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      In a few hours, it would be daybreak. But for now, a blanket of darkness masked the ugliness we had left behind. Smoke rose from the house, and inside, the flames crept up the walls, spreading along the woodwork and devouring the curtains. Devouring the bodies. We had made no attempt to hide them.
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      They used to say the sun didn't shine in Cold Bath Lane. The factory towered over the houses like the Grim Reaper, casting a dark shadow over the street. Clouds of smoke and soot mingled with the smells of the Slaughterhouse and the whole neighbourhood reeked of rotting flesh. We kids were invariably dirty. Even when we'd had a bath, the mud and soot clung to us like a second skin.

      I remember one time, Mum called us in for tea and a cat stuck its head out of a hole in one of the boarded-up houses. None of those buildings were entirely empty. The wildlife always found a way in.

      “I think it’s a stray, can we keep it?” I asked, as we ducked under the washing lines that hung across the street.

      “The last thing I need is another mouth to feed,” Mum said, looking frazzled. She had a warm smile, but I don’t remember a single day when she looked relaxed. I always wondered why she couldn’t enjoy herself more.

      “I’d rather have a dog,” said my brother, Sam.

      “Cats are better than dogs!”

      “Didn’t you hear me? I said we weren’t getting either,” said Mum.

      But it didn’t matter. Sam and I could fight over anything. It was rarely anything important, just stupid stuff like who got to drink the cream from the top of the milk.

      We wolfed down charred fish fingers and oven chips for tea, with blobs of brown sauce on the side. Sam rabbited on about the Stone Age project he was doing at school, and Mum nodded absently, stifling a yawn.

      “Jody, don’t eat with your fingers. Use your knife and fork.”

      “What time’s Dad coming home?” I asked, picking up my fork.

      “Not yet,” Mum said. I don’t think she knew any better than we did.

      “Who wants a bath tonight?”

      “Not me.”

      “Nor me.”

      “Right then.”

      She rose from the table, her huge stomach jutting out in front of her like a panto horse. “You can wash up, Sam. Jody, you dry.”

      We both groaned, but we did as we were told. Sam rubbed the soap suds all over his hands and blew bubbles at me. We soon forgot what we were meant to be doing, as we battled to make the biggest bubble.

      “Finish up, you too,” Mum said, as she steamed her way through a huge pile of ironing. She was a slave to that iron of hers, constantly pushing it back and forth across the ironing board.

      I hung up the kitchen towel and went over to the window. I often saw planes and helicopters flying low over the city, their lights blinking overhead. I searched for stars, but the sky was too busy, what with all the smog and the streetlights.

      “Jody, will you shut that window?” Mum yelled. “You’re letting all the cold air in.”

      Sam and I played snakes and ladders after that. I had six squares to go. Six squares and I would win. I blew on the dice for luck and rolled it across the table.

      “Snake!” Sam yelled. “Snake! You have to go down the snake.”

      ”No! Let me roll again!”

      “As if!”

      He took my counter and made it slide all the way down the snake. It slid and slid, coming to a stop halfway down the board. My nostrils flared with anger. I was ready to punch him one.

      “Who wants a butterfly cake?” called Mum from the kitchen.

      “Me!” We yelled in unison. All at once, the game was forgotten and we thundered into the kitchen. I got there first and snatched the best one for myself.

      “Careful,” Mum warned.

      I burned my hand a little on the baking tray, but I pretended not to care.

      We wolfed down our cakes and demanded more.

      “You can have one more each but leave some for tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, Mum!” Sam grabbed the next biggest one, and I grabbed the second biggest and we both stuffed them into our gobs. Mum picked up the baking tray with her oven gloves and whisked the rest away.

      “Hey, what’s the occasion?” I asked, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. It wasn’t often Mum baked. Between her job at the factory, and looking after the house, she didn’t have any time.

      “No special occasion,” Mum said with a smile. “Just because.”

      She stopped and stroked her stomach.

      “You’re getting really fat,” I commented. “Has the baby finished growing yet?”

      “Not by a long shot,” she said with a smile. “You ain’t seen nothing yet!”

      “Do you want to play trains?” Sam asked, as we left the kitchen.

      “OK.”

      I tipped the train tracks out all over the floor.

      “Don’t make too much mess,” Mum said. “It’ll be bedtime soon.”

      Neither of us paid her any heed. We laid out the train tracks all over the living room floor and delighted in pushing the trains over the bridges and through the tunnels yelling ‘choo choo.’ Inevitably, Sam crashed his train into mine.

      “Oy!” I yelled, as my train came off the rails.

      “Your passengers are all dead now!”

      I put my train back on the tracks and smashed it into his.

      “Your train’s on fire,” I told him. “Bang, bang! It’s exploded everywhere. Uh-oh, there goes the bridge!”

