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DEDICATION AND PREFACE

I am pleased to dedicate Singing for Spitfires” to the memory of Mollie Wykes, who was a very special friend when I lived in Chipping Norton. In the story, she is the real-life character amongst a cast of fictional people, and I have tried to portray the generosity and dedication of this lovely, warm-hearted lady.

The story is also dedicated to the memory of Robert Evans, a very special friend, who was the historian who uncovered the story of the Chipping Norton plane crash, and was instrumental in getting the memorial placed in Church Street. I have used his name in the novel, but he wasn’t a bank manager!

Stanley Wykes, Mollie’s husband, was the headmaster of an East End School which was evacuated to Chipping Norton in 1939, but all other characters are fictional. Any resemblance to real people is co-incidental.

Part of the story is based upon the play “Home Fires Burning” which was written by myself and members of North Oxfordshire Music and Drama, and staged by us at The Theatre in Chipping Norton. For their contributions to the original play, I must thank Marjorie, Kipper, Robert, David, and Liz.



CHAPTER ONE

Robert hesitated as he took hold of the brass handle of the bell. As the bank manager, he was well known in the town, but rarely did he visit his customers, and certainly never the formidable Marjorie Anderson-Grey. When she came to the bank, she would lean close to the brass grill as if she was about to accuse Robert of stealing her savings. Often she would bring her boisterous dog, which would jump up, putting its front paws on the counter and pant expectantly, grinning at Robert. How would the redoubtable lady react to the news he was bringing to her, in her own home?

It was a clear bright afternoon in early summer. Robert Evans had locked the bank at the end of business as usual, and then transformed into the ARP Warden for Chipping Norton. The golden stone of the town glowed in the sun, and all thoughts of war seemed very far away. It was hard to imagine that anything could disrupt the tranquillity of the small Cotswold town.

Robert smiled a little at his own timidity, and pulled hard on the bell-pull. In the house he heard the distant tinkle of the bell, followed immediately by the enthusiastic barking of the dog, and the sound of its paws scratching at the door. There was a long pause, and then the grand door of the Manse opened. It was Mrs Anderson-Grey’s sister.

“Oh, Mr Evans, we were not expecting anyone. I’m sorry you had to wait, but I was putting Buster in the kitchen so he wouldn’t jump all over you. He’s very friendly, but can be a bit alarming.”

“Thank you, Miss Crawford,” said Robert, struggling to avoid sounding nervous. “It’s a very warm afternoon. I’m sorry to bother you, but may I come in? I wonder if your sister is at home? It’s her I need to see.”

“We’re just having tea, Mr Evans. You can join us.”

“Oh no, Miss Crawford, I’m sorry if I’ve called at an inconvenient moment.”

A door opened, and Mrs Anderson-Grey was standing watching, looking puzzled.

“Mr Evans,” she started imperiously, “how odd to see you out from behind your counter. You’re not as tall as I expected you to be. I hope there is nothing ominous with this visit, nothing untoward with our bank accounts.”

“Nothing untoward, Mrs Anderson-Grey. I’m not here on bank business.”

“Then you must come and join us for tea. Rosemary, take Mr Evans’s jacket. Heavens, it’s much too warm to be dressed so formally. And Rosemary, go and fetch another plate and fork for Mr Evans. Sit, sit, we don’t stand on ceremony here.”

Perched on the edge of a large stuffed chair, Robert started to speak.

“I’ve come about something rather unexpected...”

“Take one of these strawberry cakes,” instructed Mrs Anderson-Grey. “The strawberries are from our own garden, and Rosemary made the cakes only this morning.”

“Thank you, Mrs Anderson-Grey. Now about this...”

“Rosemary, Mr Evans doesn’t have a napkin. How do you take your tea, Mr Evans: milk or lemon?”

“Milk, please Mrs Anderson-Grey, and two sugars.”

“Two sugars, Mr Evans? I think one is more than enough.”

Stirring the tea, and desperate not to crumble the strawberry cake onto the carpet, Robert tried again. He spoke quickly before he could be interrupted.

“I expect you know that I have been appointed the Air Raid Precautions Warden for the town. Although we are not at war, and we pray that war does not come, we must have plans in place for evacuation of urban children. I am visiting all homes in the town to set up the evacuation plan, and I have come about including the Manse in those plans for billeting children who are evacuated. Part of my new responsibility is the task of organising the accommodations. My information tells me you have two spare bedrooms.”

Marjorie Anderson-Grey put her teacup firmly into the saucer, rattling the spoon, and stared at Robert.

“Go on,” she said.

“We have to be ready for large numbers of children to be evacuated, mainly from London, but possibly also from Birmingham and other big cities. We will need all the surplus space we can find. It could happen with very little warning. We have been instructed to have plans in place.”

“Surplus space, Mr Evans?” said Mrs Anderson-Grey, severely. “Well I don’t know where you get your information from, but we have no surplus space, as you call it.”

“The file says you have two empty bedrooms, Mrs Anderson-Grey. We need them for evacuated children.”

