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Chapter One

There was red brick in every direction. The back of the house and the fronts of the coal sheds enclosed two sides of the garden, and a high wall surrounded the rest, defending it from the neighbours in one direction, and the back alley (commonly known as Gassy Pad), in the other.

It was the last weekend before the summer holidays.

Naomi Conroy crouched uncomfortably at the end of the garden reading a book. As usual, she had spent her Saturday morning at the town library, searching the too familiar shelves for something new. On her left was the stack of books she had read since she returned, and on her right was the pile she hadn’t opened yet. She kept her elbow leaning on that pile to guard them from her permanently book-hungry sisters. Even now, she could feel herself being watched, and without looking up knew that Ruth was hovering close by, waiting for her to finish, when by law of the family the book would become common property, free for anyone to read.

Ruth watched the flickering of her sister’s eyes as they moved across the page. She watched Naomi’s grubby fingers curl and turn the pages over. She measured the thickness of book left to read, compared it to that read already, estimated the time it would take in minutes, deducted an amount for half pages and illustrations and sighed. Ruth was banned from the library. The librarian was holding her tickets to ransom in the hope of extracting at least part of the amount Ruth owed to the library in fines.

But I’m one of your best customers,’ Ruth had raged when this ultimatum was delivered.

‘Worst customers,’ corrected the librarian. And so Ruth (who had no money and would not have handed it over if she had) was reduced to surviving on the books her sisters chose and grudgingly handed over.

Naomi finished the chapter and closed the book. For a few seconds she could not see, and then her eyes refocused on the small, sunshiny garden. It was overcrowded, she thought. Too many plants, too many scattered belongings, too many book-starved sisters waiting to pounce.

Naomi was eleven years old, and Ruth was thirteen. They were the Big Ones. Phoebe and Rachel, aged six and eight, were the Little Ones. Although Ruth and Naomi had been known as the Big Ones since Rachel’s arrival into the family, they still resented it. It gave them an uncomfortable feeling of being shoved on from behind, and neither of them took kindly to being shoved.

‘One more week,’ Ruth remarked, ‘and then we’ll be finished with school. That’ll be one less torture anyway.’

‘I’d rather be at school than stuck here all summer,’ Naomi answered. ‘I’d rather do anything. Even prison would be better.’ She rolled over onto her back, pillowing her head on the pile of books. ‘Solitary confinement, everyone locked out except me, that’s what I’d like.’

‘Anything for a change,’ agreed Ruth while gently easing a book away from Naomi’s heap. ‘We ought to run away.’

‘I know.’

‘Like Robert did,’ said Ruth, referring to an uncle who had made family history by disappearing in his youth and never coming back.

The book came away with a jerk and there was a short fight.

‘Yes,’ agreed Naomi, when it was over, ‘but the trouble with running away is where to run to. If we went anywhere where we know someone we’d be sent back, and if we went anywhere where we don’t, then we’d be lost. It’s knowing where to start.’

‘We’d start here,’ said Ruth, sucking her bleeding knuckle.

‘Well, then, it’s knowing where to end.’

‘Yes.’

The garden was quiet as they pondered, not for the first time, the problems of running away.

At the other end of what their father, Mr Conroy, liked to call The Lawn, Rachel and Phoebe were racing stolen maggots around the lid of a tin. The maggots belonged to Mr Conroy, and were bought for his fishing on Sundays. As well as the usual revolting white ones there were others, dyed, for some unfathomable reason, pink and green. Rachel always took a pink one, and Phoebe a green. They scooped them out of the tin with the silver spoon that belonged in the tea-caddy, appropriated for the purpose by Rachel. Maggot racing already showed signs of becoming the summer’s main occupation. The rules were very strict. You could prod your maggot in the right direction, but not push him forwards. If they stopped you must allow them to start again of their own accord. Rachel always prodded hers with a blade of grass, but Phoebe usually favoured a matchstick. Maggots responded better to matchstick prodding, but it tended to wear them out faster. Phoebe’s green maggot was beginning to look very limp.

‘He’s nearly dead,’ said Rachel.

‘He’s just too hot,’ replied Phoebe. ‘Anyway, I’m fed up of this. I’m going to bury him now.’ The career of a racing maggot inevitably ended in burial. It hid the evidence. What happened to the maggots afterwards was a mystery, although Rachel and Phoebe had often tried digging them up again to find out. Perhaps they crawled away, or a bird ate them. Either would be better than their original fate on the end of a hook.

