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         The first time Teddy saw her gas mask, she screamed.

         Peggy immediately rushed to comfort her little sister.

         Lydia laughed.

         And it wasn’t just a harmless chuckle either. It was a full-throated, roaring belly laugh. The kind that seems to shake walls, and made Lydia double over, and turned her face a shuddering beetroot red.

         ‘Scaredy-cat!’ she said between guffaws.

         ‘Don’t be so horrible, Lydia!’ exclaimed Peg, giving her sister a giant shove and her fiercest stare. Dad had liked to joke that Peggy’s stare could kill at a thousand paces. It didn’t kill Lydia though. She leaned in and gave Peg a giant shove back.

         They were in the queue at the Air-Raid Precautions headquarters on Camden High Street, along with all the other families from the surrounding streets, there to collect the ghastly rubber contraptions that the government had decided every single person, even babies, was to be issued with. In case there was a war. And in case Hitler decided to shower everyone with deadly poison. A fact that Lydia had 4read about in one of the many information leaflets that had been posted through the door, and that Mum had tried to hide from her.

         The wardens, who were in charge of distributing the dreaded things, cast disapproving looks in the sisters’ direction, which just made Lydia want to laugh and shove even more.

         She’d been sort of constrained for ages. Always trying so hard to be helpful, not being any trouble. But she was scared. And laughing was a way of hiding her feelings. Now she felt a kind of freedom. Like a river that had burst its banks.

         ‘Stop it!’ said Mum, coming up behind them. Mum’s face, framed by the auburn wisps that were forever escaping her tortoiseshell combs, was tight with worry. She had told them to go ahead while she stopped to buy the last of the day’s bread from Godfreys, which meant it was a penny cheaper than usual.

         ‘Lydia, this isn’t like you!’ she said.

         Immediately, Lydia gulped down the laughter and stopped shoving. She could stand the wardens’ disappointed stares, but not Mum’s. Not after everything that had happened in the past year. Dad dying. Finding out they’d almost run out of money. Saying goodbye to Mrs Jessop who had helped with the cooking and the cleaning and the washing; moving out of their comfortable but 5ramshackle cottage in Hampstead and into the cramped rooms of Caldicott House in Camden Town; changing schools; making new friends (not that Lydia had had much success in that quarter – she had been far too busy looking after everyone); Mum working in the hat shop.

         For ages and ages they’d been treating each other as if they were pieces of fine bone china, not daring to mention Dad in case the cracks began to appear. Mum cried (it seemed like she cried all the time) which was frightening because none of them were used to seeing grown-ups cry; Lydia’s chest felt like it was trapped in a steel corset; Peggy’s face turned to stone.

         Not Teddy though. She seemed untouched. She talked about Dad whenever she felt like it, as if he was still here, as if he might pop out of his garden studio at any minute, and catch hold of her feet, and whirl her around like a spinning top.

         Sometimes Lydia wanted to shake her little sister and tell her to shut up. Couldn’t she see the damage her words were doing?

         But she didn’t.

         Of course she didn’t.

         She stayed tight-lipped and, instead, poured it all out to Mrs Jessop on one of her many visits to Bethnal Green.

         ‘Teddy’s only little. Let her speak,’ Mrs Jessop advised. ‘You could, all of you, do with talking to each other a bit 6more in my honest opinion.’ And Lydia had known in her heart of hearts that Mrs Jessop was right. Getting things out into the open was important. But how could she do that? She was terrified of what might happen if she tried. What if Mum never stopped crying? What if Peggy turned to stone for all eternity and never got any of her softness back?

         So she had a good sob and leaned her head against Mrs Jessop’s large bosom.

         Which was very comforting.

         That day at the ARP headquarters, Mum had been right. It wasn’t like Lydia to mock Teddy. She was the eldest, nearly twelve years old, and was meant to be the sensible one. The one who comforted, reassured, was always responsible.

         The gas mask had looked scary. It turned quite ordinary people into monsters, with googly eyes and long snouts, and sent shudders down her own spine, making her want to scream too.

         The government had suggested everyone should wear their masks for fifteen minutes a day to get used to them.

         Not likely.

         The whole spring and summer had felt unreal. Around the same time as the gas-mask fittings, every single household received a copy of Protecting Your Home Against Air Raids. Reading it had given Lydia a strange, 7doomy sort of feeling. The sense that something terrible was about to happen that she was powerless to stop.

         Then the actual look of London began to change: sandbags appearing all over the place, whole walls of them propped up against important buildings; things called barrage balloons, to deter Germans, filling the sky like huge, bloated fish; and headlines blaring sinister stuff like ‘War Is Coming’ splashed across news stands.

         Several times the whole family had got up at the crack of dawn and gone to school, even though it was the summer holidays, to practise a thing called Operation Pied Piper, which Peg seemed to think was fun and an adventure, even when Lydia tried to explain that the Pied Piper was a bad person.

         ‘No, he wasn’t – he got rid of all the rats!’ said Peg.

         ‘But then he disappeared all the children!’ said Lydia. Did Peggy not understand? This was serious.

         ‘Only because the mayor didn’t pay him,’ piped up Teddy, who at six was already known as the ‘clever one’ and remembered every part of every story that had ever been read to her.

         The reason Mum didn’t like Lydia poring over the leaflets was because she worried too much – a worrywart, Dad used to call her – and Mum said they had enough on their plates already without Lydia’s extra worries on top. But how on earth could she not worry? What would 8happen if there was a war? Would she and Teddy and Peg be sent away – evacuated, they called it – with all the other London children? Because that was what Operation Pied Piper was all about. She’d had to hide the National Service Handbook under her pillow so she could read it from cover to cover, every single frightening thing about evacuating children from ‘crowded cities to districts of greater safety’.

         But where would that be? It was bound to involve the countryside and Mrs Jessop always said the countryside was a horrid, backward place with no towns and no hustle and bustle. No streets teeming with people, or chip shops and picture houses, and no Lyons Tea Shops either.

         ‘Just the thought of it makes me shiver,’ Mrs Jessop had said with a dramatic shudder.

         It gave Lydia a cold feeling too, not because of the lack of shops, but because it would mean being separated from Mum.

         She resolved that if an evacuation did happen, she wouldn’t go. She’d lie down in the middle of the road and stop the traffic, or tie herself to the railings like a suffragette, and no one, not even someone with the most enormous powers of strength, would be able to move her.

         But then … what if her efforts failed and they were forced to go, her and Peg and Teddy, and what if, while they were away, Mum was killed? By a bomb? They’d 9be proper orphans then, not just half ones as they were now, and …

         All summer long, Lydia’s thoughts boiled and churned. Then right at the end of August things took a turn for the better. They’d gone on holiday with the last bit of money from the sale of one of Dad’s paintings. It was a favourite of Lydia’s, the one of the backs of the houses that reminded her of the tantalising glimpses you sometimes got of backyards when you were trundling past on the train.