      Within minutes, our beautifully laid tracks were a mess of pieces, and we were ramming the trains into tables and chairs, causing as much destruction as possible.

      “Right, kids. Into your pyjamas, both of you,” Mum said.

      “Can we have a hot cocoa?” I asked. “Please?”

      “Get a wriggle on, then.”

      Sam and I dashed up to our room to change, and when we came down, the entire train set was miraculously back in its box, and the table and chairs upright again.

      “Oy, where’s our cocoa?”

      “Coming,” Mum yelled from the kitchen. A moment later, she brought out two steaming mugs. I grabbed the red one before Sam could. I loved watching the little wisps of steam as they rose up into the air.

      “Read us a story, Mum?”

      “Just a quick one,” she said, glancing at the clock.

      I looked too. Dad sometimes came home at this time, but other days he didn’t get in until after midnight. There was really no knowing.

      Mum picked up The Gingerbread Man from the shelf and settled at the table. It was an old favourite. Shortly afterwards, there was a rumble at the door.

      “Go on, up the stairs with you,” Mum said. “That’ll be Dad now, and he’ll be wanting his tea.”

      “Night, Mum,” I said, slinging back my cocoa.

      “Night,” said Sam, and we both legged it up the stairs.

      A little while later I heard Dad on the landing. There was a creak as he entered our room.

      “Why are you kids in bed already?” he boomed. “Don’t you want to see your old Dad?”

      I peeked out from under the covers.

      “Course we do,” I said. “But we’ve got school in the morning…”

      “So bloody what?”

      He snapped on the light and sat down heavily on the end of Sam’s bed.

      “You’ll never guess the day I’ve had,” he said, his face red and animated. “There was a big fire on the other side of town. A tumble dryer exploded, and a whole family was trapped in their bedrooms. Mum, Dad, and three little kids. The youngest was a baby and the eldest was no older than you, Jody Bear.”

      I looked at Sam and saw that his eyes were open wide.

      “What happened? Did you save them?”

      “Doug went in first. He got the old man out and the ma with her baby. The baby was screaming blue murder but I think he’ll be alright. But once we got them outside, she started bawling hysterically because the other two kids were still trapped in their bedroom, way up in the attic. They didn’t even have a window to climb out of. The only way to get up there was with a ladder.”

      I hung on his every word.

      “Did you get them out?”

      “It weren’t easy. The smoke was really thick. I only had a few minutes, then I would have to turn back. I made my way up to the attic and shouted up to the kids to see if they could hear me. I saw the little boy’s head peer down and I bellowed at him to jump.

      ‘It’s too far!’ he said.

      ‘You’ve got to jump,’ I said. I had minutes to spare and I thought they weren’t going to make it, when I heard some scrabbling and the girl half jumped, half fell into my arms. I called to the boy to follow, but he wouldn’t budge. We had to go, but I didn’t want to leave the little lad up there.”

      “What did you do?” I asked. “Did you get him out?”

      “I told him I was coming up the ladder and he had to come forward and take my hand. I had seconds to spare. The boy leaned over. He weren’t going to jump, so I gave the ladder a shake and he came tumbling down, right into my arms. I handed Doug the girl, and I took the boy on my back, and we got the hell out of there. Just in time, we were because the next moment, the whole place went up in smoke.”

      “Wow Dad, you’re a real hero,” Sam said.

      “You could have been killed,” I added.

      “Yeah, but I weren’t, was I? And we got that family out.”

      I didn’t like it. The thought that someone could die so easily. It frightened me.

      “Tell us about the time you saved the puppies, Dad,” Sam said, fully awake now.

      Obligingly, Dad launched into another story, but after a bit, his voice trailed off and his eyelids started to droop. Finally, he rolled off the bed and onto the floor below.

      “Dad, are you alright?”

      We both jumped out of bed and ran to him. He snored loudly, face down on the floor, his bum in the air.

      “Aw, Dad!”

      I fetched a blanket to cover him up with, and switched off the light.
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      “Jody, wake up!” Sam nudged me hard, dragging me from my slumber.

      “Wassat?”

      “C’mon, we’ve got to get to school.”

      I looked down at the floor. Dad must have woken in the night and made his way back to his own room. I went to my parents’ bedroom and peered in. Sure enough, there he was, snoring away, still dressed in yesterday’s clothes. Mum’s side of the bed was empty. She had some really early starts at the factory.

      Sam and I wriggled into our school uniforms, racing to see who could get ready first. Sam won that morning. It was amazing how scruffy he made his school uniform look: tie and shirt hanging out, one trouser leg tucked into his sock.

      We trudged downstairs and made ourselves breakfast. We spilled milk and cereal all over the table, and got quite a bit on the floor too, but there was no time to clear up. Once we’d bolted down our Weetabix, I grabbed my key off the hook and wore it on a piece of elastic around my neck, tucked under my school jumper.

