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PART ONE


The Boys























Lists and String





The children all stood to attention, like an army on parade. The teachers strolled up and down the lines, counting heads and trying to keep order. Occasionally stopped, to check their lists or make some calculation. Then went striding off again.


There had been a lot of list-making lately. Every grown-up seemed to be scrawling notes on the backs of envelopes. Bobby’s mother was a tireless list-maker, but all her shopping lists and things-to-do lists paled into insignificance beside the one Bobby brought home from school the Friday before.


She read it out at the table that evening: 




Besides clothes/coat for journey


        1 vest


        1 shirt with collar


        1 pair pants


        1 pullover or jersey


        1 pair knickers


        handkerchiefs


        two pairs socks or stockings


        Also …


night attire, comb, plimsolls, towel, soap, face cloth, toothbrush, boots or shoes.


(Blankets need not be taken.)





Then Bobby and his parents sat and ate in silence as if they’d just heard a reading from the Gospels or a speech by the King.


On the Saturday morning Bobby watched his mother pack his suitcase. She must have checked every item against that list a dozen times. Then she closed the catches, strapped a belt around it and gave it to Bobby to heave downstairs, where it sat by the front door, brooding, for the rest of the weekend.


When he left on the Monday morning his mother gave him a brown-paper package and as he stood in the playground Bobby couldn’t help thinking that all the bags and suitcases were more important than the children – that they were just there to lug the things around. A couple of boys next to Bobby were getting quite excited and had to be quietened down, but after twenty minutes boredom, with its own volatility, began to seep through the lines until Mr Morely finally peeped on his whistle and the teachers prepared to move them out.


The children were led off row by row, like knitting unravelling – a great chain of children rattling through the gates, out onto the pavements and picking up speed as they went along. They marched past the park and up the high street; marched by the open market and the old Town Hall. Neighbours waved. Shopkeepers stood and watched from their doorways. And when Mr Morely strode out into the road and raised his rolled-up brolly the traffic slowed to a halt, as if now that the children were finally moving, there was no easy way of stopping them.


Mr Morely led them up and down the streets in one long conga, but eventually turned into the yard of a bus depot, where the children were shuffled into rows again. The ground was black and tacky underfoot from engine oil, and across the yard five coaches waited with their doors open, as if ready to race away. But by the time there had been another round of head-counting and list-checking, and instructions had been issued, regarding running and pushing and the making of noise, any pleasure to be had from boarding a coach was lost.


Bobby managed to get a seat by a window. Miss Peebles trotted up the steps and counted everyone’s heads again. Then the driver climbed aboard, sank into his seat and fired up the engine, which turned the stomach of every girl and boy.


It seemed to take all day to cross the city. Most of the children just stared out of the window. Some talked; some quarrelled. One or two eventually fell asleep. But the boy next to Bobby seemed to fret right through the journey, and when they finally pulled up he burst into tears. Miss Peebles came down, to see what was the matter. Apparently he’d convinced himself he was going to be put on an aeroplane and flown halfway round the world, and it took Miss Peebles quite a while to convince him that they were actually parked outside a railway station and that nobody was going to be flying anywhere.


The children were led off into the station and lined up on one of the platforms, where they stood and watched the trains shunt in and out under the great wide roof. After twenty minutes some women in armbands came round, with trays of buns and mugs of tea. Then the children were led back onto the coaches and driven home again.


On the Tuesday Bobby had a much better idea what the day ahead had in store and worked out that by keeping his eyes on the heels of the boy in front could keep in step with him. The drive across the city was hot but uneventful, the bun on the station platform was much the same as the one before and when he got back home he couldn’t tell whether his mother was genuinely surprised to see him or was in on the whole charade.


On the Wednesday it occurred to Bobby that the rest of his school years might consist of nothing but endless rehearsals for evacuation – year upon year of marching through the streets (which would be good practice for being, say, a postman) and sitting on coaches (which would be no use at all). But as they left the playground on that third day he spotted his mother and some other women on the other side of the road and as the children marched along behind Mr Morely’s brolly the women crept from lamp-post to lamp-post, as if they were spying on them, or had been warned not to get too close. Bobby tried to keep his eyes on the boy in front but couldn’t help glancing over at his mother. She didn’t wave – as if it was just a coincidence that she and Bobby were marching along the same streets – but when they reached the depot and were herded onto the coaches, all the mothers suddenly rushed across the yard.