Marjorie Anderson-Grey’s Brillo-pad hair vibrated slightly as her indignation rose. “Mr Evans, it is true that there are four bedrooms in this house. One is for myself and the Major when he is at home; another is for my sister here; and the other two are my sons’ rooms, when they are on leave, although I do not think our bedroom arrangements in our own home are any concern of yours.”

“With respect, Mrs Anderson-Grey, your sons are both fulltime professional soldiers. The authorities will not look kindly upon two rooms being reserved for two young men who are hardly ever here.”

“Rosemary, do you hear what I am hearing? Are you suggesting that my sons’ rooms could be used for evacuees?”

Rosemary looked from her sister to the embarrassed bank manager. “He is right, Marjorie. The boys are hardly ever here.”

“I need to find as many beds as I can,” continued Robert quickly. “I have told you that we must have evacuation plans in place: it’s very urgent. We have no idea if there will be a war, or evacuation of schools, but we must be prepared. Can I put you down for four children, Mrs Anderson-Grey, two in each room?”

“No, you may not put me down for any number of children. I won’t hear of it. I had enough trouble bringing up my own two boys, with my husband never here. I’ll not start again, especially with urchins from the East End.”

“I must ask you to think again, Mrs Anderson-Grey. The need is urgent. Many of the more humble cottages are taking three or four children. With one of the biggest houses in the town, surely you could take several.”

“And have filthy urchins climbing over my furniture, and smashing my teacups? Not to think of what they may get up to in the bedrooms or bathroom. Bathroom? Why, some of them have probably never even seen a bathroom.”

“That may be true, Mrs Anderson-Grey. We are likely to be looking after some severely deprived children.”

“No, never. Should war come, and I believe it will, I will be making my own sacrifices: my husband, and both of my sons, will be drawn into the conflict, whenever it comes. That will be enough to bear, without a house full of dirty children.”

There was a pause, and silence broken only by the barking of a very frustrated dog, and the loud ticking of the grandfather clock. Robert was unsure how to continue. Rosemary looked from one to the other: her sister red-faced and defiant; the bank manager nervous and timid. Suddenly she spoke.

“I’ve an idea, Mr Evans. We have heard talk that whole schools will be evacuated, not just the children, but their teachers with them.” Robert nodded. “Then it may be that you must arrange accommodations for the teachers as well.”

“Indeed, accommodations for teachers,” Robert nodded again, seeing the way Rosemary was thinking.

“Perhaps we could offer a room for a teacher, a female teacher of course. Would that be a help?”

“It would,” said Robert with relief. “What do you think Mrs Anderson-Grey?”

Marjorie glared at her sister, and frowned. “I not sure, but it would be preferable to marauding children. Just one teacher. Let me think about it. Rosemary go and release the hound: I can’t stand that incessant barking.”

Standing, Rosemary said, “I think it will be good to have a little more life in the house. It can get very dreary here.”

Marjorie scowled, and spoke sharply to her sister, “I asked you to let the dog out of the kitchen.”

-----

Vicky Jones picked up the brown envelope from the doormat. It was undoubtedly her headmaster’s handwriting, but what could he possibly be doing writing to her in the summer holiday? Had she been given the sack? She opened the envelope and read.

“Dear Miss Jones,

“You may be aware that the government has requested that evacuation plans be put in place, for action should there be an outbreak of hostilities. Schools like Silvertown Junior, in the East End of London, are considered to be particularly vulnerable for aerial attack, as we are so near to the docks. If there is a war, the docks will be a prime target for bombing; and our school and the terraces of houses near it, are in an unusually exposed position. I am thus required to create an evacuation plan.

“At very short notice, the school will be required to move out of London. Special trains will be made available, and the lady teachers will accompany the children to their destinations. No parents will be allowed to travel with the school, and the destination will not be revealed at the start of the journey. The two young men on the staff will stay behind for ARP duties, with the expectation that they will be called up to the forces. My deputy and myself, with my wife, will be travelling with the school.

“As one of the young ladies on my staff, I require you to pack a small suitcase in readiness for the journey. You should have your gas mask in its carton, ready with your suitcase. Just like Mr Chamberlain, I pray that war will be avoided, but we must be ready.

“A similar letter is being sent to all families, giving instructions for the very limited luggage that the children will be permitted to bring.

“Yours sincerely, Stanley Wykes, Headmaster.”

“Bloody hell,” said Vicky, out loud to no-one in particular. “It looks like there will be a war: so much for Mr Chamberlain’s scrap of paper. Where the hell will they send us?”

-----

Marjorie Anderson-Grey marched into the bank the following day. “Mr Evans,” she spoke authoritatively, “My sister has persuaded me. With some reluctance, I am agreeing to taking a teacher if a school is evacuated to Chipping Norton; one female teacher, just one, no more; and of course, no children.”

“Mrs Anderson-Grey,” replied Robert, smiling, “I am very pleased. I am sure you will not regret your decision. Thank you very much. Now let us all hope that disaster can be averted at the last minute. Let us pray there will be no war.”

“Amen to that,” replied Mrs Anderson-Grey.

The dog, as usual, had jumped up, panting, with its paws on the counter. Robert was unable to tell its intentions, but it seemed to be smiling.