‘Did you put the lids back on the tins?’ called Ruth from across the garden, remembering a time when this precaution had been forgotten, and the maggots had climbed the impossibly smooth sides of the tin, and escaped all over the toolshed.

‘Did we?’ asked Phoebe.

‘Hope not,’ said Naomi as Rachel hurried away to check, ‘we could do with a bit of excitement.’

Phoebe finished patting the earth smooth over the maggots’ graves and remarked, ‘I wish something would happen.’

‘Well, it won’t,’ said Ruth.

Ruth’s gloomy conviction that It Wouldn’t was based on the fact that, so far, It Never Had. Mrs Conroy, perhaps as a result of a rather too exciting childhood of her own, had carefully chosen to marry a man of such serene good nature that it was astonishing he survived at all. It was rather sad that two people whose only ambition was a life of security and peace should have been blessed with Ruth, Naomi, Rachel and Phoebe. Certainly they had done nothing to deserve it. Ruth, Naomi, and Rachel had been welcomed to their quiet world with old-fashioned, gentle names, suitable to the natures their parents hoped they would develop. By the time that Phoebe was born, however, Mr and Mrs Conroy had become rather disillusioned. They did not give Phoebe a name that they hoped she would be like; they gave her the name they expected her to be like, for Ruth, Naomi and Rachel showed very few signs of old-fashioned gentleness. And as Phoebe grew up it became increasingly apparent that neither did she.

Mr and Mrs Conroy didn’t own a car, wouldn’t buy a television, disliked the thought of allowing pets into an already chaotic household, and could never quite afford to go on holidays. Naturally this made things somewhat difficult for their daughters, who, partly from personal inclination and partly in self-defence, maintained a carefully fostered defiance towards the world in general and school in particular.

‘How awful to be you!’ a girl at school had once remarked to Naomi, on hearing for the first time of her family’s general differentness.

‘Awful!’ exclaimed Naomi, indignantly and untruthfully. ‘What would be awful for people like you, boring people, isn’t awful at all for people like me.’

‘What sort of people are you supposed to be then?’ demanded her questioner.

‘I am Me,’ said Naomi, ‘and you are only you.’

Nobody was allowed to pity a Conroy girl. Depending on their latest rebellion they might be admired or feared or isolated, and such reactions were bearable, even desirable. Patronage was not. They went to frightful extremes to avoid it.

The summer weekend drifted on, exhausting itself and its participants with non-events. Sunday afternoon ended in Sunday Tea, varied and bountiful, and prepared, as always, by Mrs Conroy alone with no help from her daughters. The evening ran its usual course. Mrs Conroy dragged her husband from under his newspaper to spray the roses, her daughters from behind their library books to finish their homework, school uniforms from under beds to be exclaimed over in horror (but nothing else), and afterwards, having found occupations for everybody but herself, sat down and watched them work.

‘I don’t think this day will ever end,’ she sighed.

Rachel and Phoebe were bathed, clean-pyjamad, and got rid of.

Naomi toiled through the dregs of her homework and was dismissed.

Ruth escaped.

Mr and Mrs Conroy, after a weak tea and milk chocolate biscuits, locked the doors and withdrew.



Sunday night darkness seeped through the house.

All day long it had hung around waiting, hunched under the stairs, reeking in the shoe cupboard, shivering in the bottom of vases. Now it was loose.

Rachel and Phoebe slept in bunk beds packed with teddy bears, colouring books and stray lumps of Lego. Phoebe in the bottom bunk dreamed of crocodiles; the ones that lived in the front room behind the settee. There was nothing to be afraid of as long as you poked crisps into their mouths, and there were plenty of crisps left over from tea. Happily in her sleep Phoebe fed the dream crocodiles. Beneath the bedclothes her fingers moved, picking up crisps. Phoebe was safe in the dark; it never frightened her. Sometimes she woke herself up, singing loudly.

Rachel, in the top bunk because she was the eldest of the two, slept with her back jammed against the wall as far from the edge as possible. It was very uncomfortable. She had fallen asleep with her face resting on her hard brown plait, and it was printing a pattern of twists across her cheek. She did not dream, but all through her sleep hung a nervous distrust of the edge of the bed.