      “Race you down the road,” Sam said.

      “Wait!” I grabbed my homework off the sideboard and slipped it into my satchel. Sam was already halfway down the path.

      “What are you waiting for?” he called to me, as he wove his way down the lane.

      Rain drizzled gently, soaking the paper that peeled from ancient billboards. The street was lined with faded shop signs, and public houses that no longer existed. All that remained were blacked out windows and shutters pulled down over abandoned shops. Older children scampered past, their hoods pulled up against the wind and rain. Some jammy gits were dropped off right in front of the school so they could swan into class with smooth hair and shoes that didn’t squelch from the puddles.

      The best thing about school was Dawn Cheeseman, who liked to wind me up by letting her long, chestnut-brown hair spread out all over my desk. I would get her back by elbowing her when she least expected it, causing her to make squiggles all over her work. I liked the way her grey eyes twinkled with mischief. I was never bored with Dawn. We got on like a house on fire.

      The worst thing about school was my teacher, Mr Blackthorn. I had always been one of the brightest in the class, not as clever as Amy Bell, who was a total boffin, but not far behind. My other teachers had all loved me, but Mr Blackthorn didn’t care how good I was at maths and spelling. He constantly complained about how blotchy my handwriting was, and how I failed to make it to school on time.

      “If you're late again this week, you can stay in at dinnertime and do lines,” he’d warn me. And inevitably, I would be late again. At nine years old, I wasn’t the most organised person in the world, and making it to school on time was an eternal struggle.

      Mr Blackthorn wasn’t the understanding type. He would lob tennis balls at the wall behind me to make me jump. And he thought nothing of picking on me in front of the class.

      “Stop gossiping, McBride!” he’d bark. “Why has your homework got ink all over it? Why haven’t you polished your shoes?”

      He picked on me more than anyone else in the class. He didn’t like me, that was the problem. And he made no attempt to hide it.

      He was also the type of teacher who loved to dole out homework. Every weekend, he loaded us down with more worksheets and spellings to learn. The worksheets he gave me were much harder than the ones he gave Dawn. Sometimes, I would ask Sam for help, but as anyone will tell you, he had pie for brains. Mum was too lazy to help me and, Dad didn’t see the point of homework.

      “Schoolwork is for school,” he would say. “What are they paying the teachers for, if they expect us to teach you?”

      “You’re late again,” Mr Blackthorn said, as I slipped into my seat beside Dawn.

      “Sorry,” I muttered. I glanced at the clock and saw that I was only a fraction late. For anyone else, Mr Blackthorn would have overlooked it but with me, he was always waiting to pounce.

      I lifted the lid of my desk and pulled out my exercise books and pencil. Mr Blackthorn was still looking at me.

      “You need to learn better time management,” he said.

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “You will stay in at playtime.”

      I nodded miserably. I already knew the penalty for being late.

      “And you can empty all the bins after school.”

      “But I was only a minute late!”

      I hadn’t meant to talk back. It just seemed so unfair to be lumbered with the hated task. There were children in the class who behaved much worse than I did. Kids who bullied and copied and swore their way through school. I never saw Mr Blackthorn picking on them.

      “You will do it for the rest of the week!” he roared.

      I caught the gleam in his eye as he said this. All my classmates stared at me and one or two of them giggled. At that moment, I hated him. Truly hated him, with all my heart.
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      We never knew if anyone would be home when we got in from school. It didn’t matter, we could make our own beans on toast if need be. That was normal round our neck of the woods. All the parents were out, getting work wherever they could. The 1980s were a prosperous time for some, but not for the inhabitants of Cold Bath Lane. One by one, the houses around us had been boarded up, as more and more families left. Each time it happened, I prayed someone nice would move in next door, but instead, the empty houses were taken over by squatters. There were dozens of them, living in the disused buildings.

      “Are squatters nice people?” I had asked Dad, when they moved in next door.

      “Nice?” he had looked outraged. “No, my girl. Squatters are the scum of the earth. You keep away from them, you hear?”

      On this particular Friday, Dad was home when I got in, and since Sam was out kicking a football around with his mates, I had him all to myself. We sat at the table, munching corned beef sandwiches. I told him about Mr Blackthorn and the problems I was having with him.

      Dad looked at me with his large, soulful eyes and I knew that he understood.

      “I think your Mr Blackthorn needs sorting out,” he said, grimly. “Would you like me to have a word with him?”

      “No! Don’t!” My cheeks prickled with heat. “That would make him even worse!”

      Dad did not look convinced.

      “I won’t have some hoity-toity teacher picking on my daughter.”

      He thought for a moment.

      “Do you want to come for a drive?”

      “Where to?”

      “We’re going to pay your Mr Blackthorn a visit.”

      “No, we can’t!”

      “Don’t worry, he’s not going to see us.”

      “Oh. Well, alright then.”

