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  One




  1931




  ‘That’s it, Joycie!’ Em was jumping up and down, clapping her hands with excitement. ‘You can do it!’




  Her four-year-old sister Joyce was hopping along the wonky grid chalked on the pavement, the tip of her tongue sticking out and her eyes fixed on her feet in her eagerness to get it right. A

  pale blue ribbon bounced up and down in her hair as she hopped, avoiding the third square with the stone in it, and landed in square two, then square one, and finally, beaming like a cheeky angel,

  fell into Em’s waiting arms.




  ‘I done it, Em! I can do it!’




  Em laughed in delight at the sight of her little sister’s face. It was quite similar to her own, though Joyce’s face was pudgier, like a puppy’s, and without Em’s

  sprinkling of freckles across the nose. But they both had the same bobbed brown hair and fringe, regularly chopped by their mother, Cynthia. ‘I never said I was born to be a

  hairdresser,’ she’d say, snipping the scissors across.




  ‘You done it, Joycie. Told you I’d teach you, didn’t I?’




  It was August, and the sound of playing children could be heard all along the street, their voices and laughter echoing against the tired, sooty bricks of terraced houses. A gaggle of kids

  squatted over pocketfuls of marbles, there were lads swinging from ropes on the lamp posts and three of them were prodding the metal rim of a cycle wheel, cajoling it along the road in a sinuous

  course. And all across the pavements was smudged evidence of the latest craze: chalked hopscotch grids where boys and girls, but mostly girls, went skip-hopping up and down in the broiling

  afternoon sun.




  ‘My turn again!’ Joyce was shouting ecstatically, when a commanding cry cut through all the chatter and hubbub of the street.




  ‘Em! Emma Brown. Get in ’ere quick, bab – your mom needs yer!’




  ‘Mrs Wiggins is calling,’ Joyce said, unnecessarily, because when Mom’s best pal, Dot Wiggins, opened her mouth to shout, the whole street could always hear her. And they could

  see Dot’s dark-haired, rangy figure waving her arms at them from their front door.




  ‘Gotta go!’ Em called to her friends. ‘C’mon, Joycie.’




  They dashed along past other women in the street who were settled on their front steps or on broken-backed chairs, gossiping and peeling spuds or shelling peas into their aprons, escaping the

  heat of all the cooking ranges blasting away indoors.




  ‘She ’aving it?’ one of them yelled down to Dot Wiggins.




  ‘Looks like it!’




  ‘Rather ’er than me!’ A ripple of sympathetic laughter ran along the street.




  Em ran into number eighteen Kenilworth Street, still clutching Joyce’s hand. It was dark inside after the bright outdoors, but already Em could hear her mother’s gasps of pain.

  Cynthia was leaning over the table.




  ‘That’s it, Cynth – keep going, you’re all right,’ Dot encouraged her confidently. Dot had three kids of her own and was a widow. She was strong and stringy, a

  workhorse of a woman because she’d had to be.




  ‘Oh, Lord God!’ Cynthia Brown cried as the worst of it passed. ‘Go and get Mrs Hibbert from number thirty-six, Em. Hurry up!’




  ‘I’ll stay with yer mom and get things ready,’ Dot said. ‘Go on, bab – do as your mother says!’




  ‘Are you having the babby?’ Em asked, excited but scared as well.




  ‘Yes – go on!’




  Em dashed out, Joyce hurrying along behind. She could tell Mom was in a bad state because she didn’t say ‘Where’s Sid?’ or ‘I don’t want to see you playing

  with that Molly Fox – she’s common.’ Mom hadn’t seen that Molly Fox had been hanging around them as usual, always trying to join in. And she was the one who had some chalk

  so they’d had to let her play. Otherwise they’d have had to scrape out a grid with any old stone, or an old bit of slate off a roof. Molly had most likely nicked the chalk from

  somewhere, Em thought. The whole family were known to be light-fingered. Mom also didn’t know that Em’s six-year-old brother Sid was at this moment kicking a pig’s-bladder

  football with Molly’s brother Bert, who was nine. If she’d known she’d have been after him. Bert was a truly nasty piece of work.




  Mrs Hibbert lived in a little cottage next to the timber yard, a noisy place because of all the sawing and banging. But the sweet smell of sawdust which floated along that part of the street

  helped cover up the stench of drains, the manure in the horse road and miskins full of maggoty refuse festering in the summer heat.




  There was a straggling pot of parched lobelia outside the door of Mrs Hibbert’s. In too much of a panic to be shy, Em flung herself at the door knocker, then she and Joyce retreated. Mom

  always said it was rude to stand too close to the door when someone was opening it.




  In a moment the rounded figure and kindly face of Mrs Hibbert appeared. She was a woman in her mid-forties, very plump and rosy-cheeked, her mousy hair escaping from its bun in curling

  strands.




  ‘Please, Mrs Hibbert – our mom said to come,’ Em gasped.




  Mrs Hibbert took one look at Em and Joycie with their pudding-basin haircuts and grubby gingham frocks and gave a broad smile.




  ‘So it’s you two, is it? And your mother’s come on with the pains, has she, bab? Lucky you came now, I was about to go out. But I’m ready.’ She picked up her bag

  and they all hurried along. ‘Goodness, I remember bringing all of you into the world. How old are you now, Emma?’




  ‘Eight,’ Em panted, thinking how calm Mrs Hibbert was.




  ‘Eight already. Well, fancy that.’




  Cynthia Brown clutched at the edges of the stained oilcloth on the table, bracing herself as another racking pain tore through her abdomen. She always tried to be respectable,

  but she couldn’t help crying out as each contraction reached its climax, burned through her, then receded again, and she heard Dot’s reassuring voice telling her it was going to be all

  right as she filled the kettle, tidied and set things ready for the midwife.




  Dot, nine years older than Cynthia, had lost her beloved Charlie in 1916, and had been left struggling to bring up her twin boys and then little Nancy. Cynthia could remember the times when Dot

  was up before dawn to go out cleaning, taking on work in factories, carding buttons or hooks and eyes at home as well as taking in washing, often doing several jobs at once to make ends meet. Now

  her boys, David and Terry, were old enough to work so things were so much easier. But Dot had always had more energy than anyone else Cynthia knew. In an already poor district, where the Depression

  was biting hard, so many others around them were barely keeping their heads above water. Of course, Cynthia and Bob had given Dot help over the years, plenty of it. They’d always been in each

  other’s pockets. And it was such a comfort to have Dot there now. She was like a sister and friend in one. There wasn’t anyone else except her real sister, Olive, two years younger, and

  they’d never been close. Olive was far too hard-faced and tied up with her own life, even though she didn’t have any children of her own.