The engines started up. The mothers knocked on the windows and passed little keepsakes through to their children – sweets, handkerchiefs, anything. Bobby’s mum reached up and pressed a penny into his hand. He was going to put it in his pocket, but she wouldn’t let go. It wasn’t until he was tucked up on a stranger’s sofa later that day that Bobby realised that the penny wasn’t important. What was important was her holding his hand. And when she finally let go she just stood there crying. Crying like Bobby had never seen her cry before.


There were no buns or mugs of tea at Paddington Station. They were all ushered straight onto the train, and in the crush Bobby ended up in a carriage with a group of unfamiliar children, all except for a girl who lived next door to his auntie. The boys were big and stood on the seats to put their cases on the luggage racks. Bobby doubted that he was strong enough to lift his case above his head, so he just sat with it tucked behind his legs and his brown-paper package in his lap and was wondering whether he should try and find a teacher to explain that he was in the wrong part of the train when the whole carriage suddenly lurched forward, which produced the same sickening jolt in Bobby’s stomach as the coach’s engine starting up on the Monday but about a hundred times as strong.


The train tugged and struggled into motion, as if the roots and moorings of every child on board were being ripped away. The station cast itself off, with all its buns and mugs of tea untouched. The city withdrew. And in that instant Bobby understood that this was the end of all the rehearsals and that no moment ever comes around again.




*





Over the years there had been a whole series of evacuations. Bobby could remember children disappearing in September ’39, only to turn up again a month or two later, after the bombs had failed to materialise. His mother had always been against him going – was convinced that if she sent him away she would never see him again – and he’d stayed right through the Blitz before her will was finally broken when three generations of the same family were killed in a house just down the road.


Half an hour after they left Paddington Station Miss Peebles popped her head into the carriage and asked Bobby if he’d like her to put his suitcase up on the luggage rack. He declined – liked the feeling of it tucked behind his legs – and when she offered to put his parcel up there he said that it had things in it which he’d be needing along the way.


   ‘Is it your sandwiches?’ she said, which seemed like such a good idea that Bobby agreed with her.


String seemed to be holding Bobby together. It tied his name tag to the buttonhole on his jacket quartered the brown-paper package in his lap and cut into his shoulder, with his gas mask at the other end. He tugged at the knot in the string around the package until it was hot and squeaked in the creases of his fingers. The countryside hammered away beyond the window. Every sort of tree and field blew by. Bobby had had no idea that England had so many miles in it – would have expected to have gone hurtling into the sea by now – and despite that tight little knot, the yards kept on unwinding until all the string in the world wouldn’t reach back home.


When Miss Peebles dropped in a little later to check that the children had something to eat Bobby was just as baffled as she was to find that the only thing in his parcel was a newly knitted jumper with a note pinned to it, saying, With lots of love, Auntie May.


Miss Peebles gave Bobby one of her own cheese-and-onion sandwiches and twenty minutes later he found he was having trouble staying awake. For a while he swung in and out of consciousness, then slumped into a deeper sleep, and when he next came round Miss Peebles’ sandwich was burning deep in his stomach and there was lots of cheering and stamping of feet. The other children were all crammed around the window and pointing at the sea, but the water was as flat as a millpond so Bobby closed his eyes and went back to sleep.




*





The vast banks of begonias and peonies at Totnes station might well have gladdened the heart of Bobby’s mum or any one of his aunties, but seemed so shockingly foreign that as far as Bobby was concerned he might as well have been disembarking in the foothills of Kilimanjaro or the depths of Timbuktu.


Another gang of women with armbands moved in on the children, clucking and fanning their hands by their sides. All the drills and regimentation appeared to have been abandoned and Bobby found himself herded in a crowd, until he came alongside a coach with great creamy mudguards which rolled back onto running boards. Some old lady helped him up the steep steps. He took a seat but the upholstery scratched at his bare legs, and when the bus was full a large woman popped up, glanced round at all the passengers, waved, then disappeared.


Ten minutes later the coach was hauling itself up a hillside and Bobby could see the railway station down below, as well as a church, a castle and a river glistening not far behind. Halfway up the hill they turned onto a narrow lane where the hedges scraped and squealed along the windows and whipped in through any not properly closed and they were so tall that it was only in that last moment before the coach went plummeting down another incline that Bobby managed to glimpse the countryside through which they passed. He thought the whole place looked badly rumpled, as if a boy could easily fall into one of its folds or crevices and never be heard of again.