The dark was thickest and blackest in Ruth and Naomi’s room, where huge old blue velvet curtains hung, smothering the windows. The curtains had faded round the hems to a browny-grey colour, and they held in Ruth and Naomi and the dark like gaolers.

Ruth lay awake, staring at nothing and thinking. One day, she dreamed, she would spend summer in the countryside, somewhere hilly, not like the Lincolnshire flatness she was accustomed to. She would have two houses – one for herself, and one for her family to come and visit her in – and she would be a famous … a famous … a famous what? Well, famous anyway, and very rich of course …

‘Are you awake?’ hissed Naomi through the dark.

‘I’m thinking.’

‘What about?’

‘When I’m rich.’

‘Huh!’

Silence for a while.

‘Is that all you’re thinking about?’ asked Naomi eventually.

‘One more week of school.’

‘Yucky-pucky,’ said Naomi, and fell asleep.

Mrs Conroy was dreaming of being lost in a strange town. She dreamed the same dream every night, but tonight she was rescued and returned to her safe dark bedroom by Mr Conroy, who seemed (from his kicking) to be dreaming of football.


Chapter Two

The last week of school began in the usual manner of last weeks of term.

‘Can’t we play games?’ wailed all the children at their unfortunate teachers, first thing on Monday morning.

‘Certainly not,’ snapped the teachers, ‘you can play all summer. There’s another week left yet. We’re paid to teach, not to baby-sit.’

Nobody was disappointed by this. It was the traditional reply. The class ringleaders went on to the next question.

‘Can we go to the television room and watch Wimbledon?’

Everybody knew how much the teachers hated missing Wimbledon.

‘Can we have a general knowledge quiz?’

‘Can we play hangman on the blackboard?’

Ignoring these questions, the teachers ruthlessly handed out wads of worksheets, and old exam papers. Demanding absolute silence they began the end-of-year frantic counting of marks in registers. Their faces grew twisted and tortured and they held their foreheads in their hands.

The morning sun shone straight into the third year maths classroom where Ruth sat staring at a list of questions. The windows were open, but no air circulated.

‘It smells like a greenhouse full of corpses in here,’ wrote Ruth on her question paper, knowing that it would probably never be marked.

‘Speak for yourself,’ wrote her neighbour Wendy, who had naturally egg-yolk coloured hair, tied into a proud and flouncing ponytail.

‘I’ll work out the odd numbers and you do the evens and we’ll swop,’ proposed Ruth.

‘No,’ scrawled Wendy, writing without looking at the paper to avoid detection.

There was a jug of sweet peas standing on the teacher’s table. Wendy had brought them in that morning; she often did bring flowers – she was Charity Monitor and it went to her head. The jug was too tall for the flowers and only their heads and a stump of stem showed, poking over the rim. A bee spotted them from outside and flew in to investigate. Nobody noticed him.

The teacher was counting tiny attendance ticks in the register almost hysterically, using her fingers because fifteen years of teaching mathematics had made her incapable of adding up in her head. The little marks zipped up and down before her eyes until her brain squirmed. When the bee hurled himself against the classroom window and tried to drill his way through the glass she jumped and gave a startled scream. The class looked up in relief, those sitting at desks near the bee squealing and moving away, purposely knocking books onto the floor. Further away people flapped their question papers and made inane suggestions. The bee buzzed in horror against the invisible glass.

‘Somebody put that creature out,’ ordered the teacher loudly.

Ruth, who never helped; Ruth, inspired by a dream of glory, calmly walked across the no-man’s land that separated the humans and the bee, picked it up loosely in her hand, and dropped it through the open window. The gasp of admiration was even louder than she had hoped.

‘End of event,’ said the teacher, refusing to be impressed. ‘Sit down everyone. What’s the matter Wendy?’

‘She picked it up in her hand,’ said Wendy, as if to make the fact official.

‘Remarkable,’ replied the teacher. ‘Close the windows please, Ruth.’

‘We’ll suffocate,’ protested someone.

‘I don’t care if you do,’ replied the teacher with unprofessional honesty.

‘Weren’t you scared?’ wrote Wendy on Ruth’s answer paper.

‘Bees don’t sting me,’ wrote Ruth, grandly and untruthfully, ‘at least they haven’t done yet,’ she thought, and wondered how soon they would.

By lunchtime the school office had run out of aspirin. A sticky, smothering feeling hung in the classrooms and the corridors, and there didn’t seem to be quite enough oxygen to go round.

