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Leeds, 4 November 1946

      The light had gone from the day and it was now Mischief Night when otherwise well-behaved children roamed the streets, bent on causing mischief. Garden gates would be removed and swapped with neighbours’ gates; dustbins removed and left in the middle of nearby roads; doors would be knocked upon with the callers then running away (a simple hoax for the more infantile mischief-makers); rival bonfire stacks would be set on fire a day earlier than the proper date – 5 November, Bonfire Night – a serious piece of mischief, this. The rival stack would have been created by many weeks of ‘chumping’ or collecting wood for the bonfire. To have all that hard work destroyed a day early was seriously annoying and always provoked retaliation from the victims; but it was all good, traditional fun, with the same stunts being passed down through the generations, with little variation.

      On the odd occasion the miscreants would be caught and given a thick ear for their trouble, but it was worth the risk and these summary punishments were never reported to parents, and certainly not to the police by parents who had been no better behaved in their youth.

      Bonfire Night was thus named because on 5 November 1605, Robert Catesby and his gang of dissident fellow Catholics, including Guy Fawkes, were planning to blow up Protestant King James I who, two years prior to that, had succeeded Queen Elizabeth I as the English monarch. Way before that, in 1567, at the age of thirteen months, he had assumed the crown formerly belonging to his mother, Mary Queen of Scots, becoming King James V1 of Scotland. Even once he was over forty, the Scots didn’t have much time for him, believing him to be tainted by his mother’s Catholicism, though his regents and advisers had taken pains to bring him up in the Protestant tradition.

      It seemed James was unpopular with Catholics too, for not making a stand and adopting his mother’s faith once he reached his majority. This led them to take matters into their own hands. Early one November morning in the second year of James’s rule over England, prompted by an anonymous letter, guards searched the cellars of Parliament and found Guy Fawkes standing guard over thirty-six barrels of gunpowder. When asked by his interrogators why he was in possession of so much explosive material, his reply was: ‘To blow you Scotch buggers back to your native mountains!’

      Perhaps he thought this reply might endear him to his monarch, who was constantly having trouble with the Scottish branch of his kingdom, but it earned Guy, or Guido Fawkes as he was known back then, no clemency whatsoever. He was sentenced to be hanged, drawn and quartered: a punishment designed to strike terror into the hearts of anyone even contemplating such a heinous act of treason. He was to be ‘put to death halfway between Heaven and Earth, as he was unworthy of both’.

      And so it was that on 31 January 1606 Fawkes was dragged on a hurdle to receive this terrible punishment, prior to which he had been tortured mercilessly on the rack. However, while he was hoisting his broken body on to the scaffold, he decided he’d had enough of this torment and would make his own way to heaven, if that indeed was where he was bound. He flung himself, head first, from the ladder and broke his neck, dying instantly and thereby denying the executioners their moment of grisly retribution. This also ensured, by personal order of the king, that henceforth Fawkes’s fellow Catholics were denied the right to vote, and in fact declared to be traitors, especially the Jesuit priests. Fawkes’s remains were vengefully quartered, and his butchered body parts put on display around the kingdom, with his head on a spike on London Bridge, along with those of his fellow Gunpowder Plot conspirators.

      King James also ordered that throughout the villages, towns and cities of England bonfires should be lit on 5 November ever afterwards to celebrate his survival. He was an unmanly monarch and those who knew him best referred to him as Queen James, though not to his face.

      Four hundred and some years later, the passage of time had left people wondering if they lit their bonfires as a reminder of this act of treachery or as a way of celebrating the courageous men who once tried to remove a tyrannical government. Countless fires were lit in celebration or commemoration; countless properties put at risk in consequence. This particular story begins on 4 November 1946, and the building in danger was not the Houses of Parliament but Blainey Brothers’ clothing factory in Leeds.

      The factory was five storeys high, built of Victorian brick, and had six stacks pointing a total of twenty-four smoking chimney pots at the Leeds sky – a sky which already held its fair share of soot. The skyline was also dominated by the gleaming white clock tower of Leeds University’s Parkinson Building, completed ten years previously. This was the scene being contemplated from a nearby hill by two boys and a girl.

      *

      ‘That’s Leeds University, that is,’ said Peggy Clegg, the girl. ‘You two might be goin’ there if you pass your scholarships. They give you a degree and then you can be a teacher or a doctor or summat.’

      ‘Who wants to be a teacher?’ said her brother Billy. ‘I wanna be a Spitfire pilot.’

      ‘What? So the Germans can shoot you down?’

      ‘The Germans have lost again – that’s two nil to us. So they can’t shoot anyone down. All I’ll have ter do is fly around at five hundred miles an hour. I bet it’s great fun.’

      ‘Me as well,’ said David, who’d been instantly converted to the idea of being a fighter pilot with no one to fight.

      The three children were unaware of the concealed peril threatening the peaceful scene below. They didn’t have thirty-six barrels of gunpowder, they just had a few tuppenny fireworks, and they definitely weren’t planning on blowing up the factory. But someone else was.

      ‘Our mam works in there,’ said twelve-year-old Peggy. Her actual Christian names were Margaret Mary. She was a bright girl, pretty enough, albeit somewhat gawky in build and not particularly athletic, unlike her younger brother Billy who was matchstick thin but very lively, and forever in trouble both at school and at home, although he wasn’t a bad lad at heart. When Peggy was with him she kept him in check, as she could easily beat him up and Billy knew it. In fact, she could beat up most boys of her own age.

      ‘It looks a right mucky ’ole,’ said David.

      The three of them stared solemnly down at the ‘mucky ’ole’, which was coming to the end of its useful life. A quarter of its windows were unglazed, giving it the appearance of a dark and dirty monster with twenty sightless eyes. The rest of the unwashed windows either reflected the sparse lighting from the gas lamps below or were illuminated by a murky yellow light from within.

