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“Leave it Benjamin. We’ll clear it up later. I fear there’s more to come. Take cover under the table with Saul and your mother,” whispered Jakob Lindenheim, as loudly as he dared.

Outside, they could hear the jackboots on the cobbled street, the counterpoint to a cacophony of barked orders and shattering glass.

“There’s no point in hiding. All we can do is hope that they don’t come looking,” continued Jakob, sitting down on the floor, in the corner of the room, with a dining chair tilted against the wall to afford him some protection from flying glass. 

The brick which had just broken the kitchen window lay in front of the cooker. Ben had started to pick up the shards when his father stopped him. Only now, as they sought refuge under the furniture, anticipating the sitting room window succumbing to a similar fate, did he realise he was bleeding. As he tried to remove the handkerchief from his trouser pocket he leaned backwards into his brother.

“Keep to your own side!” muttered Saul, who was already feeling squashed against one of the table legs.

“Stop it, boys,” came the exasperated reprimand from Miriam Lindenheim.

She noticed the blood on Ben’s hand.

“My poor boy,” she mothered him, her frustration changing to concern.

Miriam took the handkerchief from Ben and bound his hand, which was helpful, as he was left-handed, and the cut was to his left hand. 

“I don’t think there’s any glass stuck in there,” she reassured him.

Ben was sixteen and trying to be brave, but the truth was, he was terrified. Both the shouting and the sound of breaking glass were getting louder, until it was obvious, the Lindenheims’ block was next. The soldiers were right outside. Thankfully, the flat was on the first floor, so at least the soldiers couldn’t peer in through the window. A short burst of submachine gun fire and the windows in the flat below disintegrated. Bracing themselves, the Lindenheims waited fearfully for their sitting room window to shatter. Nothing. Another barked order, and the soldiers moved on, accompanied by more gunfire and breaking glass in the block next-door.

“We have to get the boys away from here,” declared Jakob in a low voice, as soon as it felt safe enough to talk.

“Where?” responded Miriam, mournfully.

“Anywhere,” replied Jakob.

“What about the cousins in Wiengarten?” suggested Miriam.

“I’m not sure the towns will be any safer than the cities. The Nazis will hunt down all of us.”

“But it’s got to be safer than here in the city. Surely? Even for a few weeks or months.” 

Miriam would never have dreamed of arguing with Jakob, but she was desperate. 

Miriam and the boys wriggled out from under the table and Jakob replaced his chair in the space they had vacated. 

“Shall I get some newspaper and glue?” offered Saul, “To fix the window.”

“Thank you,” replied Jakob, unsure whether it would be wiser to leave things as they were, to give the impression no one lived there, but he knew he was just kidding himself. Either way, the soldiers would be back soon enough, this week, next week, searching the blocks from top to bottom.

Miriam started to gather up the larger pieces of glass from the kitchen floor, placing them on the table on several layers of newspaper. Once the big shards had been retrieved, she set about sweeping the rest of the glass up.

“Just don’t walk around in bare feet,” she reminded the boys.

“No mother,” responded Saul.

“Do we really have to move away?” asked Ben.

“Your father and I think it’s for the best. Until this all blows over. God knows when or if it will ever be over. You and Saul are the future of the Lindenheim family. We have to keep you safe. One day, you’ll understand.”

“I’ll never understand why people hate us so much,” retorted Saul.

Four weeks later, just before the start of Hanukkah, when Jakob returned from a brief but perilous excursion to buy whatever basic food items were available, he had a resolute look in his eye.

“Miriam, Saul, Benjamin, come and sit down. I have some news.”

The family each took their place around the dining table.

“I’ve heard they are organising transport out of Germany for minors. Trains. And boats to England. We need to get Saul and Benjamin on one of those boats. There’s a train leaving for Rotterdam tomorrow.”

Miriam stared back at him. Her mother’s heart ached, even though she knew it was their only hope.

“The matter’s settled then. Boys, you need to pack your small cases with a change of clothes and something to remember us by,” instructed Jakob, adding, “Until we meet again. Tomorrow, we will take you to the train station and register you with the latest group of children.”

Thankfully, in the eyes of the law, Saul was still a child, a few weeks shy of his eighteenth birthday, the older of the two brothers by twenty months. Jakob knew he and Miriam might never see their sons again, but he wasn’t about to reveal his deepest fear.
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The following day, after a breakfast of bread and slightly hardening cheese, Jakob and Saul left the flat. They set off through the back streets, on foot, heading for the central train station. Ten minutes later, Miriam and Ben carried their bicycles down the stairs. Ben ran back up to the flat, grabbed his suitcase, took a last look round, locked the door and ran back down to where his mother was holding the bicycles. He handed her the key and planted the suitcase, corner first, into the basket which was fixed to his handlebars. 

“It’s not very safe, is it?” he mused.

“Ride with care,” responded Miriam.

The risk of being stopped and shot seemed far greater than the risk of the suitcase falling onto the wheel. Safety had become a relative term. They cycled off in the direction of the train station, with the intention of meeting Jakob and Saul there.

In spite of the melee of frantic parents and children jostling on the forecourt, Miriam and Ben found Jakob and Saul without any difficulty. No sooner were they together than Jakob strode off to talk to a woman with a clipboard, pressed by a group of adults waving papers in her face. Jakob joined the back of the group.

“Please try to wait your turn,” pleaded the woman with the clipboard. “We will process all of you.”

Eventually, Jakob found himself standing in front of her.

“Good morning. I have my sons over there,” he stated, pointing vaguely over his shoulder. “Benjamin Lindenheim, sixteen years old and his brother Saul, seventeen years old.”

The woman wrote down the boys’ names and handed Jakob a pair of labels attached to long loops of string.

“I’m afraid you cannot join your children on the platform. Say your goodbyes out here. Write their names on the labels and send them through onto the westbound platform. Next!”

“Thank you,” smiled Jakob, moving away to create space for the next parent.

Once back with his family he realised he didn’t have a pen.

“I don’t suppose either of you packed a pen?”

“I have a pencil in my pocket,” replied Ben, taking it out.

“Write your name and date of birth on the label and put it round your neck. They won’t allow us onto the platform. We’ll have to say goodbye here.”

Miriam was already fighting back her tears. Ben wrote Saul Lindenheim on one of the labels, with his brother’s date of birth, and handed it to him.

“Thanks,” grunted Saul, pulling it over his head.

Ben filled out his own label, returned the pencil to his pocket and put the label round his neck. The four of them stood looking blankly at each other.

“Send word, when you can,” Jakob instructed them.

He held out his arms to hug Saul, a gesture reciprocated somewhat robotically by his son. Miriam hugged Ben and kissed him on both cheeks. They swapped, with Ben enthusiastically hugging his father.

“Look after your brother,” Miriam spoke quietly into Saul’s ear as she put her arms round him.

“I will,” Saul mumbled into her shoulder.

The boys picked up their suitcases and walked into the station without looking back. Miriam and Jakob got on the bicycles and rode home, the tears flowing freely down Miriam’s cheeks. Inside the concourse, a crowd of children, of all ages, were advancing like lava onto the westbound platform, to where a train was waiting. 

“You OK?” asked Saul, as he and Ben were ushered into a carriage.

“Yes. You?”

Saul nodded and claimed the two seats either side of the window. He lifted his case onto the luggage rack and sat down. Ben did the same, although it was more of a struggle to reach high enough and he ended up half throwing his case up. Saul was staring out of the window, deep in thought and hadn’t noticed his brother struggling.