-----

Vicky Jones and her landlady had been listening to the BBC news with growing horror. Nazi Germany had started to attack Poland. She had little appetite for breakfast, and was startled by a loud knocking at the front door. Her landlady opened it to find a very breathless telegram boy asking impatiently for Miss Jones. Vicky opened the telegram with shaking hands.

“Evacuation tomorrow – stop – report to school at six in the morning of 31st – stop – Wykes,”

Vicky nodded dumbly as her landlady put her arm around her. In recent years, Mrs M had been like a mother to Vicky, and it was certainly what she needed at that moment. “What day is it?” asked Vicky, pushing her mass of unruly dark hair back from her face.

“Wednesday, love,” said Mrs M. 

“The thirtieth?” said Vicky.

-----

Rosemary and Marjorie were startled by the telephone ringing shrilly. Marjorie hurried to the hall. There was a pause as she nodded, and spoke with resolution. “Very well, Mr Evans, I will stand by my offer. But only one, mind you, only one.”

“It will be war,” Marjorie turned to Rosemary. “You will have guessed that was Mr Evans. They’re evacuating London children tomorrow. Hitler won’t retreat from Poland. It would be a blessing if there was a message from the Major, and some news of where the twins are. It can only be a few days now.”

-----

A little before dawn on Thursday morning, the last day of August, Vicky sat at the kitchen table with her landlady, twisting a handkerchief in her hands, making small talk, and trying to hold back the tears. Her long black hair was pulled severely into a bun, a style she disliked, but used when stressed or anxious.

“That Mr Hitler,” said the landlady. “I bet he don’t care how many are crying today. All over the city, there’s tears and red eyes. I remember the last one, supposed to be the war to end all wars.”

“All over the city? All over the country, more like.”

“All over the world.”

“Dunno how long I’ll be gone,” said Vicky. “I’m only taking one little suitcase, that’s all we’re allowed. The rest of my stuff’s in my room. Perhaps it will all be over by Christmas, and I’ll be back.”

“That’s what they said the last time. Don’t count on it, chicken. Now you’ve got to have a good breakfast, darlin’. Don’t know when you’ll get the next one. Oh, and I made you sandwiches. I had a tin of salmon – that’ll be nice, won’t it?”

Vicky smiled. “You’re always spoiling me, Mrs M.”

“Might be the last sandwiches I ever make for you,” said the landlady, and burst into tears.

“I wish you hadn’t said that,” said Vicky, the tears welling up. “I’ll be back, you’ll see.”

The sun rose early into a clear blue sky: it would be a beautiful day. At six o’clock, the staff of Silvertown Junior sat awkwardly in Mr Wykes’s office. Stanley Wykes looked around the room at the apprehensive staff, strangely dressed in winter coats, despite the bright summer dawn, with their little suitcases and gas-mask boxes. He was struck by how young the three women were – not long out of college – and the horror of leaving Frank and Eric behind to face unknown challenges in the armed forces. He’d have his deputy head, Lawrence Powell to help him, but he was still conscious of the enormity of his role, not only to move almost two hundred children to an unknown destination in the country, but also to support his frightened staff. He looked grimly at his wife, sitting beside him.

“You OK, Molly?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Where’s Lawrence?” said Vicky.

“He’s meeting us later: he’ll be at the station,” said Stanley. “Let me explain. We’ve all been preparing for this moment. War has not been declared, but I am sure you’ve all been listening to the BBC.” Looking to the two young men who would be left behind, he said, “I’m sorry you’re not coming with us – we will miss you very much. Keep yourselves safe – when this is all over, I want you back on my staff. You are both fine teachers. I’m sure we’ll all be back together after Christmas.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Frank. “We’ll do our bit.”

Eric gulped and blinked back tears.

-----

Marjorie’s telephone rang with a startling jangle. “Cursed thing,” she said. “It always makes me jump.” She marched to the hall to answer it. Rosemary followed.

“Marjie, old girl: you’ve heard about the evacuation, I suppose,” came the Major’s voice. “I just got through to tell you I’m working in Aldershot at the moment, and the boys are here with me. By lucky chance, they just got back from Wellington Barracks. You know they were on palace duty: looked excellent in their dress uniforms, two peas in a pod! It’s not clear what will happen next. We’re waiting orders, but no-one knows what will happen. If I can get any leave, I’ll try to come home, but it’s unpredictable. Don’t get down-hearted; we’ll find a way to beat this Hun; it will be alright in the end. Keep listening to the BBC.”

“Can I talk to the boys?” said Marjorie, but the line had gone dead.

“God help us all,” said Rosemary.

-----

“The instructions are clear and simple,” continued the headmaster. “We are to walk the children in a crocodile to Plaistow Station. Yes, I know it’s a long walk, but that’s what we have to do. Without Lawrence, who will meet us there, and our two young men, the children must be very well disciplined to walk properly with only you girls and myself to look after them. You all know my wife, Molly, who is coming with us – she will be an extra pair of hands and eyes when we cross roads, and on the train. The local police have been alerted to keep an eye out for us, and assist us.”

