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Dark watter’s rising … a black flood, air so thick, like breathing blood. Shadows, monstrous in the gloom, dancin’ on me grave … me hands, heavy now. ‘Play for me lad,’ I say. ‘It eases the pain.’


A silver thread of tune, singin’ me home.
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The tall lad with the strange gadget is out in the Spinney again. He moves slowly through the trees, prodding the ground with his weird metal contraption. He doesn’t look up as we pass.


‘I bet he’s one of them, you know, archaeologists.’ Deela knows everything. I think of Granda sat in his chair, wheezing, watching people dig up old bones and swords and stuff and him, glued to the telly as they uncover the past.


‘You gan on out, Archie,’ he’d said. ‘I’ll have me nap. You gan out in the fresh air.’


So now, here’s me and Kyle and Deela, just mooching around the estate, drifting through the scrubby little wood we call the Spinney between our houses and the main road.


‘What a waste of money,’ Kyle says, fierce like, with a few swears sprinkled in like salt on chips. ‘What we need round here is jobs, man, not diggin’ up old history.’


I don’t swear much, me, cos Mam goes radge and Granda says a real man doesn’t need to use bad language. Kyle tries not to when he’s with Granda, but he’s got a short attention span, Kyle, and he forgets.


‘Well, it’s give him a job,’ Deela says. ‘And I don’t see any digging going on.’ She looks back over her shoulder. The lad’s scanning the ground between the trees with his machine, which looks like a cross between a Zimmer frame and a metal detector. A bright red rucksack is propped up against one of the trees.


‘It uses sound waves so they can see what’s under there without digging it up,’ I say, stepping round some dog poo and carrying on through the trees. ‘I saw it on one of Granda’s history shows.’


‘Bet it costs a bomb,’ Kyle grumbles.


We walk towards the main road, past the library. Really, it’s the Not-Library cos it got closed down in the cuts. As we pass, Kyle says what he always says:


‘It’s a brand-new building! Why would they close a brand-new building?!’


Me and Deela snort with laughter.


‘You sound like your mam,’ she says. How to calm Kyle down … not.


‘No way!’ he says, but he still goes off on one of his rants about the government and how he could do a better job himself blah blah blah.


We cross the pavement pitted with small grey gum blobs. I imagine some archaeologist guy in a hundred years scraping away the layers, like they do on telly, and finding this grey-white layer. A grey-white deposit, they’d call it, analysing it. Gum and spit. They’d think it’s, like, some strange sacrificial offering, ‘They came here and mingled their own saliva with the Holy Gum and offered it to the gods so that …’ I could almost hear the voiceover, dead posh like.


‘Well?’ Kyle is standing, hands on hips, waiting. ‘How much you got?’


We scrat about in our pockets and manage two quid between us. We go into the Co-op and roam the four short aisles. A bottle of pop and some doughnuts, or a slab of chocolate? We go for the doughnuts and head out of the shop and down the hill.


Me and Kyle and Adila. But we call her Deela. She got put with us for a Year Five history project and we’ve been hanging out ever since. Deela says she likes us cos we’re not judgemental. And that’s true. I don’t mind she’s always got to be right and they don’t care I still hang round with me Granda, playing his old fiddle. He’s taught me since I was a little kid. I know it’s not cool so I keep quiet about it. I don’t do school concerts, just play at home. Deela says it’s keeping up a tradition. Kyle says it’s me human right to be a saddo if I want.


We pass the bus stop and school. Kyle’s mouth is full of doughnut, but he’s not done with the previous conversation. ‘That lad’s just wastin’ his time,’ he says, taking another from the pack. ‘Cos there’s nowt more to know about this boring place.’


I squish a bit of the white fleshy dough between me fingers and an ooze of red jam slips out. We’re still mooching along, off the main road now. It’s not like there’s anywhere we’ve got to be; it’s summer holidays and nowt to do but hang out. Deela rolls the doughnut packet up and squishes it into her pocket.


‘Seventy-five trees in the Spinney, planted for seventy-five men and boys.’ She likes history. ‘Don’t you think it’s sad, Kyle? All them men and boys dying? Trapped in the mine right under our feet?’