      ‘It is a right mucky ’ole,’ said Billy. ‘Our mam gets her cards and coppers this week.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘It means they’re layin’ off workers – sackin’ them all. Cards is what they give yer when yer leave and coppers is yer wages. When our mam loses her job, we’ll be looking at the workhouse. Our dad got himself killed in Germany so he’s no help. Mind you, when he were here, he was as much use as a chocolate fireguard was our dad.’

      ‘Chocolate fireguard… that’s a good ’un,’ said David, laughing.

      ‘You shouldn’t say that, Billy,’ chided his sister.

      ‘I don’t see why not. I thought it were right good news when our mam got that telegram. I didn’t see her cryin’ like Raymond Lubble’s mam did. Ray said his mam didn’t stop cryin’ for a fortnight. Our mam never even started.’

      ‘I never liked Raymond Lubble,’ commented Peggy. ‘He never blew his nose.’

      Billy and David recited together: ‘Here comes trouble, Raymond Lubble/ Four foot six and a big snot bubble.’

      ‘It’s not right to be glad our dad’s dead,’ said Peggy, returning to the subject. ‘You shouldn’t speak ill of the dead. Mam says that.’

      ‘Give over, Peg. Our dad used ter beat us black an’ blue when he came home from the pub. He beat our mam as well. He spent all his wages in t’pub while we lived on bread an’ drippin’. Then he came home an’ knocked seven bells out of all of us.’

      ‘There aren’t no workhouses no more,’ said David, who was not related to the brother and sister, just a friend. ‘My mam reckons me dad died in one o’ them camps in Germany, with him bein’ a Jew. They’d have got us as well only me uncle Eli sneaked us out under some rags on his ’orse an’ cart an’ handed us over to some kind French people who looked after us. Then we got sent here.’

      ‘Are you a Jew?’ asked Billy. ‘Is that why yer’ve got a big nose?’

      ‘Dunno. Mam says it’s best not ter be, so we’re nowt really. Anyroad your nose is bigger than mine.’

      ‘We’re Catholics.’

      ‘I know. D’yer go ter Confession an’ tell the priest all yer sins an’ stuff?’

      ‘Yeah, yer’ve got to if yer a Catholic, else yer won’t go to Heaven.’

      ‘Won’t I go to Heaven then?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Where will I go?’

      ‘No idea. Where d’yer wanna go?’

      ‘Bridlington.’

      ‘What’s wrong with Scarborough?’

      ‘Nowt, but I’ve been ter Bridlington before with me mam an’ it’s all right.’

      ‘We’ve been ter Blackpool.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘What about your dad?’ asked David. ‘D’yer think he went to Heaven?’

      ‘Doubt it.’

      ‘Well, I reckon my dad went to Heaven,’ David said. ‘He were a real good bloke, me dad. Never got drunk nor nowt. I reckon he’s in Heaven.’

      ‘So what?’

      ‘How d’yer mean, so what? Me dad were a Jew and I bet he’s in Heaven, an’ your dad were a Catholic and he’s most prob’ly in Hell, so there’s not only Catholics go to Heaven.’

      ‘No, I ’spect not,’ conceded Billy.

      The three of them trudged down the hill towards the factory, their conversation stifled by the profundity of the subject they’d chanced upon. Both David and Billy inwardly vowed never to talk about religion again as none of it made much sense, although Billy was mulling over in his mind the prospects of Bridlington versus Heaven. He’d never given any thought to there being a choice.

      ‘What fireworks have yer got?’ he asked David, having now expunged all thoughts of Jews and Catholics and Bridlington and Heaven.

      The conversation was back on familiar ground. Fireworks beat religion into a cocked hat as far as the boys were concerned. David grinned. ‘Six Little Demons, two rockets and two jumpin’ crackers.’

      ‘I’ve got nine Little Demons.’

      ‘I’ve got three Roman candles and a rainbow fountain,’ said Peggy. ‘Why do you only ever buy bangers? All they do is go bang.’

      ‘I got nine for a shilling,’ said Billy, ‘an’ they’re usually tuppence each, which makes one and six, so I saved sixpence. And bangers are always best for Mischief Night.’

      ‘I think Mischief Night’s daft,’ said Peggy, but she was a girl so she was ignored. Fireworks was boys’ stuff.

      ‘I bet I can fire one of my rockets straight through one o’ them ground-floor winders,’ said David.

      ‘Bet yer can’t,’ said Billy.

      ‘How much?’

      ‘I bet yer two of me bangers – that’s fourpence. How much did yer rockets cost?’

      ‘Fourpence each.’

      Billy spat on his hand and held it out to seal the bet. David took it, shook it and wiped his hand on his coat as Peggy looked on in disgust.

      The trio reached the bottom of the hill and entered the factory yard through a hole in the wire fence. A loose strand caught on a tear in Billy’s coat and extended it by three inches. He didn’t notice. Torn garments were always a mystery to him, in pretty much the same way as scabs on knees and scuffed shoes were. To their left, lights were on in four of the five storeys, but in front of them, and to their right, there was no sign of life. Billy pointed left, up to the second floor of illuminated windows.

      ‘Our mam works up there. It’s a cuttin’ room. She’s a cutter.’

      ‘What’s she cut?’ David asked.

      ‘Cloth for clothes and stuff. She uses right big scissors called shears. Sometimes she brings stuff home to make clothes for us. We’ve got a Singer sewing machine. Auntie Dot gave it to us. Mam made our Peg’s dress.’ David looked at Peggy’s dress, mostly hidden by her coat which, unlike her brother’s, had no tears. Not knowing a good dress from a bad one, he made no comment. Instead he picked up a loose brick from the ground.

      ‘Watcha gonna do with that?’ Billy asked.