      I left the rest of my corned beef sandwich uneaten and went and got in the van.

      Mr Blackthorn only lived a few streets away, so we knew where to find his gaff. He drove a very distinctive BMW, much nicer than any of the motors in our neighbourhood.

      “He might as well have painted an X on his house,” Dad said with a chuckle.

      We pulled up outside and listened to some music while we watched the house.

      After a bit, our patience was rewarded, as Mr Blackthorn himself came out.

      “Dad, he’ll see us!”

      “No, he won’t. Not with our lights off.”

      We watched as Mr Blackthorn got into that shiny car of his and started the engine.

      “Now what?”

      “Now we follow him.”

      It seemed awfully exciting, like in the films.

      “But Dad, you’re letting him get away,” I objected, as Mr Blackthorn sped off.

      “No, I ain’t. You watch.”

      Mr Blackthorn’s car was already at the end of the road, about to turn into the main street. Dad lingered a moment longer, then set off after him. We carried on like that, staying well back, but always with our sights on Mr Blackthorn’s shiny BMW.

      “Where do you think he’s going?” I asked.

      Dad shrugged. “Could be anybody’s guess.”

      Mr Blackthorn drove to a pub some distance away. One I’d never seen before, called ‘The Admiral’. It had hanging baskets on the windowsills, and fairy lights strung up around the entranceway. The thud, thud, thud of pop music blasted from inside.

      “Interesting,” said Dad, watching a group of women come out.

      “Are we going to go inside?”

      “No, let’s sit tight for a bit.”

      He put on some music and opened a can. There wasn’t anything for me to drink, but I didn’t mind. It was fun staking out the place. I pretended we were detectives, working on a case.

      “Wait here,” Dad said, once he’d finished his drink.

      “Can’t I come?”

      “No, Mr Blackthorn will recognise you. But I’ll bet he hasn’t a clue who I am.”

      He wasn’t wrong there. Dad had never attended a parents’ evening in his life.

      I waited anxiously as Dad walked into the pub. It was already dark out, and the darkness conjured up frightening images in my mind. I thought the car opposite blinked at me. It totally freaked me out. To steady my nerves, I turned up the radio, and sang along loudly with the music. I was relieved when Dad returned, grinning like a lizard.

      “What happened?”

      “I got what we came for.”

      He pulled his prized polaroid camera out of his pocket.

      “What’s that?”

      “Evidence.”

      I clicked through the pictures he had taken, but all I saw was Mr Blackthorn, playing darts with a mate.

      I didn’t really get what he was talking about. Not till a bit later, when Mr Blackthorn and his mate come out of the pub and climbed into the Bimmer. Just before they drove off, I saw Mr Blackthorn lean in and give his mate a hug. No, not just a hug. He planted a kiss right on his smacker.

      I giggled, but Dad kept snapping the whole time.

      “What are they doing?”

      “Don’t worry your pretty little head about it,” Dad said. “All you need to know is that your problems with Mr Blackthorn are over.”
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      Mr Blackthorn wasn’t in school on Monday. We had a supply teacher called Mrs Benedict. All she did was write stuff on the blackboard for us to copy down. It was mega boring, but at least she didn’t lob tennis balls.

      Mr Blackthorn still wasn’t in on Tuesday. Or on Wednesday neither. Eventually, Mrs Wagner, the head called a meeting and announced that he had left for personal reasons.

      “What personal reasons?” one of the parents demanded.

      “I’m afraid it’s rather delicate. But rest assured, we will be recruiting a new teacher as soon as possible.”

      I felt a little shock of guilt when I heard this but Dawn gave me a big thumbs up.

      “Way to go!”

      I smiled, but I still didn’t really understand how Dad had done it.

      Dad was really pleased with himself when I told him.

      “You see, Jody? You never let no one make a fool of you. Especially you, being a girl. You have to stand up to people, or they will walk all over you.”

      I didn’t know who ‘they’ were, but I didn’t want Dad to think I was thick. He had a way about him when he talked. He would wave his arms about, and bang the table and everyone would stop and listen.

      “I’ll be on my guard,” I told him.

      Dad sat by the fire, plumes of smoke snaking from his pipe.

      “Get us a beer, will you Jody Bear?”

      “Course, Dad.”

      “Alright love? You look cream crackered,” he said, when Mum got in a little later.

      She dumped her bag down on the table and sank into the armchair, resting her huge bump.

      “Oy, Mum, what’s for tea?” Sam asked.

      “I’ve had a great idea,” said Dad. “Let’s go out for tea! Jody, go and put something nice on. Go on, Sam. Go and scrub up.”

      We did not need telling twice. We charged up the stairs to our room.

      “Race you,” Sam said, pulling off his school shirt.