         An elderly gentleman with a white beard and a beret had bought it. His name was Mr Charles W. Wittenstone RA. The W stood for Walter (of course Teddy had asked – ‘Far too inquisitive for your own good,’ Mrs Jessop always said) and the RA stood for Royal Academy, which meant he was an artist himself. He’d stroked his elegant beard and declared Hornsey Backs ‘a truly fine painting – your late husband was a talented man, Mrs Linden,’ which they all knew to be true, of course, and agreed that if Charles W. Wittenstone recognised this important fact then the painting had gone to a good home.

         Lydia was sad to see Hornsey Backs go, but it had bought them the holiday, which was lovely. They’d taken the train to Broadstairs and stayed in a boarding house where they’d had fry-ups for breakfast, picnics for lunch, and fish and chips for tea. Every day they’d gone to the beach, which was shaped like a horseshoe, and swum in the sea and made 10huge and complicated sandcastles. Teddy had cried floods when the tide swept them away, until Mum had reminded her that the moon governed the tides and that, ‘Without tides there’d be no crabs and mussels and starfish, darling.’

         ‘And no flotsam and jetsam,’ contributed Peggy, who was the arty one and the best at collecting the most prized shells and sea glass. She’d dug in her pocket then and fished out a handful of treasures, letting Teddy choose the brightest, shiniest piece, and everything had been all right again.

         They’d had ice cream at Morelli’s and walked along the clifftop to Ramsgate one way, and to Margate the other. Mum had picked masses of stiff wild sea grass and woven a sort of sculpture that curved and rippled and made you think of the sea and sky and all the beautiful flowers that sprouted out of the cliff face wherever you looked. Time seemed to be suspended. It had been wonderful – glorious – and just for a while Lydia felt normal.

         She very nearly forgot about the war. Even the dreadful crater left behind by Dad seemed less yawningly black and huge.

         Until they tried to return to London.

      

   


   
      11
         
            [image: ]

         

         ‘No upward trains, madam,’ said the man in the ticket office at Broadstairs station. ‘You’ll have to take the bus.’

         So they did, and the journey was long and arduous, and Teddy was sick twice. When they finally arrived at Waterloo and tried to cut through the station to get to the bus stop, they saw immediately that something was wrong.

         Very wrong.

         The train station was heaving: with children, and porters and adults carrying clipboards and shouting instructions. The noise was so tremendous, Teddy had to put her hands over her ears.

         ‘What’s going on, Mummy?’ asked Lydia. The masses of children had their gas-mask boxes with them, and labels printed with their names slung round their necks. Some of them were carrying suitcases. Others had very full-looking paper bags or bulging pillowcases. Half of them seemed to be in tears.

         ‘Which school are they with?’ asked an official-looking lady, bearing down on Lydia, Peggy and Teddy. ‘Have they been separated from their group?’12

         ‘They’re with me,’ said Mum. Her voice wavered and underneath her tan, her skin seemed to pale. She grabbed hold of Teddy’s hand and gestured for Lydia and Peggy to follow her.

         On the bus they pounded Mum with questions.

         ‘What were all those children doing?’

         ‘Is it Operation Pied Piper?’

         ‘Has the war started?’

         ‘I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know,’ said Mum. She frowned and blinked and tugged at her hair. Anything to avoid giving answers.

         ‘Blimey, did you hear the siren this morning?’ asked the conductor. ‘Thought them Germans were coming for us already! Thank crikey it was a false alarm.’

         ‘Has the war started, then?’ Lydia appealed to him, as they were getting nowhere with Mum.

         ‘He just said thank crikey,’ Teddy interrupted, giggling.

         ‘Crikes alive,’ said Peggy.

         ‘Crikerama!’ said Teddy.

         The conductor was already walking away, dinging the bell and collecting the next fare, and Mum was concentrating on shushing Teddy and Peggy, telling them not to be rude. Secretly Lydia was pleased, because a quite significant part of her wasn’t ready for the answer yet.

         When they got off the bus, Lydia hopped from foot to foot. She could actually feel the scorch of the pavement 13through the thin soles of her sandals, the ones that used to be bright white and were now a wishy-washy grey and which Mum hadn’t noticed had grown too small for her.

         There had been a tremendous thunderstorm the night before, but London was still very warm.

         ‘Hard to believe it’s the third of September!’ exclaimed Mum, fanning herself with her hand as they trudged along Camden High Street, thumping and bumping their suitcases and gas-mask boxes against their legs and each other.

         In Parkway, the shops were closed. It was a Sunday. But the shutters outside Palmers Pet Shop were open, and forgetting the heat for a moment, the girls rushed over to press their faces against the glass window. Palmers Pet Shop was famous. It was the one good thing about moving to Camden Town. They sold pets to royalty and to Hollywood film stars (it was a known fact that Charlie Chaplin had ordered two Abyssinian kittens from them) and the place was heaving with snakes and monkeys and talking parrots.

         But what the Linden girls loved best was the window full of the sweetest puppies and kittens.

         ‘I’ll take the little white one,’ announced Peg.

         It was a game they always played.

         ‘I want the marmalade one,’ said Teddy. ‘I’m going to call it Orlando.’14

         ‘How original,’ said Peg, rolling her eyes. After her precious encyclopaedias, Orlando the Marmalade Cat was Teddy’s favourite book. ‘Lydia, what about you?’

         ‘That one, of course,’ said Lydia. A coal-black kitten had squashed its face right up against the glass, its gold-green eyes fixed solidly on hers. It opened its mouth in a silent mewl and blinked.

         ‘That means it’s communicating with you,’ said Teddy, who collected facts like some people collected marbles.

         The kitten held Lydia’s gaze. It seemed to understand her in a way no one else did. It seemed to know that what she was showing on the outside – a picture of calm capability – wasn’t at all what was going on inside. A huge, messy ball of worry.

         ‘Mummy, pleeeeease,’ pleaded Teddy. ‘They’re only a shilling each. They won’t be any trouble and we’ll look after them! We can come back tomorrow when the shop’s open …’

         ‘No,’ said Mum straight away, as Lydia knew she would. ‘You can’t keep kittens in rooms like ours.’

         ‘But Dad said—’

         ‘Stop it, Teddy,’ said Lydia quickly. Mum’s face had started to wobble, the way it always did when Dad was mentioned, and her hand flew to her mouth, as if to stop all the sadness from seeping out. Quickly, Lydia grasped Teddy’s hand and gave it a squeeze.15

         Mum was right. How could you have a kitten when you only had two rooms to live in? One room, the girls’ bedroom, the other tripling as living room, Mum’s bedroom, and a sort-of kitchen that wasn’t a kitchen at all, just a curtained off alcove with a sink, a tap and a gas ring. The lav was on the landing, shared with the people from the rooms above. And there was no bath. They washed at the sink and once a week they went to the public baths on the Prince of Wales Road.