  ‘Dear God, I feel weary!’ Cynthia said, sinking down onto a chair between one pain and another.




  ‘Well, you overdid it this morning – didn’t I warn yer?’ Dot reproached, turning to look at her friend.




  Cynthia nodded, cupping her chin wearily in her hands. ‘I couldn’t seem to help it!’




  All morning she’d been hot and scratchy, frantic to get everything done before the baby arrived: clean cupboards and stove the upstairs. The house still stank of disinfectant and of the

  sulphur she’d burned to chase out the bugs. She’d worked like a Trojan, setting everything right, like a bird building a nest.




  Come dinner time, she gave the kids their piece of bread and margarine and a wafer of cheese each before they scurried off into the sunshine again. Then she’d come over all funny and the

  pains had started. She should have rested, she knew. Bob was forever telling her to rest. She didn’t want to go the way of her own mother, did she, her heart giving out on her at thirty-one?

  Cynthia had been only five then. Sometimes she broke her heart over it, the way her mother had never lived to see her grandchildren – or even much of her children for that matter. Nothing had

  been right after that, not for years. Until she met Bob, and life began again, and love.




  It was so hot. Sweat collected between her breasts and under her arms. Flies were buzzing dreamily round the sticky fly paper hanging in the middle of the room as if they were too lazy to decide

  to land on it.




  ‘I didn’t feel this done in when I started with the other three,’ she murmured. ‘God, I hope I’ll have the strength to push it out!’




  ‘Oh, nature’ll take her course like she always does,’ Dot said.




  ‘Bob wants another boy – start a football team . . .’




  ‘Well, he’ll have to take what comes,’ Dot said with a chuckle, leaning over her to wipe the table.




  Cynthia grasped her wrist suddenly. ‘I’m so frightened, Dot.’




  ‘Eh – what’s up, bab?’ Dot said, startled. She gave Cynthia’s hand a squeeze. ‘You’ll be all right – you’ve done it all before! You’ll

  just be a couple more teeth short, that’s all!’ Dot gave a grin which revealed several gaps at the side of her mouth.




  But Cynthia was deadly serious. ‘What if there’s summat wrong with the babby?’ She struggled to put into words the fears that had flapped in her head all morning like ugly

  black birds. ‘What if . . .’




  But the next wave of pain start to swell in her.




  What if she gave birth to a monster, like that lad down the park who walked like an ape and couldn’t speak, who was fifteen and still in napkins? Or what if Bob was taken bad? If they

  couldn’t feed the children? That Mrs Brand in Rupert Street gassed herself after her husband left her . . .




  Then she let out a cry of pain so sharp that she didn’t hear the midwife knocking on the door.




  ‘Oh dear, it’s like that, is it!’ Mrs Hibbert said cheerfully as she entered the room to find Cynthia braced and panting over the table. ‘It’s all right, dear. Soon

  be over now. I’ll look after you. Oh and look at you,’ she said to Dot. ‘You’ve already got the water on the boil! Bless you, Mrs Wiggins – we can always count on

  you!’




  As the pain receded, Cynthia smiled weakly, her brown eyes softening with relief at the sight of Nancy Hibbert.




  ‘Thank God you’re here . . .’




  ‘Oh, I’m here. Always turn up like a bad penny, me!’




  Then Cynthia caught sight of Em and Joyce watching timidly from the door.




  ‘There’s a halfpenny or two.’ She pointed to a jug on the mantel. ‘You go and get some sweets. Oh – and my ticket’s in there. Go to Mrs Larkin.’




  Em ran to the old cracked jug which, as well as the pawn ticket, held some coppers, a few old nails and a couple of feathers. She pocketed the pawn ticket and the coins before Cynthia could

  change her mind. ‘Ta, Mom. I’ll get the bundle and I’ll get a gobstopper for Sid an’ all.’




  She and Joyce fled the dark house, glad to be back out in the sun and away from the disturbing events going on in there. She could just about remember when Joyce was born, but a baby arriving

  was a new experience for Joyce.




  ‘Why’s Mom looking all queer?’ she asked as they hurried along the street to the sweet shop.




  ‘The babby’ll be born soon,’ Em told her, importantly. ‘After we’ve ate our sweets. Come on, let’s be birds!’




  They held out their arms and began their flight along the street, swooping from side to side like the pigeons that flapped lazily between rooftops. Had they been real birds they might have

  looked down on themselves, two slight girls in cotton frocks running along the grimy street of a poor quarter of town, amid a densely packed ward of other such streets where houses and works and

  foundries shouldered up against the railway goods yard to the north. Looming over the wider neighbourhood were the fat gasometers of the Windsor Street gas and coking works. To Em and Joyce these

  were ‘Dad’s works’, from where he arrived home after a day shovelling coal off the canal boats to feed the roaring, sulphurous maw of the furnaces. In the distance rose the

  majestic towers of the ‘Princes’ power station, known as such because the Prince of Wales had come to open it in 1923, since when it had created a permanent haze above their heads

  unless the wind blew hard enough to chase away the clouds. If they scanned far enough they might have picked out the spire of St Martin’s Church, just a few miles away in the heart of

  Birmingham, and, winding through the district like a tarnished silver strip, they would have seen segments of canal. This dark artery sidled under bridges and into factory loops, appearing along

  the sides of the goods yard and works turning out anything from buttons and machine tools to pistols and parts for bicycles. As little girls instead of birds, they could see only the street, the

  familiar pavement world of school and shops and neighbours, and the nooks which were the favoured backdrop to their games, the narrow entries, coal cellars and back yards.




  They fluttered along to Mrs Larkin’s to retrieve the week’s little bundle of clothes. Her cramped shop was in the front room of her house, and stank of moth balls and the frowsty old

  clothes which were folded on shelves at the back. Cynthia, like most of the women in a district where wages were low or non-existent, pawned every week to make ends meet: Bob’s Sunday jacket

  and anything else they could spare. Bob’s pay from the gas works was far from enough to feed a growing family. Mrs Larkin, a thin, hard-faced crone with loose-fitting false teeth, surrendered

  the bundle to them with her usual resentful muttering, her teeth clacking like castanets.