They didn’t come across a single other vehicle, but their progress was just as laborious as their journeys across London and when the coach finally pulled up it was almost dark. They were ushered into a village hall with a tin roof. There were trestle tables against one wall with meat pies and half-pint bottles of milk lined up on them. Bobby found a quiet spot, sat on his suitcase and used his gas-mask box as a table and was eating his pie when he noticed some grownups standing by the door. They weren’t wearing armbands, seemed to be watching the children and doing a great deal of whispering, and Bobby thought perhaps the way he and his fellow-evacuees were eating their pies was coming in for some criticism, so he sat up straight, tried to catch any crumbs, and when he had finished walked to the door in what he hoped would be considered a dignified way.


He went round the side of the hut and peed into a patch of long grass. The steam enveloped him and he stared up at the sky. The stars were as sharp as stones and there seemed to be no end of them. The air seemed to find its way deeper into him. He was tucking himself back into his shorts when he thought he heard something peculiar and crossed the road to find a shallow river. And he stood beside it for a while, watching it travelling blackly beneath the trees, and dipped the tip of his shoe into it.


When he crept back into the hall the atmosphere had definitely changed. The grown-ups who had been watching from the sidelines were chatting to some of the children – were helping them on with their jackets and bonnets. Were picking up their cases and heading for the door. An hour later Bobby and two girls were the only children left in the place. The younger girl was crying. An old man had offered to take her sister but hadn’t wanted her along. Bobby was tired and wishing that the little girl would stop crying when Miss Peebles came over and said that a kind lady had volunteered to take all three of them in her motor car and find a house for them in one of the villages further on.


She crouched down in front of Bobby, who was tugging at the knot on his parcel.


‘Are you going to be a brave boy?’ she said.


Bobby looked at the toe of his shoe, still damp from the river, and tried to give the question the sort of consideration Miss Peebles seemed to feel it deserved. But in truth he hadn’t the faintest idea how brave he was going to be.

















Treacle





Just about the last person Miss Minter expected to find standing on her doorstep was Mrs Willcox. Mrs Willcox in her tweeds and brogues and her Robin Hood hat with a feather sticking out of it, smiling for all she was worth.


She lived several miles away and on the few occasions the two of them had met had never been particularly friendly, so Miss Minter had good reason to wonder what she was doing smiling on her doorstep so late at night, wearing an armband which, in Miss Minter’s mind, signified death and grief and funerals and therefore nothing to smile about at all.


The county had been inundated, Mrs Willcox was telling her … simply inundated, without even bothering to say hello, and asking if we had the right to deny a London child a breath of decent country air. She was making no sense and showed no sign of abating. It was a little performance all of its own and Miss Minter soon found her attention slipping and began to stare at Mrs Willcox’s cape and wonder how she managed to get in it and was thinking what a staggering pair of hips the woman had, when a young child’s head peeped out from behind them and stared right back at her.


‘… and so we were wondering …,’ Mrs Willcox was saying. ‘That is to say, we were hoping …’ She took a breath and rolled her eyes.’ … if you might, possibly, save our skins …’


Miss Minter looked up at the face beneath the Robin Hood hat, then back down at the boy.


‘Just until we sort ourselves out,’ said Mrs Willcox, smiling.


‘A boy?’ Miss Minter said.


Then Mrs Willcox started talking again – seemed to think that as long as she kept talking and smiling, every obstacle would fall away – and even as Miss Minter watched, slipped her hand down the boy’s back and (still talking, still smiling) pushed him forward until he was forced to take a step.




*





Being asked to look after a boy was, for Lillian Minter, akin to being asked to juggle handkerchiefs or swallow swords. It simply wasn’t in her repertoire. She watched the feather on Mrs Willcox’s hat bounce down the path and bob along beyond the hedgerow and was still standing in her doorway when the motor car roared away. She turned and looked at the boy beside her. He seemed to have a great many bags and parcels attached to him and Miss Minter thought that if she removed some of them she might have more idea what sort of boy she was dealing with.


She prised Bobby’s hot little hand off his suitcase handle and led the way down the hall. The case was small but surprisingly heavy and as she headed towards the parlour she wondered what on earth it might contain.


Boys’ things, she told herself.


She sat the boy down on the settee by the fire and had a good look at him. His coat was buttoned right up to his throat.


‘It must be windy in Mrs Willcox’s motor,’ she said, which seemed to Bobby to be more of a statement than a question, so he carried on looking round the room.


