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      To all those people who, over the years, have listened patiently to my stories, laughed politely at my jokes and yet, despite
         all this, still remain my friends. And if I have to single one out it has be my best friend, Val.
      

   
      
      
Part One


   
      
      Chapter One

      
      It was cold and dark in the bogey hole. Cleo knew when it was daytime because of the odd splinters of light that sneaked past
         the badly fitting door, or came down through the joints in the flimsy stairs above her head. In the evening the source of
         light dimmed to a miserly forty watts from a bare bulb in the passage that struggled to make it through to her pokey prison.
         Then at night when this was switched off such was the intense darkness it was like being imprisoned inside a tin of black
         boot polish. Cleo was scared. She would listen to the noises coming from under the floorboards and of course with an imagination
         like hers it made things so much worse. The noise could have been a draught coming up through the joints in the wood, but
         in her mind it was rats. Rats as big as cats. Scuttling around. Scuttle, scuttle, scratch, scratch. Maybe they were rats down
         there, maybe just mice or maybe it was just a draught. If they were live creatures it was to be hoped they had a quick means
         of escape. They would need one.
      

      
      At first she’d call out that she was scared and, ‘Please can I come out? I’m cold, I’m hungry, I need the lavatory.’ But she
         soon gave up. Horace Womack used to stamp on the stairs above her head and add another day to her punishment. So she just
         sat there and cried a lot, and Womack would bang on the door and shout, ‘Roar more, pee less.’
      

      
      
      In a way she was glad Ant wasn’t there. If there was one thing Ant couldn’t stand it was a cry baby. Although, unknown to
         Cleo, her brother had done his own share of crying – and with very good reason.
      

      
      They lived in a mucky old street of mucky bricks, mucky paintwork and only three months rent arrears if you’re lucky. Ant
         reckoned their street aspired to being a slum. Two up, two down; newspapers on whichever windows weren’t boarded up, an outside
         water closet in a mucky old lavatory block four houses away, and thirty feet away from their street door was the biggest,
         smelliest gasometer in Leeds; but it was all Horace could afford. So he said.
      

      
      They despised and detested everything about their stepfather, Horace Womack. What they hated most was the physical power he
         had over them. He knew how Cleo and Ant felt about him and he took the only retribution he could. He hit them.
      

      
      There was nothing to do in the bogey hole; nothing to look forward to, no hope, no one to comfort her, just the noises. And
         of course the door opening now and again for the delivery of either a foul mouthful from Horace or a cup of water and the
         dry crusts off yesterday’s loaf from her loving mother. Was there ever such an awful bloody woman? Horace Womack found Cleo’s
         plight amusing.
      

      
      ‘Might as well get used to it, yer whinin’ little sod … it’s what yer’ll be livin’ on where you’re going.’

      
      ‘Can I come out please, Horace? I don’t feel very well.’

      
      ‘Don’t feel well? Oh dear I am sorry. I don’t feel too bloody clever with a damn big ’ole in me arm. Yer can come out when
         I say so an’ not before.’
      

      
      He had cheap false teeth that clicked when he talked; and clammy skin and stale breath, and a weird haircut that looked like
         a ten-bob wig reduced in the sale. The children weren’t the only ones who despised him; everyone did. Well, everyone except
         their mother, Nelly Kelly. He’d been a conscientious objector during the war, which took some living down; especially for a prat like Womack, who had no redeeming
         features whatsoever. He’d been given the choice between prison and the non-combatant Pioneer Corps. Womack chose the latter
         and spent five years doing menial tasks and hard physical labour.
      

      
      They despised their mother, who never once stood up to Horace Womack. Not once. She was too stupid to see through his lies
         about them being out of control and needing disciplining. And Cleo personally hated her mother for branding her with a stupid
         name, Cleopatra; to which she refused to answer, preferring ‘Cleo’ – but not by much.
      

      
      When Nelly went down to register her daughter’s birth she hadn’t decided on a name. In the waiting room there was a poster
         advertising a play called Antony and Cleopatra which was coming to the Grand Theatre; and as she’d already got an Antony she thought her baby’s name had been decided by
         fate. That was a measure of the woman. Cleo made up her mind to change her name when she was old enough to something modern
         like Belinda or Lana.
      

      
      Horace’s arm was heavily bandaged and Cleo wished that Ant had stabbed him in his black heart instead. Her brother had talked
         about that but had decided Horace probably hadn’t got a heart anyway, so why bother trying? She’d been locked in there for
         five days and nights when she realised the house was on fire.
      

      
      And no one was home but her.

      
      Ant had planned revenge many a time. He was three years older than Cleo and had suffered even more. He had suffered in a way
         he never mentioned to his sister at the time. It sometimes showed in his eyes which was a shame because normally he had the
         most cheerful eyes. When Cleo once asked him about it he went into the blackest of moods and sometimes didn’t speak to her
         for a whole hour. Which wasn’t like Ant at all.
      

      
      He never called their stepfather ‘Horace’, he always called him ‘the bugger’. He sometimes called him a lot worse but Cleo
         didn’t like to hear Ant using language like that. Language like Horace used to use.
      

      
      ‘First chance I get, Cleo, I’m gonna stab the bugger.’

      
      This was a vow he had made many times. Cleo said she’d help him with the planning but not with the stabbing. Stabbing people
         was wrong, but not in Horace’s case. Ant would have to do it, but Cleo would share the blame if necessary. Ant promised it
         wouldn’t come to that. They’d throw the knife in the canal and vanish off the face of the Earth. He’d read a lot and reckoned
         he knew how to do this. He reckoned kids stabbed their stepfathers and vanished off the face of the Earth all the time and
         no one bothered much. Good riddance to bad rubbish, that’s what the police would say about the bugger. That’s what everyone
         would say.
      

      
      Ant had stolen a kitchen knife and hidden it under his bed. Opportunities to stab their stepfather had come and gone begging.
         Cleo once mentioned stabbing their mother as well. Just a quick jab in the arm or leg to punish her. Ant said he’d give her
         a nice jab in the arse and Cleo scolded him for being so vulgar, but the thought of it made her smile anyway. In the event,
         Ant left without giving Nelly the promised jab and Cleo wished he had. She vowed if ever she became a mother she would lavish
         boundless affection on her children and stab anyone who tried to harm them.
      