  Then it was time for the sweet shop and the Miss Prices, twin sisters both dressed in black, their grey hair Marcel-waved in just the same length and style. The only way you could tell them

  apart was that one was slightly taller and had a dark brown mole on her cheek to the left of her mouth. Em and Joyce soon forgot everything that was going on at home when surrounded by jars of

  sherbet lemons, strawberry bonbons, chocolate limes and troach drops.




  Em picked out a giant gobstopper for Sid, and decided that since he wasn’t doing anything else to help, that would do for him. She and Joyce spent ages deliberating over sherbet dips and

  liquorice and toffee, while the Miss Prices smiled like benign gargoyles. In the end Em chose her favourite: a fistful of liquorice laces.




  ‘Made your choice, have you?’ Miss-Price-with-the-mole said, taking the pennies to the big till.




  ‘Yes, ta,’ Em said politely. She had been brought up to be respectful to adults and do as she was told.




  ‘I s’pect our mom’s had the babby by now,’ Joyce said once they were outside, sticking her finger into her little twist of yellow kali. She transferred it rapturously to

  her mouth.




  Em grinned, sucking the sweet liquorice from round her teeth. ‘Let’s go back and play hopscotch!’




  They skipped back along the road, full of the joys. It was the holidays, the sun was shining, they had long, free days to play and their dad had promised that this weekend he would show them how

  to make a kite. To crown it all, Mom was about to give them a new brother or sister and Em, the big sister, had taught Joycie to play hopscotch. What could be better?




  





  Two




  ‘Christ Almighty, woman – how much longer’s this going on?’




  Bob Brown crouched like a coiled spring at the edge of his chair beside the range, sleeves rolled up his thick, muscular arms, the remains of a cigarette nipped between finger and thumb. On the

  floor between his feet a saucer contained the blackened remains of many more, and near it what had been a full jug of ale.




  This was not a quick birth. It was almost dark, and still the agony was going on and on.




  ‘I can’t tell yer how long, I’m afraid,’ Mrs Hibbert said. Each time she came down she looked more exhausted; there was a sheen of sweat on her skin and her soft curls

  now hung straight and lank. She went to the scullery for a cup of water and drank thirstily, then came in to speak to him again, resting the blue and white cup against her hot cheek.

  ‘She’s having it hard this time. You can’t hurry Mother Nature.’




  ‘Well, she’s a brute!’ Bob sprang to his feet. He was a broad-shouldered man, hardened to physical labour, with wavy brown hair and a gentle, large-featured face, his wide

  mouth tending towards a smile. He was good natured and popular in the district, but now his blue eyes, so often full of twinkling laughter, were flinty from the tension of waiting.




  ‘It shouldn’t have to be like this.’ In his powerlessness he ranted at the very source of life. ‘My poor Cynth. If I could do it for her!’




  He sank back down, wiping his forehead and patting his breast pocket in search of another cigarette. There was nothing to be done. Another thin wail came from upstairs.




  ‘Will ’er be all right?’ His voice was pleading.




  ‘I hope so, bab,’ Mrs Hibbert replied. ‘She’s a strong’un, but she’s taking it hard this time. I must go back to her. You keep those kettles on the

  boil.’




  Em, Sid and Joyce had all come in as the hot day faded, and sat at the table, their frightened gaze turning to the ceiling at every sound from upstairs. Dot, calling in to see how things were

  progressing, had taken them all next door once they’d had their tea.




  ‘No need for them all to sit listening,’ Dot said quietly to Bob. ‘I’ll have them round at mine. Come on, little’uns, you can go up the wooden hill in my house

  tonight!’ They went eagerly, the girls excited about bunking up with Nancy, who was the same age as Joyce. And when they woke up the next morning, Dot told them, there’d be a new

  brother or sister.




  Bob took out the last Woodbine from the packet, which he chucked into the fire. It might be the last but he bloody needed it. He sat hunched into the little lead fireplace,

  arms resting on his knees, so tightly wound up he could never have sat back and relaxed.




  He breathed in a lungful of smoke, let it out, clouding the air with it. It seemed strange and quiet without the kids about. Cheeky little bleeders, he thought fondly. Specially that Joycie.

  Something about her made him feel fiercely protective. She was like a tiny version of her mother and Cynthia made him feel protective too, always had. He’d lit the fire in the bare front room

  to keep out of Mrs Hibbert’s way and be further from the noise of birthing. There was just the chair, a stool, and a peg rug by the grate. Cynthia liked the idea of a front room, but they

  couldn’t afford to furnish it. Mostly they lived round the range at the back.




  Another long groan came from upstairs and Bob winced, shaking his head. He couldn’t bear her distress and forced himself to look on the bright side.




  ‘God, when will it be over?’ He addressed the question to the wide, sweet face of the woman looking down at him from a frame on the mantelpiece, with a shawl softly arranged round

  her shoulders. It was the only trace he had of his mother, who died when he was a boy. She seemed to look down reassuringly at him. Soon it would be over and Cynthia was having their fourth child.

  It was marvellous, course it was, even with the daily struggle to make ends meet. It seemed like a miracle to him, that he had this life and family after the start he’d had, he and his

  brothers left to grow up in the Boys’ Home, where they were nothing to anyone. He looked up at the other precious picture above his head, their wedding photograph. April 1922 they’d

  married, and Cynthia caught for Em almost straight away.




  ‘Nine years,’ Bob said to himself. ‘Already!’ What a picture she looked, in her pretty frock, flowers in her hair and her eyes twinkling out of the picture. And he beside

  her, hair slicked back, suit on and boots blacked, smiling at her as if he was about to burst with pride.




  ‘That’s my girl,’ he murmured, reaching down to flick ash from his cigarette.




  She was his missis and that was that. The sight of her still got him going, oh yes! Ever since the first time he’d laid eyes on her on the tram down on Nechells Park Road, he’d felt

  just the same. He’d seen those lively brown eyes peeping across at him from under her curling fringe, her sweet, shy smile. He couldn’t help noticing her left hand, scarred by falling

  in the fire when she was an infant so that the skin was shiny and puckered. And she just seemed to call out to him, not with her voice or anything, she wasn’t forward like that – quite

  prim and correct, in fact – but something of her, her body, the way she moved. As if he recognized her. His desire for her had never died. And when there was a babby – Christ, she was

  lovely, milk coming from her, oh boy, that was bliss! It was life. He felt a strong pulse in his groin just thinking about it. Women were something, that they were, and she was his woman. Nothing

  better. The only things that came close were a win for the Villa and a pint of Ansells with his pals. But they didn’t measure up the same, didn’t touch it, not when you came down to

  it.