They sat side by side for a while in silence. Then Miss Minter turned to him and said, ‘Does your daddy let you look at the newspapers?’


Bobby nodded.


Miss Minter leant over the end of the sofa, picked up a couple of old Daily Sketches and dropped them in his lap. Bobby looked at the newspapers as if he might have to memorise them.


‘Do you like treacle toffee?’ the old woman asked him.


Bobby nodded again.


That night he slept on the settee, under an eiderdown which smelt powerfully of mothballs, and rested his head on a pillow which was about as accommodating as a sack of cement. He lay on his side, with his hands tucked between his legs; kept wriggling to try and make himself comfortable, until he felt the settee’s cushions begin to shift and spread beneath him and decided that he had better lie still or risk being swallowed up.


He was surprised not to have been told to brush his teeth, and when he clamped them together they still took some getting apart. He thought about the paper bag Miss Minter had offered him and the oily slabs of toffee inside. Of slipping a finger between a couple of pieces which were welded together and trying to wrench one free.


He dozed off for a few seconds, then forced his eyes open. Found that he was indeed in the parlour of a strange old lady, many miles from home. He thought about the train and the coaches. Thought about his mother not wanting to let go of his hand. He stared at the fire, to try and calm himself down. Concentrated on it – and found that it had caves, like the bag of treacle toffee, but caves that were alive and red-hot at the core.




*





Miss Minter had always been a light sleeper, so when she surfaced briefly around four the following morning, to plump her pillow and turn to face the wall, her dreams parted just long enough for her to recall Mrs Willcox smiling on her doorstep and the boy on the settee down below.


She stared into the dark and began to wonder. Wondered what young boys were fed on … how much sleep they needed … how to keep them occupied. If she could only stop him from starving or drowning or catching pneumonia, until someone with the proper qualifications came along, she told herself, then she would have more than done her duty and could set about trying to forget the whole sorry affair.


The only boys she had any experience of were the ones in the village, who seemed to divide their time between a sort of sleepwalking stupor and a primitive savagery, with not much in between. But even these village boys were a mystery to her. There was no telling what went on inside them and the only thing Miss Minter’s encounters had taught her was to give them plenty of room, like young cattle, in case they started kicking and bucking about.


She stared at the ceiling until daylight dragged the room from its shadows, racking her brains for tips to do with boys. She must have heard something over the years, she thought, but the only thing she could come up with was the supposed benefit of getting children out of doors. It was an idea which made more sense every time she returned to it, especially a boy from London whose lungs were apparently full of soot. A lack of any other ideas did nothing but lend extra conviction to this one and though, in truth, Miss Minter could see no particular virtue in being exposed to the elements when there was a fire in the grate, she began to see the wisdom in getting a child away from the house, so that any harm which befell them might be blamed on somebody else.


As she dressed she told herself that no matter how ill-conceived her attempts at child-minding, it was essential they be carried out with unwavering authority. So, even as Bobby ate his bread and jam Lillian was fetching his jacket from the coatstand, and before he’d finished rinsing it down with a cup of tea she was feeding his arms into his jacket’s sleeves. He was barely awake when he found himself being ushered out through the same doorway Mrs Willcox had been so eager to usher him through the night before. He put the brakes on long enough to ask Miss Minter what time he was expected back. Miss Minter assumed an expression of unflappable self-assurance.


‘You’ll need to be home before it gets dark,’ she said.


Bobby looked up at the sky, which had not a trace of darkness in it. The hours of daylight seemed to stretch right over the hills. He wondered if the days down here were somehow shorter and turned to put this to the old lady, but she was already shutting the door in his face.

















Dreams of Heavy Women





Bobby stood by the gate, bewildered, whilst Miss Minter watched from an upstairs window and quietly willed him on his way. Left and right both seemed to go nowhere. There was nothing to aim towards, but after some deliberation Bobby buttoned his coat, turned to his left and followed the lane down to a bridge, then on to a crossroads, and went straight on up the hill.


The night had swept away all the motor cars and coaches. Bobby had never had so much space to himself. It was a disconcerting feeling, and as he tramped up the lane the hedgerows towered around him and he entered a steep green corridor of stillness, with a ceiling of blue sky high overhead. He hiked up that lane for what felt like half an hour, with nothing but his own anxious thoughts bearing down on him, then the hedgerows finally fell away and he passed the gates to a farm, then a couple of cottages and a Post Office and more cottages, each with its own orderly garden and smoke pumping out of its chimney pot.