Saul and Ben had a strained relationship. To be fair to Saul, Ben had a bit of a temper and was generally the first to fly off the handle when diplomacy failed. Up until his bar mitzvah, Ben had looked up to his older sibling. Once his status had changed, he began to think he knew as much, if not more than Saul, and resented any guidance or help from his brother, always wanting to work it out for himself. Saul was the more level-headed of the two. He had learnt, for the most part, to let Ben do his own thing and only offered advice or assistance when it became absolutely necessary. Ben was more practical and helped their father with maintenance jobs around the house. The family owned a small cabinet which Ben had crafted the previous summer, with mitred joints and bevelled edges, polished until you could see your reflection in the walnut veneer. Jakob was hugely proud of Ben’s achievement, a cabinetmaker himself. Saul found himself wrestling with bouts of jealousy. His own career could have been a doctor or a lawyer, if they had stayed in Germany, although his studies were now unexpectedly interrupted. Three years in succession, Saul had won the school prize in humanities. Jakob’s heart was bursting with pride when he watched his older son receive the certificate, and yet Saul had got it into his head that their father must love Ben more than him, because Ben was like their father. But family is everything, and Saul had promised their mother to look after Ben on this adventure into the unknown.

Outside, a guard blew his whistle, and the train pulled out of the station, sluggishly at first, gathering speed as the sulphur infused air wafted in through the open window. Ben stood up to close it, looking at the other children as he did, but receiving no contrary responses, mostly because none of the other children in his immediate vicinity appeared to be old enough for their bar mitzvah. He couldn’t work out if it was fearful denial or resilient defiance in their empty gazes. The journey would be longer than six hours, and he felt he should do something, at least say something.

“Hello. My name is Ben, and this is my brother Saul,” he introduced them, smiling. 

Silence.

“What are your names?”

“Aaron. This is my sister Freida.”

“Samuel.”

“David. He’s Levi.”

“Are you brothers?”

Levi nodded.

The little girl in the corner opposite didn’t answer and pulled a handkerchief from her coat pocket.

“Don’t cry. We’ll get through this,” Ben consoled her.

“I forgot Moshe. I want my teddy,” she blurted out, her tears flowing down her cheeks.

“You can write to him and tell him about all the fun you’re having. I’m sure he’ll be waiting for you.”

Ben was far less convinced by his supposition than the girl, who nodded and blew her nose.

“Let’s play a game,” proposed Ben. “Can you all count?”

All the children nodded.

“What about your five times table?”

They nodded again.

“And your seven times table?”

Ben was relieved to discover that the other children also knew their seven times table.

“Let’s play Fizz-Buzz, then. Do you know how to play Fizz-Buzz?”

“One, two, three, four, fizz, six, buzz, eight, nine, fizz,” replied Samuel, proudly.

“That’s right,” Ben affirmed him. “Fizz if it’s a multiple of five, buzz if it’s a multiple of seven, and fizz-buzz if it’s a multiple of both. If you make a mistake, you drop out.”

To Ben’s amazement, the game lasted almost an hour, with different winners each time. Once or twice, it was obvious to Ben that Saul deliberately made a mistake, because he didn’t want to win. Ben picked up on the tactic and also let the others win several times, most importantly, when he found himself head-to-head with the little girl, whose name they still didn’t know. Winning a game of Fizz-Buzz seemed finally to break down the walls.

“I’m Ruth,” she giggled.

“Well Ruth, I’m going to keep an eye out for you, and make sure you get on the boat to England. It’ll be Hanukkah soon. Has anyone brought their dreidel with them? inquired Ben. “I’m pretty sure it would be alright to play the game early. Given the circumstances and all that.”

“I’ve got mine,” responded Levi.

“Me too,” added Freida.

“Then, let’s have a game. We can spin them on the floor, here,” suggested Ben.

“I think I’ll sit this one out,” announced Saul, unsure that they should be playing with the dreidels yet.

In the end, it proved to be a great idea, because the children were kept entertained for another hour.

“I’m hungry,” complained Ruth.

“Did your mother pack you something to eat?” responded Ben.

“I don’t know.”

“Let’s have a look in your case,” Ben encouraged her.

She opened the case, but there wasn’t anything to eat in there.

“What about the rest of you?” asked Ben, looking around at the other children.

“We have some bread and jam,” offered Aaron. 

“We don’t have anything,” admitted David, a little embarrassed.

“Biscuits,” came Samuel’s response, “Dried ones.”

“We have some bread and jam as well,” confirmed Saul. “Don’t we Benjamin?”

Benjamin nodded. Saul reached up for his suitcase, opened it and took out a paper packet. 

“Shall I pass you your case?” he asked his brother.

“Yes. Thank you,” replied Ben.

Saul reached down the case, without having to stretch, and handed it to Ben, who took out a similar packet to Saul’s, except that the jam had leaked out onto his clean shirt.

“It’ll wash,” he declared nonchalantly, picking up the shirt and sucking out the jam. 

Saul stood watching, shaking his head with an ironic smile on his face. Ben replaced the shirt, closed the case again and passed it back to Saul.

“There’s eight of us and five of us have something to eat. I say we share it all out evenly and have a picnic,” insisted Ben.

Samuel relinquished his biscuits and Aaron handed over the tin in which his and Freida’s lunch was packed. Ben got out his pocket-knife and started to cut the bread whilst Saul broke the biscuits in half. They piled all the jam onto one piece of paper and sat it on the floor.

“Help yourselves,” Ben invited the others.

Everyone hesitated, trying to let the others go first. Considering all the Jewish families in the Lindenheim’s immediate circle had been struggling for several months, this was an amazing demonstration of community.

“Try to chew each mouthful slowly and for a long time,” suggested Ben, sounding a little like his mother.

The children fell silent as they ate. Unfortunately, there was nothing to wash down the bread and jam and dried biscuits.

“I’ll go for a walk along the train and see if I can find us something to drink,” suggested Ben, getting up from his seat.

He staggered slowly along the aisle, passing some children who were sleeping, some who were reading books, and others who were staring out of the window. There was an absence of grown-ups. Opening the carriage door he stepped between the carriages, an involuntary sense of vertigo clouding his mind as he imagined the sleepers rushed past beneath him. In the next carriage he found a middle-aged couple.

“I don’t suppose you know where I could get hold of some water. The children I’m seated with are thirsty.”

“I’m afraid I don’t,” replied the woman, kindly. 

Ben wondered if they might be able to find some at the next station, but he couldn’t see any containers. In any case, an awful lot of water would be needed if all the children were to be satisfied. Frustrated, he gave up on the idea and returned to his seat. Surely, there would be something to drink once they got on the boat, even though that was still several hours away.

Samuel, Freida, David and Ruth we all asleep when he returned. Saul looked up at him. Ben shook his head.

“Perhaps we should all try and sleep for a while,” proposed Saul, leaning back and closing his eyes. Ben continued to peer through the window at the landscape rushing past. When would they cross the border into Holland? As Ben was pondering their current location, houses started to flash past. Very soon the train decelerated into Cologne station. Ben’s window came to a stop opposite a standpipe and fire bucket. Without weighing up the pros and cons, he jumped up, rushed to the door, ran across to the standpipe, filled the bucket and ran back over to the train.

“What do you think you’re doing?” came a shout from somewhere along the platform. He ignored it and climbed back on board.

“Wake up,” he whispered loudly, shaking Aaron’s shoulder, followed by Freida’s. “Here, drink some water. Quickly.”

He woke Samuel, David and Levi, whilst Aaron and Freida were drinking.

“Quick. Drink from the bucket, before the train leaves the station again.”

Saul had woken, disturbed by the movements around him.

“Drink some water, quickly,” Ben instructed him as he tried to wake Ruth up by squeezing her arm. 

She jumped, was disorientated and let out a gasp.

“It’s OK, Ruth. I’ve got us some water, but you need to drink it quickly.”

The guard’s whistle blew just as everyone’s thirst was quenched, apart from Ben’s. The train started to move. He took a swig of water, pulled down the window and dropped the bucket out onto the platform. There was a loud clang, the bucket bounced twice and rolled to a stop in front of the guard. 