  ‘Nothing like it.’ He found himself speaking out loud again. ‘Me and my missis and the kids, that’s the thing, more the merrier.’




  He looked up as Cynthia gave a cry which faded to a wail, and clenched his fists.




  ‘That’s it, wench, you can do it. That’s my little woman!’




  It was ten past four before Cynthia managed to push out the child. Bob heard the muffled cries of pain and gripped the arms of the chair until his knuckles almost cracked. When

  he heard the baby’s dry wail he lay back in the chair and, to his bewilderment, felt panting sobs of relief rising in him.




  ‘Thank Christ it’s over!’ he whispered. ‘What a business. What a bloody terrible business.’




  When he heard Mrs Hibbert coming downstairs, he hurriedly wiped his eyes with the back of his hands and stood up. Her face sagged with exhaustion.




  ‘You’ve got another little wench.’ He couldn’t tell if the flatness of her tone was worry or just tiredness.




  ‘Cynth?’ He stepped forward.




  ‘She’s all right. Knocked out, of course, after all that. And the babby’s very small. I don’t know if . . .’ She trailed off, sorrowfully.




  He hesitated. ‘Should I go to her?’




  She stood back, smiling faintly. ‘Go on, then.’




  Em’s rag doll with yellow hair and pink embroidered features on her grubby face was called Princess Lucy. Em had her tucked under her arm that morning as she led the

  others, creeping upstairs, to see their little sister, and they found their father sitting by the bed, the baby in his arms. Em’s hand went to her mouth,




  ‘Oh – she’s tiny!’




  ‘She is that,’ Bob said, looking down at her with tired, yet excited eyes. ‘She’s had a tough time, her and your mother, but she’s a fighter, you can see. But

  you’ve all got to look after your mom. She needs to get her strength back.’ He loosed his arm for a moment and laid a hand on his wife’s head.




  Cynthia looked terribly pale and ill and had barely found the strength to smile as her three children came tiptoeing into the room. Even cheeky Sid, with his dark hair and prominent ears like

  his father’s, looked overawed. Joyce crept close and touched the baby’s cheek, very nervously at first as if she might bite. Bob laughed.




  ‘You’re all right, our Joycie. The babby won’t hurt yer!’




  Em propped Princess Lucy up nearby to watch, then had a turn at stroking the velvety little cheek with her finger. She was surprised how warm it felt, how much life seemed to be in this tiny

  creature. She felt like a friend already.




  ‘Her name’s Violet,’ Bob said, ‘after your mom’s mother. Violet Ivy.’




  The three of them all said, ‘Violet’, trying the name out on their tongues.




  ‘Well,’ Sid said disgustedly, after considering the squashed little face of the sleeping baby – yet another sister. ‘She ain’t going to be any good at playing

  football neither, is she?’




  





  Three




  ‘Are you coming to play out, Em?’




  Katie O’Neill stood on the front step, a tall, skinny girl with soft black hair tied in plaits which swung almost to her waist. Her face was long and pale, her eyes deep blue and dancing,

  as if she was trying nervously to keep a watch on everything at once. When Em hesitated, she came back with, ‘Don’t you want to, then?’




  ‘Yes, I do, only . . .’




  Em glanced back into the house. It was a week since Violet’s birth and Em was taking Bob’s words very seriously: she was to look after Mom and the others. Cynthia was still knocked

  back by the birth. She lay in bed, with hardly the will to smile and her face was white and drawn. Em was doing all she could to help, but everything was quiet just now. Joyce and Sid were playing

  out the front and the baby was fast asleep on her soft white blanket in the drawer next to Mom’s bed. Em, ever biddable, had felt very grown up being asked to help, but now it was the last

  week of the summer holidays and she craved being out with her friends. She just wanted Mom to be up and back to normal.




  ‘S’pose I could – for a bit.’




  ‘Can I see the babby again?’




  ‘Not now – she’s asleep in Mom’s room.’




  Katie had already had a glimpse of Violet on her second day in the world. She’d looked with big eyes into the tiny, puckered face and sighed, ‘Oh you’re so lucky, Em!’

  Katie didn’t have any brothers or sisters. Her mom was a widow and Katie lived only with her and with her dead father’s brother, Uncle Patrick, who, by all accounts, was odd and

  unpredictable.




  ‘He’s got the doolally-taps,’ she’d heard Bob say when they mentioned him, and he usually rolled his eyes and tapped his temple when he said it even though he

  didn’t speak unkindly. She never said anything, but Em knew this was why Katie never invited anyone home to her house. Mrs O’Neill lived in a front house, three rooms stacked one above

  another, back to back with a house on a yard, whereas Em’s family had a two-up, two-down house, with a tap in the scullery, and there was a proper family life going on.




  ‘My mom doesn’t like visitors,’ Katie said airily. ‘She likes a bit of peace and quiet.’ By now Em never gave it a thought. It was long taken for granted that if

  they were going to play out, Katie would call round. So she only ever saw Mrs O’Neill in the street, and she was a remote, cold-seeming woman.




  Em had been delighted when the O’Neills moved into the street a year ago and Katie came to Cromwell Street School. Two of Em’s other friends had moved away and Katie arrived in time

  to fill the gap. Everyone wanted to be her friend. Katie was one of those girls who had a magnetic effect. She was pretty and commanding, as if surveying the world from a height, and when she

  picked her friends – and she was the one who picked, not the other way round – she lit on Em. Em felt honoured, and happy to be in Katie’s orbit. Both of them were top of the

  class, they played out together and lately they had begun to go every week to the chapel round the corner where they were cadets in the Girls’ Life Brigade. Em was proud as anything, going

  off in her uniform with Katie.




  With a last glance behind her, she closed the door quietly and hurried thankfully along the street with Katie. She caught sight of Joyce’s blue hair ribbon bouncing up and down among a

  group of other girls from the street, playing hopscotch again.




  ‘Oh, I see old pongy-drawers is hanging round again,’ Katie said spitefully, spotting Molly Fox at the edge of the group.




  ‘I s’pect she’s got chalk,’ Em said. It was so much better if they could get hold of chalk, if someone had filched a bit from the classroom when the teacher had her back

  turned. But they hadn’t been to school for weeks, so Molly couldn’t have got it there. ‘She says she’s got a whole packet of it!’