      ‘Well, I’m allowin’ fer gravity.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because everythin’s affected by the first law of gravity,’ said David, hoping not to be questioned too deeply

      ‘What’s that when it’s at home?’

      ‘What goes up must come down.’

      ‘And that’s a law, is it?’

      ‘Yep. If you jump up in the air, yer don’t just stay there. Yer come back down.’

      ‘I suppose I do. Didn’t know it was a law though.’

      ‘If I prop the front end of a rocket on a brick,’ said David, ‘so it’s pointing up a bit, gravity’ll bring it down and then it’ll go straight through that winder.’

      ‘Nah, I think yer’ll need two bricks on top of each other,’ said Billy – to whom the success of the venture was more important than winning the bet.

      David set the rocket on one brick and bent down to the ground to trace its line of travel before conceding that Billy might be right. He found another brick nearby, stood it on top of the first, and bent down again to assess its new line of flight.

      ‘I think that should do it,’ he said, taking care to point the rocket in exactly the right direction.

      Billy was by now as keen as David that the experiment should be a success. They were just boys and still young enough to put the spirit of adventure first. Billy stood behind the rocket as David lit the blue touch-paper.

      The rocket fizzed into life, made a clumsy take-off and rose no more than three feet before hitting the factory wall and bursting into a mass of coloured sparks.

      ‘Yer need another brick at least,’ suggested Billy, ‘mebbe even two more.’

      ‘I think three should do it,’ said David, setting up his second rocket on three bricks. He turned to Billy. ‘Same bet again? Double or nowt?’

      After the dismal failure of the first attempt Billy was surprised his friend was still up for a bet.

      ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Double or nowt.’

      *

      Lester Blainey was in the cellar beneath the working half of his factory. At that time in the evening the workers should all have left, but he’d overlooked the fact that a few of them would still be hard at work, finishing jobs already started that would be needed first thing tomorrow. Although the factory was due to close down, the female workers took pride in their jobs and to them the prospect of imminent redundancy was no excuse for shoddy workmanship. If a job was worth doing, it was worth doing well. Anyway, they all clocked in and out and would be paid for any overtime – even if it were self-inflicted.

      Lester Blainey often overlooked the obvious in the running of his factory, which was why it was running out of business. He owned the place after ‘buying’ his late brother’s share from his sister-in-law, failing to pay her properly in an act of financial chicanery that had left her all but destitute. His younger brother Jack had always been the driving force in the business but he was dead now, the victim of cancer, unlike the many men killed in the recent war that Lester Blainey had avoided due to his advancing years. He was fifty-seven years old and way past his best – although even his best had never been all that impressive. His only other sibling was his sister, Jean, who was a senior police officer with the West Yorkshire Police. She wouldn’t have been so pleased had she known what he was up to.

      The clothing factory had been losing orders steadily. The following Friday, Lester Blainey had intended to close the place down and sell up, but right now he’d decided to set fire to the place and claim the insurance money, which should leave him considerably better off.

      The cellar housed several boilers, originally coal-fired but now gas-fired after Jack had had them all converted before the war. The installers had warned them at the time about the danger of explosions caused by gas leaks. They’d be strong enough bring the whole factory down apparently. Jack had taken careful note of this and imposed a strict safety regime for anyone having cause to enter the cellars, whereas Lester had seen a distinct advantage in having an easy means to hand of destroying the building. This was the reason that had brought him here tonight. The mains gas supply to the unoccupied part of the factory had been turned off; Lester Blainey was in the cellars beneath the working half. There were four separate boilers in four cellars and he knew the locations of all the large locking nuts which, when loosened, would release gas from the mains. All the task required was a large spanner that he had with him, and a certain amount of elbow grease. He knew not to open the nuts fully, just enough to ease open a joint and allow a slow build-up of gas throughout the basement. He did the job methodically, one cellar at a time. The last nut proved to be the most awkward – seemingly a fraction too large for the spanner – but he needed the gas to escape from here too so as to carry out his plan. This was the fourth and largest cellar. He would then place a lighted candle in the doorway at the far side, about fifty feet from the gas leak. After that he’d run out of the cellar door, which was just adjacent to the overall exit from the building.

      ‘Shit!’

      He cursed aloud as he tried to jam the spanner on to an unforgiving nut. Among his bag of tools Blainey found a lump hammer with which he hammered the spanner until it fitted around the locking nut. Then he heaved on it with both hands until it made a full turn and he could smell gas escaping. Time to make his own escape. Fifty feet away, in the doorway, he placed the lighted candle, then ran as fast as he could up the steps and out into the factory yard.

      He wasn’t sure how long it would take. He knew the candle wouldn’t go out for hours but guessed the gas would reach it within minutes, if not seconds. His second guess was a lot nearer.

      *

      David lit the touch-paper of his second rocket and stood back, hoping for success this time. Failure would mean losing four of his six Little Demons to Billy. Peggy lit her rainbow fountain and stood back as it sparked into life. David’s rocket fizzed, took off and went straight through the target window, hitting something inside and disintegrating in an explosion of noise and colour. His jubilation was cut short by another explosion that was a thousand times louder. It blew out the bottom of the factory wall fifty yards to their left. Out of the dust and debris a man came running towards them. He stopped and looked at the window through which David’s rocket had gone. It was still firing out the sparks that should have formed its aerial display. Then he looked at Peggy’s rainbow fountain that was still going from colour to colour with sparks flying all over. For once, Blainey thought on his feet and saw the advantage to himself in this unexpected turn of events. He stopped in his tracks, despite the imminent collapse of the building and the flames issuing from behind him, and screamed at the children.

      ‘What the hell are you buggers up to? Throwing fireworks at my factory… Just look what yer’ve done! Blown the whole bloody place up!’

      ‘It weren’t us, mister,’ said David. ‘It were only a fourpenny rocket an’ it went off in there.’ He pointed at the dark window on the ground floor, a good fifty yards from the inferno.