      
      Cleo and Ant shared a bedroom, partially divided by a screen which they’d been given by old Mrs Bettison from two doors up,
         who didn’t think it right that a growing boy and girl should share the same bedroom; a fact that had never occurred to their
         mother or to Horace. Apart from the two beds there was a chest of drawers, two cheap dining chairs for them to hang their
         clothes on, two nails hammered into the door for their coats, and a mirror which made their faces look longer than they were.
         In the main it was the only image they had of themselves. Cleo could have mentioned to Ant that he wasn’t bad looking and maybe he could
         have returned the compliment, but it’s not something you think about when you’re brother and sister. Cleo knew she was very
         skinny and had fair hair, big feet and big blue eyes, unlike her mother and Ant, who both had brown hair and eyes. If asked
         what her ambition was, back then she’d have said, ‘To grow up in one piece’.
      

      
      They had been in their respective beds when she heard Horace’s drunken, swaggering voice through the floorboards. He stumbled
         up the stairs and burst into their room. He gave a loud belch and Cleo could smell the stale beer on his breath. She shuddered
         when he swore at her and she knew that he was coming for her and not Ant. For reasons she didn’t understand back then he only
         went for Ant when he was sober and when there was no one else around. He didn’t seem to care who saw him hit Cleo. She pulled
         the bedclothes over her head and felt him yank them away from her. His breath almost made her puke. She shielded her face
         with her arms and waited for the hitting to start. Then she heard Ant screaming at him.
      

      
      ‘Leave her alone!’

      
      Cleo didn’t see her brother stab him in his upraised arm. All she heard was Horace howling like a baby and screaming that
         he was being murdered. She risked a look at what was going on and saw Horace dancing round in a circle with the knife dangling
         from his upper arm. It dropped out and blood sprayed all over her bed and her as well, including her face and mouth. With
         it being his blood it was the foulest stuff she had ever tasted. Where her mother was during all this she had no idea, she certainly wasn’t
         volunteering to help her darling husband; in fact she showed no curiosity at all. This would have been strange in a normal
         person but not in Wet Nelly Kelly.
      

      
      Womack ran around the house, screaming blue murder and dripping blood everywhere. Then he went down to the Leeds Dispensary
         to have the wound stitched up. While all this was going on, Ant had grabbed his clothes, stolen some money, and stuck a shilling of it into Cleo’s hand. Then he ran
         away. If Cleo hadn’t been so shocked, or covered in blood, or if she’d known what might follow, she’d have gone with him.
         Definitely.
      

      
      So Womack wreaked the only vengeance available to him and shoved Cleo in the bogey hole. She knew her brother would never
         have run away had he known how much she would suffer. Comrades in adversity, that’s what Ant said they were.
      

      
      She nodded off to sleep a lot, which was good. Her dreams were the only bearable part of being under the stairs. Maybe it
         was her subconscious trying to help her out. Helping her to keep sane. She would dream wonderful dreams of a world Ant had
         told her about, late at night, in their beds. There was a golden beach and a bright blue sea crashing against the shore, throwing
         fish on to the sand. And behind the beach was a field full of potatoes and another of tomatoes which would provide them with
         free fish, chips and tomato sauce every day, and as much swimming as they liked. Ant would shin up trees and throw down coconuts
         and dates and oranges and bananas and sherbert lemons – because dreams don’t have to make sense. Then they’d build a raft
         and paddle all around the island. It was always an island. There were fierce natives, and horses to ride and wild animals
         to be hunted with the bows and arrows he would make, and sometimes there was buried treasure to search for. Then she’d wake
         up; sometimes with a jerk and bang her head against the wall. Then she’d cry. She did a lot of crying under those stairs.
      

      
      She would listen for evidence of Ant’s return. Her feelings about this were ambivalent. Her brother would be severely punished
         but it would take the heat off her a bit. She knew it was selfish, but she ached for him to come back and share the misery
         with her. And if Ant wanted to laugh at her tears, that was up to him.
      

      
      It was an existence of darkness and sounds. Doors opening and closing, voices (never pleasant), pots and pans clattering (but never for her benefit), music from the wireless
         and footsteps on the bare stairs only inches away from her head. She knew when it was Horace because he was the one who always
         banged his feet on the fragile steps, no doubt hoping to scare her even more. She often thought the stairs would collapse
         under his weight and he’d fall in on top of her and blame her for it. His lack of consideration for her toilet requirements
         was crueller than anything. Fortunately she found a way round this within hours of being locked in there.
      

      
      A cold-water pipe came in through the wall and went out through the floorboards. She could hear the water rushing every time
         the tap was turned on. It would have been a help if they’d had hot water in the house, at least the pipe would have warmed
         the cupboard up a bit. To accommodate the pipe the builder had freed one of the floorboards, cut a notch in it big enough
         for the pipe, then put it back without bothering to nail it down. Cleo soon found it – and soon made use of it. She lifted
         it out, pulled her pants down (which wasn’t easy under there) and peed through the hole. Her starvation diet ensured that
         she didn’t need to empty her bowels and she was thankful for small mercies.
      

      
      With it being February it was bitterly cold and she couldn’t stop shivering. Splinters from the floorboards had punctured
         her bottom through her dress, but she didn’t notice after a while. The cold had anaesthetised her against any pain – another
         small mercy. Had it not been for an old coal sack hanging on a nail behind the door she might well have frozen to death. Cleo
         spent hours picking out a hole in the bottom, then one at each side for her arms to go through. She couldn’t see what she
         was doing and broke every fingernail she had; but she managed it. When she’d finished she pulled it over her head like a jumper
         and felt a real sense of achievement at making something out of nothing. After that, every time the door opened for her bread and water delivery, or for a cursing from Horace, she’d shrink away from the light in case he saw it and took it off
         her.
      

      
      Sometimes she’d sing to herself. The Number One in those days was ‘Oh Mein Papa’ by Eddie Calvert – The Man With The Golden
         Trumpet. Cleo knew all the words and they made her cry, as they reminded her of the father she’d been deprived of. She would
         then do her trumpet impersonation which she thought was ever so good. If Horace heard her he’d kick on the door and tell her
         to ‘Stop that bloody row or I’ll give yer summat ter yell about.’
      

      
      After five days and five nights she began to think she’d die in there. There weren’t too many encouraging signs to indicate
         she’d be freed soon. What would her teachers say at school? They’d probably think she was playing truant, as she often did;
         school and Cleo just didn’t get on. Ant was the clever one. He’d passed his scholarship to go to Leeds Central High School.
         Cleo supposed she’d have passed hers if she’d concentrated on her lessons, but she didn’t like the teachers. At first they
         had high expectations of her and caned her when she got things wrong; but they didn’t seem to realise that you can’t hold
         a pen with black and blue hands and things got worse. More caning. So Cleo took the easy way out and let herself slip back
         into the herd and joined the thick kids (Ant’s expression). Kids who lived a pressure-free existence. Life was much easier
         with the thick kids, and she enjoyed their company.
      