“Thank you!” Ben shouted, pushing up the window again and flopped back into his seat.

“You’re completely nuts,” laughed Saul. “But thank you.”

The children were all wide awake again, now.

“Who knows the story behind why we celebrate Hanukkah?” asked Saul.

“I do,” responded Levi.

“Me too,” added David.

“I think I do,” added Aaron.

“Shall I tell you the story of the Macabees?” 

There was a general chorus of ‘Yes’ and ‘Please’ with Ruth the loudest.

“Once upon a time in the city of Jerusalem there was a temple belonging to God, where our ancestors went to worship. There was a beautiful seven-branched menorah in the temple and every evening the cups were filled with oil so the menorah could be lit. The Jewish people loved it, but the king was very unhappy about it. His name was Antiochus, and he was a very mean king. He didn’t like the Jews, so he made laws to stop them going to the temple or reading from the Torah. Worse still, Antiochus told his soldiers to go into the temple, fill it with rubbish, smash everything up and take away the menorah. The soldiers got rid of all the oil as well. There was a man call Judah Maccabee who said to the other Jews, ‘This has to stop! We have to fight back.’ ‘But we have no weapons,’ someone said. ‘Then we will have to be very brave and very clever,’ replied Judah Maccabee. Amazingly, the Macabees managed to chase the soldiers away. Judah Macabee and the others went into the temple and cleaned up the rubbish and fixed the broken things. They made a new menorah but there was no oil because the jars had all been smashed. All except one. After looking high and low in a temple, they found a tiny little jar of oil. ‘That’s not going to last very long,’ someone said, ‘And we need the menorah to stay lit for eight days.’ That was when the miracle happened. The oil didn’t run out for eight days. And that’s why every year we light our menorahs for eight days and celebrate the miracles God did for Judah Macabee and the Jews.”

Freida, Samuel and Levi had all fallen back to sleep, by the time Saul finished the Hanukkah story. 

“Please, tell us another story,” pleaded Ruth.

“Your turn’” laughed Saul, looking in Ben’s direction.

Ben thought for a moment and began, “There was once a prophet called Elijah.”

“What’s a prophet?” asked Ruth.

“Good question, Ruth,” responded Ben. “A prophet is a man called by God to tell other people messages from God.”

“What sort of messages?” Ruth pressed him.

“That’s another excellent question. If our ancestors were doing things that made God angry, he would send messages to tell them to stop. Sometimes he gave the prophets messages about what he was going to do in the future.”

Ruth didn’t have a third question, so he carried on with the story.

“One day, there was a contest between the prophets of Baal and Elijah. Elijah built an altar, and the prophets of Baal built an altar. They both soaked their altars in water. The prophets of Baal couldn’t get their sacrifice to burn, but God let Elijah’s sacrifice burn. The king and queen and all the people could see that Elijah’s God was the true God of our people, and this made the king and queen mad. Elijah ran for his life, and he ended up a long way from home. He was scared and tired and hungry and confused. An angel gave him food and he went to the mountain of God. He went into a cave and that was where God spoke to him. ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’ Elijah was feeling sorry for himself. ‘I’ve done what you asked me to do, they got mad, I’m all on my own, and now they’re trying to kill me.’ ‘Go outside,’ responded God. ‘I will pass by.’ So, Elijah went outside and waited for God. First there was a very strong wind, but God was not in the wind. Then, there was an earthquake, but God was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake came fire, but God was not in the fire either. Finally, there came a very quiet whisper. ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’ Elijah was still feeling sorry for himself. ‘I’ve done what you asked me to do, they got mad, I’m all on my own and now they’re trying to kill me.’ ‘Go back again. Go to the desert of Damascus. Make Hazael king of Aram, make Jehu king of Israel and make Elisha a prophet to take your place. They will kill my enemies. And Elijah, you’re not alone. There are seven thousand who still worship me.’ So, Elijah stopped feeling sorry for himself and went and did what God had told him to do.”

“I really like that story,” enthused Ruth, “Pleeeeeeeeease, tell us another one.”

“I have a better idea,” responded Ben, pulling out a magazine which had been stuffed down the side of his seat. As he unfolded it, the glamorous, lipstick-bedecked face of a woman was revealed, propaganda for Hitler’s ‘Children, Kitchen, Church’ policy. 

“I think the best thing we can do with this is turn it into paper darts or boats,” remarked Ben.

“How do we do that?” asked Aaron.

“I’ll show you,” answered Ben, smiling. “Watch.”

He tore out a page, and folding over a thin border, he ran his nails along it to create a nice sharp crease, which he was then able to tear along to give a straight edge. After a few folds, he launched a colourful dart across the carriage at David, who caught it and threw it back, his face beaming. Ben tore out three more pages and handed them to David, Aaron and Ruth.

“Will you help me, please?” requested Ruth.

Ben spent the next ten minutes helping Ruth make her paper dart.

“Now, I’ll show you all how to make a boat,” remarked Ben.

Initiating the process in a similar way to the darts, Ben turned his paper rectangle into a single-sailed boat.

“It will float quite happily in a basin, until the paper soaks up too much water,” he explained. 

“Will you help me again, please?” whispered Ruth.

“Yes, but you can do the first part by yourself now, can’t you,” Ben encouraged her.

He watched as she neatened off her page.

“What do I do now?”

“Fold that edge to there and that edge to there.”

Ruth folded. 

“Now, fold that edge to here and the same the other side.”

Ruth folded some more.

“The next bit’s a little tricky because you need to get this part to stick up.”

Ruth tried but her hands were too small.

“You do that bit, please.”

Ben made the sail appear in the boat.

“Now, just fold down the edges around the sides of the boat. It’ll make it stronger. See?” he added, folding the first one over.

Ruth finished it off.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Now I’m going to try and get some sleep,” insisted Ben, leaning back into the corner between seat and window and closing his eyes.

The rhythmic rattle of the bogies and the gentle swaying of the carriage soon lulled Ben to sleep. At some point in his sleep, he drifted into a dream. His parents were present, but they weren’t in their home in Karlsruhe. Their home in his dream lay in ruins, the morning after a bombing raid. Ben was searching for something in a pile of rubble. None of it made any sense to him. He woke suddenly to the sound of breaking glass. Disorientated for a few seconds, he surveyed the carriage and realised the glass was in his dreams. A quick glance at Saul’s upside-down watch suggested the train was only about an hour from Rotterdam.

Outside, the style of roof on the buildings which flashed past was unfamiliar. Not far from the train track, a child was chasing a dog in a grassy field. He looked up at the train and waved. Instinctively, Ben waved back. He started to wonder where he and Saul might end up living. Would it be in a city, like Karlsruhe, or out in the country? The idea of living on a farm appealed to him, a bit like an extended holiday. Ben was trying to think himself into taking a positive stance to this entire painful experience. The great thing about a holiday was that you went home afterwards.
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The woman Ben had asked earlier about something to drink was walking along the aisle carrying a clipboard and counting heads. Ben smiled at her, his cheeks warming to the guilty realisation that what he had done with the fire bucket was probably illegal. Did she know it was him? She smiled back and continued along the carriage. Ben turned back to the window, where the number of buildings was starting to increase, until the fields were swallowed up by cityscape. By now, the train had slowed, the rhythm of the bogies against the tracks decreasing from quaver to crotchet to minim. Their journey continued at this slower pace for another ten minutes, until the terminus platform slid silently alongside them. A few nerve-shredding squeaks later, and the train came to a standstill.

“We’ve arrived,” confirmed Saul, somewhat stating the obvious. “We’d better get off the train and join the exodus.”