From the school kitchens an appalling smell of boiled meat rippled through the building. No other cooking smell in the world reeks like school dinners brewing on a hot day. Even the sweet, sour, musty smell of the dining room was blotted out by it.



Irish Stew/Cold Fish Pie

Steamed Lem. Sponge



chalked the Head Dinner Lady on the blackboard that stood at the entrance to the dining room.

‘Irish Stew?’ asked Naomi in horror, ‘in this heat!’

‘There’s Cold Fish Pie. As you can see. If you can read,’ replied the dinner lady.

‘Good enough for you,’ she added over her shoulder as she stomped back to her cauldrons. Dinner ladies were entitled to a free school dinner, one of the privileges of the job, but they made no secret of the fact that without exception they all brought packed lunches from home.

Slowly the school lined up, collected its dinners (‘Couldn’t fancy it myself,’ muttered the dinner ladies hacking stew free from the bottom of saucepans and pouring on mashed potato), poked them drearily around its plates and finally scraped the remains into the pig buckets that stood by the exit, dinner and pudding all mixed up.

‘The poor pigs,’ people murmured as they passed. Nearly everyone pitied the pigs. The most squeamish children scraped their plates with their eyes shut, so as not to see the stew fall into the custard. There was always a special dinner lady on duty to supervise the scraping, known as the Bucket Lady. She had been appointed the day after a girl had been lifted in as a birthday joke. Whenever the Bucket Lady glanced queasily away from the mixture somebody tossed in their cutlery, knowing the dinner ladies would be forced to dive for it later. It was only done on days when the food was more than usually appalling, days when the buckets were filled deep. It was safe if one got away fast enough as the buckets could never be left unguarded.

Naomi caught the Bucket Lady’s eye as her knife tipped off her plate and sank out of sight, so she quickly dumped her dishes and hurried outside into the playing field.

There were groups of people all over the grass, some huddled in bunches around magazines or comics, some apparently unconscious, some flat on their backs with their blouses rolled up and their skirts hitched high, endeavouring to acquire bikini shaped sun tans. Naomi, looking for an empty patch where she could read in peace, noticed a lump of shrieking girls crouching around some reluctant sacrifice, and was not very surprised to see that the victim was her sister Ruth.

‘Is it true,’ asked Egg Yolk Wendy, recognising Naomi, ‘is it true that bees don’t sting your sister?’

Naomi did not commit herself to any reply. She stood with her hands in her pockets a little outside the circle, wearing an assumed expression of boredom, and hoping that Ruth would not disgrace them both. Inside her pockets her fingers were crossed.

Ruth was kneeling in front of a clump of clover. Her voice was a bit higher than usual and she was saying, ‘I don’t want to hurt them, lifting them about.’

‘You won’t,’ said Wendy, who as Charity Monitor and discoverer of the bee-immune Ruth, had assumed dictatorship of the affair. ‘Pick one more up to prove it.’

‘I’ve picked up three.’

‘Well, pick up one more.’

Ruth wondered if it was physically possible to be stung by a bee without showing it on your face. Very doubtful, she thought, and remembered that she had heard that dogs could smell fear, and it nearly always made them bite you.

‘Go on,’ urged Wendy, impatient for blood.

Very carefully, Ruth eased a bee off a clover flower, closed her hand around it for a second, and dropped it lightly onto another blossom. Its legs clung stickily to her fingers for a moment before it fell.

‘Easy as anything,’ said Naomi with her nose in the air, ‘I mean for Ruth,’ she added as Wendy turned greedily to look at her.

‘Doesn’t it run in families then?’ asked Wendy, disappointed.

‘Not ours,’ said Naomi, and left rather hastily. That seemed to signal the end of the performance and the group wandered apart, all except for Egg Yolk Wendy, who stuck to Ruth like chewing gum. She hadn’t finished yet.

Ruth turned her back to Wendy and lay on her stomach, peering down into the grass, watching an ant. It struggled up and down along the blades of grass, heading away from her. She picked it up and moved it a little way along its journey. It staggered for a while, and then turned ungratefully back in the direction it had come from. Ruth heard, ‘Does it work with wasps?’

Silence.

‘I said, “does it work with wasps?”’

‘I heard you.’

‘Well, does it? Do wasps,’ said Wendy, ‘sting you? Or not?’

‘They haven’t yet.’