      
      Ant would have still been at Leeds Central if he hadn’t been expelled for fiddling the milk money. Acting in his own defence,
         when taken before the Headmaster, he’d said it was the school’s own fault for making him a milk monitor when he was obviously
         so poor that the temptation would be far too much for him. This was typical Ant Kelly logic. He reckoned the Head had seen
         the merit of his argument but had been duty bound to expel him all the same. Ant wore his poverty like a badge of honour,
         always reminding the other kids of how lucky they were not to be him or his sister. Cleo thought this was a bit demeaning and she told him he shouldn’t involve her in his daft ideas and he said it was
         his way of shaming their mother and the bugger.
      

      
      Despite her sack the cold had seeped into her bones and she constantly rocked herself backwards and forwards to try and generate
         a bit of warmth. But she still shivered. Then she heard them making going-out-for-the-night noises; being nice to each other;
         laughing and shouting things such as, ‘Hurry up, we’re missing valuable drinking time.’
      

      
      Cleo wouldn’t have minded a drink of something other than water. She fantasised about a cup of tea with two spoonfuls of sugar
         and proper milk – not the sterilised stuff her mother always got them, and freshly baked teacakes from Battye’s Bakery. Once,
         Ant had nicked a shilling from Horace’s pocket and spent it on currant teacakes, which he shared with her, fifty-fifty. Horace
         never found out. Ant reckoned that if Horace’s brains were dynamite he wouldn’t have enough to blow his cap off. Cleo laughed
         so much she nearly choked on her teacake.
      

      
      The very thought of those teacakes made her mouth water. A cup of tea and a currant teacake would have gone down very well
         right then.
      

      
      She could picture her mother putting on her home-made make-up. Most women had done away with such stuff back in the late forties,
         but Womack didn’t believe in wasting his beer money on frivolities. Nelly would be rubbing Camp Coffee on her legs and getting
         Horace to make a false seam with a spent match. Cleo usually did this for her and had a faint hope that she might be released
         from the bogey hole to help out, but no such luck. Her mother would rub cold cream into her face then dust it with talcum
         powder. Her eyelashes would be blackened with Cherry Blossom shoe polish and her lips painted with boiled beetroot, and some
         of the same on her cheeks in place of rouge. And oddly enough she would look okay.
      

      
      The outside door slammed and Cleo knew things would be worse when they got back; all the laughter would have gone from Horace’s voice. He’d be drunk and he’d probably drag her
         out of the cupboard and hit her again. Cleo wept at the thought of it; and at the thought of other parents who wouldn’t have
         allowed it. She thought of the smile on Brenda Appleyard’s mother’s face and how Geraldine Mossop’s dad always winked and
         ruffled his daughter’s hair. Cleo sometimes ruffled her own hair just to see what it felt like. Other kids had grandparents
         and aunts and uncles. If Cleo had any of these, no one had mentioned it. She didn’t even have a proper father, nor did Ant.
         The only thing they knew for certain was that they had different dads. This was common knowledge and a great source of embarrassment
         to them. Ant had been told that he was a posthumous baby, the son of a man who had died four months before his birth. Cleo
         knew that her father was probably still alive, but anonymous and one of three possibilities. Not even Nelly knew for certain
         which one he was, although there was a fair chance that she had American blood in her. Ant reckoned it could be Glen Miller
         because he’d heard the American band leader and his orchestra had been playing at the Prospect Street Temperance Hall around
         the time in question. But Cleo suspected it was one of her brother’s many fairy stories.
      

      
      There was no room to stand up in the bogey hole, but there was room to kick. She felt as though there might be a bit of strength
         left in her and it made no sense just to sit about and die like some old gimmer who had nothing better to do. She might as
         well try to get out. The worst Horace could do was kill her, which was no worse than dying in there. In there was a poor place
         to die. She knew that if Horace killed her they’d hang him by the neck until dead, which would make it all worthwhile. She
         pictured the look on her brother’s face when they hanged ‘the bugger’. He’d find a way of going to watch the execution, no
         fear of that, knowing Ant.
      

      
      She braced her back against the wall and kicked with both feet at the cupboard door until what strength she had ran out. Then she rested for a while and kicked again; and so on
         and so forth. There was nothing else to do. At least it was something. It meant she hadn’t just sat there and done nothing
         – and then shrivelled up and died. She thought if Ant were there he’d be laughing at her efforts and this made her mad. He
         could make her mad even when he wasn’t around. He was like that. She kicked at that door until she hadn’t an ounce of strength
         left in her. He would be teasing her by now. She shouted at him. ‘Bugger off, Ant Kelly. I bet you couldn’t do any better!’
      

      
      Before going out, Horace had thrown half a shovel of nutty slack on the front-room fire and turned the damper down. It should
         be glowing nicely by the time they got back. He would have been wise to put the fireguard up as it would have prevented the
         spark jumping out on to the hearthrug, which was smouldering by the time Cleo started her kicking.
      

      
      As she laid back, tearful and exhausted, the flames inched towards a carelessly discarded newspaper which, in turn ignited
         the hessian underside of the settee, which was blazing within two minutes, setting fire to the curtains. Cleo smelled burning,
         just a faint whiff at first, which didn’t really bother her. Then it got stronger and she began to put two and two together.
      

      
      Smoke started coming under the cupboard door and not long after that the light from the fire shone through every crack in
         the bogey hole. She screamed and kicked at the door with every bit of strength she had left in her.
      

      
      Then the fire began to warm the floorboards beneath her bottom and she could hear flames crackling. The door was burning on
         the outside and flames were licking underneath so she shuffled backwards as far as she could until her head became jammed
         against the underside of the stair that creaked the most. She banged at it with the heels of her hands, more in despair than
         anything else, because she knew she was going to die and she didn’t want it to be like this – burned to death, her worst nightmare. She felt the stair tread give slightly. She was screaming and crying as she banged
         at it with her hands. The door had almost burned through and the heat was getting too much for her. With immense difficulty
         she managed to position herself on her back and kicked upwards with both feet at the loose stair. By now, smoke was pouring
         under the door; a few more seconds and it would have been too late. On the second kick she felt the tread give way and she
         knew the fire wasn’t going to get her. No way was she going to lose this chance to live. She pulled herself through the tiny
         gap she had made and was fleetingly thankful to Horace and Wet Nelly for keeping her nice and skinny for that crucial moment
         in her life. Another small mercy.
      