Vicky spoke. “Can I ask, Mr Wykes, will the children walk in their class groups? What about brothers and sisters? They may be better if they stay together.”

“Yes, I thought the same, although it will make it harder to be sure everyone is with us. You should take your registers, and register the children in their class groups in the playground, and then we’ll sort out the crocodile allowing bigger children to take their brothers and sisters with them. I’ll lead the line, and Mrs Wykes will come last to catch any stragglers.”

Molly Wykes spoke for the first time. “We’ve got fine, tough East End kids in our school. I’m sure they will be OK to walk. We just have to make sure none has been given a very heavy suitcase!”

This brought a slight smile to the ashen faces. “Do you know where we are going?” asked Vicky.

“I understand that there will be an empty train waiting at Plaistow. That will take us to Paddington, where we shall be put onto a mainline train. At that stage, I think we will be told our destination.”

“Bloody hell, it ain’t going to be a picnic,” said Vicky. 

“Miss Jones,” said Stanley, “I’d prefer you to control your language. We may be heading into a war, but we are still decent people.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but it is bloody, I mean very, stressful. It would help of we knew the flippin’ destination, God help us.”

“Have faith, Miss Jones,” said Stanley. “The ministry of education knows what it’s doing. This evacuation has been very thoroughly planned. The tragedy is that the plans have to be put into operation.” 

-----

“That was Mr Evans,” said Marjorie, returning once more from the telephone beside the front door, “telling me that a school is on its way, being evacuated to our town. I am to go to the town hall at four o’clock, to meet our lodger.”

“Things are moving very quickly,” said Rosemary. “I’ll check her bedroom, and make sure there’s some room in the wardrobe for her clothes. If you’re meeting her at four, I’ll have the tea ready, and make a nice cake to welcome her.”

“We’re not waiting on this woman. It must be clear that she’s only here under sufferance.”

“I think she’ll be very nice,” said Rosemary.

“And she may not be,” said Marjorie ominously. “I am sure many of these East London people are light-fingered. We must watch everything carefully. We should also check our supplies: you know the list the Major gave us: the candles and matches; the tinned meat and bottled water; gas masks and blankets and so on.” Marjorie looked suddenly at her sister. “Goodness me, whatever’s the matter?”

Rosemary was crying silently. “I don’t know why I’m crying, the tears just started to come.”

“I suppose it’s the shock,” said Marjorie, “even though we’ve been expecting it for a long time. Yes, it’s the shock. We must finish breakfast, and you can make yourself a cup of sweet tea. You’ll feel better then. Oh, and we must feed the dog, and tidy up the kitchen,” said Marjorie.

 “Are the Guards going to do palace duty with a war on?” said Rosemary.

“They must do,” said Marjorie. “We can’t have Hitler driving up the Mall and finding the palace without guards! The Major didn’t say who’d be in London, but Bobby and Henry are both back in Aldershot; their tour of duty at Wellington Barracks finished last week. The timing is only co-incidental, but they’re both with the Major.”

“Awaiting orders, I suppose,” said Rosemary. She looked out of the kitchen window at the summer garden. “It’s a lovely day,” she said. “Horrible to think that the Poles are getting slaughtered while we sit here talking. We must make the best of this weather. I’ll do the lunch in the garden. Might be the last time we do it, for a while.”

“Lunch for just the two of us, enjoying the peace of the garden before this teacher arrives; that’s a most pleasant idea, Rosemary. Life will not be the same with a stranger in our midst. I’ll take Buster over to the Castle Mound for a walk.”

-----

At half-past seven, the children started arriving. They were strangely calm, and some almost jolly at the idea of going on holiday. Most of the mothers were with them and even a few fathers, risking being late for work. Whilst the children seemed to be happy, several of the parents were distressed. The school staff checked each child in the register, and asked the same few questions:

“Have you got your gas mask? Have you got something to eat? Show me the label on your coat?”

Inevitably one or two children had huge bundles, which had to be prised away from them and returned to mothers – these were often the mothers showing the most distress; and some grasped big biscuit tins of sandwiches, enough for several days’ travel.

Billy McCann was the only child without a parent in the school playground. Vicky was ready for him.

“Dad gone to work, Billy?” she said.

“Yea, always starts at six. Don’t matter, m’case was packed ready, gas-mask in the box. I just got up like I always do. I’ve got m’key round m’neck, like always, but don’t s’ppose I’ll need it till we get back – if we ever come back, Miss.”

“’Course we’ll come back, Billy. It’s only a short holiday.”

“My dad says we’re s’pposed to fank ’air’itler for the ’oliday. Be funny that, wouldn’t it, if we never come back? I wouldn’t mind.”

“Your dad will miss you, Billy, even if you don’t think he would. Now come over here with me, and help me get the class lined up. I’m supposed to be doing the register.”

Molly Wykes was well known to the parents: she helped to run the local Girl Guides group, and often helped out as a volunteer at the school. Her husband had given her the difficult task of encouraging the mothers to stay at the school, and not follow the crocodile to the station. The two young male teachers, Frank and Eric, who were not being evacuated, hung around with her, making small talk with the despondent parents, but it was Molly who had the real influence.

