Sherrie.” But then he saw Vicky Hawthorne and Celia Burkett climbing out of their yellow car.  “The Big Wheel,” Vicky Hawthorne said. “Come on, Celia!”

And it’s Thalidomide Kid, getting out of his car and leaving Sherrie to have her second go alone because he is following the girls from the other Form 4 class to the Big Wheel and not caring if he’s about to act Thicky Way, like in the rhyme ...

“What’s a bram bush?”

Celia turned round to find the boy there, the boy with no arms.

“A bram bush?”

“Yeah. I’ve heard you and her singing it in the playground.”

Vicky was dragging Celia into the Big Wheel queue. “Come on, Celia. Have you got your money ready?”

The Wheel moved round slightly, releasing two teenagers.  Another boy and girl clambered in, the bar clicked into place across them and their fares were taken. The girl gave a little shriek as the Wheel turned again, though they’d hardly moved. As each seat reached ground level, new passengers took the place of the old.

When they reached the front of the small queue, Vicky ran across the boards and made herself comfortable in the red seat, which looked bigger close up, with a whole extra flap bit for your legs and feet. Celia sat beside her best friend, who was an old hand at the Big Wheel, and felt safe in this knowledge, as they paid their money and were fastened in. Their seat glided backward a stage, though they were still at ground level. They moved on one stage again, and again, as they waited for more takers down below. Each time the Wheel stopped, their seat swung.  

Vicky was getting excited. “Blooming heck, Celia.  We’ve started to climb.”

There was another jerk; Celia felt her belly flip as they rose still higher and their seat tipped forward slightly for the next bit of the ascent, and then she screamed as the Wheel juddered and swung to a stop. They were looking down into its mechanics, and with each forward rock it was like they were going to tip out.  

“Isn’t it exciting?” Vicky jabbered in her ear. “We still haven’t reached the top!”

Vicky was pointing up at the row of seats above them. It was easier looking up at this point of the revolution. Easier than looking down. When they reached the very top, it was easier still.  You could breathe a sigh of relief. You could look across at the buildings beyond the fair without seeing how far you’d come.  When the Wheel moved again, there was no more stopping. They descended with a wheeeee. Celia liked that feeling, right there in her stomach.

They passed the safe ground level, then it was up again, screaming as they reached the scary tipping-forward point where they might just slip under the bar and get mangled in the machinery, their arms and legs chopped off. But that passed and they were back on top, before the wheeeee sensation again, greater this time for the lack of stopping.

There was the boy without arms staring up at them, grinning, school blazer over his shoulders. He was coming into view, only to disappear and shrink in size again. If she and Vicky were brave enough to look down at him from one of the highest seats on the Big Wheel, they wouldn’t see anything different about him. He would appear like everyone else, a distant blob.  

That’s what the Big Wheel did to people on the ground. Made them look normal. Celia would think of that in future, she was sure. When people mocked the afflicted, she’d remember how it was from the Big Wheel, except she was too scared to look below from the dizziest heights.

With each revolution of the Wheel, Celia felt a growth in confidence, the screams just for fun now, not real fear. The Wheel went round a dozen times before the seats came down, one by one, to let off the passengers.

“I want another go, Vicky! Let’s have another go!” 

But Vicky wanted to save her money for other rides and a toffee apple and some of the sideshows, and when their seat came to land and the man released the bar, she climbed out.  

Celia stayed put.

“You’ll ’ave to pay if you want another ride,” said the Big Wheel man.

Vicky turned round and beckoned for Celia to join her, but the boy with no arms ran past Vicky and sat in the seat beside Celia.  “I’ll come up with you.”

“Oy, not you, kid,” said the Big Wheel man, holding up his hand in front of the boy like policemen did when they were stopping the traffic. “No cripples.”

The boy with no arms gave him a cheeky squint. “I can hold on, I can.”

“You’ll be a ruddy liability – an’ I ain’t gonna be sued when they scrape you up off the ground, so get stuffed.” 