      
      Cleo lay on the stairs, coughing out smoke, with her eyes streaming, but the flames were right behind her; already coming
         out of the gap she’d just crawled through. She pushed herself upwards and the flames followed her, every step of the way.
         There wasn’t a single bone in her body that didn’t ache. Her lungs were burning and she was choking, but somehow she reached
         the landing and got to her feet. That was when she found that five days sitting in a cramped cupboard had taken a lot of the
         strength from her legs. She stumbled and fell into her bedroom and shut the flames out by slamming the door on them; then
         she collapsed on to her bed. Completely exhausted.
      

      
      But she knew she mustn’t fall asleep. It was such a huge temptation just to shut her eyes and forget the fire and give in
         to it all. She heard Ant yelling, ‘Don’t be so soft, Cleo!’ She could hear him as clearly as if he was standing there beside
         her. She recited the alphabet backwards to keep her brain alert. Ant did this when he wanted to keep awake for any reason.
         She had got to D when the bedroom door went up in flames. It was enough to get her back to her feet. When she pushed up the
         window the cold air hit her and she burst into a fit of coughing. Smoke was pouring through the floorboards which were hot
         beneath her feet. Outside the window, a couple of feet to the right, was the sloping, scullery roof. Ant had been in and out of the house via that route
         several times but Cleo was no good at that sort of thing so she’d never tried it. First time for everything. She could hear
         Ant’s voice urging her on. ‘Go on Cleo, don’t be so soft. It’s dead easy.’
      

      
      ‘All right!’ she screamed. ‘Shut up … I’m going!’

      
      Flames were roaring into the room as she stood on the windowsill, clinging on to the frame. Cleo hurled herself to one side
         and landed mostly on the roof; then she began to scramble at the slates, next thing she knew she was sliding down and she
         wasn’t a bit scared, just glad to be away from the fire. She came to a halt for a second when she reached the gutter, which
         she tried to hold on to, but hadn’t the strength. The next thing to break her fall was the ground. It was only a six-foot
         drop so she wasn’t hurt. Not by the fall, anyway.
      

      
      There wasn’t a soul there to help her, which was good. In the next street, at the front of the house where the fire had started,
         a crowd was gathering, but the narrow back street was still deserted, apart from a hissing cat, which arched its back and
         glared at her.
      

      
      She lay on the ground for a while, coughing and regaining her breath. Her injuries seemed surprisingly few, considering what
         she’d just been through; just a few bruises and a mouthful of smoke, which burned the back of her throat and her lungs. The
         light from the fire was dancing on the walls of the houses opposite and she knew the street wouldn’t remain deserted for long.
         Her options were limited. She could find someone to help her, who would no doubt place her back in the care of Horace and
         her loving mother, or she could seize the opportunity to run away; just like her brother had. Running away seemed the best
         option.
      

      
      Cleo got to her feet and staggered to the communal toilet block where there was a cold-water tap; one of the few things that
         worked in there. She was thirsty, weak, exhausted, hungry, bruised and shocked at her close brush with death; and yet, despite all that, she had an underlying sense
         of elation, of liberation. Whatever happened she wasn’t going back there, because there wasn’t a there to go back to.
      

      
      She gulped at the flow of ice-cold water running from the tap past her mouth until she could take no more. It soothed the
         burning in her throat, but it set her stomach heaving. After washing her face as best she could, she tried to dry herself
         with the sack she was still wearing then set off up the street. Her legs were collapsing all over the place, like the eccentric
         dancer she’d laughed at on Café Continental, courtesy of Geraldine Mossop who sometimes invited her in to watch telly on a Saturday night when her parents were out.
         She moved as fast as she could and it wasn’t long before she had used up every ounce of energy, and then some. So she stopped
         and leaned back against the Co-op wall beneath a big poster that said Bile Beans for Radiant Health and a Lovely Figure. It
         showed a young woman in an RAF uniform, and judging from her shape and radiance she was a very enthusiastic Bile Bean eater.
         Unlike Cleo, with her skinny arms braced against her grazed knees, gasping for breath and coughing and spitting, just like
         Daft Edgar who sat on a wall outside the chip shop and spat on the pavement.
      

      
      There was a glow in the sky and the strident clang of a fire engine ripped into the otherwise silent night, bringing a smile
         to her cracked lips – the first for a long time. She felt good about the house burning down. She felt good because she knew
         they’d feel bad; and because she knew Ant would have been howling with laughter had he been there. Maybe they’d think she’d perished
         in the flames and wouldn’t come looking for her – that’d be good. All she had to do was find Ant and everything would be okay.
      

      
      People walking past looked down at Cleo in her weird outfit and dismissed her distress as normal for a scruffy kid who had
         probably been up to no good; especially with her being one of Nelly Kelly’s brats. A woman tut-tutted as Cleo retched, but there wasn’t much inside her worth vomiting. If
         she’d thrown up every morsel of food she’d eaten in the past five days it would barely have filled a crack in the pavement.
      

      
      She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and looked up at the dark, tenement skyline which had warmth and light streaming
         from its windows. In that light people would be being nice to one another; smiling and laughing and saying, ‘Night night and
         God bless,’ to their children. She knew this from what her friends said. Some of the kids had bikes and new shoes every year,
         and clothes without holes, and skin without bruises. Some of the kids were plump and rosy cheeked and brought sandwiches to
         school to supplement their school dinners, which was the only decent meal Cleo ever ate. But everything would be all right
         now. Now that she had escaped. Now there was no bogey hole to go back to.
      

      
      She stood in the light of a flickering street lamp, looking like a character from a Charlie Chaplin picture, always popular
         with the kids at the Bughutch Saturday Matinée. Cleo preferred The Bowery Boys. She took a deep breath, set her shoulders
         straight in defiance of everything in general, and set off at a slow but steady walk.
      

      
      A week earlier she had learned to ride a bike down that very street. It was an odd-looking gadget with the front wheel slightly
         bigger than the back one. Ant had made it himself from parts he’d scrounged and it was his pride and joy. He called it The
         Black Panther and took it with him when he ran away. Once Cleo had learned to ride he promised he’d make her one. As she walked
         she remembered the tremendous feeling she got when he let go of the saddle and she wobbled off down the street on her own.
         Scared and elated at the same time. A feeling that told her she’d done it, she was on her own, she didn’t need any help any
         more. A bit like life, really – only in her life there had never been anyone holding on to the saddle. Except Ant.
      