  ‘Bet she stole it,’ Katie said, wrinkling her nose.




  Molly was watching the two of them come along the road. She was a large-boned girl, with a head of thick, blonde hair, tied back today with a grubby yellow-rag ribbon that had seen better days.

  As usual, she was dressed up like a fourpenny rabbit. Barely any of the girls in the street had ever possessed a new frock, but wore hand-me-downs or women’s dresses cut down to size.

  Molly’s frock, although not new and very grubby, was an odd, fancy item in red with frills on the bodice and sleeves trimmed with red ribbon. It was far too grown-up for her and made her look

  ridiculously overdressed. It must have been a party dress from the Rag Market.




  ‘You coming to play?’ Molly boomed at them from afar. As soon as Em appeared she always made a beeline for her.




  ‘Might be,’ Em said, heart sinking. Molly was like her flaming shadow! She was forever sucking up to Em and Katie, offering them sweets, begging to tag along. Katie was downright

  nasty to her, but Em couldn’t bring herself to be like that. Molly was smelly, it was true. There was always a stink of wee about her, and she drove you mad, always keeping on, trying to buy

  favour. But Em, who had always made friends easily, felt sorry for Molly because no one wanted her. And because of what she’d seen that one time she went to Molly’s yard.




  ‘You can come to my house,’ Molly had said, hauling Em by the arm. They’d just come home from school, shortly after Molly’s family had moved into the

  yard, a few months before Katie arrived. Molly had fixed on Em straight away, as she was one of the most popular, good-hearted girls in the class.




  Em didn’t want to go. For a start she was scared stiff of Molly’s mom. Iris Fox was a huge, fierce woman who wore her black hair scraped up high in a bun on top of her head and

  always seemed on the point of bursting out of her dresses, especially over the bust line. Bob said she looked like a prizefighter and on top of that she had a voice like a foghorn. Cynthia was

  always warning her children off the place. The yard Molly lived on was just along the road, reached by a narrow entry which never saw the sun, and although she’d lived in the same street all

  her life, Em had never ventured into the yard until that day.




  ‘You just keep out of there,’ Cynthia had instructed. ‘You’ll catch summat – there’s dirty people there.’




  When she went along the entry, Em felt she was venturing somewhere foreign and forbidden. The walls oozed green slime and the yard, overshadowed by the high wall of the Cycle Finishing Works,

  was dark and smelly. Three of the six dwellings squeezed round it were built right up against the works’ wall, and Molly lived in one of them, number four. Opposite her house was a wall on

  which dripped the tap shared by all the houses, none of which had running water. Nearby, a wavering plume of smoke rose from a heap of stinking rubbish which someone had tried to set fire to. A

  lamp in the middle of the yard had been knocked askew so that it looked as drunken as some of the yard’s inhabitants, and there was a little building at the end called the brew house, which

  housed the copper for heating water for washing. Close by were three stinking toilets, their doors left swinging open.




  Molly dragged Em along the yard, and Em wrinkled her nose at the stench of the place. It was a drizzly day and Bert Fox, backside hanging out of his shorts as usual, was out in the yard messing

  with the mangle. When the girls went closer he showed them he was feeding worms between the rollers and flattening them. He came running at Em, thrusting a handful of writhing pink and grey worms

  into her face.




  ‘There you go. These’re for you!’




  ‘Ugh!’ Em thought she was going to gag and she nearly tripped over backwards trying to get away.




  ‘Stupid, sissy girls,’ Bert snarled viciously. He had his mother’s bullish face and narrow, calculating eyes and Em loathed him. She just wanted to run out of the

  horrible yard, back to the friendly games of the street.




  The house was one of the most cheerless places Em had ever seen. There was no covering of any sort on the bare floorboards or on the table and everything looked dirty and uncared for. On the

  table stood a milk bottle, with the dregs of black tea in it, a stale heel of bread and sugar and other spills all over the surface. The whole downstairs room – and there was only one room

  with a tiny scullery – was dominated by the presence of two old men, or at least they seemed old to Em, camped either side of the range on two tatty chairs. One of them, who had greasy,

  grizzled hair and mutton-chop whiskers, kept staring at her all the time over the bowl of his pipe, and the other, who had his back to Em, simply sat hunched, staring ahead of him as if there was

  no one else there. His hair was brown and thin, with a bald patch at the back, pale as an egg. Later she was to learn that the grizzle-haired man with the pipe and whiskers was Molly’s

  grandfather, and the other was Molly’s dad. He’d been shell-shocked in the war and couldn’t do anything much now, his nerves had given way over the years.




  As soon as they set foot inside, Iris bawled at them from upstairs.




  ‘Molly – is that you? ’Bout bloody time!’




  Her fury-fuelled tread was heard thudding down the twisting staircase. Em shrank inside at the sight of her, but Iris took no notice of Em at all; clutching a greyed sheet in front of her she

  went straight for Molly.




  ‘What’s this, then, yer dirty little bugger?’




  She held out the offending article, with its unmistakable yellow stains.




  ‘Come ’ere, yer filthy bleeder . . .’ She grabbed Molly and shoved the urine-soaked sheet hard into her daughter’s face.




  ‘There, see how yer like that, yer little vermin!’




  ‘Ow, Mom, gerroff!’ Molly wailed. Iris had seized her by the back of the neck and she was struggling to get away, but to no avail.




  ‘Gerroff be damned! What’s that, then, eh? What did yer do – go on, tell us – what’s them stains, eh?’




  ‘It ain’t nothing!’ Molly cried, starting to sob.




  Iris dealt her a ringing slap round the face.




  ‘I’ll give yer nothing! I said, what is it?’




  Iris’s viciousness made Em sick at heart. No one in her life had ever spoken to her like that.




  ‘It’s . . .’ Molly whispered. ‘I had a bit of an accident.’




  ‘A bit of an accident!’ Iris mocked. Then she shouted. ‘You ’ave another “bit of an accident” and yer’ll be out on yer ear on the bloody street to fend

  for yerself, d’you ’ear, yer dirty little bastard!’




  ‘I never meant to. I couldn’t help it.’




  ‘Well, yer’d better start helping it. You’re just as cowing bad as him!’ Iris pointed disgustedly at the old man, who was leering at all of them through clouds of pipe

  smoke. ‘And I ain’t fetching and carrying for the lot of yer. Now take this and go and wring it out!’