Saul took down Ben’s suitcase and his own, setting them on the seat. Ben was helping Ruth gather her things together. 

“Are you going to be warm enough? Shall we get a cardigan from your suitcase?”

Ruth nodded. Ben opened the case and pulled out a cardigan. There was Moshe, hiding underneath.

“Moshe! Moshe!” 

Ruth grabbed her teddy bear and hugged him tightly.

“Looks like you didn’t forget him after all,” reflected Ben. “May I hold him while you put your cardigan on.”

The other children were making their way to the door. Saul was starting to get a trifle impatient.

“We need to get moving,” said Saul.

“I know, I know. But I promised Ruth I’d look after her. We’re almost ready.”

Ruth fastened the bottom button and held out her hand, expectantly. Ben returned Moshe to her. She walked alongside Ben and Saul, her case in her left hand, her teddy bear in her right. Unfortunately, by the time the three of them alighted, they had missed the instructions. Swallowed up in the river of passengers, they were propelled along the platform in the direction of the dock, where two ships were moored. There were adults and children climbing the gangplank onto both ships. Saul was propelled in front of Ben and Ruth. Just as they were passing the stern of the first ship, Ruth dropped Moshe.

“Moshe! Moshe! I’ve dropped Moshe,” announced Ruth, tugging at Ben’s sleeve. Saul was in a world of his own and didn’t hear so carried on walking, but Ben stopped alongside Ruth. Poor Moshe was in grave peril from the tramping feet. Going against the tide of people, even for just a few paces, was a struggle, but Ben was determined to rescue the teddy bear. Grabbing Ruth’s hand, he dragged her with him, navigating their way back through the crowd. 

“Sorry.” 

“Watch out!”

“Sorry. Lost teddy bear.”

By the time Moshe was safely back in Ruth’s relieved grasp, Saul was out of sight. Ben wasn’t too concerned, though. He knew they would be able to reconnect on board the ship, whose gangplank he was now traversing. Meanwhile Saul, hemmed in by the crowd, was heading towards the second of the two ships and only realised Ben and Ruth were no longer behind him when he reached the gangplank. An official-looking man stood welcoming the passengers on board.

“Excuse me,” asked Saul, politely. “Have you seen a boy about my height, sixteen, and a small girl?”

“Sorry. As you can see, there’s rather a lot of people embarking. I can’t remember them all.”

“Oh. Alright.”

Saul made his way up onto the main deck and started searching for Ben and Ruth, trying to imagine where Ben would take her to wait for him. Five minutes later, the gangplank was raised, and the ship moved slowly away from the quay. He worked his way down the ship, without success, convincing himself that Ben was also searching the ship and they kept missing each other. Meanwhile, Ben and Ruth were carrying out their own search, but on board the first ship which left port for Harwich, ten minutes later.

About thirty minutes into his New York bound voyage, Saul went to the first-class lounge to see if Ben and Ruth were there by mistake. That was when he overheard two middle-aged women talking about the Empire State Building.

“Excuse me,” Saul interrupted them hesitantly. “I couldn’t help overhear you mention you wanted to visit the Empire State Building. This ship is heading for England, isn’t it?”

“No, my dear. New York.”

Saul felt like he had been hit in the stomach with a flail.

“Is everything OK?” asked the other woman.

“Not really,” responded Saul, his voice cracking. “I’m meant to be on the ship to England, with my brother. Somehow we got separated in the crowd.”

“Let’s get you a cup of tea, and think about what you can do about it,” suggested the first woman, kindly.

“Thank you. This is nothing short of a disaster. I promised our mother I would take care of him.”

The second woman disappeared for a few minutes, seeking out a cup of tea for the three of them.

“Is there any chance he made the same mistake and he’s somewhere on this ship?” inquired the first woman, grasping at straws.

“I’ve been searching everywhere since I came on board. That’s why I came here, to first-class. It was the last place I thought he might be, and that only by accident.”

“Oh dear. Was no one taking a register? I mean, is there someone you can ask. Sorry. You probably already tried that.”

“There wasn’t anyone when I came on board. I should have realised then that something might be wrong. I’m so stupid.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself. How old are you?”

“Seventeen. Saul Lindenheim, by the way. My brother’s called Benjamin.”

“Well, I’m Stacey Grainger and my friend is Renata Fischer.”

“Are you American? You speak very good German. Sorry, that was impertinent of me.”

“Not at all. It was very kind of you. I have been visiting Renata for years. Now it’s time to take her to New York.”

A brief pause as she glanced around to see how close the nearest passenger was.

“I don’t like what is happening in Germany one bit,” she continued, lowering her voice.

Just then, Renata reappeared, followed by a waiter carrying a tray with a pot of tea, three cups and saucers and three side plates bearing small cakes.

“Please join us. There’s nothing like a bit of sugar to steady the nerves,” she declared.

The waiter placed the tray on the low table they were seated at and walked off. Renata poured the tea.

“This is Saul, Renata. It appears he somehow managed to board the wrong ship. He thinks his brother Benjamin is on the other ship that was going to England.”

“Oh dear. I’m guessing this means you don’t have a cabin. We’ll be on this ship for ten days.”

“I don’t have a cabin. To be honest, I have neither ticket nor money. I must be a stowaway.”

“How exciting!” responded Stacey, lightening the mood. “You absolutely must stay with us, until we reach port. There’s not a lot we can do then, because you will have to pass through immigration. Right now, it would be our pleasure…”

“And an adventure,” interjected Renata, giggling.

“Really Renata. This is a serious situation,” continued Stacey, winking at Saul. “It would be our absolute pleasure if you would be our guest for this crossing.”

“Won’t that get you into trouble?” replied Saul, starting to become self-conscious about his status.

“Who’s going to know, apart from us?” laughed Renata.

“Well, if you’re quite sure, how can I refuse such kindness?”

“That’s settled then. Let’s get you to the cabin so you can freshen up before we have our evening meal.”
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Once their ship had left port for England, Ben had positioned himself with Ruth adjacent to the doorway through which they had entered the ship. After half an hour watching and waiting, hoping that Saul would wander across the deck in search of them, Ben’s instincts were telling him something was wrong.

“Let’s go and look for Saul, instead of standing here,” he suggested to Ruth.

Ruth looked at her teddy bear and back up at Ben.

“Moshe thinks we should look for Saul, too.”

“Good. I’m glad we’re all in agreement. Let’s go.”

Halfway round the ship, they happened upon the woman with the clipboard.

“Excuse me. Somehow, I seem to have become separated from my brother. I don’t suppose you have seen him. He’s seventeen and looks quite similar to me. I know there are lots of children on board, but maybe you noticed him because he was looking for someone also.”

“I’m afraid I haven’t. Let’s go and find someone who can put out a call,” responded the woman, helpfully. “What is your brother’s name?”

“Saul. Saul Lindenheim.”

“Come with me.”

She led them to the other end of the ship and found a man wearing a uniform.

“Would you do us the kindness of putting out a call for Saul Lindenheim, please?”

“Certainly, Madam.”

He walked off and a few minutes later, a distorted voice cut through the air.

“Is there a Saul Lindenheim on board? Please come to the bridge.”

“I suppose we should just wait here,” reflected the woman with the clipboard, and looking into Ben’s eyes, added, “Was that you with the water bucket, by the way?”

“I’m afraid so. The children were thirsty. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“This is Ben. He is very kind. And he’s clever,” commented Ruth.

“Is Ben your big brother?”

“Yes,” blurted out Ruth, before Ben could respond.

He didn’t know what to say at this point. He was concerned for Ruth, but she wasn’t his sister. Right now, his priority was finding Saul. Did it really matter if Ruth wasn’t his sister? After all, when they reached England, none of the children knew where and with whom they’d be staying. What was wrong with spending a few months in the same house as this frightened little girl and her teddy bear, Moshe?