      
      
      Cleo thought about throwing away the sack she was still wearing, but decided she was cold enough without making things worse.
         It wasn’t fashionable but it was warm. She kept looking over her shoulder to check that she was in the clear, but only her
         shadow followed her, flickering in the gas light. She would steal an over-the-shoulder glance and watch it shrink to nothing
         as she walked under the lamp post, then elongate in front of her, then fade away into darkness until she came within range
         of the next lamp. This one cast a constant light and her shadow was steady, as if reflecting her returning strength.
      

      
      Cleo felt at her ribs and wondered if Horace had broken any. If she examined herself she knew she’d find new bruises on top
         of the fading shades of old ones. Maybe she should go to a hospital to get herself looked at. Maybe she should tell someone
         what Horace and her mother had done to her, and how she’d nearly died at their hands. Maybe they’d believe her. Pigs might
         fly, that’s what Ant would say. If only she knew where he’d got to.
      

      
      A genial moon hung like a welcome sign above Battye’s Bakery, as if inviting her to call in. The bakers worked all night and
         her nose had been drawn by the smell of newly baked teacakes. When you’re hungry there’s no more tempting smell. Her belly
         was completely empty now and her hunger was physically painful. She reached into her sock and took out the stolen shilling
         that Ant had given her. During her time under the stairs she had often taken it out and squeezed it in her hand as an act
         of defiance. Sometimes she bit it like a voodoo doll, in the hope that the pain the coin was suffering might transfer itself
         on to its evil owner. It wasn’t much but it was something.
      

      
      ‘Have yer got any currant teacakes, mister?’ Her voice was hoarse from the smoke.

      
      A man with a dusting of flour on his face, wearing a white, flat cap and a baker’s smock came to the door and gave her a suspicious
         look.
      

      
      
      ‘No, we haven’t … Good God, is that you, Cleo, lass? What’s up wi’ yer voice? Have yer got a cold or summat?’

      
      He recognised her despite the dirt still streaked on her face and the sack she was wearing. She had an unmistakable face,
         with expressions ranging from a demonic scowl to a melting smile. Everyone has special qualities to fall back on and Cleo’s
         facial expressions were hers. Unfortunately, they never worked on Horace – or her mother for that matter.
      

      
      ‘Yes, mister … and I’m dead hungry.’ She could barely get the words out, her throat was so sore.

      
      He shook his head, determined not to be swayed. ‘I’m sorry, lass. Yer’ll have ter come back when t’ shop’s open tomorrow.
         We don’t sell stuff at night. In any case, yer shouldn’t be bringing yer germs in here.’
      

      
      Cleo edged further inside. The aroma was making her mouth water.

      
      ‘Honest, I’m right hungry, mister.’

      
      The man couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. One of Wet Nelly’s kids being hungry wasn’t beyond the bounds of possibility,
         such was Nelly’s reputation as a parent. She’d arrived in the district with one bastard babe-in-arms and it surprised no one
         when a second, fatherless baby arrived a couple of years later. Then, right out of the blue she’d married Conshie Womack,
         who was an even bigger waste of space than Wet Nelly. To everyone in the district she’d always be Wet Nelly Kelly; apparently
         the kids hadn’t taken Womack’s name – not much of a loss to them. Horace Womack was a part-time bookie’s runner, part-time
         odd-job man and full-time tosspot. And he’d been a conshie. Some conshies were genuine and deserving of some respect (which they never got) for sticking to their beliefs in the face
         of public humiliation; others were conshies of convenience – basically cowards who hid behind the guise of being conscientious
         objectors. Womack was one of those.
      

      
      Most of his money went on the dogs or on beer; none of it went on Nelly’s kids, God help ’em. Cleo kept her eyes on him and her smile constant. A winning combination.
      

      
      ‘Have yer got any money?’ he enquired, defeated. The tone of his voice suggested he thought it was a daft question.

      
      ‘Yes, mister.’

      
      ‘Oh!’ He was surprised now. ‘They’re tuppence each, yer know.’

      
      She held out her shilling. ‘Can I have seven for a bob?’

      
      ‘Go on then,’ he said. ‘Seeing as it’s you.’

      
      ‘Have you got any butter?’ Cleo asked, when he came back with a paper bag full of teacakes.

      
      ‘No, we flamin’ well haven’t … here.’ The decent man handed her a half-full bottle of Tizer. ‘Finish this off and don’t say
         I don’t give yer nowt. And while yer at it, I should have a word wi’ yer couturier. I don’t think sacks are in this year.’
      

      
      Cleo mumbled her thanks through a mouthful of teacake, which she was chewing with the table manners of a ravenous dog. Then,
         swallowing sufficient down to clear her throat, she asked, ‘Can I stay here for a bit, mister?’
      

      
      It was only a brief moment in her life but after what she’d just been through she would remember it as one of the really good
         times, and she wouldn’t have minded the memory lasting a bit longer.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, lass,’ he said. ‘Not in the state you’re in. Yer what’s known as unhygienic. Haven’t yer got no home ter go to?’

      
      ‘I had, but it’s burnin’ down.’

      
      ‘Don’t talk so daft, lass.’

      
      ‘Sorry, Mister.’

      
      She decided not to try and disprove his disbelief of her – it might affect her bid for freedom. She edged, very reluctantly,
         out of the light and warmth into the cold street, holding the bag of warm teacakes to her skinny chest.
      

      
      Four hours later she was found asleep under a tarpaulin in Flanagan’s coal depot by a police constable with a moustache and bad breath. The night watchman had seen something moving but hadn’t dared go near, so he rang the police. The bag of teacakes
         was empty, as was the Tizer bottle.
      

      
      The policeman shook her by the shoulder. His voice started off as part of her dream. She was trapped in a blazing box, kicking
         at it, trying to get out and she knew there was no escape. Someone was talking to her and shaking her. ‘Come on, young ’un,
         wakey, wakey.’
      

      
      She was sweating despite the cold night air, then she blinked her eyes and realised, with enormous relief, that it was only
         a dream – this time. The policeman recognised her.
      

      
      ‘Blimey! It’s you. We thought yer’d gone up in smoke. What the hell are yer wearin’?’

      
      Cleo stared at him, disorientated for a second. ‘I haven’t done nowt, mister, honest.’

      
      ‘Happen not, love. There’s a first time for everythin’. They thought yer might o’ gone up in t’ fire.’

      
      ‘It were nowt ter do with me, mister, honest.’

      
      ‘I’m not sayin’ it was, lass. But I think my sergeant might want ter ask yer about it.’