Kyle shrugs, scuffing up some crisp packets on the path. ‘I s’pose, but it’s all in the past. Two hundred years gone and buried. And let’s face it, there’s a disaster a day if you need one.’ He’s licking the sugar off his fingers and wiping his hands on his jeans. I try to be on both sides so they won’t get into another stupid row, even though I cannet see that any of it matters.


‘Aye, it’s sad,’ I say. ‘But we already know what happened; how the miners accidentally broke through the wall into the abandoned workings and got flooded. What can Gadget Guy add to that?’


‘Gadget Guy,’ Deela says. ‘Good name.’


‘You couldn’t pay me to prod around the ground all day,’ Kyle goes on. ‘What’s the point? Like, when Granda tells us stories that’s interesting, but at school …’ He shrugs and pulls at a bit of twig sticking out of someone’s garden. He starts to strip the leaves off. ‘I mean, history’s all kings …’ he drops a leaf, ‘and wars …’ he drops another leaf, ‘and dates and … ugh.’ Kyle’s not daft, but school isn’t really his happy place. He breaks the twig and drops it.


Deela frowns at him. ‘It’s important to know about the past,’ she says. ‘It totally shapes the future, right, Archie?’


We’re crossing the big iron pedestrian bridge that arches out over the park in the Dene below. We stop halfway and rest our arms on the metal railings and stare down at the tops of the trees beneath us. From up here you can see where the Ouseburn River cuts through. It’s hot today. I can hear kids playing and shouting as they go into the cold water. Me and Kyle used to go down there all the time when we were little, with Granda minding us while Mam worked and Kyle’s mam did whatever she did when she wasn’t around.


‘D’you remember when Granda used to let us play in the river, Kyle?’ I say.


He nods. ‘Aye, and he used to lift us both up and swing us round dead fast? Epic.’


‘How is Granda?’ Deela asks.


‘Same,’ I shrug. ‘Bit low. He hates not being able to get out down the park and the allotments.’ I think of him stuck in the house, wheezing away, his lungs and heart shutting down slowly. ‘He’s got this thing – em-fa-seem-a,’ I say. ‘It’s where his lungs got damaged when he was working in the mines. It slowly gets worse and worse. Now he can’t barely get out of his chair.’ I stare out over the park so they cannet see me face.


‘Why doesn’t he get one of them scooters that old gadgies drive about in?’ Kyle asks. ‘Then he could get out a bit.’


‘Dunno,’ I say. ‘I think they’re, like, massively expensive.’ I don’t mention my dad, cos there’ll be no help from him. We all kind of pretend he doesn’t exist cos that’s easier than admitting the guy is a scumball who took off and left us – me, Granda and Mam. He never sends us anything, never mind money. I’ve not even heard from him in ages. Two years, mebbes? I dunno. Don’t want to either. Mam thinks he rings me now and then. So the truth is I lie to her sometimes.


Kyle kicks at an empty can, sending it right across the wide pathway. ‘Money, cash, dosh, loot, dough – that’s lots of names for summat you never get to see.’ His voice changes. ‘Hey! Why don’t we, like, raise the money?’


Deela doesn’t shoot him down like she usually does. Instead, she twirls the end of her plait round her finger. She does that when she’s thinking. ‘We’d need to do some research,’ she says. ‘Find out how much … but we could start. Oh, we could do cake sales! My cousin did that so she could go to Peru when she was in Year Eleven with school. She says homemade samosas go like hot-cakes.’


‘She must’ve sold a ship load of samosas,’ Kyle adds, grinning.


‘Well, you got any better ideas?’ Deela sounds huffy.


‘I’m thinking,’ Kyle says. He’s always got big money-making ideas but somehow they never turn into actual money.


‘What about a litter pick?’ Deela says, searching ‘mobility scooters’ on her phone as she’s talking. ‘There’s enough of it round here. We could get sponsored.’


‘Nobody’s got any money,’ I say. ‘Not the kind of money we’d need.’


‘Wow,’ she says. ‘Yeah, we are talking four figures here. But you can get them cheaper on eBay. Second-hand.’


‘I still don’t think we could make anywhere near enough. Plus, no one wants to take on kids our age for jobs anyway.’ I take a few steps back and start moving off the bridge. I don’t want to talk about it any more. I hate thinking about how poorly Granda is now.