The boy with no arms had gone fit-pink again, like he had in the playground last week, and Celia stomped out of the seat after him, shouting: “Flaming Harry!”

“Go back and have another ride,” the boy said to her.

“No, not on my own.”

The boy looked at her, the pink still blotching his face.

“D’you wanna come on the Ghost Train then?” 

Celia caught sight of Vicky trying to win a goldfish in a plastic bag.

“Yeah OK.”

“Wait till I get my arms,” said the boy.

They got into the Ghost Train carriage and paid their money.  “When I get my arms I’ll be able to get revenge on them all,” the boy said, grinning now.

He was called Daryl. Hey, Daryl, a girl was calling a few moments ago, a girl with the same doll-blonde hair who’d been with him in the bumper cars. A girl who might have looked quite pretty if it wasn’t for the metal on her teeth.  

The carriage in front of them banged through the doors into the dark cavern.

“What’s a bram bush, Celia?”

“I dunno.”

“I bet I know what one is. I bet my dad knows. He’s been to all those places, like Africa and Jamaica and those places we see on the map in geography. That’s where the bram bush is, I bet. I’d ask him but ...” 

But he was in and out of jail, hadn’t Miss Bond said?  

“I’d ask him but he’s in ... Australia.”

“Australia? What’s he doing there?”

“Working, I suppose. What about your dad? He’s the head at the big school, isn’t he?”

“Deputy head.”

“I’m going there next year, Celia. I ain’t going to no handicapped school.”

She sneaked a glance over to the place under his blazer where his hands poked out like little flippers, a bit like those you got on pinball machines. But it was only a passing impression, she didn’t want to be caught staring. He probably got enough of that. She’d tried to imagine what it must be like for him, even to the point of walking around at home with her hands up by her shoulders, trying to do normal things like opening doors, or dressing, or brushing her hair.

She’d have liked to have asked him because his hands intrigued her, if the truth be known, but their carriage was suddenly taking off, banging through the doors into the blackness. As they whizzed along they were assailed by sudden, shrill noises. Something tickled her face, a skeleton lit up somewhere, other lights flashed here and there. Their carriage seemed to loop round in a figure of eight. None of it was at all scary. What was scary was the thought of Daryl up at Cirencester High. The Janes were nothing when you heard some of the tales Abby told. You got real bullies up at Ciren High. If she got to be friends with Daryl, he might let her look after him when he got up there, and there was always her dad to call upon, if needs be.

In the dark, though, they were equal. In the dark, it didn’t matter that he’d got no arms, like it hadn’t mattered when she was high up on the Big Wheel.

Looking ahead to the Big School was a bit like looking up to the Big Wheel from below. Wondering. Wondering if it was how people said it was. Much of the top form in the juniors was about preoccupation with the Big School. There were the tests to decide which set you would be in (As, Bs or Cs); there’d be the visit to Cirencester High in the summer term; there was the endless questioning of older siblings – Does Miss Lawson really pick on people in PE? Why do you call her BMW? Did you get homework on the first day?

The other thing was the small question of Sex Education. Daryl knew they did this up at the Big School. He knew they talked about the sperm and the egg and showed pictures of the growing baby inside the mother at all the various stages from embryo to foetus, like in Martin’s biology book, which used to belong to Vince – before he went to borstal – and before that it had belonged to Stella and Glen from the days when Ciren High had still been a secondary modern, and next it’d belong to Sherrie. It was a battered thing, now with neither spine nor cover, just each of the successive Wainwright children’s names on the flyleaf, the name above scribbled through with some rude remark next to it. But the picture of the baby at eight weeks looked a bit like him. Sort of deformed. All babies had looked like that. Like him. He’d just carried on looking like that. His arms had never grown like other babies’.