         It was true, they’d never had a great deal of money, what with Dad only selling his paintings from time to time, and then straight away spending the proceeds. Nevertheless, they’d always had enough for food, and a whole house with a proper kitchen and bathroom, and enough left over to pay Mrs Jessop to help.

         Now they were poor.

         It was quite frightening the way everything had changed so quickly. Before, they’d gone shopping for new clothes twice a year: spring for summer dresses and sandals, autumn for winter coats and sturdy shoes. These days Peggy wore Lydia’s hand-me-downs, Teddy wore Peggy’s, and Lydia had to make do with cast-offs from Jeannie upstairs, clothes that had once belonged to her daughter who had grown up and grown out of them. Now the daughter worked on the glove counter at one of the big department stores, and she wore red lipstick and high 16heels that click-clacked when she ran up and down the stairs. She hadn’t been glamorous when she was a child though. The hand-me-downs were terribly old-fashioned, not at all the sort of colours or styles that Lydia would have chosen for herself.

         ‘Needs must,’ said Mrs Jessop in her best practical manner when Lydia had presented herself in the latest offering – a pale-yellow dress with a lace collar and cuffs, the sort of thing the young princesses, Margaret and Elizabeth, might wear.

         ‘It’s prissy,’ said Lydia, who would’ve much preferred a dashing pair of trousers.

         ‘That which does not kill us makes us stronger,’ said Mrs Jessop firmly.

         Dad always said Mrs Jessop was full to the brim with good sayings, and he was right. Besides, Lydia supposed Jeannie’s daughter’s cast-offs weren’t so bad really. Not in the whole scheme of things.

         In fairness, the rooms in the new place weren’t that bad either, not when you got used to them, and especially not after Peggy had worked her magic. She was good at making things look nice – always had been. Under her direction they’d filled the rooms with as much stuff as they could fit in from the old house and brightened the whole place up with colourful quilts and rugs. They pinned their favourite Beatrix Potter prints on the wall: 17Lydia’s Squirrel Nutkin, Peg’s Tom Kitten, and Teddy’s Jemima Puddle-Duck.

         Peggy had even cadged a tin of paint from Woolworths – bargaining it down to half price because it had a dent in the lid – and they’d spent a whole Saturday painting the walls a rich burnt orange. They didn’t have a step ladder so Mum had had to perch precariously on a pile of books to reach the higher bits. It had been quite dangerous really, but it had made them all shriek with laughter, especially when Mum had started doing comic wobbles, pretending she was going to fall and then saving herself just in time. A glimpse, thought Lydia, of the old Mum and happier times.

         ‘How about some thunder and lightning when we get home?’ Lydia said now, in an effort to ward off Teddy’s disappointment about the kitten. Thunder and lightning was one of Teddy’s favourite things. It had been Dad’s favourite too. A luxury. Bread topped with cream and Lyle’s golden syrup. Of course they didn’t have any real cream, but Lydia could whip up a tin of condensed milk and you’d never know the difference.

         ‘Thunder and lightning! Thunder and lightning!’ shouted Peg and Teddy gleefully. They leapt and danced away down the street, all thoughts of kittens forgotten.

         Lydia watched them with a kind of wistfulness, wishing she could be more like them, dancing through life as if she didn’t have a care in the world. But Teddy was six and 18Peggy was eight. And when you were eleven, more was expected of you.

         ‘Thanks, Lydia,’ said Mum gratefully. ‘Whatever would I do without you?’ But Lydia could tell she wasn’t really paying her proper attention. She seemed distracted, as she always was these days.

         Back at home, they unpacked their suitcases and shoved the cardboard boxes containing the horrid gas masks under the settee, which also doubled up as Mum’s bed. Peg kicked her box with extra force, leaving a crater in the side of it, and Mum got cross and said, ‘You have to look after them. God knows when we might need them.’

         Peg started to glower and Mum said in her wobbly voice, ‘No need to sulk!’ and Lydia flew to the rescue again, this time by filling two buckets with ice-cold water and roaring, ‘Bring out your plates of meat!’ And they all fell about laughing, because they knew from being friends with Mrs Jessop’s other half, Mr Jessop (who only ever seemed to speak in cockney rhyming slang), that ‘plates of meat’ meant feet, and they all sat in a row on the settee with their feet plunged in the cold water, and any leftover traces of bad temper blew away.

         Much later, when they had demolished half a loaf of thunder and lightning, Mum had read three chapters of The Hobbit and Peg and Teddy were in their pyjamas, there was a knock at the door.19

         Lydia, whose turn it was to do the washing up (it always seemed to be her turn), was in the almost-kitchen, elbow deep in soap suds.

         ‘I can’t believe you haven’t heard!’ It was Jeannie from upstairs. Lydia stopped what she was doing. Something about Jeannie’s voice, normally so chirpy, didn’t sound right. ‘It was on the wireless this morning.’

         ‘Heard what? We were travelling back—’ Mum started.

         This is it, thought Lydia, and from every corner of the room, huge dark clouds began to thunder towards her.

         ‘It’s that Mr Chamberlain,’ burst out Jeannie as Lydia’s insides seemed to dissolve into jelly. ‘He’s only gone and said we’re at war.’
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         So that was how it happened. England was at war.

         But as autumn turned into winter (icy cold, with the Grand Union Canal freezing over and snowstorms turning London white) and spring arrived, Lydia’s greatest fears – being sent away and bombs dropping – had not materialised. Miraculously, Mum hadn’t wanted to be separated from her daughters any more than they had from her, so when trainloads of London children were dispatched to new homes over four days in September, Lydia and her sisters had stayed put. Lydia’s school uniform – the green serge tunic, the cream poplin blouse, the itchy black woollen knickers that every girl hated but was forced to wear – had been consigned to the back of the wardrobe. Most London schools had closed.

         And it turned out that staying put had been the best decision. So far the Germans had not dropped a single bomb on London, and gradually, in dribs and drabs, the evacuees began to return. As Jeannie from the rooms upstairs said, ‘What’s the point in the poor blighters staying away for no good reason?’21

         In general, Lydia wasn’t even that scared any more. There had been so many changes to get used to, and preparations to make, that there hadn’t really been time to worry. Mum had stopped working in the hat shop and taken a job in the Central Telegraph Office near Saint Paul’s. New blackout rules meant special blinds had to be made for every single window, so that at night-time, not even a chink of light was visible from the street. Everywhere there were people walking around in uniform: air-raid wardens, firefighters and ambulance drivers. Each week something new seemed to be rationed, starting with bacon, butter and sugar. Shelters were springing up all over the place and trenches were being dug in the parks.