The whole village appeared to consist of nothing but the three lanes which met at the war memorial, where Bobby stopped and read the inscription to see if there were any dead soldiers with the same surname as his. There weren’t, so he crossed the road and had a look at the big old church and the gravestones scattered around it and was studying the church noticeboard when a loud tapping sound suddenly started up.


He turned around, but the village was deserted. Not just devoid of people, but spick and span – as if someone had just been through it with a dustpan and brush. There was no natural place from which the sound could have originated and Bobby was beginning to think he must be losing his mind when the tap-tap-tapping started up again and he spotted a figure at the window of a cottage who, seeing how his tapping had finally got Bobby’s attention, began to frantically wave at him instead. Bobby glanced over his shoulder – thought the figure in the window must be waving at someone else – but the lane behind him was just as empty as the one in front and the more baffled he became, the more tapping and waving he seemed to provoke.


Bobby finally grasped that it was he who was being beckoned and slowly made his way over. The window panes were thick and flawed and the closer Bobby got the more the fellow behind them looked like some swimmer trapped under the ice. He was an old chap, in a threadbare jerkin, and when Bobby was near enough to make him out the fellow stopped flapping his arms and pressed a coin up against the glass. He opened his mouth but the words which came out of him were so deadened and distant that they made no sense at all.


A bout of indigestion was brewing up in Bobby to rival the one brought on by Miss Peebles’ cheese-and-onion sandwich and didn’t improve when the old man put his thin lips right up to the glass and proceeded to move them in a slow and deliberate manner, like a lunatic at the bars of his cell. Plenty of pointing and face-pulling followed but Bobby managed to stay put long enough to realise that the old man was actually directing him around the side of the house.


There was an old wooden porch in which Bobby stood, like a sentry, and after a while the door opened far enough for a head to pop out and look him up and down.


‘Got your wits about you?’ said the head. ‘Eyes and ears, eh?’


Bobby was disheartened to find that even when the words were perfectly audible they were just as meaningless as the ones which came through the glass, but there was such expectation in the old man’s eyes it was clear that all he was after was confirmation, which Bobby duly offered, then a hand crept out towards him, turned and opened, to reveal a couple of coppers in its palm.


‘Get some cakes from old Marjory,’ said the old man, ‘and see what’s stretching.’


The old man smiled, which cheered Bobby – he was pleased that the old man’s thin lips were capable of such a thing – although he was no closer to understanding what was being asked of him.


His mystification must have been apparent for the old man suddenly became exasperated.


‘The shop, boy,’ he said. Then, ‘The Post Office,’ and nodded down the lane.


Bobby felt that he was now at least in comprehension’s neighbourhood, even if he didn’t have the exact address, and took the coins.


‘Whatever you fancy,’ said the old man. ‘But no scones. And no Eccles cakes,’ as if he had just recognised in Bobby the tendency to dabble in such things.


The hand retreated into the shadows, the head followed and Bobby was about to set off in search of Marjory and her cakes when the head sprang back out.


‘Remember,’ the old man said and narrowed his eyes. ‘You’re a mole.’


He looked left and right, then settled on Bobby.


‘There’ll be questions,’ he said, then disappeared.


Within five minutes Bobby was back with his bag of cakes, knocking at the door and bracing himself for the old man’s head to pop out at him like a jack-in-the-box. But from deep inside the cottage a voice called out, ‘It’s open,’ so Bobby held down the latch, heaved against the door and eventually landed in a large, low-ceilinged room, dimly lit, with the old man in an armchair by the window, hunched over a cluttered tray.


‘Nearly there,’ said the old man without looking up.


All the walls were lined with bottled butterflies. The old man was nipping and tweaking at something with a pair of tweezers and had a quilted sleeping bag pulled right up to his armpits which made him look as if he was emerging from his own, rather tattered cocoon. As he waited, Bobby had a closer look at one of the bottles. A tiny ship sat in a ruffled pool of turquoise plaster. Its sails billowed stiffly and its rigging of threads was as taut as an egg-slice. A handwritten label beneath read, ‘The Bentinck, passing Aden, 1844’. And as Bobby watched, all the other butterflies transformed themselves into miniature ships.


‘So,’ said the old man, setting his tray down on a table, ‘what have we got for our elevenses?’