      ‘I don’t care where it went off. Sparks travel. It were you lot what did this – I’m getting the police! And don’t think I don’t know who you are.’ The furious man peered hard at Peggy. ‘You’re Betty Clegg’s lass.’ Then he looked back at the blazing building and suddenly realised it still had a few occupants.

      ‘She’s in there, yer know. Yer mam’s in there!’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Yer mam’s working up there with the other cutters.’

      The four of them looked up at the second-floor cutting room, which by now had flames shooting out of all the windows.

      ‘Will she have got out?’ asked Billy.

      ‘How the hell could she have got out?’ said the man, scathingly. ‘The lower floors are even worse.’

      Billy ran towards the blaze but was stopped by Peggy, who ran after him and grabbed his arm.

      ‘It’s no use, Billy. We can’t do anything.’

      ‘But our mam’s in there!’

      He screamed at the flames.

      ‘MAAAAM!’

      His sister joined in, although she knew their cries would go unheard. They screamed until they were both hoarse and in floods of tears, staring up, open-mouthed, at the roaring inferno that even now was taking their mother’s life. It was an appalling sensation, haunting their memories for many years afterwards; a searing combination of heat, smoke and abject misery that sent them backing away from the fire. Watching it was too much for them to bear. An optimistic thought struck Peggy then. Optimism was all she had left.

      ‘Mam might not be in there,’ she said to Billy. ‘She usually finishes work at five or half-past at the latest. It must be half-past six now.’

      ‘Do you think so, Peg? I never thought of that.’

      ‘I’m just saying what I know, that’s all.’

      ‘You’re right She’s always home before half-five. I bet she’s not in there at all.’

      ‘Come on, Billy. We’d better go home and see what’s what.’

      Peggy turned and trudged away. Despite her optimistic words her head hung low in misery. Billy followed her in like manner, as did David, who hadn’t lost his mother in the fire but was moved to tears by the sorrow of his closest friends.

      Blainey called out after them: ‘Hey, you lot! Don’t you go running away. I know who you are… I know where yer live!’

      He walked as far as the factory gates and turned back to admire his handiwork, pleased that he’d taken advantage of those daft kids messing about with their fireworks. A factory burning down on Mischief Night – the police would have to believe it was kids to blame. In a couple of weeks Lester Blainey’s money worries would be well and truly over. He gave no thought to his innocent employees, who had perished in the blaze. The blame for that would be heaped on the kids.

      *

      By now the three children were running as fast as they could back up the hill. None of them looked at the scene of devastation below them. Tears streamed down all three faces. Finally, when they ran out of breath, they stood still.

      ‘What shall we do?’ Billy asked his sister.

      ‘I don’t know. I s’pose we’d best go home an’ see if our mam’s there.’

      ‘What if she isn’t?’

      ‘I don’t know, Billy.’

      ‘Yer might have ter run away,’ David advised. ‘It weren’t us what caused all that, but if that feller says it was, they’ll believe him, not us.’

      ‘Rotten fireworks!’ cursed Billy, taking his from his pockets and throwing them over a nearby wall. The others did the same, as if ridding themselves of the accursed objects might ease their anguish. The three children lived close to each other in Ashton Place, a short, cobbled street of terraced houses. They were old, down-at-heel dwellings, enlivened only by their inhabitants who took pride in their homes and kept the street neat and tidy. Every step was scoured with a donkey stone; every yard was kept clean, as was every window, and every door and gate looked to have been recently painted – and probably had been. Whenever a visiting horse left droppings on the cobbles, a watchful resident would insist that the driver of the cart should remove the nuisance immediately, and such instructions were always obeyed; it was a rule of the street. Washing lines were strung across it from side to side but carried no washing because today was Thursday and washday was Monday. It was the accepted, if unwritten, rule.

      They parted company in silence. Peggy and Billy opened the gate to their yard, hoping against hope a light might be on in the back room; but no such luck. Peggy unhooked a key hanging from a nail in the outside lavatory and they went inside. She switched on the light.

      ‘Mam!’ she shouted. ‘Mam… There’s been a fire at the factory.’

      No answer.

      Their optimism waned. Billy shouted as well. They went through to the front room, always kept for best, then up the narrow stairs to the two first-floor bedrooms. Still no sign of Mam. Billy climbed another flight of stairs to his own attic bedroom, knowing she wouldn’t be there either. Why would she be? But it was his last remaining hope. Of course she was nowhere to be seen. He sat down on his bed and burst into tears. Their mam wasn’t in, which was where she definitely would be if she were still alive. Peggy, also in tears, came slowly up the stairs to join him. She sat beside her brother and put an arm around him.

      ‘I don’t think we’ve got a mam any more,’ said Billy.

      Peggy said nothing. Her young brain was trying to think of something to do; something to help their situation. No point going to the police; they’d only lock up Billy and her for burning down the factory. Their mam wouldn’t have been the only one to have died in the fire. No point going to any of the neighbours for help either. Both children felt terribly sick in the face of this devastating and momentous loss. Peggy tried to overcome it by thinking of a plan.

      ‘I… I wonder if David’s told his mam what happened?’ She voiced her thoughts out loud. ‘If he has, there’ll be someone knocking on our door any minute.’

      ‘Is… is there any money in the house?’ Billy asked, after several minutes spent sobbing. He knew his sister was trying to do her best for them both, so he tried to help. Their nearest relatives were Uncle Joe and Auntie Freda in Nuneaton. No aunts or uncles close enough to help them, in fact no one at all to turn to, given the enormity of their problem. What happened now was entirely up to the two of them and no one else.

      They were on their own.

      ‘It’s Thursday… there should be rent money and some gas-meter money in the box on the mantelpiece,’ said Peggy.