         It was only when Lydia heard adults talking about ‘German invaders’, and how they might sneak into the country in disguise, that she felt a sliver of fear. ‘They’ll parachute down,’ explained Jeannie with a great deal of relish, ‘and no one will know because they’ll look just like ordinary people. Nurses or nuns, perhaps. You’d better beware!’

         ‘Beware, beware!’ Teddy and Peggy shouted to each other at every opportunity, treating it as a joke.

         ‘It’s not funny! Lydia had protested. Honestly, she despaired of them. ‘War is not funny.’ She felt as though it was her job to educate her sisters. To get them to see the gravity of the situation.

         But it was ever such hard work.22
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         Most days while Mum was at work, Lydia’s job was to keep an eye on her sisters. Today, Jeannie from upstairs had offered to take them off her hands, so Lydia had caught the bus to Mrs Jessop’s.

         She needed someone to talk to because somehow, since dad had died, Lydia had sort of stopped talking to her friends. All of a sudden, she didn’t want to gossip about film stars or swap comics or play out in the street. Life seemed much bigger and more serious than that. A small part of her knew she shouldn’t have cut them off. Friends were important. And it wasn’t their fault they didn’t know what to say to her about dad. But it was done now and most of them had been evacuated anyway.

         Thank goodness for Mrs Jessop. For as long as Lydia could remember, she’d been able to talk to Mrs Jessop about anything.

         ‘I mean,’ she said to Mrs Jessop’s back, because she was busy scrubbing her front doorstep, ‘it’s not very fair! Mum’s real name is Cassandra. Peg’s is Margareta. Teddy is really Theodora, but me, I’m just plain old Lydia.’ To add insult to injury they all had ‘looks’. Peggy’s gloriously auburn curls and creamy skin were just like Mum’s – the prettiest person Lydia knew despite all the new worry lines. Teddy was ‘the spitting image’ of Dad with her 23coal-black hair and rosy-pink cheeks.

         Lydia was neither here nor there. Her hair was just plain mud brown and her eyes a murky greyish green. The colour of London fog, Dad always said.

         Which sounded sort of romantic. Maybe.

         ‘There is a war on, you know,’ said Mrs Jessop when Lydia had finished airing her grievances. She gave her sponge a good wring out. ‘There are more important things to worry about than you not having a name as fancy as your sisters.’

         ‘I know that, Mrs J,’ said Lydia, crossing her arms and carrying on. ‘Honestly, Teddy and Peg are being absolute terrors. Teddy’s constantly showing off because she thinks she’s such a brainbox, and Peggy – well, you know what Peggy’s like – she’s being difficult as usual and I’m meant to be in charge while Mum’s at work, but they never listen to me. They just huddle together, whispering their secrets, and …’

         The truth was that the camaraderie between her sisters hurt. It was lonely being the one in charge. And she was about to elaborate on this when something stopped her. Mrs Jessop’s words had only just sunk in. More important things to worry about. Like her son Alfie, who, instead of starting his apprenticeship at the London School of Printing as he was meant to, had signed up for the Merchant Navy without even telling his mum and dad. 24He had been whisked away – just like that – for his training in Sharpness, and after that would be sailing ‘goodness knows where’ from Liverpool.

         Alfie had famously been the Jessops’ prized ‘late arrival’.

         Just when Mr and Mrs Jessop had resigned themselves to a life without surprises, there he was: a gorgeous pudding of a baby, an uproarious toddler, a fiery boy. He had grown up to be tall and strong with a head of tumbling golden curls and a natural inclination towards gymnastics. Many a time he had impressed Lydia and her sisters with his ability to walk on his hands and do backwards tumbles. He was a charmer, a joker, a teller of tales.

         ‘Have you heard from Alfie?’ Lydia asked quickly, trying to make up for her insensitivity.

         ‘Postcard. Made everything sound dandy,’ said Mrs Jessop. ‘Every inch covered with his drawings and his stories. Was in Malta, then North Africa. You know what he’s like. Takes nothing serious.’

         ‘Well, that’s good, isn’t it?’ said Lydia.

         ‘Maybe,’ said Mrs Jessop. But she said it darkly. She didn’t sound convinced. She gave the doorstep a final flourish and hoisted herself up. ‘Anyway, no use worrying over what’s not yet happened. Let’s go and see if those jumblies are ready. And you can tell me what’s what in the world of fine dining.’

         Fine dining.25

         Just the words gave Lydia a sort of happy, shivery feeling. Ever since Dad had taken her to Prunier for her tenth birthday (he had just sold a painting called Twilight on the Grand Union Canal and was feeling – in his words – flush) she had been completely and utterly bowled over by haute cuisine. There was nothing run-of-the-mill about haute cuisine. It was food with a flourish, with bells and whistles, with flair and expertise. The menu had been completely in French and they’d had coquille Saint Jacques, which was a scallop in its shell smothered in butter and cream and cheese, followed by Dover sole with petits pois à la française – the most delicious peas Lydia had ever tasted – and tarte tatin for pudding, which Dad described as posh apple pie, and was crisp and sweet and sticky and divine.

         The restaurant had glinted and sparkled with silver and glass and tinkling conversation, the charming waiters had known exactly what you needed and when, and the food! What a revelation. Lydia had decided there and then that what she wanted to be when she grew up was a maître chef de cuisine, and Mrs Jessop had been extremely encouraging.

         In the kitchen Mrs Jessop poured out scorching hot tea and took the tray of ginger jumblies from the oven. Then they settled down at the table by the kitchen window. It overlooked the Jessops’ tiny patch of back garden where Lydia could see Mr Jessop digging the beds that bordered 26the Anderson shelter. The shelter was a bit like Bilbo Baggins’s house in The Hobbit, underground and very cosy.

         ‘I made an eggless cake,’ Lydia told Mrs Jessop as she crammed jumblie into her mouth. It was hot and crisp and sticky like treacle. ‘Practice for if eggs are rationed. Jeannie says they will be, eventually.’

         ‘Eggs? Rationed?’ said Mrs Jessop in horror, taking a swig of tea to calm herself. ‘And was it a success?’

         ‘Let’s just say it’s a good thing eggs aren’t being rationed yet,’ said Lydia with a grimace.

         These days Lydia did most of the cooking. It had started because after the calamity – Dad dying – Mum sometimes forgot that her girls needed feeding. Then, when she did remember, she was often too tired to do much more than open a tin. Thankfully, Mrs Jessop had come to the rescue, giving Lydia all sorts of tips, like how to make a ham last several meals (ham and eggs, ham sandwiches, ham soup, ham and peas) and all the things you could do with a cabbage (stuffed, baked, boiled).