      I opened the wardrobe, and rattled through the hangers, searching for something that didn’t have a stain or a hole in it. I settled on my satin party dress. It was getting a bit small, but it still looked really smart. I slipped it on, and went to the bathroom to comb my hair in front of the mirror. Sam stood beside me, styling his hair. He made it all stand on end like a bog brush. He held it in place with some funky green gel that had stars in it.

      “What you gawking at?” he said, when he caught me looking.

      “Nothing.”

      I pulled my black curls out of my eyes and clipped them in place with a Fergie bow, then I ran back downstairs, stoked to be first.

      Mum was still sitting in the chair where we’d left her.

      “What about you, Lovely? Aren’t you going to put your best dress on?” Dad said.

      Mum smiled weakly. “I think I’ll go as I am. I don’t have the energy for those stairs.”

      “I can bring you your dress if you want, Mum,” I offered.

      “No, that’s OK. I doubt it will fit, anyway.”

      Dad pulled a face I couldn’t read, and helped Mum into her coat. I noticed he didn’t feel the need to change. He was wearing the same old blue jeans and t-shirt he always wore, but I knew to keep my trap shut. The last thing I wanted was to ruin his happy mood. We all clambered into the van, and Dad drove us into town, stopping on the yellow lines outside Pizza Hut.

      Dad made a big show of holding open the door for us all, almost wrestling with the waiter to take Mum’s coat.

      “We’ll have one of your finest tables,” he said.

      The waiter led us to a large round table in the corner. It was covered with cutlery, glasses and napkins. There were large, colourful menus in each place and in my excitement, I really did think we’d been given the best table. Dad ordered Hawaiian pizzas all round. Sam picked every bit of pineapple off his and hid it under his plate. I loved every bite of mine, sitting by the window, watching my classmates walk by.

      Dad talked excitedly the whole time.

      “Did I tell you about the time I rescued the Queen from a burning building?”

      He had, many times, but I was always happy to hear it again.

      “Well, it was a really balmy summer, when a fire broke out in the kitchen of the palace…”

      I tried not to mind the bits of pizza that showered from his gob as he spoke, or the water he spilled as he thumped the table with enthusiasm. Dad was definitely the fun parent. At one point, he swung his arm so high in the air that he accidentally whacked the waiter.

      “God, sorry, mate! Don’t know my own strength sometimes!”

      “That’s quite alright,” the waiter mumbled, but the moment he was gone, Dad collapsed in gales of laughter.

      “Did you see his face? The pompous git!”

      He wiped his face with his sleeve, and in the next instant, he clicked his fingers, summoning the poor waiter back to our table.

      “We’ll have four of your biggest ice cream sundaes,” Dad said, his voice filling the room.

      “Oh, not for me, thanks,” Mum said. “I really couldn’t…”

      “Nonsense,” Dad said. “Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.”

      The waiter looked in confusion from one to the other, but Mum just shook her head.

      “She’ll have one anyway,” Dad said.

      A bit later, the waiter reappeared with the biggest ice creams I’d ever seen, each one dripping with toffee sauce.

      “Ain’t this a great time to be alive?” Dad said, as we all dug in.

      “Aren’t you going to try it?” I asked Mum.

      “Hmm, scrummy!”

      I watched as she lifted the spoon to her mouth. But she didn’t have more than a couple of spoonfuls. It was a total waste of ice cream.
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      “Oy, Dad,” I called, as Sam and I got in from school the next day. “Do you want to hear the new song I learned?”

      I had practiced it all the way home, despite Sam threatening to wallop me.

      “Maybe later,” Dad said, poking the fire.

      “Do you want to come outside and kick a ball around?” Sam asked. His legs jiggled about, as though he was incapable of standing still.

      “Not now. Can’t you see I’m having a rest?”

      Sam’s legs stopped jiggling for a moment. “Oh. Alright.”

      Dad looked at Sam, frowning at the state of him.

      “Tie your bleeding laces, will you? You’ll be a laughing stock if you go out like that.”

      I sat down beside Dad and reached for the poker, but he swatted me away.

      “Are you alright?” I asked.

      “Of course, I am.”

      I brought my recorder to my lips, but before I’d played more than the first few notes, Dad grabbed it out of my hands and tossed it across the room.

      “Hey! I have to practice. I’ve got orchestra in the morning.”

      “Then go and practice in your room.”

      “It’s freezing cold up there!”

      I stood up and picked up my recorder from where it had landed, under the table. I put it to my lips again and blew more softly than before.

      Dad followed me, his face as sour as rhubarb.

      “Stop it, Dad! You’re going to break it!”

      He twisted it out of my hands and tried to snap it in two. I don’t know if he was serious or not, but I snatched it back and ran up the stairs.

      “That was really mean!” I yelled from the banister.

      Dad’s laugh rattled in my ears.

      I stomped upstairs to my room, but I wasn’t in the mood to play anymore. Instead, I drew a picture of Dad getting pecked at by a flock of birds.