      
      The police left the cell door unlocked as Cleo slept. There was nowhere else for her to sleep. At least it was warm and it
         had a comfy lavatory that flushed first time and they’d brought her a cup of tea with proper milk and two spoonfuls of sugar.
         A police doctor came and shone a torch down her throat. He said she was suffering from mild smoke inhalation and gave her
         two aspirins and a Fisherman’s Friend.
      

      
      From somewhere they’d produced a green cardigan. It was a couple of sizes too big but anything was better than the sack. Cleo
         hadn’t explained about the sack, because it would have meant her having to explain about how she came to be locked in the
         bogey hole because Ant had stabbed Horace – and this could get her brother into a lot of trouble with the police. Ant wouldn’t thank her for that. ‘Tell the buggers nothing’ was his motto.
      

      
      Her mother and Horace had made their own arrangements that night, which didn’t include her. Wet Nelly had squeezed out buckets
         of tears when she thought her darling daughter had been burned alive. Horace would have been more worried at the thought of
         Cleo’s charred remains being found under the stairs. He’d have had his excuses ready, no doubt: ‘She must have gone there
         to escape the fire, silly lass.’
      

      
      When Cleo unexpectedly turned up there was no joyous relief at a much-loved daughter’s escape from death. Just anger at the
         trouble she had caused. Cleo saw unspoken questions on their lips but while the police were there they could hardly ask her
         how she got out of the cupboard, much less question her about the fire. The two of them left without telling the police where
         they were going or what they intended doing about her, only to say they’d be back first thing. When Cleo woke up she could
         hear Horace’s voice. He was doing his best to disguise his natural nastiness and Cleo hoped the coppers would see through
         it.
      

      
      ‘I hate to say this about the girl, with her bein’ me own, so ter speak,’ he was saying. ‘But I’m not at all surprised … never
         out o’ trouble … allus fighting … yer should see t’ bruises on ’er body … wouldn’t know the truth if it jumped up and bit
         ’er.’
      

      
      Cleo went to the cell door to listen more clearly. ‘I think this is just about the last straw,’ she heard him say. ‘Her brother
         stabbed me last week, but I said nowt. When they’re yer own yer don’t, do yer? Yer try an’ make the best o’ things. My Nelly
         agrees wi’ me, don’t yer, love?’
      

      
      Cleo didn’t need to look at Nelly to know she’d be nodding her head like a demented donkey. Cleo hated her for not sticking
         up for her, like a proper mother should.
      

      
      ‘I think yer’ll just have ter throw t’ book at ’er, Sergeant,’ Horace was saying. ‘Teach her a lesson she’ll not forget. We can’t cope wi’ kids what set fire to us ’ouse an’
         ’ome.’
      

      
      ‘Were you insured, sir?’

      
      ‘No, we bloody weren’t, as it ’appens. The house were rented but some valuable stuff went up in smoke. D’yer think we’re entitled
         to a bit o’ compo?’
      

      
      ‘I shouldn’t think so, sir. That’s what insurance is for.’

      
      ‘Well, yer never imagine yer own girl’s gonna set fire to ’er own ’ome. It shook me, I can tell yer. Standin’ there, watchin
         me ’ouse go up in smoke. Makes yer bloody think.’
      

      
      ‘I imagine you were absolutely frantic about the girl being trapped inside.’

      
      Horace missed the irony in the policeman’s voice. ‘What? Oh aye, that an’ all. Worried to death.’

      
      ‘And so relieved when she turned up alive.’

      
      ‘Well, naturally, with ’er bein’ me daughter.’

      
      ‘She’s not your daughter though, is she, sir?’

      
      ‘Not as such, but as good as. I couldn’t have tret ’er better if she’d been me own … an’ what thanks do I get? The little
         sod burns me out of ’ouse an’ bloody ’ome an’ then runs away. If she ’adn’t run away we might ’ave thought it were an accident
         – but she did run away, so that proves it, dunt it?’
      

      
      ‘If you say so, sir.’

      
      This worried Cleo. They thought she’d set fire to the house. How was that? How could she set fire to the house when they’d
         locked her in a cupboard? Would it do any good to deny it, or would it make things worse? Usually it made things worse – even
         though she was telling the truth. Cleo considered her options once again. If the police knew about Ant stabbing Horace, she
         couldn’t lose anything by telling them about her being locked in the cupboard and Horace hitting her all the time. On the
         other hand it would be her word against theirs and grown-ups never believed kids. She went back inside the cell and wondered
         how long a prison sentence she’d have to serve for burning a crappy old house down. Then someone brought her breakfast and Cleo forgot her troubles for a while. When you’ve been locked in a
         blazing cupboard nothing seems all that serious. At least she was warm and safe from that cruel man. She wished Ant was with
         her.
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      On the morning of her appearance in Juvenile Court, Cleo’s brother was closely examining the sets of bicycle locks in Morton’s
         Cycle Shop on Harehills Lane, and in particular, the keys. He soon worked out that there were only three or four different
         keys to fit all the locks. Mrs Morton, the owner’s wife, barely spared Ant a glance as she explained the merits of a certain
         bicycle to a customer. By the time she looked in Ant’s direction again he was outside with one of each key in his pocket.
         From Mrs Morton’s viewpoint he was just looking at the bikes displayed on the pavement, all chained together and locked with
         the locks to which Ant now had a set of keys. He chose the most unlikely machine. Disregarding a flashy racing bike in blue
         and gold, he unlocked the chain on a JT Rogers Tourer with ‘sit up and beg’ handlebars and a comfy saddle. It was the one
         least likely to be missed in a hurry and it suited his purpose.
      

      
      Up until appearing in court Cleo had been in a local authority remand home, the best home she’d ever had. For a variety of
         reasons, mostly bureaucratic bungles, she’d been held there for over four months, but she didn’t mind. The regime was strict
         but fair. Her mother, no doubt not wishing to aggravate Horace, hadn’t bothered to visit her. Ant somehow found out what had
         happened and sent her two postcards, both signed, ‘Eccles’, his favourite character in The Goon Show. The house mother didn’t make the connection and failed to notify anyone that her missing brother was now in London and working
         on a building site. The second card arrived the day before Cleo was due to appear in court. It simply read: ‘Tell the buggers
         nothing, Eccles.’
      

      
      As this was the only piece of legal advice available to her, Cleo obeyed Ant’s instructions to the letter. Even to the extent
         of refusing to answer when the clerk of the court said, ‘State your name.’
      