         The cooking marked Lydia out. Made her different. Not just ‘the oldest one’ or ‘the sensible one’, but the one with a talent to rival Peggy’s painting and drawing, and Teddy’s miraculous grasp of general knowledge. She loved the feeling it gave her, too. Lining up all the ingredients. Chopping, mixing, stirring. All her worries drifting away, just thinking about making the magic happen.27

         Yesterday she’d dished up soupe aux choux, a recipe she’d found in one of Jeannie’s daughter’s old Vogue magazines. Peg had been quite rude about it, taking one mouthful and saying with a sniff, ‘I think we call it cabbage soup, Lydia.’

         Well yes, it was a far cry from the sort of food Lydia dreamed of cooking. But even though things had become trickier since they’d moved to Camden Town, and she’d had to manage with the one gas ring, or race upstairs to borrow Jeannie’s oven, as well as getting to grips with rationing, and coping with her sisters’ sometimes rather too critical comments, she still enjoyed it. She’d caught the bug. Kippers and potatoes, corned beef hash, prunes and custard; her repertoire was growing. And as Mrs Jessop said, it was all good practice. ‘Even great chefs, like your Mr Escoffier-what-not, need to know the basics.’

         Escoffier had been a famous maître chef de cuisine at the Savoy. He was dead now but had been replaced by the equally brilliant François Latry.

         The back door opened and Mr Jessop stamped in with his newspaper under one arm.

         ‘Greetings, me old china plate,’ he said to Lydia, which she knew meant ‘mate’. ‘Let me get these ones and twos off.’ He sat down and kicked off his shoes. ‘And how about some of that give and take?’28

         ‘It’s not really a cake, Mr J,’ said Lydia. ‘It’s jumblie. More of a biscuit.’

         ‘You tell him,’ said Mrs Jessop, chuckling. ‘What’s in the news, then, Sid?’

         ‘Too much,’ he sighed, pouring himself a cup of tea that had stewed to a dark orange. ‘Chamberlain’s out, Churchill’s in, Herr Hitler is on the march, and the Women’s Voluntary Service are standing by to evacuate the kids again.’

         Mrs Jessop glanced at Lydia, concern flitting across her features. ‘Surely not again, not after the mess they made last time?’

         ‘They reckon he’ll start bombing the ports,’ said Mr Jessop, unaware that first Lydia and then Mrs Jessop had gone quite stiff. ‘Then he’ll move on to the cities. It’ll be London that gets it in the neck first.’

         Lydia liked Mr Jessop. He was a man for whom actions spoke louder than words. He was always busy doing something. Once he had made her a miniature house out of matchsticks. He was also extremely proficient at making hats out of old newspapers, and dolls’ house furniture out of conkers and acorns.

         This was the most Lydia had heard him say in ages, and it was especially unusual because it didn’t involve cockney rhyming slang. Were things about to change? Please, no! 

         ‘What does that mean for Alfie?’ asked Mrs Jessop.29

         What did it mean for the Lindens? They’d had so much upheaval already. They didn’t need any more.

         ‘I’d better go,’ said Lydia, pushing her plate of jumblie away. ‘Jeannie’s minding Teddy and Peg and she’ll have had enough of them by now …’

         ‘I was going to show you my recipe for potato pie,’ began Mrs Jessop.

         But Lydia could see that neither of them were in the mood to discuss recipes.
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         As soon as she got home, Lydia knew something was wrong. Mum was sitting at the small walnut desk that’d come from the old house, squeezed in between the settee and the front door. Once upon a time the little drawers had housed a pad of pale blue writing paper, so thin it crackled, and a box of notelets edged with pictures of garden flowers. Now the drawers were chiefly used to store their ration books.

         ‘You’re back early,’ said Lydia.

         Mum’s stint at the Central Telegraph Office finished at five o’clock. It was barely four o’clock now.

         Mum looked up at Lydia warily, as though she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t.

         ‘What?’ asked Lydia, sensing trouble. She’d always had a knack for sniffing out bad news.

         There was a pause while Mum considered her daughter. She twiddled the pen she was holding and made a little puffing sound. Then, ‘I may as well tell you – you’re going to find out soon enough anyway. I’m writing to Phoebe.’31

         ‘Dad’s sister Aunt Phoebe?’ said Lydia. ‘Why on earth …?’ Aunt Phoebe lived in the house that Dad had grown up in. She wrote children’s books, about a gang of children who were always getting into scrapes.

         But Dad and Aunt Phoebe hadn’t always seen eye to eye. Lydia had once heard him say to Mum, ‘Beats me how she can write such great books for kids when she doesn’t even seem to like them very much.’

         Maybe that was why they hardly ever saw her.

         ‘I had a chat with Mr Armitage,’ said Mum. Mr Armitage was her boss at the Central Telegraph Office, a tall, gangly man, with (Peggy said) a face like an otter. (‘You’ve never seen an otter,’ said Teddy. ‘I have, in your encyclopaedia,’ said Peggy.) ‘He said it’s not safe here any more … and the government are going to start encouraging people to evacuate their children again.’

         The expression in Mum’s eyes didn’t match her words. She was trying to sound as though she knew what she was doing. As though she agreed with what she was suggesting.

         But she was frightened. Lydia could tell.

         A cold stone plopped all the way down to the bottom of Lydia’s stomach.

         It was true. She had been right to feel apprehensive.

         They couldn’t be separated from Mum. They couldn’t! She was all they had now that Dad was gone. And what 32if something happened to her? The thought made Lydia’s blood run cold. She had to be here to look out for her.

         ‘But you don’t want to send us away!’ she protested. ‘We agreed!’

         For a sliver of a moment Mum seemed to consider what Lydia was saying. Then she gave herself a sort of shake and a more determined look slid across her face.

         ‘I didn’t want to before. But I must now, darling. It would be irresponsible not to. It’s all over the news! Hitler has bombed Brussels and Calais, just the other side of the English Channel. Our troops are in retreat. Mr Armitage says invasion is imminent!’

         Invasion.

         Hitler and his Nazi Party had already invaded Czechoslovakia and Poland. How many more countries did he want?

         Lydia shivered. She had a sudden vision of hordes of sinister-looking Nazi soldiers streaming across the Channel from France, running up all the roads that led to London.

         An unstoppable force.

         A horrible sick feeling swept over her. She felt hot, then cold, then hot again.

         ‘Lydia, are you all right?’ Mum reached for her hand. Her wedding ring glinted as it caught the light of the lamp.

         ‘Yes,’ Lydia mumbled. And then, more truthfully, ‘No! We need to stick together! If it’s not safe for us, it’s not 33safe for you either! And who will cook for you, Mum?’