“Just wave goodbye from here,” she told them. “It will be easier, and save a lot of crying. Just be as jolly as you can, and that will help the kids on their way. We don’t want any of them upset at this time of the morning. Tell them to have a lovely holiday.”

Stanley Wykes checked with his teachers that most of the children were accounted for. Clearly a few parents had decided to keep their children at home, not sending them to the country as urged by the government posters, but Stanley had no choice but to go without these children. He had a strict timetable to adhere to. There was a little shuffling as older children gathered up their younger brothers and sisters, and then they were marching like soldiers out of the school gate and briskly up Prince Regent Lane.

Molly’s judgement of the children was right: they were tough kids, used to life on the streets, and although the walk to Plaistow Station seemed long, the children marched along, and soon Stanley was leading the crocodile over the road bridge and in through the last, little used, door of the station. The children’s feet clattered on the wooden stairs down to the platform, and just as expected, an empty District Line train stood waiting, with “Silvertown Junior School” stickers on the windows. The driver was waiting with Lawrence Powell on the platform and waved to the headmaster.

Stanley led the crocodile along the platform, and watched to see when Molly came down the stairs. She waved to him, confirming that everyone was present and correct, and he gave the signal to board the train. The driver in turn waved to Stanley, went into his little cab, and closed the doors.

It was a tube journey quite unlike any of them had ever had, as the train sped non-stop through station after station. Without the usual stop and change of trains at Earl’s Court, they were quickly at Paddington. Stanley had already told the staff how they would leave the train, using all doors, and soon the entire crocodile was reassembled on the platform. Once more Stanley took the lead, and marched his school up the stairs to the mainline station.

What a sight met their eyes! Paddington was always dirty and noisy, with steam trains and crowds of people; but today the strange hum of hundreds of children, and many fraught teachers created a new kind of chaos. Seeing the school emerging from the District Line stairs, a young policeman hurried over to Stanley Wykes.

“What school are you, sir?”

“Silvertown Juniors,” replied Stanley. “I hope we are here at the right time.”

The policeman checked his clipboard. “Platform Nine,” he said, “in forty minutes. You’re early. You’ll have to keep the kids here on the concourse for half an hour. You’re sharing the train with a school from just round the corner here in Paddington. It says here, Paddington Basin Junior, front of train; Silvertown Junior, middle, another school in the rear. They’ll be stickers on the windows. Try and keep the children together while you wait.”

Stanley Wykes got the children to sit down, despite the grubbiness of the floor. With the children seated, they were much easier to keep an eye on. Vicky and the other Silvertown staff looked around. There were countless schools, mostly sitting in lines like their own school: some were boisterous, as if leaving for a jolly holiday – one school even waving little Union Jacks; others were subdued, with small knots of children sobbing; and most were sitting still, shocked at the unfolding events of the day. Looking at her own children, Vicky could see that many were struggling to avoid being upset, and most were clearly overwhelmed by the situation.

Lawrence Powell walked over to her. “All OK at school this morning?” he asked.

“Yes,” replied Vicky. “Molly stayed ’til last and managed to keep most parents back. The mums were more upset than the children.”

“They just look bemused, as if they don’t know what’s happening,” said Lawrence.

“They don’t,” said Vicky. “Don’t forget, most of them have never been up West, never seen a station like this filthy great place. Their world was very small until this morning, just the few Dockyard streets around the school and their homes. Suddenly they’re here, with all this going on.” She looked at Lawrence’s luggage. “What have got there? I thought it was just one little suitcase each. You’ve got a big bundle as well. Brought your own bedclothes?”

“No, it’s a Tommy gun!” smiled Lawrence.

“Bloody hell, really?”

Lawrence shook his head: “No.”

“Well what is it?” said Vicky.

Lawrence leaned close to Vicky. “My spare wooden leg,” he said.

Vicky’s eyes went very round. “Oh,” she said, “sorry I asked.”

“Don’t want to be caught on the hop!” said Lawrence. 

“Christ, that’s a bad joke,” said Vicky, but despite the dismal surroundings, she found herself smiling for the first time that day.

-----

Robert pulled the Manse bell with a great deal more confidence than before, and although Marjorie looked daggers at him when she opened the door, her dog was jumping enthusiastically behind her.

“Only one,” she said quickly, before Robert could open his mouth.

Robert smiled. “No, I’ve not come to ask for more beds,” he replied, “but to ask a favour of your sister.”

“Me?” said Rosemary, grabbing the dog by its collar, and appearing behind Marjorie.

“I’ve got to go down to the station to meet the train,” said Robert. “There will be a big crowd at the Town Hall waiting to meet the school. Can you come to the station with me at four o’clock, just to be available if they’re late, or I need to send messages to anyone. I know it’s a bit last minute, but I suddenly realised I’ll be on my own. It would be reassuring to have a friendly face with me.”

“Of course I’ll come,” replied Rosemary. “My sister will be meeting our teacher at the Town Hall, I’m sure she’ll organise everyone there. I’ll leave the tea things all ready and join you. It’s quite a jolly lark, isn’t it?”