Kyle and Deela follow me down towards the park gates. It’s halfway through the summer holidays and our feet just walk the same old route without us thinking or talking about it. We head into Pets Corner like we’re kids again. A gran with a little lad in a red hoodie gives us a funny look, as if we’re gonna bring trouble. Old people always think teenagers are trouble – except Granda – it’s like he remembers what it’s like being young. Kyle reads the labels on the cages out loud, putting on different voices for each animal.


‘Hi, I’m a Nubian goat,’ Kyle says in a strong Scottish accent. ‘I guess I come from Nubia.’ He thinks for a moment. ‘Archie,’ he says, turning to me. ‘Where the bl—’ Deela coughs loudly and nudges him, ‘—the hell is Nubia?’ He finishes.


The gran frowns and moves the kid on to the next animal pen.


‘You shouldn’t swear in front of little kids,’ Deela tells him.


‘“Hell” isn’t swearing,’ he says, surprised.


She giggles. The Nubian goat shakes its long ears, turns its back on us and shows us its bum.


‘I know!’ Kyle says. ‘We could make some money busking!’


I look at him blankly.


‘Where did that come from? You see a goat’s bum and you think “busking”? I dunno how your brain works, man.’


He stares at the goats, not looking at me. His ears are starting to go red.


‘For Granda, for the scooter. I was just thinking about Nubia – how can there be a country I’ve never even heard of? I bet it’s a dead poor place.’


Deela sits on a bench and leans back in the sun. Kyle carries on, still staring at the goat which is dropping a pile of poo. He must be thinking dead hard cos he doesn’t even mention it.


‘So then I was thinking it’s rubbish being poor. Lads can make money busking. I’ve seen them performers in town and they aren’t anywhere near as good as you, Archie. But people just give them money!’


‘Yeah, to go away!’ Deela adds, but Kyle isn’t joking around. It’s the first time he’s said I’m a good player, ever.


‘And it was Granda who taught you, so it all works out,’ he adds. ‘It’s like … payback for all them lessons and stuff. I’d do it only I cannet sing or play or anything.’ Deela grins. We both remember Kyle trying out the trumpet in Year Five. It was horrible. ‘I’ve thought it all out,’ he’s talking fast now, words falling over each other. ‘I could be, like, your minder and mind the money and stop people beating you up.’


‘Thanks for that,’ I say. Kyle is tiny – a small blond skinny kid with a shaven head. He looks like a naked mole-rat in glasses. Not an obvious bodyguard.


‘What about me?’ Deela says, miffed that she’s not been included.


‘What could you do?’ Kyle says, tactless as ever. ‘Anyway, your dad wouldn’t let you go and stand with two lads busking in town, would he?’


She’s silent again, but it’s a thinking silence.


‘He might not find out,’ she says finally.
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We’re wandering along kicking the idea around like an old football. Kyle’s trying to convince us to go busking and I’m thinking of a hundred reasons not to. Numbers one to a hundred being: if you don’t want to get picked on, don’t stand in a public space and play a fiddle.


We turn the corner and there’s a group of lads hanging out by the locked-up toilet block. Some are sitting on an old bench and there’s a vape haze round them. A lad with red hair is leaning against the wall.


‘Uh-oh,’ Deela murmurs. It’s one of them Robson twins.


‘And where there’s one, there’s two,’ I say.


I glance sideways at Kyle and his face is fixed and blank. You cannet smile or look like you’re having a good time cos them lads take it personal.


Tyler Richards is there as well, sat on his bike pretending to be a big man even though he’s a year younger than us – just a kid, really. He takes off and does a lap almost up to us and back. As he whizzes past he gives a sudden yell that makes us all jump.


‘I hate that,’ Deela says, under her breath.


Me mouth’s dry and me face feels hot. I try not to look at them. The other Robson twin comes out from behind the old toilet block with something flat and black in his hand.


‘Hey, Brad, what d’you think this is worth? Catch!’ It’s Robson One – the one that does all the yelling. That’s the only way you can tell them apart. He grins, tossing a slim iPad to his brother. It misses and smashes to the ground. ‘Oy!’ he yells at Tyler. ‘Pick it up then!’ Like it was his fault in the first place. Tyler scrambles off his bike, picks up the iPad and passes it to Robson Two.