         ‘I can open tins, Lydia, I’m not that useless,’ said Mum, and now she gave a hint of a smile. A fragile smile, but a smile nonetheless.

         Lydia did not feel like smiling at all.

         She felt as though she had the weight of the world on her shoulders. Literally. A huge, heaving mass of iron chains pressing down on her, down, down, stamping her into the ground.

         The last time she had seen Aunt Phoebe was after the calamity, the volcanic rupture, at Dad’s funeral, when everything had been horrible and falling apart.

         Aunt Phoebe lived miles away in the countryside. Lydia would be responsible for her sisters. All the time.

         And the Germans were coming.

         ‘But—’ she began.

         ‘It’s no use, Lydia,’ said Mum. And even though her eyes were glittering tears and her mouth was trembling, she went on with the business of tucking the letter into its envelope and sealing it. ‘If Aunt Phoebe agrees, you’re all going.’
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         Clinging to the fact that, according to Dad, Aunt Phoebe didn’t actually like children very much, Lydia expected her aunt to refuse Mum’s request.34

         But Aunt Phoebe said yes, and less than two weeks later Mum put them on a train (‘It’s called Little Gables. You’ll love it, darlings …’) and then there they were, waiting in total darkness on the platform of Robertsbridge railway station. At least, that’s where they thought they were. There were no station signs. They had all been taken down or blacked out because of the war and the important business of tricking the enemy.

         Lydia squinted at her watch but she couldn’t see a thing. There was a chill to the early summer air. She shivered and buttoned up her cardigan and then buttoned up Teddy’s too. The train had left Charing Cross soon after seven o’clock. Mum had said the journey would take just over two hours, so it must already be past nine.

         ‘I’m starving,’ whimpered Teddy, who had been sick on the train.

         ‘Well, you shouldn’t have sicked up all your supper then, should you,’ said Peggy crossly.

         ‘Oh, do shut up, Peg, I bet you’re hungry too,’ said Lydia, giving Teddy a hug. They’d eaten all their sandwiches and lumps of fruitcake soon after they’d left London. It’d felt like the food – the familiarity of sharp cheese and bread, the soft sweet crumble of the cake – might cheer them up.

         But it hadn’t. They’d been irritable and argumentative for almost the entire train journey. Even a game of happy 35families had disintegrated into squabbles. And then, when Lydia had tried to read to them, she realised she’d chosen the worst possible story – The Happy Prince – which, stupid, stupid her, she’d forgotten always made them cry when they got to the bit where the little bird dies.

         So, between the squabbles and the tears, it hadn’t been a very pleasant journey.

         ‘Listen!’ said Peg. In the still of the night air came the sound of squeaking wheels, the clip-clop of horses’ hooves; and then, out of the gloom, the diffused light of a cloth-covered lamp.

         A snorting, an impatient stamping, the gleam of a flank. And from his seat atop the cart, an ancient man: small and hunched, with a face like a walnut and gnarled old hands clutching reins.

         ‘The Misses Linden?’ he said, peering down at them.

         ‘But where’s Aunt Phoebe?’ asked Lydia. She had been preparing herself for her father’s sister. No one had said anything about being met in a horse-drawn cart by the oldest man in the world.

         ‘At home, where she always is!’ said the man. ‘Now climb up, we haven’t got all day. Beauty isn’t a young’un any more. Needs his sleep.’

         Obediently, the girls climbed into the back of the cart, lugging their suitcases up after them. ‘Beauty’s a girl’s name,’ whispered Teddy.36

         ‘I thought you were meant to be clever,’ said Peggy. ‘Black Beauty was a boy horse, wasn’t he, Lydia?’

         ‘I am clever,’ muttered Teddy, hugging her encyclopaedias to her chest. Mum had said no at first, because encyclopaedias weren’t ‘essential’, but after much pleading she’d let her take Volume Two and Volume Eight and her pocket dictionary.

         ‘All set?’ the man shouted over his shoulder.

         ‘Yes, Mister …’ Lydia trailed away. There hadn’t been any proper introductions.

         ‘Just Michael will do,’ said the man gruffly. ‘Never been a mister before, bit late now.’

         He said something to the horse in a much gentler tone, and the cart slowly turned and then they were off, clip-clopping and squeak-squeaking along what was probably the town’s high street– quite a few buildings seemed to be looming out of the dark. Then they made a turn and proceeded down a series of bumpy, twisting lanes with no buildings to speak of but lots of overhanging trees, the branches of which scratched and brushed their faces as they passed.

         After a short while they made another turn and Beauty came to a stop. Lydia could see the hulk of a house, but there were no lights on. The blackout had to be observed everywhere at all costs.

         ‘Here we are, then,’ said Michael, holding the cloth-37covered lamp up again, just enough to see where they were. ‘Take your cases and hop down. The front door will be open – you can let yourselves in.’

         The sway of the cart had lulled Teddy to sleep and she grumbled when Peggy nudged her awake. Stumbling a little in the dark, they made their way across to the house. The dim glow of the lamp, combined with the white orb of the moon, provided just enough light to make out the shape of a large flint cottage. It had gabled windows on either side, and three steps up to the front door.

         The door was unlocked, as Michael had promised it would be, and opened on to a small square hall with a polished-wood floor. A narrow passageway stretched beyond a staircase which rose in an L shape to the right. The stairs were covered in a thick jewel-coloured carpet, which Peggy, who loved beautiful things, eyed enviously. A jug of bluebells sat on a table, the sweet smell rushing up Lydia’s nostrils. Dad had taken them bluebelling every spring. They always picked giant bunches and fetched them home to share with their neighbours.

         The smell gave Lydia a sort of sad, yearning feeling.

         ‘Hello?’ called Peggy bravely. ‘Anyone home?’

         Silence, except for a clock ticking high on the wall.

         Teddy’s eyes, not sleepy now, but wide awake and afraid, met Lydia’s. ‘Where is she?’

         The door at the end of the hall was slightly ajar.38

         ‘Come on,’ said Lydia, picking up her case and making her way towards it. She felt apprehensive herself, but she knew she had to be brave for the others – especially for little Teddy who was always so sensitive. If she acted as though she knew what she was doing, then – fingers crossed – her sisters would follow her lead.

         The door led into a kitchen. A proper kitchen, with a range, a sink, a large scrubbed table in the centre of the room, and a dresser full of pots and pans and crockery. A small door opened on to a pantry, just like the one they’d had in Hampstead.

         ‘Look, Lydia!’ Peggy was brandishing a note that had been left on the kitchen table, next to a plate of rather dried-up-looking sandwiches.

         
            Welcome to Little Gables, Lydia, Theodora and Margareta.