      I thought Dad might come after me and say sorry or something. But instead, he fell asleep in his chair. No one even called me down for tea. I had to heat up some beans on toast for Sam and me.

      Don’t get angry, get even. Wasn’t that what he always told me?

      After tea, I went back to the kitchen and opened the fridge. There were some cans of beer in a neat row at the bottom of the fridge. I picked one up and held it in my hand. It was cold and heavy. I fiddled with the tab, daring myself to open it.

      Sam came in at that moment and I dropped the can into the sink.

      “What are you up to?” he asked, opening a tin of custard.

      I shifted my weight from one foot to the other.

      “Nothing.”

      He looked me in the eyes, but I didn’t give anything away. Sam got a spoon out of the drawer and ate the custard straight from the tin, in large hungry mouthfuls. It dribbled down his chin and on to his football shirt. Mum was going to have to wash that.

      I waited until he left, then I hid Dad’s beer behind the cleaning products under the sink. I opened the fridge and grabbed the remaining cans and stuffed them under the sink too. I felt all tingly as I skipped out of the kitchen. I knew what I had done was wrong, but it felt good.

      I waited on tenterhooks for Dad to wake up from his kip, but when he did, he didn’t mention the beers. The evening passed, and he even came upstairs and tucked me into bed, telling me one of his spectacular stories. He didn’t say sorry for what he’d done, but apologies weren’t his style. I settled down to sleep expecting him to come barging up the stairs, demanding to know what I’d done with his precious beers. Strangely, he never did.

      The next morning, I got up early and put them all back in the fridge, behind a large jar of pickled onions.

      “What’s wrong with Dad?” Sam murmured, as we set off for school. “He’s been really grumpy and serious. Do you think he’s ill?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, frowning. Dad was big and strong and powerful. It wasn’t his place to get ill.

      But he was different alright. I noticed it again that evening, when his racing programme ended, and he continued to stare at the screen, despite the fact that they were now showing a nature programme, which he hated.

      Mum came up to my room later, when I was doing with my maths homework. The worksheets Mrs Benedict gave me were much easier than Mr Blackthorn’s, and if I was honest, I was a little bored.

      “Dad’s feeling very sad at the moment,” she said, as she set her large behind down on my bed. She was so big she made the bed dip in the middle.

      “Why?”

      “Because he's lost his job.”

      “But surely they’ll always need firemen?”

      I couldn’t believe the unfairness of it. My dad loved being a fireman. It was part of who he was. He’d even been awarded a medal of honour once. It had been presented by the mayor.

      “The council is making cuts. They want less people to do more work.”

      “What’s he going to do?”

      “I wish I knew.”

      I tried not to notice the wetness on Mum’s cheek.

      A few days later, Dad asked me and Sam if we wanted to come out in the van with him.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Les Purcell’s house.”

      Sam and I looked at each other. Les was our local MP. I’d seen his face on the glossy leaflets they posted through the door.

      “Why?”

      “The cuts are all his fault, ain’t they?” Dad said, snatching up his keys. “They don’t affect him none. It really boils my piss, the way he lives up there in his swanky house, eating his dinner off a silver platter.”

      We put our coats on, but not Dad. He often went about in a t-shirt, even in the winter. He never seemed to feel the cold. Perhaps he was protected by the thick hairs that sprouted from his arms and legs. He even had hair on his ears and on his belly. If I were that hairy, I would wear a coat to mask it. But Dad never worried about such things.

      We walked out to the van, which was parked across our neighbour’s driveway. Sam nabbed the prized front seat, so I had to sit in the back. Neither of us did up our seatbelts. Dad didn’t either. I don’t think I ever saw him wear one. Not even on the motorway. He started the van and drove round the corner, past Mr Blackthorn’s old house. I’d heard his wife had thrown him out and he was living in another town now, though I still didn’t understand why.

      Dad drove through increasingly posher neighbourhoods, until we came to one lined with Sycamore trees and beautiful manicured lawns. He parked the van outside the largest house of all. Really grand it was, with a Rolls Royce parked in the driveway.

      Sam reached for the door handle.

      “No, we’re not going to go inside,” Dad said.

      “Are we going to sit here and watch?” I asked, remembering how we had watched Mr Blackthorn.

      “That’s right.”

      Dad switched on the radio, and we listened for a while, but nobody left the house or went inside.

      “Does anyone need the toilet?” Dad asked, at length.

      “No,” Sam said instantly.

      “Go on then, Jody,” Dad said.

      “Where?”

      I couldn't see a toilet anywhere and there weren’t any bushes.

      “On the Rolls. Go on!”

      “Dad! I can’t do that! What if someone sees me?”

      “Oh, go on. There’s no one about.”

      “I really don’t want to.”

      I folded my arms across my chest.

      Sam sniggered and I glared at him.