He nodded at a footstool by the window and as Bobby went over and settled himself on it his host picked the cakes out of their paper bag and explained how sultanas and raisins tended to get under his dentures and not want to come back out.


‘An inconvenience I hope you’ll be spared,’ he said and took the iced bun, leaving the Bakewell tart for Bobby. Then the old man sat back in his armchair and slipped his free hand down into the sleeping bag where, Bobby imagined, it would be nice and warm.


‘So what was Marjory up to?’ said the old man.


Bobby thought for a moment. ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Just getting the cakes.’


The old man winced, as if he had woefully overestimated Bobby’s abilities. The iced bun hung in the air and he stared down at the rug, as if setting an example in the kind of concentration he had thought Bobby capable of.


‘Anything else?’ he said.


Bobby was gravely aware that he had somehow forfeited one precious chance and might not be granted many more, so he paused and thought hard about the big fat lady in her tiny little shop.


‘I think,’ he ventured, ‘she might have been sucking on a sweet.’


The old man’s face lit up. He nodded. ‘That wouldn’t surprise  me,’ he said, then chuckled, and his hand shifted in his sleeping bag. ‘She’s always at them jars of sweets.’


Bobby wondered briefly whether the old man’s interest in the lady at the Post Office wasn’t simply the appreciation of one person with a fondness for jars and bottles for another.


‘And what do you reckon she was sucking on?’ the old man asked. ‘Did you happen to catch a whiff?’


‘I’m not sure,’ said Bobby and saw all the hard-won warmth drain from the old man’s face. So he thought back to the woman tucking the sweet into a cheek as she leaned over the counter and asked Bobby if the old goat up the road had got him running his errands for him. ‘But it might have been cinder toffee,’ he said.


The old man gazed out of the window and nodded.


‘Could be,’ he said. ‘She likes her cinder, does Marjory,’


The old man’s thoughtful little interlude gave Bobby the opportunity to take a bite of his cake. He had never had Bakewell tart before and was surprised (but not entirely disappointed) to find that it tasted quite like the treacle toffee he had had for his supper the night before.


‘What did you make of her?’ the old man said.


Bobby continued to chew with great deliberation, as if giving the question some thought.


‘… generally speaking,’ the old man said.


By the time Bobby finally got round to swallowing he still had no idea what reaction his answer was going to get.


‘I thought she was quite large,’ he said and looked meaningfully out of the window, just as the old man had done a minute before.


The ship-builder beamed, recognising a fellow after his own heart. He let out a deep sigh, accompanied by further activity in his sleeping bag.


He nodded. ‘She’s a fair size, is she not?’ he said.


Bobby was again struck by how differently things were done down here: the days were shorter, the meals were sweeter, and speaking frankly about people’s size was quite acceptable. A year or two earlier he had made some quite innocent comment about a fat lady in the queue at the butcher’s and got a terrible telling-off from his mother on the way home – a recollection which stirred such strong emotions in him and brought such a significant lump to his throat that his mouthful of Bakewell tart couldn’t find a way past it and he began choking, which broke in on the old man’s reverie and had him worrying he might have to turn the boy upside-down.


Thankfully, this proved not to be necessary and when at last the food was heading in the right direction Bobby wiped the tears from his face.


‘Went down the wrong lung, that bit, didn’t it?’ said the old man, but the boy kept staring at the floor.


‘Yes,’ the old man said to himself. ‘She’s a fair old size, is Marjory Pye,’ then looked over at his tray of tiny tools and slivers of wood and balls of thread and for a while talked abstractly about the perils of drilling a jib boom when you’ve got icing all over your fingertips.


Bobby had just about recovered himself when the old man suddenly turned to him.


‘I don’t believe you’ve been introduced to the Captain, have you?’ he said.


Bobby wasn’t sure he was up to any more introductions. He wanted to be back home, tucked up in his bed. And it was only when the old man got to his feet and held out the hand not holding up his sleeping bag that Bobby realised how the Captain and the old man with whom he was having his elevenses might be one and the same.




*





Miss Minter was finding that, contrary to popular wisdom, Bobby’s being out of sight in no way constituted him being out of mind and the moment he disappeared down the lane she began to worry what she was going to do with him when he returned.