Ten minutes after the first announcement, the crackly voice repeated the call for Saul.

“Surely, he must have heard it,” observed Ben, his stomach tightening, as he contemplated the improbable, that Saul had embarked on the other ship.

“You would imagine so. Is there any possibility that your brother might have got on the wrong ship?”

“I’m beginning to fear as much. Do you know where it was going?”

“America. New York. Did you not hear the instructions?”

“No. We were delayed by this little one. Case of the missing teddy bear. By the time we made it onto the platform, all we could do was join the flow of passengers. At one point, Ruth here dropped Moshe, and we had to turn and retreat several paces, against the flow, to rescue him. That was when we became separated from Saul. That still doesn’t explain how he may have ended up on the other ship though.”

The man in uniform returned to where they were waiting.

“I’m afraid no one has come to the bridge. I will put out another call just before we dock. I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,” responded Ben, choking back the panic.

It was in that moment that he decided to adopt Ruth as his sister.

“When the call goes out again, I will meet you back here,” proposed the woman with the clipboard. “Probably best if we hang back and watch all the passengers disembarking. For now, try and find somewhere to settle down for the night. I’ll come and bring you a blanket.”

Ben nodded. Ruth tugged at his sleeve. How much of the gravity of their situation she grasped, Ben knew not, but she appeared to sense something was wrong. The tug was not demanding but consoling.

“Please, tell me another story.”

Ben was glad of the distraction. 

“Alright. But let’s find somewhere to sit down.”

He took hold of her hand and led them to a small space against the side of some stairs. 

“Here. Put your suitcase against the wall and use it as a seat. Like this.”

He set his own case down and sat on it.

“I want to lie down. I’m tired.”

“I’m sure you are. Let me hold onto your case. You lie down here.”

Ben used Ruth’s case to form the back of a chair, resting on top of his own case, which was pushed lengthways back against the wall. Hardly had she laid down, Ruth was fast asleep, her face pressed against Moshe. The woman with the clipboard found them, about ten minutes later, with an army blanket.

“I’m afraid I could only find the one. It’s probably large enough to cover both of you though.”

“Thank you,” replied Ben, taking the blanket, unfolding it, and placing one half gently over Ruth. 

Settling back into his suitcase armchair, he drew the other half over his legs and closed his eyes. In silent murmurings to a God he no longer trusted, Ben articulated a cry for help.

“Why? Is it not enough that we have to be separated from our parents? Watch over Saul. Watch over our parents. If you’re there at all. And watch over this little one and her bear.”

Ben fell into an uneasy sleep. His dreams were filled with a river of passengers, similar to the exodus from train to ship in Rotterdam, but Ben’s subconscious was unable to place the unfamiliar station, and there were soldiers. ‘Jews. Jews, Jews,’ echoed around Ben’s auditory system, loud and menacing, but from somewhere inside his mind. He woke, sweating. In the half-light, Ruth appeared as a picture of serenity, her innocent dreams undisturbed by prophetic imagination of the horrors to come. Across the floor, Ben could barely make out the grey, blanket-covered swell of sleeping children, breathing in, breathing out, rising and falling, the calm before the impending storm of war. 

Ben had no idea what time it was, but from deep within the vessel he could hear metallic creaks and bangs. Someone turned on the lights. 

“Wakey, wakey. Time to get up!” came the distorted voice. 

The lady with the clipboard appeared in the doorway with a large sack, accompanied by the man in uniform who had helped put out the word for Saul. Spying Ben by the stairs he walked across the now choppy sea, as yawns and stretches and groans heralded bleary-eyed children sitting or standing and folding their blankets.

“Good morning. I take it your brother has still not appeared?”

“Good morning. No, he hasn’t.”

“I’ll put out another call,” responded the ship’s officer, turning and walking away.

“Our very kind hosts have given you some biscuits,” announced the woman.

A cheer went up and she started handing out the treats.

“Hopefully, these will tide you over until we dock.”

She was interrupted by the tannoy, “If there is a Saul Lindenheim on the ship do not disembark. I repeat, do not disembark. Your brother is waiting for you.”

Ben felt instantly sick and put his biscuits into his pocket. Ruth was slow to stir but became more enthusiastic when Ben handed her two biscuits.

“Good morning, sleepy.”

Ruth giggled as she crunched on her first biscuit. The woman with the clip board had noted that the announcement did not mention Saul having a sister waiting. She came over to Ben.

“Do you really have a sister?”

Ruth looked up, her mouth full of biscuit, her eyes pleading.

“I do now,” replied Ben.

The woman with the clipboard appeared to grasp what Ben was saying.

The ship seemed to take an eternity to dock. Ben and Ruth hang back, but Saul did not appear. The deck emptied slowly, until only Ben, Ruth and the woman with the clipboard remained.

“I’m sorry. You’d better make your way off the ship, before you miss any further instructions.”

“Thank you for all your help,” responded Ben, appreciatively, putting on a brave face and taking Ruth’s hand. “Come on you. Have you got Moshe?”

Ruth held up her teddy bear.

“Will you carry my case?”

“Hmm. I think we’re going to have to put Moshe in your suitcase. I only have two hands, as do you. We each have a case and I want to hold your other hand.”

Without protest, Ruth handed Moshe to Ben, who opened her case and placed him under the edge of a woollen cardigan, tucking him in. Taking Ruth by the hand, they disembarked and joined the back of the crowd which was advancing towards the train for London. By the time Ben and Ruth got on, all the compartments were full, and they couldn’t find two spaces to sit together. In the end, Ben sat Ruth in a compartment and stationed himself in the corridor, just outside the door. By now he had reluctantly and painfully accepted that Saul was on his way to America, and spent the entire journey standing, with both their suitcases at his feet, staring out of the window into the darkness. It was still dark as the train entered the London suburbs.
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In the concourse at Liverpool Street Station, around fifty adults, some in couples, some alone, were waiting expectantly for the new additions to their families. Most had come forward from amongst the Jewish community in the East End, others were sympathetic to the plight of the Jews on mainland Europe. When news of the Night of Broken Glass had reached the British press, it had been a wake-up call for many, in the face of Hitler’s increasingly dangerous and widespread discrimination against the Jews. The approaching train carried the hopes and fears of the next generation, transported to an indeterminate period of respite. No one quite knew when, or if, these children would be able to return home.

As the train crawled towards the buffer, Ben opened the compartment door and beckoned Ruth to step outside before the rush. 

“Take your case. As soon as we get onto the platform, I want you to take hold of my hand, again.”

Ruth nodded.

Other children were starting to spill out into the corridor, which was soon full. They shuffled along until they reached the door and descended onto the platform where Ruth immediately grabbed Ben’s hand. The woman with the clipboard was waving everyone towards the concourse where a rambling queue was beginning to form.

“What’s going on?” asked Ruth.

“I think we are being introduced to the families where we’ll be staying,” replied Ben.

“Can I stay with you?”

“I honestly don’t know what’s going to happen. It isn’t really up to me.”

Ruth’s bottom lip trembled as she looked up at Ben.

“I’ll do my best.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

Ruth smiled.

They arrived at the head of the queue.

“Hello. What’s your name?” asked the kindly looking man sitting at a small table.

“Ben Lindenheim.”

“I’m Ruth,” chipped in Ruth, without waiting to be asked.

The man looked down his list.

“It says Ben Lindenheim and Saul Lindenheim here.”

“It appears my brother got on the wrong ship. We think he’s travelling to New York.”

“That is most unfortunate. So, who’s this?”

“This is Ruth. Saul and I were looking after her on the journey. I don’t suppose we can stay together since my brother isn’t here?”

“That would be most irregular, with you not being from the same family.”

Ruth started to cry and grip Ben’s hand even more tightly. The man looked back at his list. 