‘Perhaps they don’t, like bees.’

There was no reply.

‘Look,’ said Wendy, ‘let’s go and find some wasps. Perhaps they’ll not sting you, like bees don’t.’

It occurred to Ruth that acquiring glory wasn’t all jam. It appeared that one was expected to uphold one’s reputation by continual acts of heroism. What would she be required to do supposing she survived the wasps?

‘There’s always wasps around the dustbins,’ remarked Wendy temptingly. ‘Take your fingers out of your ears!’

In one way or another, that particular lunch hour was an eventful time for every member of the Conroy family. While Naomi, with her fingers crossed in her pockets, supervised Ruth’s earnest juggling of the bumblebees, Rachel and Phoebe (and every other child in their primary school) were indulging in an outbreak of midsummer madness. That morning the County Council grass cutter had visited the school and had removed two weeks’ worth of thick damp growth from the playing fields. It had been left piled into an enormous heap at the furthest corner of the school grounds. The children of the school discovered this treasure trove, buried in it, rolled in it, hurled it, smothered their friends with armloads of it, and stuffed it in fistfuls down their enemies’ necks. The teacher on playground duty that day (who suffered from hay fever and had kept well away from the playing fields) was somewhat taken aback when she blew the whistle for afternoon school to see that her charges (who had gone out clean and more or less pink) returned to her filthy and more or less green.

Meanwhile, Mr Conroy was having the most exciting lunch hour of them all. Returning from work for his dinner he found Mrs Conroy anxiously peering down the road, clutching the first ever solicitor’s letter delivered to disturb the household. Evidently she was talking to herself, for her lips were moving.

‘Wonder and worry,’ he heard as he came up to her, ‘I’ve done nothing but wonder and worry all morning, thank goodness you’re home at last,’ she said, distractedly kissing the air beside his ear and thrusting a long white envelope into his hands. ‘I’m sure there’s nothing you’ve done and I know the girls can be naughty, but they’re not that bad that anyone should want to … well, for Heaven’s sake John, patting my back won’t help anything! Open it up and tell me the worst!’

Mr Conroy ceased attempting to calm his wife and studied the address on the corner of the envelope.

‘Never heard of them,’ he remarked and began carefully unsealing the flap so as not to tear it.

‘Do hurry, John!’

‘It looks like,’ said Mr Conroy after hastily scanning the first page, ‘my poor old Uncle’s dead …’

‘Well, it’s the first I’ve heard of you having a poor old Uncle,’ replied his wife, sighing with relief and bending to read the page he held out to her.

Mr Conroy, after quickly working it out on his fingers, explained that he hadn’t actually an Uncle, but he had a Great Aunt (who had been gone for years), and she had married for a second time late in life. Which would mean, concluded Mr Conroy, that he had a Great Step-Uncle who he’d never met.

‘And never will now,’ added Mrs Conroy as she finished reading.

‘They’ll have come down on us for the funeral expenses,’ said Mr Conroy in the melancholy tone of one who has lost an unknown relative and gained a large bill.

‘Really John,’ exclaimed Mrs Conroy crossly, ‘why must you always think the worst! Read the letter and stop talking rubbish!’

Still standing on the doorstep, feeling rather bemused and getting very hungry, Mr Conroy took the letter back and turned to the second sheet, reading it partly to himself, and partly out loud to his wife.

‘Bequests include fifty-thousand pounds and all property to his home help,’ remarked Mr Conroy, showing no emotion at this revelation. ‘Very nice for her.

‘Fifty thousand pounds to Cat’s Protection League.

‘Fifty thousand pounds towards paying off the National Debt,’ continued Mr Conroy. ‘He must have been quite a character.

‘Ten thousand pounds to each surviving nephew or niece. That would have pleased my mother.

‘Five thousand pounds to each surviving great nephew or niece!’

‘That’s you!’ said Mrs Conroy.

‘Well, fancy him thinking of me!’ Mr Conroy looked up, beaming. ‘And you’ve been getting yourself so upset! It’s about the best thing that ever happened to me! After marrying you,’ he added gallantly, seeing Mrs Conroy’s face.

‘And the girls,’ prompted Mrs Conroy. ‘And I’m bound to be a bit upset the morning I’ve had and now thinking he’s gone and we shan’t be able to thank him, and as for him leaving all that money to those cats and that home help …’

‘Well, don’t worry about them,’ said Mr Conroy sensibly. ‘What about our bit? Think what the girls are going to say!’