We are so nearly past them, trying to keep out of it, but then Robson One spots us.


‘Who are yous looking at?’ he shouts and moves to block our way.


Deela stiffens but doesn’t look away. He stares at her and she stares back.


‘What you doin’ with them losers?’ he says like he owns the place, even though the twins only moved here two months back.


Deela doesn’t answer.


‘D’you like it? Me dad give it me.’ He grins, holding the iPad out to her. We all know his dad’s in prison, and if it was really his I doubt he’d be hoying it around like it didn’t matter if it smashed. ‘You can have it if you want … I could do you a special deal.’ He looks at his mates and they all echo his laugh. It’s not what he says, it’s the way he says it – loaded. I edge closer to Deela, look back the way we came but Robson Two’s silently blocking the path behind us. Kyle takes his glasses off like he’s expecting trouble.


Deela raises an eyebrow. ‘You can keep it,’ she says and just keeps walking. Robson One finally steps back and lets her through.


‘It’s not yours, is it?’ Kyle says, like it’s just occurred to him. There’s another belch of laughter from the group. I can’t help it, I look up, straight into Robson One’s eyes. His whole attention focuses on me.


‘What you lookin’ at?’ He moves in close, staring. It’s like looking into the eyes of a wolf. ‘You want to be careful, you do. What are you lot anyway, neighbourhood watch? Eyeing our place all the time with your nebby old granda starin’ out the window, sticking his nose in other people’s business.’


Me teeth are clenched so tight me jaw hurts. It’s like we freeze-frame. It’s probably two seconds, but it feels way longer.


Suddenly there’s a whole pack of barking dogs racing across the grass, and behind them four large middle-aged women in bright T-shirts chatting away like the world is normal.


Robson One nods his head to the others and they all take off, loping away the way we’d come. He turns and shouts, ‘Losers!’


The women with the dogs don’t even notice. It’s like we’re not on their radar at all.


We walk as fast as we can in the opposite direction to the Robsons. As soon as the path twists and we’re out of sight, we run up the steep bank covered in trees and bushes all hanging off the cliff of the Dene.


‘I could definitely win against one of them,’ Kyle says, putting his glasses back on. His face has gone red. I’m not sure if it’s just heat or if he knows he’s lying. ‘If I could just take them one at a time.’


‘Well, they’re joined at the hip, so no luck with that,’ I say.


‘They give us the creeps,’ Deela says. ‘Every time they see me and Nabila in the street they give us hacky looks. I dunno know why they hate us.’


‘They hate everyone,’ I say. ‘They’re just messing with us because they can.’


The path comes to a sudden end in a mass of rock and mud. I crawl under the wire fencing off where the landslide came down in the winter and the others follow. Deela stops talking so she can concentrate on picking her way across the fallen branches and deep cracks in the ground. It’s all dry now, and the rocks and mud lie in a tangle of roots and dead twigs. You’d not know there’d even been a path. We scramble up the bank and sit in what’s become our secret place, hidden from sight by the weeds and bushes. Kyle turns round and round like he’s a dog making a den, then sort of slumps down.


Deela pulls her knees up against her chin and stares out over the treetops. She groans. ‘We should tell somebody about that iPad.’


‘We don’t actually know it’s nicked,’ I say. ‘Could be a broken one and he’s just messing with our heads.’


‘We totally need to train up,’ Kyle adds, ‘in case they, like, surprise us.’


‘Get real,’ I say. As if Kyle could take them anyway. ‘No training up. Just ignore them. And it’s not true about Granda watching them – he just likes to look outside. It’s not like he can help seeing their place, given they live right opposite us!’


Deela twirls the fluffy end of her plait. ‘Yeah, with the garden they’ve turned into a junkyard. Dad says they’re bringing the estate down.’ She sighs. ‘Why did they have to move here?’


I pick up a stone and toss it from hand to hand. ‘I heard their mam wants a fresh start for them.’ I throw it into the green tangle of undergrowth, hear it bouncing down the hill. ‘At our school.’


Kyle swears quietly. Deela shakes her head.


There’s a long silence that isn’t really silence. Birds are making that shout-shouting noise birds make. There’s the sound of kids playing, a siren in the distance and the hum of traffic on the roads round the park.


‘How about tomorrow?’ Kyle suddenly says.