“What is your family name, Ruth?’

Ruth gulped.

“I don’t know.”

“Do you have a label?” suggested Ben, trying to be helpful.

Ruth nodded and pulled the string and cardboard necklace from under her blouse and held it out for the man to read.

“Ruth Rosenkranz. I very much like that name, Ruth,” responded the man.

Ruth giggled.

“That’s more like it. According to my list, you and Ben, here, will be living on the next street from each other. You’ll be able to visit each other, I’m sure. Now let’s introduce you to your hosts.”

Ben crouched down next to Ruth, so he was almost face to face with her.

“I promise I will visit you and Moshe often. You will soon make some new friends of your own age.”

“You will make friends too,” replied Ruth, with an empathy that was beyond her years.

“Mr Joe Draper and Mrs Dorothy Field!” called out the man.

A smartly dressed couple stepped forward from the waiting crowd.

“Hello. Mr and Mrs Joe Draper,” the husband introduced them both, in German.

“Mrs Dorothy Field!” repeated the man at the table, his voice louder and more urgent.

A woman in her forties ran over to them puffing.

“I’m so sorry. The car broke down.”

“Not to worry. You’re here now. We have an unexpected situation. Ben here was meant to be travelling with his brother, Saul, but it seems there was a mix-up, and Saul got on the wrong ship. Perhaps he will be able to join you in the weeks to come. Benjamin, here, has been looking after Ruth and they would like to stay in contact. Benjamin is going to stay with you Mrs Field, and Ruth will be on the next street with Mr and Mrs Draper.”

Ben hardly understood any of what they were saying. Up to now, the grown-ups had spoken with him in German, even if it was a little fractured.

“Please can Ben visit?” pleaded Ruth, tugging at Anna Draper’s sleeve.

“I think that is a possibility,” she replied, adding, “We’ll try,” in German. 

“Shall we swap addresses?” suggested Joe.

The kind man at the table started to copy both addresses, using the bottom of the last page of his list, which he then tore off, and handed one to Joe Draper and one to Dorothy Field. Dorothy looked at the piece of paper and laughed.

“I think we’ve each got our own addresses!”

“So, we have,” laughed Joe, holding out his slip of paper to swap.

“Why don’t you come for tea, tomorrow. Four o’clock?” Anna suggested, and repeating the invitation in German, “Come and eat, tomorrow.” 

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” repeated Ruth, jumping up and down.

“That would be just perfect,” replied Ben, looking across at Dorothy for approval.

“Of course.”

“Good luck,” the kind man encouraged them all.

Joe and Anna Draper, along with Ruth, turned and walked towards one exit, whilst Dorothy Field led Ben through a different exit to where her car was parked.

“I don’t speak German. I expect you’re tired and hungry?”

“I understand and speak a little English. Yes, I am tired. I sleep not much. I am not hungry, since my brother leaves.”

“That is awful. When we get home, we must write two letters. One to tell your parents you have arrived in England and one to the immigration office in New York. It might take several weeks to reach your brother, but at least he’ll know where you are.”

“I’m sorry. I only understand ‘two letters’.”

“Sorry. You write one letter to your parents. You write one letter to America,” explained Dorothy, making a writing movement with her hand.

“I understand. This is good idea.”

“What do you like to eat, when you are hungry?”

“Cake,” laughed Ben, “We cannot eat cake in the last weeks.”

“Is it true what’s happening to the Jewish people in Germany? I read about the Night of Broken Glass.”

“It gets bad.”

Nothing more was said, for the short journey to Ben’s new home. In fact, he almost dropped off, his lack of sleep and food starting to overtake him.

“Do you like cats?” asked Dorothy, as they pulled up in front of a terraced house.

“Cats. I don’t know. My family has no cat.”

A man in overalls appeared at the door.

“That’ll be Mr Field. He works nights at the local factory. Makes tractors.”

Ben got out of the car and took his suitcase from the back seat.

“Bill, this is Benjamin.”

“Hello, Mr Field,” said Ben, extending his hand. “I am Ben. I am pleased to meet you.”

Bill grabbed his hand and shook it firmly.

“I thought there were two of you. We were expecting two of you.”

“Ben’s brother managed to get on the wrong boat. We’ll write a letter and perhaps he’ll make his way here in a few weeks.”

“I wouldn’t put money on it,” replied Bill. “I don’t mean to sound unkind, but it’s a bit of a long-shot.”

Dorothy made a frown with her eyebrows.

“I don’t understand,” answered Ben.

“Come on in. Dot will make us some breakfast. Then, I have to sleep, I’m afraid. This week I’m on nights.”

“Nights?”

“I work sometimes in the daytime and sometimes at night.”

“I understand. Thank you that you wait to meet me.”

“Do you like porridge? There’s no porridge quite like Dot’s porridge.”

“You’re embarrassing me, Bill. Ben says he likes cake, so I’m certain he will enjoy porridge.”

“Porridge. It sounds good. Thank you.”

Ben felt welcome, even if the language difference was a bit of a barrier. He was relieved to have arrived at the end of a long and traumatic journey.

“I’ll show you to your room, whilst Dot sorts out breakfast. Come.”

Ben followed Bill up the stairs. When they reached the landing, they continued up another flight.

“You’ll be getting fit, here,” laughed Bill. “Do you play sport?”

“Sport? I play boxing.”

“There’s a local club. I’ll introduce you at the weekend, if you like?”

“A club? Thank you. I don’t pack my shorts or my gloves.”

“No matter. Dot and I have two sons and a daughter. They’ve all gone off to school. Simon is about your age. You can borrow some of his shorts.”

They stopped in front of the doors to two attic bedrooms.

“That’s Jessica’s room. That’s yours. Matty and Simon share a room down below, next to Dot’s and mine.”

Bill opened the door and ushered Ben in. 

“There’s a water jug and basin there. The toilet’s outside. I’ll leave you to sort your things out. Shout if you need anything else. The porridge will be ready in about ten minutes.”

“Thank you.”

Ben couldn’t help noticing there were twin beds. Bill went back down to the kitchen and Ben sat on one of the beds. It wasn’t too firm. Noticing the skylight, he stood up again and peered out of the window over a sea of rooftops and chimneys. Most were smoking. Ben started to wonder whether Bill had meant the toilet was really outside, as in out in the back yard. He had only grasped a little of Bill’s last sentence. There was a polished wooden chest of drawers with two drawers, so he opened his suitcase and taking his clothes, arranged them in one of the drawers, holding onto the glimmer of hope that Saul might be able to join him, in a few weeks’ time and fill the second. He had also packed a book of adventure stories and his textbook of furniture-making, both of which he placed on the bedside table. Dorothy had hung a towel on the end of each of the metal bedsteads. Ben poured some water into the bowl. There was a half-used bar of soap on a small porcelain plate, so he washed his hands and face, dried himself off and went downstairs.

“All sorted? All good?” inquired Dorothy.

“Yes. May I use the bathroom?”

“The toilet is outside in the shed. When it comes to baths, you can use the tin bathtub.”

“Thank you,” replied Ben, a little uncertain of what he would find in the shed. As he sat using the facilities, it occurred to Ben that the Field family were not well off. The Lindenheims had never been poor, up until now, and inhabited a comfortable flat. With the political upheaval in Germany, that had all changed and they had begun to experience scarcity. The Fields, on the other hand, seemed to be poor in possessions but rich in hospitality.

“Will I go to the school?” he asked on re-entering the kitchen.

“I sincerely hope so,” laughed Dorothy, placing a bowl of porridge on the table at the vacant seat. “You can wash your hands in the sink.”

Ben obliged and sat down, leaning forwards to smell the steam rising from the porridge.

“Mmmmm,” he expressed his appreciation, taking the spoon and removing a portion of the creamy breakfast from the edge of the bowl. 