“I’m not sure about that,” said Robert, “but we must all put on a good front to avoid the children being upset.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” said Rosemary.

Marjorie simply looked at her sister in amazement.

-----

The transport police seemed to know what was happening, and after a long and tedious wait, one of them came to Mr Wykes. “Platform Nine,” he said. “The other school’s at the front of the train, you’re in the middle, there’s another one behind you. You can only use carriages with your school name on the window.”

The children stood and stretched like greyhounds after a morning in bed, and Stanley led them to Platform Nine. Sure enough, ahead of them another school was embarking at the front of the train, and looking back, he saw another crocodile of children following.

A railway worker was waiting beside the train. “Cotswolds Express!” he said to Stanley.

“Is that where we’re going?”

“Yes: now listen careful: the train will be non-stop to Moreton-in-Marsh, where that school behind you will get off. Make sure you stay put. Then the train will go on to Chipping Norton, which is your stop. The platform is short, so the front and back of the train won’t be beside the platform, but that won’t matter – your two carriages will be at the platform.”

“And the school at the front?” said Stanley.

“They’re going to a village called Bloxham. Never heard of it myself, didn’t even know there was a station of that name. Apparently it’s near Banbury, but that’s not your worry, you’ll be in Chipping Norton, but for God’s sake, don’t leave any kids behind on the train, else they’ll be taken to the next stop.”

The teachers found the carriages with “Silvertown” labels stuck on the windows, and got the children on board. There was some excitement at seeing their school name on the windows, and a great deal of struggling as small children tried to heave their suitcases onto luggage racks which were much too high for them. At last everyone was settled. Stanley had previously instructed the staff to spread out amongst the children, not sit together in a huddle, and finally everyone was seated.

“Chipping Norton,” thought Stanley. “Sounds a bit different from Silvertown. I wonder what we’re in for?”

As always, the stream train made a huge fuss about starting out. Grinding and spluttering, screaming and whistling, the train prepared to move, and with a snort and lurch, which made the children shriek, the train started. It gathered speed through the suburbs and soon was out into the countryside. At first the children looked out of the windows, and were particularly puzzled by the wide expanses of field. “Where’s the ‘ouses, Miss?” was a regular comment. There was huge excitement when a field of cows was spotted.

Vicky was struggling not to sleep, when a commotion brought her wide awake. One of the girls was crying loudly, and when Vicky looked over, she wasn’t surprised to see Billy McCann standing over the howling girl and laughing.

“Billy McCann,” called Vicky, “come over here at once, and bring your stuff with you. You can sit with me.”

“I ain’t done nuthin’, Miss,” said Billy.

“That’s just what it looks like,” said Vicky, “so get yourself over here a bit quick.”

Billy made a grand performance of moving, dropping his gas mask, falling over feet and generally causing a nuisance, but at last he was installed in a narrow space between Vicky and the window. No sooner had he sat down, than he turned to his teacher. “Can we have our sandwiches?”

“What were you doing just now?” said Vicky.

“Nuthin’ Miss. Just looking.”

Vicky smiled. “Look out of the window. It’s interesting.”

“And our sandwiches, Miss?”

“Yes you can. What have you got?”

Billy proudly pulled a brown paper bag from his pocket. “Made ‘em meself, s’morning. Got the crusts from both ends of the loaf, and nearly finished up the dripping bowl.”

“Have you got anything else?”

“No Miss, there wasn’t nuffin else in the pantry.”

“You need a drink, Billy.”

“Bloody hell, Miss, I could murder a cuppa tea.”

Vicky smiled. “You mustn’t swear, Billy,” she said. “But you’re right. So could I.”

“There’s lots of fields, isn’t there, Miss? They sort of go on and on.”

“That’s the countryside, Billy. I expect it will be like that in Chipping Norton.”

“S’funny name, innit Miss?”

“They’ll probably think Silvertown’s a funny name.”

“They better not. I’ll hit anyone who thinks that.”

“No you won’t Billy.”

Billy smiled. “I might.”

-----

The town clerk arrived to unlock the town hall at three o’clock. There was already a queue of women standing there, and they were pleased to get into the cool of the hall after the oppressive heat of the afternoon.

“I’ll get the kettle on,” said one of the earliest.

Trestle tables had been set out by the town clerk, and the women set to work with a couple of old sheets, washed and starched for the occasion, to lay them on the tables. Trays of sticky buns were brought from the Co-operative Bakery, and soon the large collection of chipped white cups and saucers was being noisily set out. There was an air of forced jollity, as the women prepared a welcoming party, smiling despite knowing that war was imminent. 

Marjorie Anderson-Grey strode into the room, and there was a slight hush in the working women.

“No, this will never do,” she pronounced, marching forward to the table. “It needs to be at the other end. These city urchins will simply demolish the whole lot if they rush in and the first thing they see is that pile of buns. They will probably knock the table flying; and, anyway, who thought of giving them these buns? Their sticky fingers will be everywhere. You will have to wash the whole town hall after they’ve left. And you’ll have sticky fingers everywhere at home when they get there.”