      ‘How much is that?’

      ‘About fifteen shillings altogether, why?’

      ‘If we’re gonna run away, we might as well take it. We’ll need money to run away with.’

      ‘Where would we run to?’

      ‘Blackpool,’ said Billy. ‘I like Blackpool and we know our way around there.’

      ‘We know the Tower and the Pleasure Beach, that’s all.’

      ‘It’s more than we know of anywhere else.’

      Peggy wiped away a tear because her younger brother was right. Their mam had taken them on a two-day trip to Blackpool last summer. It was the only holiday they’d ever had.

      ‘Mebbe we should pack a case with our stuff,’ suggested Billy, warming to his own idea. Making a plan would help take his mind off the horror of their plight. ‘It won’t take much of a case to hold my stuff – a pair of socks, a shirt, me best pullover and me raincoat.’

      ‘Me too. There’s a case in Mam’s room. We’ll get all our things in that easy.’

      ‘Shall I take me banjo?’ asked Billy.

      For his age he was a good banjo player.

      ‘Nay, Billy, we’ll have enough stuff to cart about without carrying that.’

      ‘Okay,’ he said, staring at his precious banjo case; inside it was the instrument his uncle Joe had given him after somehow bringing it back from the war, which was more than Billy’s dad ever brought back, apart from a Hitler Youth knife the boy wasn’t allowed even to touch. He found himself wishing it was his dad who’d been caught in the fire, not his mam. He mentioned this to Peggy, but she told him not to talk such horrible talk.

      ‘Okay,’ said Billy, wishing his sister wasn’t always such a bloomin’ Goody Two Shoes. He’d swap a dead dad for a live mam any day of the week.

      Ten minutes later they were standing at the back door with the packed suitcase, looking round perhaps for the last time at the house that had been their home all their lives. Billy opened the door and Peggy turned the light off. Her brother locked the door and put the key on the hook in the yard lavatory just in case their mam came home and needed it. He dearly hoped she would. In fact, he’d never hoped for anything more.

      ‘Billy,’ said his sister as they walked away, ‘we’re gonna need a lot more than fifteen bob. Have you any ideas?’

      She knew Billy had done a bit of shoplifting in the past without being caught. She had remonstrated with him about it many times, but maybe it was a skill that could come in handy.

      ‘I’ve never nicked no money, Peg, just sweets ’n’ stuff.’

      ‘I know. I was only wondering if you had any ideas.’

      ‘Well, I’ve got one idea but I’ve never tried it. It were mainly David’s idea but I always thought it was a good ’un.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘There’s an off-licence shop on Compton Road that stays open late. It sells sweets and tobacco and beer and stuff.’

      He outlined his plan to his sister as they headed for the shop in question. It was half a mile from their home and run by people who wouldn’t know either of them. In accordance with the plan Peggy went in on her own. Her major problem was superseded by the immediate danger she was facing.

      ‘Could I have two ounces of sherbet lemons, please?’ she asked the elderly woman behind the counter, having first ascertained that the sherbet lemons were on the top shelf and it would require the stepladder to reach them.

      ‘Just two ounces? That’ll be threepence, you know.’

      ‘That’s okay,’ said Peggy politely, placing a threepenny bit on the counter.

      The woman went out of a back door and came back with the steps, which she propped up against the shelf. Once her back was turned, Billy darted in, went behind the counter, opened the till, took out all the notes and left, leaving the till open. He was in and out in seconds.

      ‘Mrs!’ called out Peggy.

      ‘What’s that, love?’

      The shopkeeper climbed down the steps precariously, holding the jar of sherbet lemons.

      ‘When you went up for the sweets, a lad came in and took some money from your till.’

      ‘He what?’

      The woman spotted the open drawer and took a few steps towards it. ‘Oh, no! He’s taken all our notes. Who was he? Do you know him?’

      ‘No, I’m not from round here. He was about fourteen, with ginger hair and a grey jumper.’

      ‘I’d best tell the police immediately. Which way did he go?’

      ‘I saw him run out of the shop and across the road.’

      ‘Look, wait here. We have a telephone. I need to ring the police. Oh, dear, I could do without this. There’s some young devils round here… Ginger hair, did you say?’

      ‘Yes, he looked a proper rough sort… a bit spotty too. Mrs, I need to go, me mam’ll wonder where I am.’

      ‘Oh, right.’

      As the distraught woman went to ring the police Peggy left the shop and headed for the rendezvous she’d arranged with Billy, who was waiting by a stop for the tram that would take them into town. The two of them boarded it when it arrived and went upstairs, selecting two seats surrounded by empty ones.

      ‘Did you get away all right?’ Billy asked, conspiratorially.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Did you shout and warn her that I’d been and gone?’

      ‘I did.’

      ‘And did you leave your sweet money on the counter?’

      ‘I did – threepence – but I didn’t get any sweets.’

      ‘That should do it. If you left money and didn’t pick up your sweets, they’ll think you’re daft but honest. They won’t suspect you.’

      ‘She thinks you’re a fourteen-year-old lad with ginger hair and spots.’ Billy was eleven and had dark hair and clear skin. ‘How much did you get?’ She kept her voice low.

      He took a wad of ten-shilling and pound notes from his pocket and began to count them, silently. It was more money than either of them had ever seen in their lives before.

      ‘Twenty-six pounds ten,’ he whispered finally. ‘That should keep us going for a bit.’

      ‘Blimey! I feel sorry for the woman in the shop. She was really upset.’

      ‘She’s nowhere near as upset as us, Peg.’

      ‘Yeah, I know.’

      ‘In fact, I bet if she knew our problems, she’d have given us the money.’

      ‘We’ve certainly got problems, Billy. So, we’ve got twenty-seven pounds five shillings altogether – that’s a month’s wages for most men.’