Considering how long it took her to come up with the idea of giving him breakfast and getting him out of die house, the idea of bathing him came to her with comparable ease. Certainly, it came a good deal easier than the effort necessary to generate enough hot water to fill her old tin bath. The fire in the range needed stoking, then constant attention, and there were countless trips between the boiler and the pump out in the yard, as well as dragging the bath in from the outhouse in order to bring it up to room temperature and avoid it instantly chilling any hot water introduced to it.


She began heating the water soon after lunchtime, convinced that Bobby would come skipping up the path at any moment, covered from head to toe in mud. Meanwhile, Bobby, mindful of her instructions regarding his return was, in all his mindfulness, having difficulty recalling whether it was meant to precede, coincide with or follow the onset of darkness. So, having had his elevenses at the Captain’s and investigated the last few corners of the village soon afterwards, he climbed through a hedge halfway down the leafy lane and spent most of the afternoon throwing stones into a field.


He must have lain down and closed his eyes at some point for he dreamt of old Mr Evans (which was odd as he hadn’t seen Mr Evans in years). Then he climbed a tree and kept an eye on the sun until it began to sink between the hills, and went down the lane after it.


Bobby had no trouble finding the old woman’s cottage. He just followed the thick column of smoke pouring from its chimney, but it wasn’t until he entered the house that he appreciated what was producing it. As soon as he opened the parlour door the heat hit him with all the force of a cricket bat and a great cloud of steam billowed out into the hall. The windows dripped with condensation. The sills were dappled with small, mercurial pools. There was so much steam that all the linen on the clothes rack, which had been bone-dry that morning, looked as if it had just been dragged out of the wash. Bobby could just make out Miss Minter, bent over the range like a fireman on the footplate of a locomotive. She looked over her shoulder, but her spectacles were so fogged up she had to tip her head forward and peer over them.


‘Here he is,’ she said, without a hint of reproach. ‘I’ve been keeping the water hot.’


She dragged a damp tangle of hair back from her forehead and hooked it behind an ear. Stepped forward and took Bobby’s hands in hers.


‘Good God,’ she said. ‘You’re freezing.’


On the contrary, Bobby thought the old lady was roasting. Miss Minter, meanwhile, was noticing how little mud Bobby had on him, but taking solace from the fact that the bath would at least heat him up.


She picked up the poker and struck the tap on the boiler. A plume of steam flew out with the jet of boiling water and Miss Minter had to wave a hand through it to make sure the water was landing in the bath. Then she stood aside as the range gushed and spluttered, like some geyser running its course, added a dash of salts from a green glass beaker and several jugs of cold water and invited Bobby to climb in.


When he was undressed and in the bath, Lillian Minter pulled up a stool and they sat silently beside one another, as if Bobby was in the sidecar of her motorbike and they were enjoying a country run. Miss Minter was tempted to ask what he had been up to, but knew that whatever he said would only give her more to worry about. Besides, the parlour was calm for the first time in hours.


‘Is that nice?’ she said.


Bobby nodded. The way the water cradled him, the smell of the soap, the roaring fire – all were recognisably nice. As he pulled his shoulders down under the milky water the strange Captain and his homemade ships came back to him and Bobby wondered if the old man was ever tempted to try them out before bottling them.


‘Does your mummy soap your back for you?’ Miss Minter asked him.


At first she thought he must not have heard her. He was so still she thought he must have drifted off. But when she looked again she saw a tear creep down his cheek – watched it drop into the bathwater and send a series of ripples sweeping back and forth across its surface.


She couldn’t believe her lack of sensitivity – was sickened by it – and had to leave the room under the pretext of fetching a towel from upstairs. She opened the cupboard and buried her head in the linen. Cursed herself over and over for making the poor boy cry. But when she went back downstairs she offered no apology and made no reference to Bobby’s tears, thinking that it would only embarrass him on top of everything else.


She let him soak for another few minutes, then wrapped a towel round him and dabbed him dry. Got him into his pyjamas and dressing gown and led him round the back of the settee where she spread an old newspaper out on the floor. Then she left the room and returned with a large jar of dried soup mix.


She gave the jar a shake. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘all these peas and beans have managed to get themselves mixed up.’ She made an effort to look highly vexed. ‘Do you think you might sort them out for me while I have the bath?’