The Janes were right when they said his mum took something that made him have no arms. She’d never made any secret of it once he was old enough to understand. When you were that small inside my tum, Daryl, she’d said, patting her palm, I got very poorly. Ladies often get sick, you know, Daryl, ’specially in the mornings. Nature’s way. I was bloody throwing up like a bad un, so I goes to my doctor and he gave it me, Daryl. He says, we’ve got new tablets that’ll help you. Distaval, they’re called. That’s what they called Thalidomide. Oh good, I says. And none of ’em even knew, Daryl. None of it came out till years later, not till some clever doctor somewhere started putting two and two together and working out what we all had in common, us mums with our kids, some worse than you, Daryl. Some with no legs neither. So you be grateful for your legs, Daryl, coz there’s always some worse off than you.

He knew. He’d seen some of them because they’d done a television programme about it when he was six. He’d appeared on the programme along with other kids who drew pictures and combed their hair with their toes. Thalidomide Kid had been on telly! They’d all sat round and watched. Dad, Mum, Glen, Stella, Vince, Martin, Sherrie. “There you are, son,” his dad had said.  “You’re famous.” And more help and charity money started coming in, before it started drying up again and his dad had to think of more of his ‘clever ways’ to make money because handicaps were an expensive business, he said.  

But they wouldn’t do any of this in the Sex Education classes at the Big School. He knew this from Sherrie. He knew it’d all be normal stuff about the sperm and the egg joining together in sexual intercourse and about pregnancy and the baby going through all its stages for nine months – and when it was born, the slide or diagram on the teacher’s projector would be of a perfect baby, both arms and legs intact. There wouldn’t be anything about morning sickness or Thalidomide children.

Daryl talked to Celia about the Facts of Life in the boys’ playground on their last day at Lewis Lane.  

“You need to know about the Facts of Life before you get to the Big School,” he said, since their main topic of conversation was more and more about the Big School.

“Oh I know about the FOL, Daryl,” she said. “Abby’s told me.”

They could talk like this because they’d been good friends, right from the time of the Mop Fair back in October and through the snow in December when he’d sat in his classroom; a different one from hers because he was in the other Form 4 class, 4A, she in Form 4B across the playground. He’d sat in the classroom watching the snow through the window, watching the sky grow darker, the flakes of snow like grey feathers as they swirled around the turret that housed the school bell. They were marooned and he’d found it exciting.

Then 4B had come to join them – those who hadn’t already gone home early – while their teachers conferred. Celia was in tears. She didn’t find it exciting. Her mum was at home, over a mile away. The snow was getting thicker and thicker and you could see she was worrying about being the only one left in the classroom by the hot stove, the only one having to be at school, which would have to stay open just for her, while everyone else would be cut off at home, building snowmen and riding on their toboggans in their duffel coats. But her mum had come and they’d had to walk home in a blizzard, she told him later, crushing their way through banks of snow so deep they didn’t fall over, and swallowing lots of snowflakes.

Then it was the spring term and then Easter, and after the Easter holidays, the boys had started wearing their short trousers to school and taken off their red caps, which their rival school – Powell’s – called ‘jam tarts’, and some of the girls had started wearing their red and white gingham frocks, the Lewis Lane summer uniform. And in science they’d grown mustard seeds on blotting paper lined with damp cotton wool; and now it was their last day at Lewis Lane County Primary.

They’d had their school trip the other day to the HMS Portsmouth, and on the coach home they drank warm orange juice from a plastic bottle smelling of ripe bananas because it had lain next to their sandwiches, and sang three men, two men, one man and his dog, sausage roll and a bottle of pop, went to mow a meadow, and Celia had passed round the autograph book with all the different coloured pages that she’d bought on the HMS Portsmouth.

“I could write something about the FOL in your autograph book,” Daryl said to Celia, thinking back to last summer when he was sitting inside that dark, cluttered beach hut in Suffolk with his Uncle Dick. It’s like this, Daryl, his Uncle Dick had said to him, and he started writing down something on a piece of paper.
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