            
                

            

            I am in my study, writing. I would be very grateful if you did not disturb me. Enjoy the sandwiches! Your bedroom is on the first floor, the one with the yellow door. I shall look forward to saying hello properly at breakfast. 

            
                

            

            Yours,

            Phoebe Linden39

         

         Teddy grabbed a sandwich and tore into it.

         ‘Uggh!’ she spluttered, spitting it out. ‘Meat paste!’

         If there was one thing all three girls could not stand, it was meat paste.

         Lydia felt a rising tide of anger. They’d come all this way. They were tired and hungry and their aunt couldn’t even be bothered to greet them or give them something decent to eat! Dad must have been right all along. How could Mum have sent them here? It wasn’t fair.

         She picked up the plate of sandwiches and tipped them into the bin, and Teddy and Peggy gave suitably shocked, but impressed, gasps. The importance of not wasting anything had been drummed into them by Mrs Jessop, not to mention the advertisements on the London Underground.

         
            Half a slice of stale bread saved by everyone in this country, every day, means a convoy of thirty ships a year freed to take munitions or men to our fighting fronts. 

            
                

            

            If you explain this to your family, you’ll find them eager enough to help you save on bread!

         

         ‘It won’t make that much difference to the convoys,’ said Peggy loyally, knowing exactly what Lydia was thinking.40

         ‘And who would tell them anyway?’ agreed Lydia.

         In the pantry Lydia found a fresh loaf of bread, some eggs, a small pot of butter and a jar of honey. Sheer luxury compared to what they’d had in London.

         ‘Eggy bread?’ asked Teddy hopefully.

         ‘Pain perdu,’ said Lydia, pronouncing it ‘pan-pear-due’ as she’d heard on the radio.

         And for once her sisters didn’t make fun of what they called her ‘frenchifying’.

         They sat at the big table and watched Lydia whisk the egg, dip six fat slices of bread in the mixture and fry them in a knob of butter. Somehow, just doing these simple things made her feel calmer. As though she really did know what she was doing.

         ‘There,’ she said, pouring honey on to the hot, crisp bread and sloshing milk into three glasses.

         This time, the food did do its job. With their stomachs full and the lingering sweetness of the honey in their mouths, they felt together for the first time that day.

         A team.

         ‘It’s obvious Aunt Phoebe doesn’t want us here,’ said Lydia as she dumped their dirty plates in the sink and led the way upstairs. ‘So let’s promise to stick together. Agreed?’

         ‘Agreed,’ said Peggy and Teddy enthusiastically.

         Together they’d weather the storm, thought Lydia.

         It’d be the Linden girls against the world!
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         But it didn’t turn out like that.

         When Aunt Phoebe appeared all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed at breakfast the next morning, she won Teddy and Peggy over immediately. She apologised profusely for not introducing herself the night before, ‘But when I’m writing, time just seems to stand still. Can you understand that?’

         Much to Lydia’s disappointment, Teddy and Peggy had nodded straight away, bamboozled by their aunt’s cheerful pleading and giving them milky coffee with their toast, which they were never allowed at home.

         There were rules, Aunt Phoebe said, but only two. They mustn’t disturb her while she was writing. And they were to give the next-door neighbour a wide berth.

         ‘Why?’ asked Teddy.

         ‘She doesn’t like children,’ said Aunt Phoebe firmly. ‘And she especially doesn’t like the idea of evacuees. Thinks they’re the scourge of the earth.’

         While Teddy was busily looking up ‘scourge’ in her pocket dictionary and Peggy was exclaiming, ‘We’re not 42evil!’ Lydia couldn’t help noticing that Aunt Phoebe was very dashing-looking.

         She wore emerald-green trousers – exactly the sort of trousers Lydia dreamed of wearing – topped with an orange-and-pink checked short-sleeved shirt. She had a short shiny cap of coal-black hair, and rosy cheeks just like Teddy and Dad.

         She asked if they liked their room. They did. There was nothing not to like about it. It was large and airy, with windows overlooking rolling fields, shelves crammed with books (good ones, Lydia had to admit) and, best of all, three paintings that Aunt Phoebe said Dad had made when he was only fifteen hanging on the wall. The paintings were sort of the same but different. A scene of a river painted at various times of the year.

         ‘Spring, Summer, Autumn,’ explained Aunt Phoebe. ‘It’s the River Rother, not far from here. You can walk to it. Take jam jars to catch minnows. And sandwiches. Have a picnic.’

         Teddy and Peggy cheered and rushed upstairs to get dressed. They were easily pleased. Lydia frowned. Had they already forgotten the curled-up meat paste sandwiches from yesterday evening?

         When they’d gone, Aunt Phoebe’s expression became serious.

         She pointed to the dirty plates still in the sink from last night. ‘You could’ve at least washed up,’ she said. ‘And 43this,’ she picked up the now half-empty jar of honey, ‘was a present from my dear friend Barbara. You could’ve asked before helping yourselves.’

         ‘Sorry,’ said Lydia automatically, although come to think of it, she didn’t feel sorry at all. Aunt Phoebe had explicitly said in the note she wasn’t to be disturbed. And what about Peggy and Teddy? They had eaten the bread and honey too, so why weren’t they being told off?

         ‘If we’re going to live together,’ continued Aunt Phoebe, ‘these sorts of things are important.’

         ‘Hmm,’ said Lydia, moving over to the sink and starting to do the washing up.

         Aunt Phoebe picked up a tea towel and began drying. She was humming something to herself. Lydia recognised it as Mozart’s ‘Turkish March’. One of Dad’s favourites. A jolly, jumping sort of tune that made you want to dance and skip about and, as Dad would say, ‘strike attitudes’.

         He was the very best in the world at striking attitudes. His attitudes used to make them all helpless with laughter.

         ‘How is Cassandra?’ Aunt Phoebe asked between hums. ‘Is she managing to make anything?’

         ‘Make what?’ asked Lydia. She wasn’t sure what her aunt was talking about.

         Aunt Phoebe gave her a curious look. ‘Art?’

         ‘Art?’ said Lydia. She was confused. Aunt Phoebe’s question sounded like a criticism. Did she have any idea 44what they had all been through lately? How many changes had been made, how hard it had been for Mum?

         And anyway, it was Dad who had been the artist.

         ‘No. No art,’ Lydia said. ‘She was working in a hat shop and now she’s at the Central Telegraph Office.’

         ‘I see,’ said Aunt Phoebe ‘Good for Cassie. At least that’s something.’

         ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ asked Lydia, bristling. At least that’s something. Poor Mum, all alone in London with the threat of doom and destruction and bombs and …

         ‘Well,’ said Aunt Phoebe, ‘she and your father Roly were hardly … Hey!’ A look of concern finally flashed across her features. ‘Are you all right?’

