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1
W
hen they first sent me out to steal I was ten years old. The bag bothered me most. It was dirty on the outside as well as the inside. With brown leather handles that were frayed down to white wire. They burned your skin if held for too long. Later, they told me I held it too high, like a bloody shield, and too far away from me when I walked with it. They said I held it like it was a disease. It's only soil. A bit of soil can be easily washed away. I was making it obvious. That was the last thing you did, make it obvious. That was stupid cos that's how you get caught and if you get caught you're on your own, you stupid bitch.

Coffee and salmon, I am to take nothing else. Two large jars of coffee and three tins of salmon. Boneless salmon. Tinned salmon doesn't take up much room. Get four tins if it's easy. I have money for a packet of malted milk biscuits.

When I get to the till I am to make sure the bag is zipped all the way along. The zip has teeth missing halfway and sometimes it refuses to slide any further. I take one jar of coffee, drop it into
the bag. And two tins of salmon. The zip glides easily to the end and I let out a breath.

The lady at the till smiles. â€˜Aren't you a good girl, doing your mum's messages?' I smile back and step outside into the cold, where they are waiting.

The second time, instead of holding the bag up high, I am to leave it on the ground. Instead of simply dropping the goods into the bag, I am to kneel, pretending to fasten my lace. That way the items can be easily slotted between the open teeth of the bag. Bend, kneel, slot. Say it: Bend, kneel, slot. I wanted to say they forgot â€˜take'. There was little use for bend, kneel, slot without take. I'd be slotting in thin air. I remember it like this:
TBKS.

I remind them my new shoes are slip-on. They say it doesn't matter. It does to me. Balling up a wad of toilet paper, I push as much of it as I can into the breast pocket of my gingham dress. A couple of stitches snap, which leaves a hole that my little finger can wriggle through. A quick glance in the mirror reveals one gobstopper breast. I start again, folding the tissue into a flat rectangle. Instead of using my shoe, I plan a pretend sneeze, dropping then picking up the tissue instead of tying laces I don't have. They said my attempt was okay last time, given that it was my first.

This time they expect me to get two large jars of coffee and four tins of boneless salmon. If you're going to do it, do it properly.

They don't hand me the bag until we are near the shop. I see Angela, a girl I sit behind in school, walk in ahead of me with her mother. â€˜Hi, Robyn,' she says, waving. I smile and wave back. She is swinging a red vanity case, with a gold lock; she has gold buckles on her shoes.

I have seen shiny red fabric on the inside of the case. She opens it up sometimes at break time. Tiny loops of thick black elastic have
been sewn along the top in a straight line, to hold things high up. A toy red lipstick and nail varnish, a matching pink comb, brush and hand mirror. Everything slots in place, held firm, like Jesus on the cross. Felt-tipped pens, pencils and rubbers can fit inside too. They rest on the bottom of the case, like a crowd. You'd never fit a jar of coffee inside.

Angela looks over. She lets go of her mother's hand and walks towards me. â€˜Want to come to mine to play?' Her voice is sweet, like lemon bonbons.

â€˜Don't know.' I fidget.

â€˜I've got skates.'

â€˜Oh.'

I catch her looking and hide the bag behind my back.

â€˜Wait here. I'll go and ask.' She pulls her mother by the hand and walks back over to me. â€˜Hello, Robyn, Angela wants you to come over to play this afternoon. Is your mum around so I can ask her?'

â€˜No â€¦ She'll let me though.'

â€˜You're not here alone, are you?'

â€˜No. My mum's meeting me by the chippy.'

â€˜Do you know where we live?' Angela asks.

â€˜Yes, next door to Mangum's shop. I only live round the corner, in the Gardens.'

â€˜See you at four then. Stay for tea till six?'

â€˜Okay.'

They walk away.

Dizzy at the thought of spending two hours with the vanity case, I finish my task without using the toilet paper. I check what I've taken: two large jars of coffee and four tins of salmon. I zip up the bag. It closes easily. All that's left is to buy the biscuits. I bend down and take the coins from my shoe.

There is a different lady on the till. She has thick lines between her brows that bunch together when she speaks. â€˜That's a big bag for such a small packet of biscuits.'

â€˜It's got spuds in it. They're my mum's.' I don't wait for the change.

â€˜Did you get it all?'

â€˜Yes.' I lift the bag up towards them but they don't take it.

â€˜You were quick. That's it. Quick means not getting caught, quick and quiet.' As they speak, my heart beats faster and our pace quickens all the way home.

Inside, they take the bag. The contents are carefully lined up on the floor. As they say a name, they tap each item.

â€˜Coffee for old Alf, he'll buy a jar after a kiss from me,' Mum says. â€˜And Mag, we bought that clapped out record player off her.' She smiles. â€˜We can go out tonight now.'

Dad's eyes flash. â€˜Tom'll be up to his eyes in Guinness when we get there. He'll take two tins of salmon. I'll rev Joan up a bit, she'll take a tin. We'll sell them, ask Eve for a stay behind.'