  She hurled the sheet at Molly, whose round face was crumpled into lines of utter misery. The pungent stink of Molly’s sheet reached Em’s nostrils and she just wanted to run back

  home. She was relieved that Iris didn’t even seem to have noticed she was there.




  ‘Come on, Em,’ Molly said. She went to the scullery and picked up a bucket.




  As they went, Em heard the old man say in a wheedling voice, ‘Make us a nice cuppa tea, Iris, there’s a girl.’




  To Em’s surprise, as soon as she and Molly got out into the yard, Molly’s demeanour changed immediately. All her lip-trembling misery disappeared and she went back to normal, as if

  what had just happened in the house was nothing and she had forgotten it.




  ‘Come on – I’ll ’ave to get this hung out and then we can play summat,’ she said.




  But after that, Em hadn’t been in the mood for playing anything.




  Just as the girls got ready for their game of hopscotch, a raucous burst of laughter broke out in the horse road. A group of lads ran out from the entry to another yard, led by

  Molly’s brother Bert, who was making a loud show of guffawing mockingly at another lad. The boy, a sad little orphaned lad called Johnny, was bent over, a desperate, mortified expression on

  his face.




  ‘Look at him, the dirty sod!’ Bert Fox blared, making sure the whole street could hear. He made his finger and thumb into a peg for his nose. ‘He’s just gone and crapped

  ’isself! Stand back, everyone!’




  The boy’s thin face crumpled and he started to snivel.




  ‘I never,’ he sobbed brokenly. ‘They was hurting me . . . I never . . .’ He hobbled off along the street, in obvious discomfort at his rear end, with Bert’s taunts

  raining down on him like stones.




  ‘He’s vile, that Bert,’ Em whispered to Katie. She felt sorry for poor little Johnny, but she knew better than to challenge Bert, who was as vicious a bully as his mother.




  ‘You coming to play?’ Molly was by them now. ‘I’ve got chalk, look.’




  From inside the elastic of her knicker leg she produced several broken, but otherwise presentable-looking bits of chalk.




  ‘Don’t know,’ Em snapped. She felt like punishing Molly for the cruelty she’d just seen in her brother, even though she knew it wasn’t Molly’s fault.




  She did join in, of course. It was too much fun to resist, and soon she and Katie were caught up in the game with Molly and Joyce and the others, trying to put the bullying they had seen out of

  their minds.




  They’d not been playing long, though, when she saw Bob advancing along the street towards them on his way home from work, black from head to foot, his jacket slung over one shoulder. She

  saw the weariness in his face, but catching sight of her, he waved and smiled.




  ‘Dad!’




  She and Joycie ran to him, proud to be seen out with him. They knew he was seen as one of the best dads in the neighbourhood.




  ‘Can we make that kite tomorrow?’ Em asked. It had all been put off because of the baby.




  ‘I don’t know, wench,’ Bob said. Close up she saw the coal dust caught in the creases of his face. ‘Look, Em – you’d better come in now. Your mother’s

  not well and I’ll need your help.’




  Sorry to leave the game, but feeling important because of this summons, Em went with him. He took her hand, and she felt safe with him tall and strong beside her.




  ‘I don’t know why your mom’s not picking up better,’ he said, and now he sounded sad. ‘It’s never been as bad as this before, but we’ll have to muck in

  and help. I can count on you, can’t I, Em?’




  She nodded as hard as she could. ‘Yes, Dad. Course you can.’




  He raised a smile and a wink. ‘Good kid.’




  





  Hide and Seek




  





  Four




  Cynthia did not know how long she had been sitting on the edge of the bed, staring out at the hazy sky. At last she rocked forward, covering her face with her hands. Her lips

  moved but only the faintest sound issued between them.




  ‘Dear God . . . help me . . .’




  Outwardly she appeared recovered from the baby’s birth. The pallor had gone from her cheeks and she had washed her hair, which was hanging loose in pretty chestnut curls. The strap of her

  white nightdress had slipped to reveal her strong shoulder and more than a hint of a breast swollen with milk. She looked a healthy young woman, sitting in a shaft of sunlight on the rumpled bed,

  her baby daughter asleep at her feet in the bottom drawer of the bedroom chest which just fitted in at the end of the bed.




  But the lifeless look of despair in her eyes told a different story.




  Violet was now a fortnight old, and though only just over five pounds at birth, was feeding well and thriving. She lay pink-cheeked and sated with a ragged piece of sheet over her, oblivious to

  her mother’s desperation.




  Bob had already gone to work. Em and Sid were back at school. But Cynthia could not seem to move, as if her limbs had been filled with wet sand.




  ‘You’ll be back to normal soon,’ Bob kept saying, cheerily. ‘You know you sometimes feel a bit down after a babby, just for a few days.’




  And she would nod at him in a vague way, trying to wrench her lips into a smile, to make him feel better.




  She didn’t feel as if she’d ever be all right again, as if she had been locked into this dark, despairing place and someone had thrown away the key. No one could reach her nor she

  them. It was blackness far worse than the ‘blue’ days she had known before. She felt utterly cut off from everyone.




  It was only then that she saw it was a nice day and thought to open the window and let in the warm air, but she just couldn’t find the will to budge from the bed. She ought to be heating

  up the copper in the scullery so that by mid-morning she would have a line of clean washing drying in the balmy September breeze. But what would have been normal routine before now felt an

  impossible task. All she wanted was to lie down and slip back into oblivion, away from everything. Just sleep and more sleep. That was all she could manage.




  Nothing felt the same. Until now she had loved this simple room where she and Bob slept each night. They couldn’t afford much; the floorboards were bare and there was nothing but the

  bedstead and an old chest of drawers and a chair, but it was theirs, and cosy with the colourful patchwork quilt she had stitched in preparation for marriage. They were not living on a yard,

  they’d not sunk that low. Now, though, everything had changed in her eyes. Even in the sunlight the room looked poor and mean, the quilt tatty, the floorboards wormed and rough. The grime on

  the windows blown from countless chimneys around them, and the endless battle with bugs and vermin, oppressed her. Everything screamed of tasks undone and it was all more than she could manage. And

  the child . . . Her eyes filled with tears as she looked down at Violet, so sweet and pretty with her down of soft, brown hair.