They both thought about what the girls would say.

‘I don’t know if we should tell them anything about it,’ said Mrs Conroy eventually. ‘There’ll be no peace at all, once they find out. We ought to just keep quiet until we decide what to do.’

Mr Conroy quite agreed. ‘And then we’ll surprise them,’ he said.



That evening a strange thing happened in the Conroy household. Instead of cold meat left over from Sunday for tea they had steak and mushrooms.

‘Why?’ asked the girls. ‘What’s today?’

Their parents were not exactly smiling, but they had a complacent look about them.

‘You deserve a treat now and then,’ they said. It was all a bit mysterious.



During the course of breakfast on Tuesday morning Rachel and Phoebe remarked several times that they needed carrier bags to take to school that day.

‘Why?’ asked Mrs Conroy, who could never find a bag when she wanted one. Then, noticing the grass stains on her daughters’ dresses for the first time, she added, ‘What on earth have you been doing? You look like goodness knows what! Why didn’t you put your clothes in the wash last night? Go and take them off!’

‘The teachers said to bring carrier bags,’ Phoebe told her, patiently persisting in sticking to the main issue even while being hauled back up to her bedroom.

‘Well, you can tell them,’ Mrs Conroy pulled Phoebe’s dress over her head without unbuttoning it, so that Phoebe’s ears nearly came off, ‘that I’m not supplying them with carrier bags. They’ve just had all that jam for the bazaar! They’re always wanting something at that school. Rachel! Just look at your knees! Green! Wash them!’

‘They’re to put our pictures and projects in,’ Rachel explained, vaguely licking her knees and rubbing them with a sock as she spoke. ‘Everyone’s got to take them, to bring their pictures and projects home.’ It was a triumph that Rachel had been looking forward to for weeks.

‘Well, I suppose I might manage to find one for you,’ Mrs Conroy said grudgingly as she finished buttoning up Phoebe and gave her a gentle smack to start her off.

‘Can I have two?’ asked Phoebe.

‘Can I borrow your shopping bag?’ asked Rachel, regarding her knees with satisfaction, ‘I’ve got an awful lot to bring home.’

‘You can get off to school, the pair of you,’ ordered Mrs Conroy, hurrying them back downstairs, where she dug out a couple of bags. ‘Look at the time! And I’ve got so much to do today. Give me a kiss, it’s time you were gone. And make sure you bring those bags back. And don’t go bringing a lot of rubbish home with you!’

‘It’s our pictures and projects,’ said Rachel, hurt dreadfully at this remark. ‘Nearly all my pictures have been on the wall.’

‘Mine’s mostly rubbish,’ agreed Phoebe cheerfully, ‘but I’m bringing it home anyway. There’s too much to throw away. I’ve been saving it for you.’

Mrs Conroy sighed at the thought as she shepherded them out of the house. ‘Cross the road with the lollipop lady,’ she called.

‘Don’t you want to see my pictures and projects?’ asked Rachel mournfully, but her mother had already closed the door.



Ruth and Naomi arrived back that afternoon to find their mother at the gate, impatiently waiting for Rachel and Phoebe to return.

‘They’re bringing their bags of junk home,’ Ruth reminded her. ‘That’s what’s taking them so long.’

‘You two go and meet them and give them a hand then,’ her mother replied. ‘They should have been home half an hour ago. I think they walk more slowly every day.’

‘It’s the weight of their brains,’ remarked Naomi.

They found their little sisters three quarters of the way back already, a weary looking pair, travel stained and burdened by the fruits of a year’s industrious paperwork. Phoebe had a newly grazed knee that still trickled blood down onto her sock, and both of them bore traces of recently dried tears on their cheeks. Bulging carrier bags weighed them down, and they hugged uncurling rolls of pictures to their chests with one hand, while between them they carried a huge paper and balsa wood model of the town centre that had been constructed by the entire school in the course of several weeks’ geography lessons. It looked very heavy, and had obviously been dropped many times already; a lot of the houses and the entire church tower had become loose and were lying in the river, which was a real river, lined with a plastic bag and filled with water. Even now not all the water had leaked away.

Rachel and Phoebe lowered their prize carefully to the ground and stood waiting for their sisters.

‘Look what we’ve got,’ said Rachel proudly. ‘They gave it to us to share.’
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