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      She didn’t start crying until the curlers hit the street. The suitcase popped open as we ran, and out came the curlers first—spiky, plastic rolls of blue and pink—bouncing across the street in the dead of night. Rolling into the gutter. Bouncing toward the stormwater drain. My mother dropped to her knees, tearing her stockings, trying desperately to scoop up the runaway curlers. God knows why! All I knew was I needed to help her. We needed to catch those curlers, me and my mum.

      Yes sir, that was our grand getaway.

      Our daring escape.

      Our do-or-die moment.

      We were leaving. We were finally leaving. And after what that bastard had taken from us, after what he’d done to my mother, we weren’t leaving with much. But by God, what we had was coming with us.

      Including every last bloody curler.

      “Get it, Charlie!” my mum cried. “There!”

      I dived onto the street and reached for a pink curler about to drop into the drain. My glasses slid down my nose but my fingers caught the curler before it fell into the stormwater to embark on its own great adventure out to sea.

      “Good boy! Good boy, Charlie!”

      My mother was so pleased with me her tears stopped for a second.

      Then the yelling started up behind us again. A light came on and George came stumbling down the stairs of the block of flats shouting at us, ordering us to come back, telling us if we didn’t come back he’d kill us.

      A dog across the road started barking.

      Then, suddenly all the dogs of the night started barking.

      A block away.

      Two blocks away.

      Their howls echoing through the night, sounding an alarm.

      Danger.

      Run.

      Run.

      Lights appeared in the windows of neighbouring flats.

      Faces peered through curtains like a game of peek-a-boo.

      George made it two steps onto the path and waved a fist at us. I could see the bruises coming up on his knuckles already from where his fist had connected with Mum’s face. For a moment I thought he had it in him to come after us, but then he swayed to the left and the booze dragged him into a dead rose bush.

      My mother shoved the curlers into the suitcase and snapped the locks shut and grabbed my hand.

      “Don’t look back,” she whispered. I wasn’t sure if she was saying it to me or to herself. That was one of Mum’s sayings: ‘If you love ‘em, you’ll always look back over your shoulder. If they love you, they will too.’

      There was no love left between Mum and George that night. I’m not sure there had ever been any right from the start.

      And so we ran.

      The distant dogs cheering our escape.

      The nosy neighbours still playing peek-a-boo.

      George snoring in the dead rose bush, his knuckles bruised.

      And me and Mum vanishing into the night.

      Tomorrow’s gossip.

      Next week’s memory.

      And in time it would be as though we were never there at all.

      

      Tickety-tock, time to trot.

      Tickety-tock, don’t ever stop.
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      Lady Diana Spencer became a princess in the wedding of the century just two short weeks before Mum and I fled from George and his drunken rage. On the day of the royal wedding, Mum and I had made the trip to London especially. The entire city was abuzz. Down in the tube station and up on the streets everyone chatted and beamed and bristled with excitement. We joined the tide of thousands hoping to get a glimpse of Lady Spencer, like extras in a storybook living out our tiny part in a fairytale.

      As we wormed and burrowed our way through the crowd, Mum held my hand tight and at one stage stopped to check on me.

      “You all right, love?”

      I nodded, sandwiched between two old ladies fanning themselves with souvenir cards featuring the faces of the royal couple.

      “Imagine marrying a prince,” Mum gushed dreamily, before adding, “not that Charles is my cup of tea. But imagine riding to the church in a horse-drawn carriage.”

      “Just like Cinderella,” one of the old ladies next to me said after hearing my Mum’s comment.

      “My word, yes,” Mum nodded to the stranger who was still fanning herself. “What a dream come true!”

      I tugged on her hand. “Mum, I can’t see anything from here.”

      “Push on ahead, love,” the other old lady encouraged my mum. “He’s just a little lad, nobody will mind if he squeezes through.”

      Mum nodded with gratitude before we began digging our way through the crowd once more.

      Suddenly a roar swept through the crowd.

      Someone called out Diana’s name and a surge of people pushed forward.

      That’s when Mum’s hands slipped out of mine.

      It took a second…and she was gone.

      “Mum!” I screamed, as more people pushed forward, all trying to see over each other.

      I got poked in the neck by the tip of a plastic Union Jack flag.

      I screamed out again. “Mum!”

      For a fleeting moment I heard her panicked voice. “Charlie?”

      But at the sound of my name, someone else called out, “We love you Charlie! Go Charlie!”

      A chant of ‘Charlie’ rose up from the crowd and I realised they were cheering for the prince, not me.

      The cry drowned out my mother’s voice.

      I could no longer hear or see her.

      All I could see was a blur of arms and shirts and blouses pressing against me on all sides.

      Tickety-tock!

      What a shock!

      I began to panic.

      “Mum!”

      At that moment someone’s hand squeezed my skinny arm.

      I was pulled backward.

      I screamed out again until I heard a voice in my ear saying, “It’s okay, little lad. We’ll find your mum.”

      It was one of the old ladies with the makeshift fans. Only she didn’t have her fan anymore. I glanced down and saw her souvenir card trampled on the ground. She must have dropped it to grab me while she could. As she clutched me tight to her big, saggy bosom, And I could hear the boom-boom of her heart, and I realised she was as scared for me as I was for myself. Her friend joined us and I could hear that heart slow into a calmer beat, and that made me feel better too.

      As the procession passed by to the freight-train roar of the crowd, those two old ladies missed the entire spectacle and instead held me tight.

      I shut my eyes, and when I opened them again the crazy roar of the crowd had dropped to a happy-dancing hullabaloo. That’s when I heard my mum’s voice again. “Charlie! Charlie!”

      I turned and saw Mum, and she saw me safe in the old ladies’ arms and pushed her way toward me. She dropped to her knees and kissed my face all over.

      “I’m okay, I’m okay!” I squinted against the kisses, forgetting how scared I’d been.
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