  ‘I don’t want you,’ she whispered. Hearing her own words, she was horrified that she should say such a thing out loud. ‘You’re too much. I can’t look after

  you. I’m no good as a mother, no good to anyone. Someone should take you away . . .’




  For a moment she imagined pressing something over Violet’s innocent face: so quiet it would be, stopping her breathing, no more noise, no more crying. She could sleep, just sleep . . . Her

  hand even strayed to the pillow, as if daring herself, then she pulled back with a sharp gasp, starting to tremble all over. God in heaven, what had she come to? A child murderer?




  She was about to give way to the desperate tears that seemed to well up so often when she tensed, hearing cautious footsteps on the stairs. Joyce came tiptoeing in, then, seeing her mom sitting

  up, relaxed and ran excitedly towards her.




  ‘I been sitting quiet in my room like Dad told me but you’re awake now! Can I help with the babby?’




  Joyce looked so sweet in her gigantic frock, some of her hair caught up and tied with a strip of rag into a little topknot. Em must have done it before she went to school. She had her shoes on,

  little T-bars, and her face shone with eagerness, but Cynthia found that the child’s presence filled her with overwhelming panic. Joyce’s energy was too much for her, her sheer vitality

  seemed to drink Cynthia dry. She stared at her little girl and said, ‘Oh Joycie, look at you, your ribbon’s filthy and your shoes are all scuffs.’ Her dress had dried porridge

  spilled down the front, and at the sight of all this Cynthia dissolved into tears.




  ‘What’s the matter, Mom?’ Joyce asked, eyes wide with alarm.




  Cynthia felt like two different people in one. Her real self that wanted to be kind, to let Joycie help her, had been locked away somewhere. The witch she had become snarled at her, full of

  irritation.




  ‘Just go on downstairs, Joycie. I can’t be doing with all yer noise up here. You’ll wake the babby and I need to get myself dressed.’




  Joyce put her hands behind her back and swung herself from side to side for a moment, her face pulled into a hurt, angry pout. She was trying to decide whether to argue but she didn’t dare

  say anything. All excitement wiped away, she sidled off towards the stairs again.




  ‘Go and see Nance,’ Cynthia called after her. ‘Just go and play. Or go and see Mrs Button. She might have a cake for you.’




  There was no reply. She heard Joyce pause halfway down the stairs and stand kicking her feet resentfully against the wall, until Cynthia thought she’d scream.




  ‘I said go down, will you!’ she yelled. ‘For heaven’s sake, let me be!’




  As Joyce thumped furiously down the rest of the stairs, Cynthia fell sideways on the bed, sobbing her heart out.




  ‘If only I could sleep, I’d feel better.’ It wasn’t just the baby waking her. She felt so wound up all the time she just couldn’t settle, and she’d lost her

  appetite and could hardly get anything down her, despite Bob saying, ‘You need to keep your strength up, what with feeding and that. Come on, love, try a bit more.’ But she felt queasy

  and the smell of food repelled her.




  Once again she found herself just lying there for she didn’t know how long. Time swam by, her thoughts turning like a cruel wheel. She found herself dwelling on things long in the past, on

  those weeks only a few months after Mom died. Her father, desperate for someone to care for his three children, Geoff, herself and Olive, had brought Mary Jones to live with them, saying she was

  going to be their new mother.




  She’d never liked Mary, not even for a second. And with her came three sons, all older than Cynthia. Percy and Joe were thirteen and eleven, and Albert nine. She squeezed her eyes tightly

  shut, trying to block out the memory of when they’d arrived with their gross habits. Mary Jones was never much of a housekeeper, and the boys! Cynthia recoiled at the thought. Their loud,

  battering voices, the crude teasing, the skeins of snot and all the smells that came with them had filled her with the deepest loathing. They had bullied Geoff, her sweet-natured brother. And it

  was Albert’s fault she had burned her hand. One day he was clowning around in the back room, in a space far too small. His teasing always had a threat in it and he grabbed Cynthia and started

  to swing her round and round by her hands, too fast, while she shrieked at him to let go. Suddenly she was whirling across the room, unable to stop, and broke her fall by plunging her hand into the

  grate.




  Mary Jones, a small, mean woman, had come running at her screams.




  ‘What in hell’s name are you doing, you stupid girl?’ She dragged Cynthia back from the fire and slapped her cheek for the racket, before realizing that her screams of agony

  were rooted in a genuine, terrible injury. She dressed Cynthia’s hand but she never said a word of reproach to Albert.




  Those years of misery and fear, feeling so helpless with her mother gone, a father who didn’t care and the rough slovenliness of Mary Jones, all came back to haunt her. She had always

  tried so hard never to think of it, but now it all welled up, raw and agonizing, however hard she tried to push the memories away. All she had wanted was a place that was safe and clean and loving.

  All! That had been everything she yearned for!




  As soon as she was old enough, Cynthia had got a job at a button factory on the edge of the Italian quarter in Duddesdon and moved into a bug-infested room. Anything was better than living with

  Mary Jones. Eventually, that day on the tram when she was eighteen and she had seen Bob’s dancing eyes fixed on her, and she’d looked back into his generous, open face, life had begun

  in earnest, with someone to love her.




  They’d been so happy, in their cosy little house, making a family. Cynthia knew Bob was proud of her and relied on her. She loved the way he called her ‘my girl’ even now, or

  ‘my wench’, to tease her.




  ‘Girl sounds better,’ she’d say archly. ‘Wench is common.’




  ‘Oh, you’re not common,’ Bob might say, sidling up to kiss her, then pinch her bottom, making her squeal with laughter. ‘You’re queen of the household, that’s

  what you are, missis.’




  Who was that person who could laugh, she wondered now, remembering all her happiness with him. And she’d had Dot to share everything with. Everyone respected Dot for managing the way she

  had after Charlie was killed without ever once turning to the parish. Dot had always been a staunch friend. Together, they’d been two of the most energetic and capable mothers in the street.

  She certainly didn’t feel up to much these days.




  ‘Oh, Bob, I’m sorry,’ she whispered, pressing her face against the pillow. ‘I don’t know what’s the matter with me.’ She was letting him down, letting

  Dot and all of them down. The way she felt now, they’d all be better off without her.




  





  Five




  ‘Emma Brown!’ Thwack!




  A sharp slap across the side of her head forced out a whimper between Em’s lips.