      ‘I’ll give you fourteen pounds and I’ll look after the rest.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Peggy.

      *

      The uniformed police officer took off his helmet and placed it on the shop counter.

      ‘This girl who came in, do you think she was part of it?’

      ‘No, I wouldn’t have thought so. In fact, she shouted to warn me that the lad had taken the money. If she’d been part of it, she’d have run off with him – and she left her own money on the counter without me serving her.’

      ‘About fourteen with ginger hair, you say?’

      ‘That’s what the girl said. And I think she said he was wearing a grey jumper. Oh, heck! We’ve lost a full day’s takings.’

      ‘How much?’

      ‘Near enough thirty pounds, I should think. I haven’t checked it properly yet.’

      ‘Lot of money,’ said the constable.

      ‘Money we can’t afford to lose.’

      ‘Are you insured against theft?’

      ‘I don’t know. I’ll have to ask me husband. He’s out at the Compton Club. Good God, he’ll go mad when he comes in.’

      ‘Well, he can’t blame you. Seems to me that this lad knew just what he was doing. He needs catching before he does it again. Ginger hair and about fourteen… I’ll ask down at the station. I bet someone down there knows him. Maybe we can get your money back for you.’

      ‘Oh, I do hope you can.’
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Blainey’s Clothing Factory, 6.14 p.m.

      Betty Clegg put down her cutting shears and called out to her workmate Janice. ‘I’m just going to the lav, then I’m away. I’ve been busting for five minutes but I like to finish a garment once I’ve started it. Though I don’t know why I bother, with old Buggerlugs Blainey laying us all off on Friday.’

      ‘You clocking out, then?’

      ‘I am, yeah. The kids’ll have got their own teas with a bit of luck. I can get meself fish and chips and put me feet up. Fish and two penn’orth of chips, nice cuppa and listen to the wireless – Dick Barton’s on tonight and there’s a play – King Solomon’s Mines.’

      ‘The kids might be out Mischievin’, Betty.’

      ‘Oh, damnation! I forgot about that. Our Peg’ll keep Billy in check, though. See you tomorrow, Jan.’

      ‘I’m not comin’ in tomorrow, Betty. I’m going to Burton’s. I’ve heard they’re setting people on in their trouser room. Yer should come with me. We can go together as a job lot – a cutter and a machinist.’

      ‘D’you know, I think I will. Bugger Blainey! That’s what I say.’

      ‘Aye, me an’ all.’

      Betty punched her card in the clock and went down four flights of stairs to the ground-floor lavatories. Ten minutes later she was on her way out of the building when the explosion blew her clean through a window, to land on a grassy area twenty yards away, completely unconscious. Flames roared through what remained of the window; brick rubble and debris poured down on her, almost burying her.

      Jimmy Potter, Blainey’s maintenance man, had left the factory just seconds before the blast. It flung him to the ground where he shielded his head from the falling debris using his hands and arms. The heat was searing the hair from his head as he picked himself up and staggered away. Jimmy had spent too much time being shelled over in Germany for this to be a complete shock to him, but he wasn’t happy about losing his hair, which he patted fiercely with his hands, cursing loudly as he did so.

      He saw an arm sticking out of a pile of broken bricks and his soldier’s instinct sent him to investigate. He picked away the bricks and thought he recognised a woman from the cutting room.

      ‘Betty… Betty Clegg? Is that you?’

      He wasn’t entirely certain, such was the state of her face, but it didn’t matter who it was: Jimmy had to get her away from here before the whole factory came down on them. He scrabbled away all the dust and broken bricks under which she was buried, picked her up and slung her over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift. Luckily wartime rations had kept her slim and she was no great weight to carry. With the front wall collapsing behind them onto the very spot where Betty had just lain, he staggered to the factory gate with her and laid her on the ground as gently as he could. Nearby he saw Lester Blainey, his boss, staring at the conflagration and looking none too worried about the situation. A thought struck Jimmy, who had no time for Blainey. He called across to him.

      ‘This should turn out well for you, Mr Blainey.’

      ‘What’re you talking about?’

      ‘Well, I imagine it’s insured. Good timing for it to burn to the ground, just when you’re closing down.’

      This was a bit too near the mark for Blainey, who spat out his reply. ‘Don’t talk so damn stupid, man! This fire was caused by kids and their damn fireworks. I saw them. One of them was Betty Clegg’s girl – not that her mother’ll be worried. I reckon she’s in there somewhere.’

      He nodded towards the flames.

      ‘You don’t look too worried yourself,’ muttered Jimmy. He chose not to enlighten Blainey that Betty Clegg was lying on the ground close by. In the distance he could hear the sound of fire engines.

      ‘Did you call for an ambulance as well?’ Jimmy asked his erstwhile boss.

      ‘Of course I have.’

      Within minutes one pulled up. Jimmy ran across and told them about Betty, who at that moment was probably the only accessible casualty. By the look of the mounting flames, all the other victims would perish.

      ‘We’ll take her. There’s other ambulances on the way,’ the driver told him.

      ‘Do you mind if I come along?’ said Jimmy, who thought he needed to be around to tell Betty about Blainey’s accusation.

      ‘Yes, I think you should. That cut on your head needs stitching, which we can’t do here, but we can put something on those burns right now.’

      ‘Oh… right,’ said Jimmy, who’d been ignoring his own injuries up until then. He touched his scalp, very carefully. ‘Bloody hell! All me soddin’ hair’s gone!’

      *

      ‘Hiya, Betty, how’re you doing?’

      Betty peered up at Jimmy from her bed in St James’s casualty ward. Due to the sedatives she’d had, her voice was weak and barely audible.

      ‘I’m told I’ve got a fractured skull and a broken pelvis, plus all sorts of other stuff. No one’s told me what happened. T’last I knew I was in the lavatory. Do you know?’