         Great tears were rolling down Lydia’s face and plopping into the dirty dishwater.

         It must have been something to do with Mozart. Or Aunt Phoebe talking to her like she was an adult, responsible for everything, when all she really wanted to do was run off like Teddy and Peg or lose herself in cooking and forget about … forget about …

         The window she normally kept firmly shut slammed open. She remembered the knock at the door and Mum’s awful wailing, so awful it had made the hairs on the back of her neck prickle and stand on end.

         How was it possible for your father to simply walk out of the house one morning, merry as anything, and 45not come back, never come back, because he had been knocked over and killed by a motor car?

         It was nearly two years ago now that it had happened. But it still seemed like yesterday.

         ‘Of course I’m all right,’ she said angrily, brushing the tears away. ‘Tell me where it is, and I’ll take them to the river.’
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         Aunt Phoebe’s house was on the edge of a small village. There was a house next door with a neat garden planted with chrysanthemums and vegetables that reminded Lydia of Mr Jessop’s garden, a smattering of houses further down the lane, then a village green with more houses clustered round it, a church, a small school, a pub, and a shop.

         All around were fields, and in the distance other villages, and church spires, and a windmill. It was very pretty, and if Lydia could have treated it like a holiday, as Teddy and Peggy seemed to be doing, she would have quite liked it.

         But she could not.

         The cottage itself was the height of luxury. Not only was there the wonderful kitchen with plentiful food from the garden and the surrounding farms, there was a proper bathroom with a large, deep bath and a perfectly placed window, so that when you were wallowing in deliciously 46hot water you had a glorious view of the countryside. But over the next few weeks things got worse for Lydia and better for Peg and Teddy.

         She was lonely. She worried about Mum. She couldn’t get a picture of her being sad on her own out of her head and it was almost unbearable. Who would cheer her up? Who would give her a cuddle when she had one of her many moments about missing Dad?

         And she missed her chats with Mrs Jessop, and Jeannie and the hustle and bustle of London with all its shops and cafes and buses and everything that was familiar.

         ‘What’s the matter with you?’ her sisters crowed. ‘Stop looking like a sour puss!’ And then they’d race off, thick as thieves, to climb the apple tree in the garden or hide in the long grass in the fields, or, their latest thing, to collect aluminium. They had listened to Lady Reading’s wireless broadcast, exhorting the nation to collect ‘everything that can possibly be made into aeroplanes – Spitfires, Hurricanes, Blenheims, Wellingtons’ and risen to the challenge magnificently. They constantly bothered the villagers for old thimbles, saucepans, teapots and coat hangers. Now, whenever a plane flew overhead, they’d say to anyone who would listen, ‘Perhaps it was our saucepan that made part of that Hurricane.’

         In one way, Lydia was pleased that they had settled in so well. They still needed her of course – mainly at 47bedtime – when she presided over face washing and teeth cleaning; when she brushed and plaited Peggy’s hair; when she climbed into bed with them so they were all squished together and read them chapters of their latest book, The Princess and the Goblin.

         But at the same time she couldn’t help noticing that – very gradually – she was being demoted. She wasn’t always the one they rushed to when things went wrong, or the one who was expected to dream up things for them to do when they were bored. Teddy had begun looking to Peggy for advice instead of Lydia. All of a sudden they were becoming independent.

         And they didn’t even seem to be missing Dad.

         Or Mum.

         Meanwhile, Aunt Phoebe, who spent all day every day writing in her study, was quite happy for them to fend for themselves. She had been delighted when she found out Lydia could cook and had wasted no time handing over everyone’s ration books and letting her get on with it. And of course, Lydia had got on with it. She planned the meals and Michael and Beauty took her in the cart to Robertsbridge to stock up on supplies. And at first all this busyness had helped. She had concentrated on remembering that she was a great chef in the making, knowing that all the budgeting and the cooking were good practice for her future career.48

         But it wasn’t enough. She wasn’t even sure Aunt Phoebe properly appreciated everything she was doing. She didn’t take much notice of her. And besides, much as Lydia loved cooking, and even though it did make her feel better about herself, it still didn’t entirely fill the hole she could feel inside her, the aching for home.

         And she hated school.

         On the first day, a gang of girls had sidled up to her with their hands on their hips, and the biggest, most confident one had said, ‘I expect you lot are cockneys. Only used to pie and chips, eh?’

         That didn’t even merit an answer, it was so stupid.

         ‘My brother says evacuees are all from the slums,’ said another.

         ‘Then your brother is an idiot,’ said Lydia witheringly.

         ‘Keep away!’ shouted a small one, jumping back as if she’d been burnt. ‘Bet she’s got nits!’

         ‘I haven’t!’ Lydia yelled, unable to contain herself any longer. ‘But if I did, I’d be pleased to have them if that’s what it’d take to get rid of you lot!’

         And she’d stormed off, nose in the air.

         The school day was split in two, with the older ones in the morning and the younger ones in the afternoon. Lydia hoped that arrangement would suit Peggy. It was no secret that she had struggled with her reading and writing in London. But jumbled in with the younger ones, it was 49less likely that the teacher – or the class – would notice her difficulties.

         So on that first day of school, it wasn’t the lessons that Lydia was concerned about. It was the bullies. She was sick with worry that Peggy and Teddy would get the same treatment she had. And when she saw them walking back up the lane, Teddy with a bloody knee and Peggy with the beginnings of a black eye, both of them covered in cows’ muck, her worst fears were confirmed.

         ‘Quick, come inside,’ she said, squeezing Teddy into a tight hug and reaching for Peggy’s hand. She was ready to be sympathetic with her sisters and outraged by the local children.

         ‘She beat them up!’ said Teddy proudly, wriggling out of Lydia’s grasp.

         ‘They said stupid things,’ said Peggy excitedly. ‘I gave them what for.’ She flexed her muscles and assumed a fighting pose.

         ‘You fought them?’ said Lydia, half relieved that they were all right and half disappointed that they didn’t need her to console them. Dad always said, use words, not fists. Fighting was wrong. ‘Why d’you do that? They’ll never leave you alone now!’

         ‘Oh, they will,’ said Peg triumphantly. ‘When they saw how tough I was they backed off. The other ’vacuees pitched in as well.’50

         ‘And we’re all friends now,’ said Teddy happily, ‘so you needn’t worry any more. We’re meeting them later at the river. I’m taking my encyclopaedias to teach them facts. What’s for tea?’

         ‘Rissoles,’ said Lydia, feeling deflated, ‘made with tinned salmon, and baked apples for pudding.’

         Peg and Teddy nodded approvingly, linked arms and disappeared around the side of the house.

         ‘Well, I wouldn’t want to be friends with people like that,’ shouted Lydia after them.

         But as usual, they weren’t listening.
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