  ‘What d’you think you’re doing?’ Miss Lineham towered over her. She was a young teacher, with pale, washed-out looks and a very strict, spiteful personality. ‘All

  this time and there’s nothing on your slate. Stop biting your nails, it’s a disgusting habit. I don’t know what’s come over you this term.’




  The class all watched in amazement. It was almost unheard of for Emma Brown to get a telling-off.




  They’d been back at school a week. The heavy, metal-framed wooden desks were arranged in lines, two children at each, and Em and Katie were seated side by side. In front of every pupil lay

  a slate and on the blackboard was a set of subtraction sums. The sound of the squeak of pencils on the slates filled the room as the children attempted the calculations.




  Em and Katie had walked to school together, down Kenilworth Street and along to the big red-brick school which crouched there waiting for them. The doors which had been locked all summer were

  flung open now. Across the road was the big goods yard next to Windsor Street Wharf and behind, belching out steam, the power station. School did not normally hold too much fear for Em and Katie,

  as they were able girls and most people wanted to be their friends.




  Em’s cheeks burned and tears stung her eyes at Miss Lineham’s attack on her. She wasn’t used to being in trouble. She had always tried her best at school, but today she

  couldn’t keep her mind on anything, was barely conscious of the classroom’s panelled walls, the wilting aspidistra in its pot on a little table at the side or the vase of pinks on the

  teacher’s desk. She sat dreamily chewing away at her nails.




  ‘You’d better get working or it’ll be the cane for you!’ Miss Lineham threatened.




  Hurriedly Em took up her slate pencil and started to copy a sum from the board. Katie nudged her in sympathy but Em ignored it. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Molly Fox glance round and

  mouth something at her when Miss Lineham’s back was turned. There was an odd number of children in the class and Molly was the only one sitting at a double desk on her own as no one wanted to

  sit with her. Em felt her cheeks go even redder. She didn’t want Molly’s sympathy either.




  A while later her left hand automatically strayed back to her mouth and she was nibbling at her nails again. She pulled her hand away and stared at them; they looked raw and ugly now she had

  bitten them down to the quicks. How did that happen? She never used to bite them.




  Lost in her own thoughts, she didn’t notice Miss Lineham approaching until another cuff across the head slammed her back to the present.




  ‘What did I tell you? Go and stand by my desk!’




  Miss Lineham followed her up to the front, frowning in anger. Em felt her legs turn to jelly as the teacher picked up the thin cane which lay across her desk.




  ‘Hold out your hand.’




  Em obeyed, reluctantly, trying to be brave, but she was already trembling with fear and hurt pride and it took her all her will power to keep the hand there as Miss Lineham whisked the cane

  through the air and delivered six stinging lashes with it to Em’s palm.




  ‘Now you can stand there until I tell you to move, d’you hear?’




  ‘Yes, Miss,’ Em said, so close to tears she had to swallow hard to keep them back. She clenched her smarting hand and nursed it under her other arm. Her head was throbbing from Miss

  Lineham’s slaps and she felt the eyes of the whole class fixed on her. Many, she knew, would be on her side, but others would be enjoying seeing her brought down a peg. She didn’t look

  at anyone, but stared down at her slate through her swimming eyes.




  Out in the playground at break time, Katie was at her side immediately.




  ‘Bad luck!’ Em wasn’t sure if she imagined the smug edge to Katie’s voice. ‘She was after you this morning, wasn’t she?’




  Em shrugged, still trying not to cry. Everything was changing too fast and she didn’t understand what was going on. This wasn’t meant to happen, not to her – Emma Brown getting

  the cane! Nothing felt right at home, with Mom still so quiet and strange. It all felt wrong, and even the new baby seemed like an intruder now, because, lovely as she was, she was the one

  who’d made Mom poorly. Em just wanted her to be back how she usually was when they got home from school, standing on the step canting to Dot, or cooking tea, singing ‘Cherry Ripe’

  or ‘Down Yonder Green Valley’, songs she’d learned at school, while she bustled about the kitchen, shooing Sid and Joyce out from under her feet. Now she was always upstairs

  having a lie-down and the house felt silent and deserted, as if Violet had stolen their mom.




  ‘Oh-oh.’ Katie nudged her. ‘Here comes old smelly.’




  Molly hove into view, in a grey frock which was too big for her, her thick hair scraped back untidily into a bunch. They saw one of the others shout a nasty remark at her, and Molly scowled and

  retorted in kind.




  Em waited for Molly to say something irritating in her sucking-up way but, to her surprise, she said matter-of-factly, ‘That Miss Lineham’s a cow. You don’t want to take no

  notice of her. Bet yer hand’s smarting, ain’t it?’




  Em nodded miserably.




  ‘Here, what you wunna do is go and put it on the railings – they’re nice and cold,’ Molly said.




  ‘Who asked you, then?’ Katie said with a sneer, but Em could see that Molly meant well. She tried it, reluctantly, but she found Molly was right. Even though they were a bit rusty,

  the iron struts felt cool and soothing against her stinging flesh.




  ‘Bet that feels better, eh?’ Molly spoke in a motherly way, very pleased with herself for having been able to show Em something. She was used to dealing with canings.

  ‘D’you wunna play statues?’




  Em looked at Katie, who rolled her eyes and said, ‘No!’




  But Em was grateful to Molly. ‘Go on, then,’ she said.




  On the way home Em thought: Let our Mom be all right, let her be up and making tea for us.




  She was with Katie, and Molly, who was now determinedly glued to their side.




  ‘I’ve got three ’alfpence,’ Molly boasted. ‘Let’s go to Prices’ and I’ll get yer some rocks. Yer can have an ’alfpenny each.’




  It was too good an offer to resist, even for Katie, and soon they were in the Price sisters’ palace of sugar and Em chose her usual favourite of liquorice laces. The sweet taste was a

  comfort.




  ‘Ta, Molly,’ she said, and Katie grudgingly said thanks too, sucking on her sweets.




  ‘You playing out after tea?’ Molly wanted to know.




  ‘Dunno,’ Em said. ‘Our dad said he’d make us a kite.’




  The envy was naked on Molly’s face. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Can I come and watch?’




  ‘Dunno,’ Em said evasively. ‘I’d have to ask our mom.’




  It was true about the kite. Bob had been promising and now that it was Friday he said he’d make the kite and they’d have a proper day out tomorrow while the weather was still fine,

  right up to the Lickey Hills or somewhere, and fly it. That was a big outing and they were all excited. Em had only ever been to the Lickeys once before.
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