The women rolled their eyes, but reluctantly could see that Mrs Anderson-Grey was correct as usual: they sighed, and set about moving the tea things.

Rosemary, meanwhile, had met Robert Evans at the station. 

“It’s very quiet,” said Rosemary.

“The calm before the storm,” said Robert.

“The storm of the children arriving, or the storm of war?”

Robert sighed. “Both, I suppose.”

They sat on a station bench, and listened for the train.

-----

On the train, many of the children were dozing: most had had little sleep the night before, and been up very early in the morning, so the rhythmic movement in the carriages was rocking them to sleep. Stanley Wykes walked though the carriage, speaking quietly to each teacher.

“All OK? No problems?” Stanley was looking at Vicky, but it was Billy who replied.

“’Allo, Sir. Exciting, innit?”

“Yes Billy, it is. Keep quiet now, lots of the others have gone to sleep.”

“Do we have to change trains, Mr Wykes?” said Vicky. “Perhaps at Oxford?”

“Apparently not. All regular services have been suspended for several days, so that all the evacuation trains can go straight through to their destinations. Don’t forget, we must get off at the second stop.”

-----

The station master walked leisurely along the platform to Robert and Rosemary. “It’s just left Moreton,” he said. “Be here in ten minutes.”

-----

Vicky had restrained Billy from getting off at Moreton-in-Marsh. Once she’d told him that the stop was for a different school, he grinned.

“That would have given them a bleedin’ shock, if I’d turned up with them, wouldn’t it?”

“I suppose it would,” smiled Vicky, “but it would have been a big shock for you as well, on your own in a little country town.”

“Are we nearly there?” asked one of the girls for the umpteenth time.

“Mr Wykes said that we go through a tunnel, and then we’re there,” said Vicky.

-----

“Listen,” said Robert. “I hear it; it’s in the tunnel.”

With a sudden whoosh of steam and smoke, the train emerged from the tunnel, its brakes squealing as it slowed to the platform.

“This is it,” said Robert, and once more Rosemary had to suppress her inappropriate excitement.

As the train came to a halt, every door from the two “Silvertown” carriages opened, and Stanley Wykes’s whole school was suddenly decanted onto the normally sleepy platform. Stanley looked around. What would happen next? He was not accustomed to being unsure of what to do. Robert had worried that he’d not know who to talk to, but Stanley was unusually tall, and stood out, head and shoulders above not only the children, but his staff. Struggling through the complex mess of children and their luggage, Robert caught up with Stanley.

“Mr Wykes? I’m Robert Evans, ARP Warden and evacuation officer for Chipping Norton. Welcome to our town. I hope the journey was not too stressful?”

“Mr Evans, good afternoon. Oh my God, I’m so sorry.”

Stanley’s gaze had turned to the flower beds along the platform. Large numbers of little boys were urinating into the flowers.

“Miss Jones, did you say they could do this?”

“No, sir,” said Miss Jones, “but it’s not surprising. Billy said he’s been bursting ever since Oxford.”

Rosemary looked from the horrified face of the headmaster to the astonished face of the evacuation officer, and then to the amused face of the teacher. “I think that’s the funniest thing I’ve seen in a long time,” she said quietly to Robert. “I think we’re going to enjoy this school.”

“That’s not what the station master is thinking,” said Robert. “And heaven help us all if your sister hears about it.”

“She will,” said Rosemary. “She gets to hear about everything.”

“Get these children out of my station,” spluttered the station master. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

With some difficulty, the teachers persuaded the children back into a crocodile, just like they’d started the day, so many hours before. Rosemary marched ahead to alert the women at the Town Hall, and with Robert to guide Stanley, they walked up Station Approach, and onto the pavement of New Street. Molly Wykes looked around the empty platform: there was a lone suitcase. “Billy McCann’s,” she thought to herself, “sure to be.” It seemed that everyone was in the crocodile, so she hurried to bring up the rear.

Suddenly there was a screech, as Billy came running back down the platform. “My case!” he shouted.

“It’s OK,” said Molly. “I’ve got it for you. Now hold my hand and let’s catch up with the others.”

“It’s not far,” said Robert to Stanley as they marched up the hill. “The ladies are waiting at the Town Hall. One of our local bobbies is waiting at the top, to cross us over the road.”

Anxious faces peered from the Town Hall windows, as the crocodile crossed the road and walked round to the grand portico and the main doors, which stood open. Far from the stampede anticipated by Marjorie, the tired children walked in and sat exhausted on the floor.

“Welcome to Chipping Norton,” Robert cleared his voice. “We hope you will have a nice time here. We all know that you are here because there may be a war. Let us hope and pray that it will not come to that.”

“We don’t need a speech, Mr Evans,” said Marjorie. “Give these teachers a cup of tea, give out the wretched buns, and let’s get this business over with.”

“Most of the girls need the toilet,” said Vicky. “Where is it?”

“Downstairs,” said Rosemary. “I’ll show you.”

Almost every girl jumped up and formed a long queue down the narrow staircase. The boys attacked the buns.

Vicky was grateful for the cup of tea, but Billy spotted it as soon as she’d taken a sip.