Moving the ball of porridge round his mouth, Ben savoured the weird culinary sensation. Covered in sugar, the taste was sweet, but the surface of this hot, oaty mixture, against the cold milk in which it sat, created an almost glutinous texture. 

“What time comes home Matty, Simon and Jessica?”

“Sometime around three o’clock. They all do chores and homework, we eat tea and then we play games or they read or entertain themselves. In summer they play out. Oh, that reminds me, Bill. Ben has been invited for tea tomorrow. He was looking after a little girl coming over from Germany and she has been lodged on the next street. Isn’t that right, Ben. Tomorrow you eat with Ruth and her new family?”

“Yes. I think that she wants me as brother. I think it is good I visit her. One day she meet some new friends.”

“That’s the spirit. Let’s hope you make some new friends too, especially at the boxing club. Ben boxes, Dot. He’ll need some of Simon’s shorts. Right, I’m off to bed. Thanks Dot.”

Bill placed a hand on Dorothy’s shoulder and left the kitchen. 

“I help clean?”

“Not today. You can write those letters. Write to your mother and father. When I finish, I will help you write to America in English.”

Dorothy took a notepad, two envelopes and an ink-pen from the shelf.

“There you go.”

“Thank you.”

Ben began to write, “Dearest Mother and Father. It was a long journey but ....” He was just about to write ‘I’ and felt a sudden pique of responsibility for sparing his parents the anxiety, especially if Saul was to return to England in a few weeks. He continued, “Arrived safe in London. It is a lovely family, but they have even less than we do now. I can box at a local club. The bedroom is in an attic, and I can see the smoking chimneys. I love you and miss you. Keep safe. Your loving son, Ben.” Surely, they would wonder why there was no letter from Saul, so he added, “Saul will write soon. He sends you his love. You know what he is like with letters.” Folding the letter in half, he slipped it into one of the envelopes and wrote his address on the front. As he wrote ‘Germany’, he began to wonder if it would ever be delivered, and whether even sending it, placed his parents in danger. Why had they asked him to send news? Dorothy was drying off her hands.

“I cannot send this.”

“It’s alright. We will buy the stamps.”

“No. The address, it tells the soldiers to find my parents.”

“I see. Perhaps it is better not to send it. But it’ll be fine writing to the immigration services?”

“Immigration services?” repeated Ben, questioningly.

“When you arrived in London, someone had a list with names and addresses. The immigration services are the people who check your name and papers when you arrive in America. Let me write the envelope. Then you will be able to copy it.”

Dorothy took the pen and wrote, “Immigration Services, New York City, United States of America.” She handed the pen back to Ben.

“I speak a little English. Write English is difficult. Please, you write?”

Dorothy nodded, took back the pen and started writing her home address in the top, right corner, followed by the date. As she wrote, she read slowly. “Dear Sirs. My name is Benjamin Lindenheim. I am seeking information about my brother Saul Lindenheim. He left from Rotterdam on a ship to New York on 8th December. If you know his address from your records, please pass this letter to him. I am staying at the address above with Mr and Mrs William Field. Yours faithfully….” She handed the pen back to Ben. “Sign here.”

Ben scribbled his best signature. Dorothy didn’t hold out much hope of the letter ever reaching Saul, but she wasn’t about to snuff out Ben’s tiny glimmer of hope. She folded the letter, placed it in the envelope and stuck down the flap. 

“I will go to the post office, this afternoon. Will you come with me?”

“Thank you.”

Their breakfast was so late, Dorothy decided to miss out on lunch, and at one o’clock, they left for the post office.

“I have an idea,” announced Dorothy as they walked. ‘When we get back, how about we make a sponge cake? Do you like to cook?”

“I like cake. I don’t know to make cake.”

“That’s settled then. We will make a Victoria sponge.”

“What is Victoria sponge?”

“You’ll see. It’s delicious. Cake with jam in the middle.”

“I like jam and I like cake,” laughed Ben.

“What is your favourite subject at school?”

“What I like in school?”

“Yes.”

“I like mathematics. My father teaches me to cut wood and to make things. This I like favourite.”

“Bill is a practical man, too. He likes to make things with his hands.”

“I understand.”

“Matty is like his father. Simon plays the piano, like me. You haven’t seen our piano. It’s in the front room. Jessica likes to dance. I don’t think any of them is a star in school subjects, but they all try their best. I can’t ask any more than that. Their school stops at age sixteen. I think you will have to go to the grammar school. It’s a bit of a walk. Did you understand all that I said?”

“I think so. I am happy to meet your children.”

They reached the post office. Ben followed Dorothy to the counter where she asked for a stamp for America. Realising the stamp was quite expensive, Ben felt guilty. His thought also triggered a concern as to how he might have any money in England. The transaction complete, Dorothy handed Ben the letter. 

“You can put this in the post box.”

“Yes. I put this letter.”

“You say, ‘I put the letter in the box’ or ‘I post the letter’,” smiled Dorothy.

“Thank you. I want to learn.”

On the way home, they called in at the local corner shop where Dorothy bought some butter.

“I have flour, sugar and eggs, and jam, but I need butter for the cake.”

“Good morning, Mrs F,” the shopkeeper greeted her. “Is that one of those Jewish kids?”

“This is Ben. He’s staying with us for a while.”

“I am happy to meet you,” added Ben.

The shopkeeper nodded in Ben’s direction.

“What would you like today?”

“Half a pound of butter, please.”

The shopkeeper breezed through the beaded curtain in the doorway at the back if the shop and returned two minutes later with a paper parcel.

“Anything else?”

“Not today, thank you.”

Dorothy handed over some coins, without even asking the price.

“See you next time, Mrs F.”

“Goodbye.”

“Bye,” added Ben.

“If we’re lucky, the cake might just be ready to eat when Matty, Simon and Jessica come home.”

“We eat cake today with Matty, Simon and Jessica?”

“Very good. Yes,” Dorothy encouraged Ben. “You will learn English quickly.”

“I hope this also.”

Back to the house, Dorothy washed her hands in the kitchen sink, and left Ben to take care of his whilst she got out the ingredients and the scales.

“How are your weights and measures?”

Ben picked up a brass weight.

“What is ‘oz’?” he asked.

“Of course, you have different units. That’s about twenty-five grams, I think. This is one pound. That’s about five hundred grams. One egg is about two ounces, so fifty grams. For the cake we need eight ounces of flour, eight ounces of butter, eight of sugar and four eggs.”

“I weigh the flour?”

“Start with the sugar. Thank you.”

Ben placed the 8 oz weight on one side of the scales and poured sugar into the bowl. Dorothy unwrapped the newly purchased butter and placed it in the mixing bowl. Taking a wooden spoon, started to cream it.

“Put that in the mixing bowl, now, and weigh out the flour.”

Dorothy continued to cream the butter and sugar.

“Here, you try,” she encouraged Ben, handing him the spoon.

Ben put some elbow grease into fluffing up the butter and sugar.

“This is difficult. My arm is tired.”

“It will help your boxing muscles.”

Ben made a strong-man gesture with his free arm and smiled.

“Now break the eggs in one by one, mixing them in as you go. Add just a little flour to stop them curdling.”

“Curdling?”

“Separating, like milk when you pour in lemon juice.”

“I think I understand.”

Ben cracked the eggs into the bowl and mixed them in with a spoonful of flour. Eventually, the mixture became light and fluffy. Dorothy handed him a sieve and added a teaspoon of baking powder to the flour.

“Pour in the flour, through the sieve, and fold it in,” she instructed Ben, demonstrating a folding movement.

Whilst Ben folded in the flour, Dorothy took two sandwich tins from the cupboard and rubbed the inside with the empty butter wrapper. She went to check on the oven temperature. Sprinkling a small amount of flour over the sandwich tins, she worked it around the inside, patting the rim as she turned the tins.