      “Remember how I helped you out with Mr Blackthorn? Don’t you think you owe me a favour?”

      He looked at me with his large sorrowful eyes that crinkled around the edges. I met his gaze and it was like looking into the sun. I blinked and looked up at the big, grand house. I couldn’t see anyone at any of the windows.

      “Don't watch.”

      I climbed out of the van, shutting the door softly behind me. My cheeks blazed as I snuck up to the Rolls and crouched beside it. I lifted up my dress, but it was a very unnatural position to pee in and I got more over my shoes than on the car.

      Why didn’t I climb up onto the bonnet?

      I trudged back to the car, forgetting to shut it quietly. I couldn’t look at either of them. I kept my head down, wishing I could change into liquid form and sink down into my seat.

      “You go, Sam.” Dad said. “It'll be easier for you.”

      I turned away as Sam went up for his turn. Of course, Sam would be able to do it. Boys were designed for peeing on things. He returned looking all pleased with himself and Dad beamed with pride.

      “That's my boy! Straight through the window!”

      At that moment, I hated being a girl.
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      There was a queue of men waiting outside the Job Centre when Sam and I walked to school the next day. They all looked down at the ground, as if they might miraculously find a new job in the gravel. Not one of them returned my smile.

      “Do you think they’ve all lost their jobs, like Dad?” I asked.

      “Probably,” said Sam. Then he frowned. “Why doesn’t Dad go down the Job Centre? They might be able to find him a new job.”

      I shook my head.

      “Being a fireman is the only thing he ever wanted to do.”

      “Poor Dad.”

      I felt Dad’s pain as keenly as if it were my own. I couldn’t imagine what it was like, landing the job of your dreams, only to have it taken away.

      The upside of Dad being out of work was that he was home a lot more. He was usually asleep when we went to school in the mornings, but he was up when we arrived home. He had no interest in the stacks of books Mum brought back from jumble sales, but he was great at spinning a yarn, usually a tall story from his own life.

      “Did I ever tell you about the time I had a pet alligator?” he asked, as we buttered toast in the kitchen.

      “Oh, Dad! That can’t be true,” I said with a smile.

      “I did, you know. I kept it in the bathtub, right here in this house.”

      “I’ll miss having you around when you get a new job,” I said.

      Dad gazed wistfully out the window, at the wisps of smoke that piped out of the factory beyond.

      “I ain’t sure I’ll be getting another job.”

      He looked so sad that I wrapped my arms around him.

      “Of course you will! There are plenty of other things you can do.”

      “But all I ever wanted to be was a fireman. What am I supposed to do now?”

      It was a big question for a little girl.

      “You’re still my dad. Ain’t that a job too? Sam and I still need you.”

      My words seemed to brighten him up slightly. The next day, which was a Saturday, he announced that he was going to tackle a few jobs around the house.

      “Might as well make myself useful.”

      I smiled, pleased that he’d found something to do. Anything had to be better than sitting about and moping, didn’t it?

      He took us out in the van while Mum was at work, and we traipsed around B&Q and Texas Homecare. Dad had lots of ideas for how he wanted the house to look but his plans seemed a bit fancy.

      “Do you think Mum would like this?” he asked, pulling out a roll of golden wallpaper.

      “It’s a bit flowery,” I said, “But Mum loves flowers, doesn’t she?”

      Dad moved on, dissatisfied. “Maybe this one,” he said, picking up a black and white chequered design. It looked like a crazy chessboard.

      We filled the trolley with all sorts of stuff: besides the wallpaper were paints, brushes, tiles and shelves. Dad bought trowels and pastes, a glue-gun and a saw.

      “My goodness, you’ve got your work cut out,” joked the man on the checkout.

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” Dad said with confidence, handing over his credit card. It came to more than our weekly food shop.

      When we got home, Dad dug out his toolbox. Sam went and got his out too, excited to join in with Dad’s big plan. I didn’t have any tools of my own, so Dad gave me the tape measure and told me to measure everything.

      “Where shall I start?”

      “Start at the beginning. Doors, windows, walls. I need you to measure it all.”

      “Alright!”

      I snatched up my notebook and hunted about for a pencil.

      Just at that moment, Mum walked through the door, home from her shift at the factory.

      “We’re going to have the best house in the street,” Dad called out, his face red with excitement.

      “Which ain’t saying much,” Mum joked.

      I glared at her. Why did she have to say that? She ought to be encouraging him, not bringing him down.

      She slumped down in her chair and I watched in disgust as she rubbed her swollen belly. Well, I wasn’t going to sit around. Not when there was work to be done. I grabbed the tape measure and began my very important work. I had to climb up onto tables and chairs to get the measurements. It wasn’t easy on my own.

      “Can you come and help me?” I asked Sam.

      “Can’t you see I’m helping Dad?” he said, as he ripped the carpeting off the stairs. “There’s too much for him to do by himself.”