I have no idea what he’s on about.


‘The buskin’, Archie, man,’ he says, like he’s already forgotten about the Robsons. ‘So we can get that scooter. We owe Granda that much, don’t we? No time like the present.’


Me stomach lurches a bit. Don’t get me wrong, a mobility scooter’s a good idea. Granda could motor down the park and sit in the sun, mebbes get back to being himself. But I’ve never played the fiddle in front of a load of strangers. It’s something me and Granda share, almost like it’s private. I’ve only ever played for him and Mam, Kyle and Deela. And I played for Dad before he left. Mebbe that’s why he left. He hated us playing that fiddle.


‘What’s that sound?’ Deela says suddenly. I can hear a scrabbling noise.


I jump up, pulling her with me, ready to run from the Robsons.
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‘Howay, lads!’ a voice calls.


We look up and see a boy hanging off the side of the cliff like a monkey, peering out of the bushes. His thin face is streaked with dirt. I’ve never seen him before in me life – he’s definitely not from our school.


‘Howay!’ he says, looking straight at me. ‘Gan away, yem – yer needed at yer hoose.’


‘Who the hell are you?’ Kyle says.


‘You shouldn’t be hanging off the cliff,’ Deela says. ‘You’ll bring the whole lot down. You can see it’s not stable!’


‘Bossy,’ Kyle mutters, but under his breath so she doesn’t hear and get radgy.


‘Archie! Away home, man! Yer wanted,’ the boy says. Then his face disappears and there’s the scrabbling noise again. ‘Gan canny!’ he shouts and he’s gone.


‘What?!’ Kyle says, exploding with laughter. ‘He knows your name. D’you know him?’


‘Nah,’ I say. ‘Someone must’ve put him up to it, for a joke, like.’


‘Weirdo,’ Deela adds. ‘It’s not much of a joke, is it? D’you suppose he’s been listening in on us? Spying on us for the Robsons?’


‘Doesn’t look like one of their mates.’ I know he’s probably just messing on, but suddenly I feel there’s something dead important I should be doing – somewhere else I need to be. I scramble to me feet. ‘I better get home anyways. Mam said to keep an eye on Granda and he’ll be needin’ a cup of tea.’ I’m moving as I speak and the others swap a look, but they follow.


It only takes a moment to climb to the top of the hill. Then we’re out of the wild park with the landslips and the tangled trees and on to a grassy football field with a play area, all very tame and neat. Normally we’d hang out on the swings, getting hacky looks off the mams with little kids, but today there’s this strange fear in me belly and I want to get home so bad, the others can’t hardly keep up with me.


As we come down the main road to our estate I start to run, and it’s like Deela and Kyle catch the panic and they run n’all. We shoot past the Not-Library and pound along the street. I struggle with the key, which always sticks a bit, and we crash into the house feeling like all that urgency was for nowt.


‘Granda?’ I call, feeling dead stupid. He’ll be sat in front of the telly like usual, of course he will. I can hear it talking away to itself. ‘Granda?’ I shout again, knowing that he can’t shout back, that his voice is just a thin whisper now. I go into the sitting room. He’s lying back in his chair, eyes closed, his face this strange blue-grey colour.


‘No!’ Deela shouts.


I run to him and grab his hand – he’s still warm. There’s a sudden rasp of breath.


‘He’s breathing,’ I say. ‘Granda, hold on, man, hold on.’ I start talking to him. I don’t know what I’m saying, just any old crap so he’ll know he’s not on his own.


‘Eurgh … eurgh … dark!’ he says and draws that terrible rasping breath again.


‘Ring an ambulance!’ I shout, but Kyle’s already on it.


Deela gently moves Granda’s head to try and open up his airway, and I pull his oxygen mask over his face and hold his hand. I hated that stupid mask and tank of oxygen when he first got it, but now I’m glad there’s something I can do that’ll help. I slide me fingers across his knobbly knuckles, feeling the cords and bones of the hand that taught me how to hold the bow, how to find the notes. Now it’s limp. I give it a gentle squeeze but he doesn’t squeeze back.


‘They’re sendin’ an ambulance,’ Kyle says, listening to the voice on the phone. ‘Keep him warm,’ he adds. ‘She says keep him warm.’