“Now pour the mixture into these two tins.”

Ben obliged and Dorothy placed the tins in the oven. Ben started running his finger round the inside of the mixing bowl.

“It tastes good,” he remarked, licking his finger. “I wash it?”

“Thank you. Use the kettle. It’s just boiled.”

Ben set to work washing up with water from the kettle. Thirty minutes later, Dorothy took the two nicely golden halves of Victoria sandwich from the oven and turned them out on a wire rack.

“We’ll leave them to cool and add the jam when the children come home.”

“Thank you for show me to make cake.”

“My pleasure.”

“Now, I go to read.”

Ben went up to his room, lay down on the bed, took his book of adventure stories, and was asleep before the end of his second page. He was woken by the bedroom door flying open and three excited children bursting into the room. Although startled, Ben was able to name each of them.

“Hello. Jessica. Simon. Matty.”

“Come downstairs and eat cake.”

Ben followed the others down to the kitchen, still feeling slightly drowsy. A beautifully sugared sponge cake was sitting on a cake-stand in the middle of the table.

“You can cut it, Ben,” said Dorothy, handing him the knife. “Ben helped me make the cake this afternoon.”

Ben cut the cake into eight and placed a piece on everyone’s plate.

“That’s gigantic!” exclaimed Jessica.

“I like cake,” laughed Ben.

The cake tasted particularly good.

When their plates were empty, the three siblings went to their rooms to do their homework.

“We can play in half an hour,” promised Matty.

Simon was fifteen, going on sixteen, Matty thirteen and Jessica was ten. Ben collected the plates and washed them up. A tabby cat wandered in through the door. He only had one eye.

“Nelson, have you been hiding in Jessica’s room all day?” inquired Dorothy, opening the back door. 

Nelson rushed out.

“Are you looking forward to Hanukkah?”

“You have Hanukkah?”

“Yes. Bill is English through and through, so we celebrate Christmas as well. I am Jewish, like you. The children understand both traditions.”

“You are born here?”

“Yes. I grew up here.”

“Where you meet Mr Field?”

“I was a secretary at the factory. We’ve been happily married for eighteen years.”

“My parents also.”

Jessica appeared at the door, curious to get to know Ben.

“That was quick. Have you done your homework and your chores?” asked Dorothy.

“Yes. I dusted my bedroom. Do you want to play Ludo, Ben?”

“What is Ludo?”

“I’ll show you.”

Jessica went to the cupboard and took out a box. She had just finished setting up when Matty and Simon came in. 

“Just shake the dice and move. We can tell you what to do each time,” proposed a slightly impatient Matty.

They played their first game which Ben won.

“You are so lucky,” groaned Matty, the most competitive of the three siblings.

Bill appeared in the kitchen doorway, having slept since breakfast.

“Good afternoon.”

Jessica ran to him and threw her arms round him.

“Daddy!”

Bill kissed the top of her head.

“How was school Matty? Simon?”

I got ‘A’ for my spelling test,” responded Matty.

“Well done.”

“I finished my metalwork project.”

“Poker, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“I look forward to seeing it, at the end of term. And what about you, Jessica?”

“I can say my name in French.”

“I teach you German?” offered Ben.

“Maybe.”

“What’s for tea, Dot?”

“Cottage pie.”

“What is cottage pie?” asked Ben.

“Minced beef with potato on top. I put it in the oven when I took the cake out. Bill, you can have cake for dessert. Ben made it with me. The rest of us have already had some.”

“Good. I’m going to go and wash.”

Bill left the room and Dorothy checked in the oven to see how the cottage pie was progressing. It was good for Bill to have a hearty meal, before working a night shift.

That evening, as they sat together, tucking into cottage pie, Ben felt welcome. He had no idea how long he would be their guest, but he felt comfortable enough to stay as long as he had to. Simon put his empty plate on the floor and Nelson came running.

“He likes cottage,” commented Ben.

“Not cottage,” laughed Jessica, “Cottage pie!”

Ben laughed too, and everyone joined in. Dorothy was laughing so much that the moulded jelly which she had just taken out of the fridge quivered uncontrollably. 

“I hope you like strawberry jelly, Ben?” she inquired. “Matty, please get a tin of evaporated out of the pantry.”

Bill took a piece of the Victoria sponge, which was sitting underneath a square, umbrella-like fly screen. 

“This is great,” he complimented Dorothy and Ben as he got up to leave for work, the half-eaten cake still in his hand.

It was Simon’s turn to do the washing-up.

“I help?” offered Ben.

“Thanks mate.”

Jessica took a piece of folded newspaper tied to a length of string down from the shelf and started to play with Nelson.

“He sleep in your room?” asked Ben.

“Sometimes. Today he got shut in. Do you want him to sleep in your room tonight?”

“Door open? He come,” responded Ben.

As soon as the washing up was finished, the four children settled down to a game of Monopoly, which Simon won. Jessica went up to bed followed by Matty and Ben. Simon stayed behind to polish his football boots. Ben left the door to his room ajar. He slept soundly, and when he awoke at five o’clock in the morning, Nelson was curled up on the bed which would have been Saul’s.

“Hello, friend,” whispered Ben.
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The following afternoon, when the others came home from school, Ben went for tea at the Drapers’ home, to catch up with Ruth. Dorothy walked him round to the house.

“Do you know your way back?” she asked.

“Yes. I think.”

“If you’re not back by six, I’ll send out a search party.”

“I think I understand. Thank you.”

Dorothy turned and walked away. Ben flattened his hair, cleared his throat and knocked on the door. A few seconds later, it opened and there was Ruth, standing expectantly with Moshe in her hand.

“Hello,” she beamed.

“Hello,” replied Ben, crouching down to her level and holding out his arms for a hug. “How has Moshe settled in?”

“He’s happy.”

“Are you happy?”

“Very happy. They are lovely and they speak German.”

“That’s very good.”

As Ben stood up, his hormones ambushed him. There in the corridor, a few steps behind Ruth, stood Betty, Joe and Anna Draper’s fifteen-year-old daughter. 

“Hello. I’m Ben, from Karlsruhe.”

“Hello, Ben from Karlsruhe. My name is Elizabeth, but everyone calls me Betty. Except my parents, who call me Elizabeth, when I do something naughty.”

Ben realised she was speaking in German, so he replied in his own language.

“And does that happen often?”

“No.”

Anna appeared in the corridor.

“Hello, Ben. Welcome to our home. Ruth has not stopped talking about you.”

Ben couldn’t stop thinking about Betty’s curves.

“You speak German?” reflected Ben, speaking to Anna.

“Yes. My parents came here in 1890. We are originally from Dusseldorf. Joe’s parents are from Stuttgart. They came here one year earlier. So, yes, we speak German, but now we also speak English. Joe and I retain very little of our accent when we speak English. Betty is bilingual, but we only ever spoke German to her at home. It was not a good idea with the Great War. Joe was in the medical corps for the final two years. Praise God he came home. We haven’t spoken German outside the home since. It’s been nice for Ruth, to help her settle in, but she will soon pick up English at school. So will you, I’m sure.”

“Thank you.”

The house was detached. It had a small front garden, with a very young Buddleia planted in the middle. 

“They have a garden,” Ruth informed Ben, excitedly.

“Would you like to see it?” offered Betty.

Ben would not have refused any offer from Betty.

“That would be lovely,” he responded.

Betty led the three of them outside, with Ruth grabbing Ben’s hand and pulling him along. The rear garden was laid to grass a with few shrubs planted around the edge, not a huge space, but large enough to sit in during warmer weather and play games in. Ben noticed some wooden skittles lying in the grass and a child’s tricycle.
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