I ask to play out. They don't look up when they say yes.

It is a sunny Saturday, but the sun isn't a warm sun. I skip all the way to Angela's house, feet rubbing inside new shoes I got for Christmas. I know they won't be back from the shops yet, so I sit on the pavement across the road and wait. A bedroom window is open and I can hear a song being played.
You better beware if you've got long black hair.

My hair is dark brown, cut just below my chin. I have a few freckles around my nose that I don't like, but the ones on my arms are like squashed chocolate drops. My ankles are so skinny I can span them with my hand. I take off my new shoes. My toes are nasty. Long and thin. The second toe is longer than the big toe and, when we do
PE
, some of the kids laugh and say it means I
will kiss girls when I grow up, on the lips. When I show my toes to my nan she says take no notice. It means you're going to be a ballet dancer.

I rub my cold feet in my palms. Finally, Angela turns the corner with her mother. I slip my socks and shoes back on and walk over. â€˜You're early,' her mum says with a smile. â€˜Hold this for me while I find my keys.'

Peeping inside the bag, I see candles, Nulon hand cream, coffee and massive bandages like my mother has. Angela takes me up to her room. She has a picture of a man on the wall above her bed. He looks kind around the eyes. He is wearing a cream suit with a red flower in his lapel. She tells me his name is David Cassidy. Her big sister Kate doesn't like him any more, as she likes Donny Osmond now, so she gave her the poster. Angela tells me Donny Osmond is nowhere near as cute as David. He can't even sing. She tells me she's going to marry a pop star when she grows up.

We play outside on the step with her dolls. They have a back yard, but her mum says we have to play in the front because the bin men are on strike and it stinks in the yard. Angela says she saw a rat inside one of the rubbish boxes. She gets her skates out and I have a try with one for a long time. She does the same with the other. Up and down the street with the same skate until our legs ache.

Angela's mum comes to check on us. â€˜One of your legs will grow longer than the other doing that.' She laughs.

When she walks back inside I try with two skates. I fall and cut my knee. Angela shouts her mum. She cleans the blood away and puts a plaster on it so I can't bend my knee when I walk. I'm glad she didn't see me fall.

Angela's dad looks like David Cassidy. He has dark hair with long sideburns. He gets out of his car and locks the door. There
are no other cars in the street. â€˜Hiya, gorgeous.' He tickles her under the chin then turns to me. â€˜Who's this?'

â€˜It's Robyn, my friend.' He fluffs up my hair.

â€˜This is my dad, he's a 'lectrician,' she says proudly.

I don't know what my dad is, so I say nothing.

We play until it's time to eat. Angela says I can play with the vanity case after tea. We have mashed potato and minced meat in gravy, with tinned peaches and conny-onny milk for dessert. At the table her parents sit close to each other and laugh out loud.

â€˜I got the candles for tonight's blackout, love,' her mum says.

â€˜No need. I'll string up the car headlight bulbs, one in the living room and one in the kitchen. Keep them for the bedroom, for later, eh love?' He winks.

â€˜You're so clever.'

She leans over and they kiss, right there in front of me and Angela.

After we help clear away the dishes, it's time to go back outside to play with the vanity case. No sooner have I sat on the step and flipped open the lock than I hear my name being shouted. I close the case, put it on the step and stand.

Angela stands up too and looks where I'm looking.

â€˜What's the matter?'

At the end of the street my mum's face thin and pale against her pillar-box lips. â€˜Where the fuck have you been? We thought you were lost. Your father's searched all over, across to the big square and everything. Get here now. We're waiting to go out.'

Avoiding Angela's stare, I run down the street. I'm thinking, why can't I have a better life than this?

2
T
here are five squares altogether in Sir Thomas White Gardens, or Tommy Whites as we call it. The big square is right in the middle, with four smaller squares branching off at its corners. Our square faces St Domingo Road, behind the church of Our Lady Immaculate. The priest's house is on the other side of the road, right opposite the church. We can see cars and buses crawling by from our front door because there are no flats opposite to block the view.

Two squares sit on the right of the big square, two on the left. We live with Nan in a two-bedroom flat on the second floor.

The ground-floor flats come with front yards. When the weather is warm, grown-ups fold their arms and lean over the landings to smoke, flicking grey ash down into a neighbour's front yard. Older boys sniff up hard, drop thick balls of snot to the backs of their throats, edging them to the tip of their tongues, ready to gob down. If you're unlucky and live in a ground-floor flat, ash and green gooey spit can end up in your hair.

On every landing there is a chute where we empty rubbish. It all drops down into a massive bin on the ground floor. The
door of the chute is made from heavy iron, with bits of everyone's rubbish stuck to the inside of it. A visit to the chute after five o'clock will reveal what was for tea that night. Eggshells, potato peelings, beans, soggy bread crusts, tea bags and plenty of brown cigarette ends that remind me of unwashed teeth. For something so heavy, the chute door only makes a slight thudding noise when it closes against the dark furry stuff that grows around the edges.
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