Deela runs and grabs my duvet from my room and we tuck it round him.


‘Kyle, you go and open the front door for them,’ she says. ‘I’ll ring your mam, Archie.’ She grabs my phone and dials. ‘She’s not picking up,’ Deela says after a minute, whispering ‘Come on, come on, pick up!’ as she redials.


Kyle moves slowly to the door and hovers there – half in the room, half in the hallway – hanging on to the door frame like he cannet stand up by himself. He’s staring at Granda.


‘Who was that weird lad in the park?’ he asks suddenly. ‘How did he know?’


I stroke Granda’s hand. I can’t even think about it.


‘I dunno,’ I say, ‘but whoever he is, I owe him one.’
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Deela’s holding Granda’s hand and I’m adjusting his oxygen mask when I hear the siren. I rush past Kyle and nearly fall over him trying to get down the hall to open the door. Two paramedics, a tall guy and a short woman, climb out of the ambulance.


‘He’s in the front room,’ I say. ‘Me Granda. I give him oxygen and he’s sort-of breathing. He’s got this lung problem … will he be OK?’ Me hands are shaking.


‘What’s his name?’ the man says.


‘Bill,’ I say. ‘Er, William Bell, but nobody calls him that.’ The man nods.


The para goes straight into the front room while the other pulls a bag from the ambulance. I turn to go back to Granda when Gadget Guy from the Spinney comes powering up the street looking like he’s in a right radge. He glances at the ambulance and hesitates, then calls to me.


‘Hey! Did you see a tall red-headed boy round here?’ He pushes his hands through his dark curly hair. His voice is loud and posh. ‘He nicked my rucksack this morning! I actually saw him take it but he ran off. I’ve just seen him again coming through the alley. D’you know him?’


Kyle’s right behind us. ‘It’s OK, Archie. I’ve got this.’ He turns to Gadget Guy. ‘Aye, it’s one of the Robson twins,’ he says enthusiastically, pointing at the house opposite. ‘They live there – the one with all the junk in the garden.’


‘Kyle!’ I try and push his hand down, but it’s too late. There’s a flicker of movement at the window across the road. Great. Kyle’s been me best mate forever but he’s not the brightest spark. He’d go through flood and fire to save us. He probably wouldn’t survive and I’d die with him, but not for lack of trying. He just never thinks things through. And now not only has he just dobbed us in, but someone has definitely seen. And that cannet be good.


‘Look,’ I say to Gadget Guy, ‘we’ve got stuff going on.’ I wave me hand towards the ambulance.


Gadget Guy nods like he understands, but he doesn’t move. ‘I’ll tell the police the name – Robson. I still can’t believe it …’


The Robsons’ window is open and whoever moved those curtains will hear every word of his loud, confident voice and will think we’re mates with him, helping him dob them into the police.


‘Kyle,’ I say, low as I can. ‘Are they watching us?’


Kyle shrugs and turns his back on the Robsons’ house like he believes if he can’t see them, they cannet see him.


‘Kyle!’ I say louder. ‘Get him out of me garden!’ I go back into the front room where the paramedics are checking Granda over and Deela is telling them everything I should be telling them.


‘I can’t get my head round how that boy in the park played that pathetic joke on us,’ she’s saying, ‘and then it turned out good. Oh, here’s Archie – he’ll know all Granda’s medication.’


‘Tell Kyle to get rid of Gadget Guy,’ I hiss, then run and grab Granda’s pills from the bedroom. I knock down his box of tissues, his pile of old history books and his glass of water but I ignore the mess and race back to give them to one of the paras.


‘Archie, do you have anyone else living here? Any adults apart from your Granda?’ the woman asks. She’s got a kind face and a tattoo of a sunflower on her arm.


I’m about to explain we’ve not managed to get hold of Mam when me phone rings. For a minute I scrat around trying to find it. I dunno what the hell I’m doing apart from panicking. Deela grabs it off the chair where she’d left it and answers the call. She holds it out to me, but I shake me head. I cannet tell her.


Deela puts the phone to her ear. ‘Mrs Bell?’


There’s this weird silence where Mam must be asking what’s going on.


‘Archie’s OK. It’s Granda. We’ve called an ambulance. They’re taking him to …’ she looks at the paramedics.
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