“What about a cuppa for us?” he said. “I’m proper gaspin!”

“There’s water for children,” said Marjorie. “Over there, and with tin cups. I’m afraid they will have to share the cups, but that should not be a problem for this kind of child.”

“You’re proper posh, aren’t you?” said Billy. “It’s going to be good here, innit?”

Marjorie gave him one of her well-practised looks, and even Billy cowered and slunk away, muttering, “Oh Gawd.....”

It took some time for the situation to settle down, but eventually Robert decided he should start allocating the children. Slowly children were matched to mothers, and gradually dispersed. Molly gave Billy his suitcase, he joined two of his friends, and was marched away like everyone else. He looked back at Miss Jones, and she mouthed “Be good,” to him. He grinned, and hurried to keep up with the others.

At last the hall was almost empty. Stanley Wykes was in earnest conversation with the headmaster of Chipping Norton Junior School, St Mary’s. Edward Harding had been head of the little town school for some years, and he and his wife would be providing temporary lodgings for Molly and Stanley. The two headmasters had to work out how they would share the classrooms, whilst their wives would have to share domestic arrangements. 

Vicky looked around, reassured that all the children of her class had been claimed and taken to their lodgings. Robert was now going to each adult in turn, introducing them to their host.

“And you are?” he asked.

“Victoria Jones, but call me Vicky.”

“This is Mrs Anderson-Grey. You will be staying with her for the duration.”

Marjorie Anderson-Grey looked down upon Vicky with slightly narrowed eyes. “Miss Jones,” she said. “I hope you will be very comfortable at the Manse. I think you may have already met my sister. This whole tedious process has taken far longer than I expected, so let us make tracks.” She turned on her heel, and marched down the Town Hall steps. Vicky grabbed her suitcase, and with Rosemary at her side, hurried after her.

They could hardly exchange a word as Marjorie marched ahead. “Sorry,” gasped Rosemary. “My sister can be a bit abrupt.”

“Don’t worry,” panted Vicky. “I’ll survive.”

Rushing down the steep hill of Church Street, Vicky gasped when they turned into the broad sweep of the drive of The Manse. She had not expected to be staying in such grandeur. Stopping in the porch, Marjorie, hardly out of breath despite the rapid walking, turned to the other two who were panting.

“Welcome to The Manse,” she stated, without any feeling of welcome in her voice, and turned, opened the door, and marched inside. There was an immediate burst of frenzied barking.

“I wasn’t expecting anything like this,” said Vicky. “I thought in the country, everyone lived in little cottages with thatched roofs and roses round the door.”

“Come in and shut the door,” said Marjorie. “Rosemary, would you mind taking Miss Jones to her room? And then put the kettle on. Afternoon tea is waiting in the parlour, although heaven knows, it’s very late for tea.”

Buster continued his frantic barking. Opening the kitchen door, Rosemary said, “I’ll just put the kettle on, then take you upstairs. Hope you like dogs.”

Buster came flying out of the kitchen, delighted to find a new person to leap at. Vicky was alarmed at this huge bundle of red hair, bouncing all around her, trying to nibble her hand. “He’s not like the cat my landlady had in Limehouse,” she said. “He’s a bit big, isn’t he?”

“Wouldn’t hurt a fly,” said Marjorie. “I’ll put him out in the garden. Buster, this way boy!” Eagerly the dog bounced down the hall and out through the garden door.

“Where’s the rest of your luggage?” asked Rosemary.

“This is all there is,” said Vicky. “We were only allowed one small suitcase.”

“Jones?” said Marjorie. “Are you Welsh? All that jet black hair looks Welsh to me.”

“No, I’m what you call, ‘salt-of-the-earth’ East End. I had a Welsh granddad, who went to London to escape going down the pit, but I never knew him. My hair is the only Welsh thing about me.”

With the kettle on the Aga, Rosemary led the way up the broad staircase, and stopped at one of the many doors on the landing. “This is your room. I’m next door, and Marjorie is down the hall. That smaller door at the end is the bathroom. I’ve made some space in the wardrobe for you. This is usually Bobby’s room, but he’s away at the army. Come down when you’re ready.”

Vicky walked into the room and sat on the hard bed for a moment. She looked around, and jumped up to explore the space. The room was almost as large as her classroom in Silvertown, and very much a boy’s room. A dark Turkish carpet was surrounded by large pieces of dark, heavy furniture: a dressing table with brushes and a comb; a huge wardrobe with brass handles; and a tall chest of drawers upon which perched a large moth-eaten teddy bear. Thick net curtains made the room rather gloomy, and pulling the curtain to one side, Vicky could see a wide lawn and some very large trees. There was a cricket bat in one corner, with multiple autographs on it, and around the room various flags and pennants pinned to the wall. Extraordinarily, in one corner a pair of oars was propped up, wedged against the high ceiling. Quickly she could see that the occupant had been to Radley College, and she assumed he was an enthusiastic rower.

Incongruously, a clear glass vase with a bunch of tall sweet peas on the dressing table, brought a feminine fragrance to the room, and Vicky leant across and sniffed. She smiled. 
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