      
      She stared at the coat of arms on the wall behind the bench, wondering what Dieu et Mon Droit meant.

      
      ‘Young lady, are you or are you not, Cleopatra Kelly?’ asked the Chairman of the bench.

      
      Cleo said nothing. Her eyes were still fixed on the coat of arms behind the man’s head.

      
      ‘Answer me, girl!’

      
      She slowly transferred her gaze and gave him her look of benign imbecility. One of Ant’s favourites.

      
      The chairman leaned over to the clerk and enquired, ‘Do we know if the girl is mentally enfeebled?’

      
      ‘According to her school reports, she’s quite bright, your Worship.’

      
      ‘Is she really?’

      
      The magistrate examined her over the top of his glasses and Cleo suspected she hadn’t passed muster when he remarked, sternly,
         ‘We must take your insolence into consideration when judging this matter.’
      

      
      She transferred her gaze to the coat of arms once again and eventually worked out that Dieu meant God. She’d heard Ant, who
         had taken French at school, say ‘Mon Dieu’ loads of times and he’d once explained what it meant.
      

      
      ‘My God.’ Cleo mouthed the two words to herself.

      
      ‘Speak up, girl!’ demanded the magistrate, who must have thought Cleo was speaking to him.

      
      Cleo ignored him. Tell the buggers nothing. She wasn’t much good at speaking to grown-ups in authority. Some of her unenlightened teachers took this to be surliness but they couldn’t have been more wrong; she might be a lot of things
         but surly wasn’t one of them. The case continued without any contribution from her. Cleo had no representation. Horace spoke
         against her:
      

      
      ‘I’ve done me best by the girl, yer Worship,’ he said.

      
      The clicking of his loose teeth was accentuated by the hollow acoustics of the court. It brought a smirk to the face of an
         otherwise bored court reporter.
      

      
      ‘Many’s the time I’ve stayed me hand when she’s given me cheek,’ Womack went on. ‘But yer’d need the patience of a saint not
         ter give her a bleedin’ crack now and again.’
      

      
      The chairman’s face froze at this expletive and only thawed when Horace issued a swift apology.

      
      ‘Begging yer pardon, yer Worship. I’m a bit past meself with all what’s been goin’ on.’

      
      ‘Quite,’ conceded the magistrate, who talked through his nose as if he had a cold. The combination of this and Womack’s clicking
         teeth set the young court reporter giggling to himself. An usher caught his eye and frowned him into silence.
      

      
      ‘You’re not on trial, Mr Womack,’ said the magistrate. ‘Corporal punishment has its place in our society. Bringing up children
         is difficult enough when they’re your own, but to bring up someone’s else’s child is doubly difficult.’
      

      
      Cleo smiled at the young reporter, who smiled back, taken with her. Then she transferred her attention to the magistrate who
         seemed to have her future in his hands. Nothing about him was impressive or reassuring. He was very old, at least fifty, with
         a fat face and an Elastoplast stuck to his chin. Whatever was under the plaster was of more concern to him than the girl in
         the dock, whom he spared barely a single glance. He kept fingering the plaster, in between wiping his nose with a large, white
         handkerchief. There was a long silence in the court as he studied the case notes. Then he looked over his glasses at Horace
         and said, ‘I understand her older brother …’ then back through them at his notes, ‘Antony Kelly, has run away from home.’
      

      
      ‘That’s right, yer Worship,’ confirmed Horace. ‘Took a knife ter me and ran away.’ He winced and tried to raise his wounded
         arm. ‘I’m still not back at work.’
      

      
      ‘I suspect the boy is something of a worry to you.’

      
      ‘As God is my judge, yer Worship, there’s not a night goes by without me and the wife worrying ourselves sick about the lad.’

      
      Horace turned to look at his wife for her confirmation. Cleo looked at her in the vain hope that just for once in her life
         she’d do the right thing and condemn him for what he was – a bully and a liar. Cleo was willing her to stand up and shout
         out the truth about him. To tell the world what a rotten awful pig of a man he was.
      

      
      Nelly knew her daughter’s eyes were on her, but she fixed her own gaze on Horace and nodded, dutifully, without sparing Cleo
         a glance; as though her own daughter wasn’t important enough for her to look at.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Mr Womack, you may return to your seat.’

      
      As Horace went back to join Wet Nelly, the chairman shuffled a few papers then began to deliver his verdict without looking
         up at the court.
      

      
      ‘I think it’s reasonable to assume that by setting her home on fire and running away, this young lady has proved herself to
         be beyond parental control,’ he droned. Then he took off his glasses and wiped them on an unused part of the same handkerchief
         he’d earlier wiped his nose with. ‘And in view of her insolent behaviour in this court I don’t think we need to retire to
         consider this verdict.’ He held his glasses up to the light to check for smears, then put them on and glanced over the top
         of them at his two colleagues for their agreement, which he got. He then turned his attention to Cleo.
      

      
      ‘Cleopatra Kelly. You have proved yourself to be a dishonest, dangerous and ungrateful child. It is the decision of this court
         that you be held in secure accommodation until you prove yourself fit to be released into decent society. The term of your custody will be not less than two years.’
      

      
      The magistrate was lowering his gaze when he caught sight of her hand in the air. He looked up and glared at her, almost putting
         her off asking her question; the one Ant would have wanted her to ask.
      

      
      ‘What is it, girl?’

      
      ‘Mister, where I’m going, will they be cruel to me like they are at home?’

      
      Tell the truth and shame the devil.
      

      
      The magistrate followed her gaze and looked to where Nelly and Horace were shuffling in their seats with embarrassment. Someone
         tittered and was silenced by the clerk of the court. The magistrate didn’t know what to say at first.
      

      
      ‘Your persistent insolence has been noted,’ he sniffed, eventually. ‘You’ll be placed in the care of someone who will teach
         you how to conduct yourself.’
      

      
      Cleo knew he wouldn’t answer her question, but she was optimistic that life couldn’t be any worse where they were sending
         her.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, mister,’ she said. ‘I’m sure it’ll be very nice.’

      
      She looked at her mother, who now returned her gaze. Cleo had seen warmer eyes on a fishmonger’s slab. The policeman’s hand
         on her skinny shoulder held more affection than her mother had ever shown her. The constable knew that justice wasn’t being
         served here. It wouldn’t have taken a genius.
      

      
      ‘Come on, love,’ he muttered. ‘Before yer get yerself into more bother.’ He fingered a set of handcuffs dangling from his
         belt. ‘Yer not gonna give me any trouble, are yer?’
      