      ‘The factory blew up, Betty. There’s nowt left of it now.’

      ‘All I remember is going to the lav. After that… well, waking up here.’

      ‘I found you outside on the ground. It looks as though you were blown clean out of the building. What else is wrong with you? You look to be plastered up good and proper.’

      ‘Well, apart from me fractured skull and pelvis, I’ve got a broken arm, three broken ribs, a broken shin bone and all sorts of other cuts and bruises.’

      ‘Blimey! It’d have been quicker for you to tell me what you haven’t broken.’

      ‘True. Mind you, it might have been a lot worse.’

      ‘How’s that?’

      ‘I’m told someone picked me up and carried me to the gate before the factory wall fell down on where I landed. I’m guessing that was you.’

      ‘It was, yeah. I saw your arm sticking out from the rubble.’

      ‘You saved my life, Jimmy.’

      ‘Well, it’s a life worth saving. It wasn’t much trouble. You’re only a lightweight.’

      She looked up at him with overwhelming gratitude. He was fortyish and carried a war wound in his leg that restricted him to working as an odd-job man.

      ‘It means a lot to me, Jimmy.’

      ‘Well, I could hardly leave you there.’

      ‘There’s them as would have, under the circumstances. Look, I know you’ve already done a lot for me but I need to get word to my kids, to tell them what’s happened.’

      ‘Okay. I can do that for you.’

      ‘What exactly did happen, Jimmy?’

      ‘I couldn’t say exactly. All I know is there was a massive explosion, like a bomb dropping. Could have been gas leaking out, I suppose. The factory went up in flames. I’d only just left it myself. Then I saw an arm sticking out of the rubble ahead of me, and it was yours.’

      ‘Jimmy, what happened to all the other girls up on the second floor? There were at least a dozen working late, my mate Janice Earnshaw among ’em. Were they caught up in it?’

      He shook his head sadly. ‘Peggy, I think everyone’ll have been caught up in it.’

      ‘Oh, heck! Who else have they brought in?’

      He left it a few seconds before saying, quietly, ‘Only you, as far as I know.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘It was really bad, Betty.’

      ‘I hope Janice is all right. All I remember is going down to the lav…’

      ‘Good job you weren’t still sitting there when it happened.’

      Betty tried to manage a smile but failed. Jimmy’s face turned serious as he leaned towards her. ‘Look, I’ve got to tell you this… although I think it’s rubbish meself. Blainey reckons it was kids what did it, messing about with fireworks. He reckons your Peggy were one of them.’

      ‘Our Peggy! Give over, Jimmy. She’ll have been out with Billy and his pal David.’

      ‘I’m only telling you what Blainey said to me. But I reckon it were an insurance job, with him shutting up shop on Friday. I more or less told him so, and that’s when he said the kids had caused it.’

      ‘What? My kids burnt a factory down when their mam was inside it? I don’t think so.’

      ‘I know. That explosion were massive. It’d take more than a tuppenny cracker to do that.’

      Betty closed her eyes as she weighed up everything that had been said. Jimmy stood by her, patiently, assuming she hadn’t fallen asleep.

      ‘What time is it?’ she asked eventually.

      He took out his pocket watch. ‘Half-past midnight. They’ve been working on you for five hours near enough. I’ve been hanging around waiting for you to wake up.’

      ‘Was that so’s you could tell me what Blainey’s been saying?’

      He gave a brief nod. ‘Yes, I thought it best coming from a friend who didn’t believe a word of it.’

      ‘Don’t you have a wife to go home to?’

      ‘No, I live on me own. My wife left me during the war. It happened to a lot of us. She reckons I came back half the man she married. To be fair I wasn’t much of a catch, what with me game leg and sometimes not being right in me head… although I’m a lot better than I was. When I first came back I was in a proper state – shell-shocked, psychologically damaged, and I could hardly walk or talk. No work prospects at all. She was off on her toes within days. Our divorce came through last month. I didn’t contest it, no point. I didn’t want her any more than she wanted me.’

      ‘You look all right to me. Not exactly Errol Flynn, but you’re not an ugly man.’

      ‘How long do you think you’ll be in here?’

      ‘Quite a while, I should think. It’ll be a few weeks before I can walk, even with a stick. Look, will you call at our house and tell the kids I’m okay and they can come and see me tomorrow? They’ll be in bed, so you might have to knock loud.’

      ‘They’ll more than likely still be up, waiting for news of you,’ he said.

      ‘Oh my God! If they saw the factory go up in smoke, they’ll think I’m dead.’

      Jimmy shrugged. She was right.

      ‘I hope no one’s accused them of starting it. Their mam dead and them accused of it all… They won’t know where to turn. I really need you to go and see them for me, Jimmy.’ She looked at his bandages and realised she was asking a lot of him.

      ‘How are you anyway? How’s your head?’

      Jimmy grinned. ‘Bald,’ he said, and left to do her bidding, thinking the most likely place to find the children would be at the police station. In a cell probably, or maybe a locked room, with them being young. He decided to check the house first.

      *

      The desk sergeant seemed more interested in the ledger on his counter than in Jimmy, who stood patiently in front of him for a full minute before he spoke up.

      ‘Well, it’s a good job I’m not here to report a murder.’

      The policeman looked up. Jimmy wasn’t an impressive-looking man and he was still dressed in the work clothes that had been scorched by the flames. The policeman looked at his bandaged head and asked, ‘What can I do for you, sir?’

      ‘It’s about the fire at Blainey’s Mill. I assume you know about it?’

      ‘Yes, I do.’

      ‘Well, I work there and I was caught up in it.’ He pointed to his head. ‘That’s how I came by this. Only just got out in time. I managed to help a lady to safety as well, which is why I’m here.’

      ‘I’m afraid I don’t deal in commendations for bravery, sir.’