      I was annoyed he wouldn’t help, but the pair of us battled on, each convinced that what we were doing was vital to Dad’s big DIY vision. But no sooner than we had ripped the old wallpaper down off the living room wall, Dad wanted to sort out the tiles in the bathroom. We removed the old tiles, but instead of putting new ones in, he said he really should take a look at fixing the roof. Mum sighed and grunted, but she never said anything. Not in so many words, anyhow.

      Dad painted the kitchen while we were at school. We arrived home to a house that stank of chemicals.

      “Do you like the colour?”

      “It’s lovely,” I said, even though the bright orange was so loud it made me feel seasick.

      “The paint looks a bit thin,” Sam said. “Is it supposed to look like that?”

      “It needs another coat,” Dad said. “We’ll nip back to the shop later, and get some more.”

      He never did get around to the second coat.

      The longer Dad was off work, the worse the house became. He pulled up the carpets to reveal rotting floorboards. It was proper rancid. And he never did anything about the gaps between the stairs. If I was older I might have been embarrassed to have friends round, but at the tender age of nine, I thought all this was normal. I didn't know other people had neatly hoovered living rooms. I didn't know other people dusted and polished. Who cared if the curtains didn’t match or if the bedspreads had yellow stains all over them? This was my home.
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      Dad’s brother, Uncle Richard dropped round one day. They didn’t look much alike: Richard was as bald as Dad was hairy, as wiry as Dad was stout. What I liked best about him was that he always knew exactly the right thing to say. Within minutes of his visit, Dad was smiling and laughing, acting more like himself than he had in weeks. Richard was nice to us kids too.

      “How’s school?” he asked, running a hand over his bald head. He always did that, as if he was sweeping back some invisible hair.

      Sam pulled a face at the mention of school.

      “Yeah, well it’s a load of old bollocks anyway,” Richard said. “I couldn’t wait to finish school and get out into the real world.”

      Sam and I grinned.

      “You’re looking lovely as ever, Mary Jane,” he said, as Mum waddled in. I didn’t think she looked lovely at all. She resembled a pink-faced hippopotamus in her voluminous floral dress.

      “Thank you, Richard,” Mum said, smiling.

      I’ll say this for my mum, she knew how to take a compliment.

      “I thought I’d come and help Tony out with this grand DIY project of his,” Richard said, gesturing around the place.

      “Thank god!”

      As it turned out, Uncle Richard’s offer of help didn’t extend far beyond admiring the wallpaper, then he produced a six pack from the carrier bag he’d brought with him. Mum let out a sigh and went upstairs to lie down while Dad and Richard lay about by the fire, putting the world to rights. Every time one of them mentioned Thatcher, they both spat on the floor. Sam spat on the floor too, to show how grown up he was.

      “Oy! You better not flob on my puzzle,” I warned him, laying an edge piece.

      When they got down to the last beer, Richard handed it to Dad.

      “You got me out of a tight spot. I don’t know what I’d have done without you.”

      “We were lucky,” Dad said, accepting the can. He held it in his hand for a moment, before popping it open. A volcano of foam fizzed over the top and ran down his hand, filling the air with a yeasty smell.

      “Still, I want to give you a little something,” Richard said, opening his wallet. He pulled out a wad of crisp bank notes. “And when the insurance comes through, you’ll get your cut.”

      Dad hesitated. “I don’t know…”

      “Come on, you earned it,” Richard said, holding it so close I could almost smell it.

      I watched Dad in bewilderment. I didn’t understand what the conversation was about, but I knew we needed the dough. I held my breath until Dad finally took it and folded the notes into the pocket of his jeans.

      The very next day, Dad gave Mum a present. It was a tiny box, wrapped in delicate tissue paper. I watched as she opened it. Her face glowed with pleasure.

      “Oh, Tony, can we really afford these?” she asked, as she held up her new earrings. They looked like two tiny crystals.

      “Don’t you like them?”

      “They’re beautiful. But they must have cost a bomb. Where did you get the money?”

      “I’ve been doing a few jobs for a mate.”

      “What sort of jobs?”

      “Fire safety checks, that sort of stuff.”

      “How clever of you!”

      She tried on the earrings in front of the mirror, twisting and turning to get the best the view.

      I looked over at Dad and he winked at me, warning me to keep his secret. We both knew the money must have come from Uncle Richard.

      “The earrings are beautiful, but perhaps we should put the money towards the rent?” Mum said, tearing herself away from the mirror. “We barely had enough to cover it last month.”

      “Already did. I bought these with what was left over. Now be quiet and enjoy.”

      I smiled as Mum wrapped her arms around his thick neck and kissed him, but I couldn’t stop thinking about where the money had really come from. I had an unsettling feeling that Dad and Richard had done something they shouldn’t.
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