      
      Cleo looked up at him. ‘No mister,’ she said, and at the time she meant it because he seemed such a nice man.

      
      With the constable by her side she walked out of the Juvenile Court and headed for the Bridewell in Leeds Town Hall where
         she was to be held until transport arrived. At the other side of the road was Ant, his legs dangling loosely from a bicycle. He casually flicked away a cigarette he’d been
         smoking and pointed to the Ladies’ toilets a few yards away. Then he winked at her. He didn’t need to paint a picture, Cleo
         knew exactly how his mind worked.
      

      
      ‘Can I go to the lavvie, mister?’ Cleo asked.

      
      ‘When we get ter the station, lass.’

      
      ‘Sorry, mister. I’m burstin’ for a wee.’

      
      She ran in the direction of the toilets, leaving the policeman more cross at her insubordination than worried that his prisoner
         was escaping. It wasn’t until she suddenly darted to one side and mounted the saddle of Ant’s bike that the policeman, with
         a roar of vexation, set off in pursuit – by which time it was too late. Ant was standing on the pedals and working up sufficient
         speed to carry them away from the pursuing constable. They flew around the corner of the Town Hall and away towards the Headrow
         and freedom.
      

      
      Ant rode straight through red traffic lights in front of the Town Hall and turned right down East Parade, then left along
         Infirmary Street and into City Square, where he turned right against the flow of traffic. He was dodging in and out of hooting,
         oncoming cars as they passed the Majestic Cinema which, Cleo noticed, was showing Dial M for Murder starring Ray Milland and Grace Kelly. Cleo was adding Grace to her list of preferred names when the front wheel caught in
         the tramlines and threw them in front of an oncoming tram, which Cleo thought was very careless of Ant, under the circumstances.
         Even she knew not to cycle anywhere near tramlines. To be fair he did push her clear of one line while he rolled clear of
         the other and waited with bated breath for the tram to pass between them so he could see if his sister had survived, which
         of course she had. Cleo was sitting on the ground rubbing her knee as the tram scraped to a halt just beyond them, mangling
         the stolen bike beneath its wheels.
      

      
      Ant winked at her and said, ‘Nearly.’

      
      ‘Nearly?’ Cleo said. ‘How d’you mean, nearly? That was really stupid, that was. Are you all right?’
      

      
      He’d banged his elbow, grazed his knee and torn his trousers into the bargain, but he was obviously so relieved that he hadn’t
         killed her that he shook his head and grinned, as though it was all a great big joke. That was one of the things about him
         that made her mad. When someone nearly kills you and they think it’s funny – that’s really annoying.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what you think’s so funny, we could have been flippin’ killed.’

      
      ‘I know, but we weren’t,’ he pointed out. ‘So that’s good, isn’t it?’

      
      Ant had a weird sense of logic. A gathering crowd of spectators and a hooting of horns urged them to their feet. Ant grabbed
         her hand and virtually pulled her up the steps and through the doors of the Queen’s Hotel, past a snooty-looking woman in
         a fur coat and a commissionaire who was coming down the steps to open the door of a Rolls-Royce.
      

      
      They tried their best but it was difficult to look as though they belonged there. Well, impossible actually. Cleo was limping
         and dusting the road dirt from her clothes on to the plush carpet, and Ant’s equally dirty trousers were torn and bloodied
         at the knee. A man wearing a morning suit and a very sour expression looked at them as though they were something nasty he’d
         trodden in. He lifted the flap on a reception desk and headed towards them.
      

      
      ‘Smile at him,’ whispered Ant.

      
      She did as he asked but this man was obviously trained not to respond to such as her. Her brother spotted this and also spotted
         a door marked Station Exit. He led his limping sister across the carpeted foyer and through this less public door. Within
         a minute they were mingling with the people in the station.
      

      
      ‘Come on,’ said Ant. ‘We need ter buy a couple of platform tickets.’

      
      ‘Where we going?’ Cleo was examining her knee as Ant studied the destination board. ‘I could do with a plaster.’

      
      ‘London,’ he said. There was no doubt in his voice. He was studying the train times, rubbing his chin like an old man. ‘Eleven
         forty-five sounds okay to me. Gets in at four-fifteen – just beats rush hour.’
      

      
      Cleo didn’t know whether to believe him or not, but he’d done okay so far, and she supposed her grazed knee would heal quicker
         without a plaster. They sat and drank strong tea in the station café; neither of them liked strong tea but it was the only
         variety on offer. Strong tea and curly sandwiches that looked to have been there since the old king died.
      

      
      ‘Where’d you get the bike?’ Cleo asked.

      
      ‘Borrowed it … sort of. From Morton’s bike shop.’

      
      ‘You mean you nicked it.’ She disapproved because she didn’t want Ant to become a thief; he was too good for that.

      
      ‘I had no choice.’

      
      ‘What happened to your bike?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘Sold it the day I ran away to a bloke coming out of a pub. He gave me two quid for it. I asked for ten but I wasn’t in a
         position to argue.’
      

      
      ‘Two quid, was he drunk?’

      
      ‘Hey! Don’t be so cheeky. It was a good bike was The Black Panther.’

      
      Cleo couldn’t help but grin, he saw her and joined in. ‘Wasn’t much like a panther, was it?’ he admitted.

      
      ‘Not much,’ Cleo said. ‘But it was clever the way you made it all yourself.’

      
      They sat in silence for a while until she asked him, ‘How come you knew everything that was happening to me?’

      
      He winked at her and touched the side of his nose, knowingly. ‘I kept ringin’ old Foxy Foxcroft,’ he said. ‘He said he’d keep
         an eye on what were goin’ on. He did an’ all.’
      

      
      It explained everything. Ant used to do a paper round for Foxcroft’s Newsagents.

      
      ‘He’s all right is Mister Foxcroft,’ Cleo said.

      
      Ant’s gaze seemed to lose its focus. He did that a lot when his mind got crammed with all his weird ideas. Cleo had something on her mind as well, so she stared at him until he remembered she was still there.
      

      
      ‘What’s up?’

      
      ‘Thanks for coming to get me,’ she said. ‘But you shouldn’t have left me – not with him.’

      
      He lowered his head and looked down, and at first Cleo was glad he had. Ant had permanently cheerful eyes and a mouth that
         was only ever a flicker away from a grin; although few people in the world had less to grin about than Ant Kelly. Cleo bent
         her head down so she could see his face and noticed a shine in his eyes, the sort of shine you get when you’re about to cry.
         She’d made him feel rotten and she didn’t really want that.
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