      This irked Jimmy. ‘You don’t seem to deal in politeness and good manners either. Is there someone intelligent I can speak to?’

      ‘You only get to speak to me, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Right. The lady’s name is Betty Clegg. She’s in St James’s Hospital with serious injuries and her children appear to have gone missing. She’s asked me to try and find them.’

      ‘And you think they might be here, do you?’

      ‘I don’t know where they are. I’m here to ask for help.’

      ‘In that case, you’d better come through. Inspector Dennison would like a word.’

      ‘Right,’ said Jimmy, puzzled by this sudden change of attitude.

      The sergeant opened a flap in the counter and ushered Jimmy through a door, down a short corridor and into a small interview room.

      ‘Take a seat. I’ll get Inspector Dennison.’

      A uniformed inspector arrived and sat down at the table opposite Jimmy. He opened a notebook.

      ‘Could I have your full name, please?’

      ‘James Albert Potter.’

      ‘Well, Mr Potter, this is an informal interview. You’re free to go, as and when you please.’

      ‘I know that. And I didn’t come here to be interviewed, I came here for help.’

      ‘Yes, but a capital crime might well have been committed and I have to treat you as a material witness.’

      ‘You mean, the fire? I was very nearly a material corpse! I’m here to try and find the children of a woman called Betty Clegg, who was badly injured in the explosion.’

      ‘Badly injured? You mean, she didn’t die in it?’

      ‘No, she’s in St James’s Hospital. What makes you think she’s dead?’

      The Inspector looked at a file he’d brought in with him. ‘We were given information that she was in the building when it went up in flames. According to this there were no survivors.’

      ‘Does it mention James Potter on that list too?’

      ‘It does, yes.’

      ‘Well, that’s me and I’m not dead either. I don’t know who gave you that information but both me and Betty Clegg survived the fire.’ A thought struck Jimmy even as he spoke. ‘Did the information come from Lester Blainey, by any chance? I’ve a feeling he started that fire for the insurance money.’

      ‘That’s a serious accusation, Mr Potter. Do you have anything with which to substantiate this?’

      ‘Yeah – common sense. The firm was losing money hand over fist. He was planning to close it down this coming Friday. It’s all just a bit too convenient, don’t you think?’

      ‘Mr Blainey tells us that children were seen playing with fireworks nearby when the fire started. In fact, he saw a firework alive and sparking inside the building. He also recognised one of the children as Betty Clegg’s daughter.’

      ‘Yes, that’s what he told me.’

      ‘Oh, you spoke to him at the scene, did you?’

      ‘He were standing at the gate watching it all burn down just as I was carrying Betty away from danger. She’d been blown out of the building by the explosion, which wasn’t a tuppenny firework going off, I can tell you. It was more like a ten-tonne bomb.’

      ‘You know about bombs, do you?’

      ‘I should do, yes. I was a sapper in the war.’

      The policeman sat back in his chair. ‘We have fire inspectors looking for the seat of the blaze, but I’m told that the area where the fireworks were let off was being used as a storage place for highly combustible material. So any unguarded spark there might well have led to a serious blaze.’

      ‘Look, no one knew that building better than I did and there was bugger-all combustible stuff stored in there! Without proper heating it were too damp to store stuff. I reckon it was a gas explosion.’

      ‘So the spark from the firework might have transferred itself to where gas was leaking? That still means the children are culpable. and certainly explains why they’ve run away from home.’

      ‘Well, I spent a lot of time down in the cellars, including today, and I never smelt any gas leak. There were signs all over, warning people not to carry naked flames, and that included cigarettes.’

      ‘And yet you believe it to have been a gas explosion?’

      ‘I do, and I’ll leave that one for you to work out, Inspector.’ Jimmy got up from his seat. ‘I take it you don’t know where the children are then?’

      ‘We don’t, but if we find them, I’m afraid they’ll be arrested and remanded in custody.’

      ‘Well, if that happens their mother’s in St James’s. I’ll leave my address as well, if you like.’

      ‘Yes, please. The fire people will no doubt want a word with you, but I advise you to keep your suspicions about the cause of the blaze to yourself.’

      Jimmy nodded, although he had no intention of complying.

      *

      
Leeds City Station, earlier that evening

      Billy and Peggy looked up at the destination boards. ‘There’s a train to Blackpool at half-past seven,’ Billy said. ‘Stops at Preston and gets into Blackpool at half-ten.’

      ‘What do we do then? We can’t just walk into a boarding house and ask to be put up – we’re kids.’

      ‘I’ve thought about that,’ said Billy. ‘Down near the Pleasure Beach there’s a row of beach huts, do you remember? With its being November, I bet they’ll all be empty. We could sleep in one of them.’

      ‘They’ll be locked up,’ said Peggy.

      ‘Mebbe, mebbe not. I bet we could soon prise a door open. Anyway it’s only for tonight. Tomorrow we can think of something else to do.’

      ‘I suppose you’re right. We’ve had enough to think about today.’

      ‘By the way, did you think to bring the ration books?’

      ‘Oh, heck, no!’

      ‘I did,’ said Billy, who liked to keep one step ahead of his elder sister. ‘I just hope Mam doesn’t need them.’

      ‘Well, I hope she flipping well does,’ said Peggy. ‘I hope she plays hell with us for nicking the ration books.’

      ‘So do I,’ said Billy, adding, ‘I brought that photo of her off the mantelpiece as well.’

      ‘So she’d be with us?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      At that late time of year Blackpool wasn’t a popular destination and the children got a compartment to themselves. The three-hour journey went by mainly in silence and they spent it staring out of the window at the dark scenery passing by. Billy divided the money up and gave his sister the fourteen pounds he’d promised her.

      ‘This way if one of us loses their share, we’ll still have half left,’ he explained.

      ‘Well, I don’t plan on losing mine.’
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