She unscrewed the lid and poured the jar’s contents out onto the newspaper. Bobby looked at the mountain of dried beans and pulses – saw a whole evening’s work ahead of him – but he knelt down beside it and told Miss Minter that he would see what he could do.
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Considering all the trouble he took over their tiny reproduction the Captain seemed to get no end of pleasure from telling Bobby how the real ships came to be wrecked. During those first few days of his evacuation Bobby thought he must have heard about every cutter, smack, ketch and man-of-war which had had the misfortune of coming up against Devon’s unforgiving coast, and when the Captain wasn’t quizzing him on what sort of shape Marjory Pye was in or what sort of sweets she was eating, the old man seemed to like nothing better than to wriggle right down in his sleeping bag and talk romantically about all the wrecks littering the seabed, fathoms deep.


Devon seemed to draw them in just like a magnet, cracking them open on Prawle Point or Bolt Head and easing them back beneath the waves. But if they ever ran aground, the Captain said, the locals would race out and help their crew to safety, whatever the weather, before helping themselves to whatever was down below.


A barge packed with plum saplings was once beached not far from Dartmouth and every last twig was spirited away before the gentlemen of His Majesty’s Customs and Excise had laced their boots. The Captain got to his feet and waddled over to the window. Come spring, he said, all the villages would be awash with their blossom – as if the sea had drummed up a wave of such might that its spume and spray had come crashing all this way inland.


On the day of Sylvia Crouch’s wedding, he told Bobby, the plum blossom had been so thick on the ground that half the village went out and filled their baskets and the bride and groom stepped out of the church into a blizzard of the stuff.


‘You know how many weddings there were that spring?’ said the Captain.


Bobby shook his head.


‘Five,’ said the Captain and raised the fingers of one hand.


‘And you know what newly-weds are like,’ he said.


Bobby wasn’t sure that he did.


‘They have a habit of becoming mothers-to-be,’ the Captain said.


He turned and stared out of the window, and it occurred to Bobby that perhaps the old man never left his cottage and that the rest of the world only existed through the buckle and sway of the glass.


The autumn after the weddings, the Captain said, the whole village seemed to be pregnant. Nothing but pregnant women bumbling about the place.


‘Such stomachs,’ he whispered. ‘Such lovely, womanly weight,’


He’d watched them traipse down to the shop and stretch their backs at the war memorial. But one week they all disappeared. The streets were empty – they must have been indoors with their feet up – until the district nurse came cycling down the hill. She went hurrying from one cottage to another. The woman was nothing but a blur of gaberdine. Then the village was quiet again, until the young mothers finally crept out into the sharp light of February with their big black prams, to show their boys off. Just five minutes at first, but taking more time as the days grew milder. Then whole hours spent hanging round the war memorial, chatting and generally blocking up the roads.


‘Which is where the Five Boys come from,’ said the Captain.


He turned to Bobby. ‘Have you come up against them yet?’


Bobby shook his head.


The Captain nodded and turned back to the window. ‘Well, I don’t doubt you will,’ he said.




* 





The faces on the Five Boys chocolate bar wrapper just about managed to encompass a child’s entire emotional range, from the pitiful child at the beginning to his gleeful counter-part at the other end. All one had to do, the wrapper seemed to suggest, in order to bring about such a happy transition was give in to your boy’s demands. But if the villagers first used the phrase because their own five boys were born within weeks of each other and, from the day they first toddled, toddled together (making it nigh on impossible for anyone but their own parents to tell them apart), the name stuck because the boys never lost their capacity to exhibit almost any emotion at the drop of a hat.


In time, they began to develop their own characteristics. Aldred and Lewis were never going to be as big or broad as Finn or Hector; Harvey would always walk around in a bit of a dream. But they had their own collective spirit. And whilst most of the villagers regarded them as a harmless, if occasionally hot-headed, little tribe, others felt sure they detected a certain menace whenever they were in each other’s company.


Mrs Heaney once came across them huddled at the roadside. As soon as they saw her they all jumped to their feet.


‘What are you up to, you Boys?’ she said.


But the Boys didn’t answer. They just stood and stared, until she finally left them to it and walked off, wondering what poor creature they were torturing or what sort of black magic they were attempting to conjure up.




*





News of the arrival of an evacuee didn’t reach the Five Boys until Friday evening, but first thing Saturday they were all lined up on the bridge just down the road from Miss Minter’s, hoping to catch a glimpse. Finn thought they should just walk up to the old lady’s house, knock on the door and ask to have a look at him, the others wanted to do some sneaking about and the matter was still under discussion when Lewis spotted Miss Minter coming down the lane towards them and they all hid behind a hedge.


As soon as she’d passed, the Boys raced over to her cottage. They peered in through every window. Either the evacuee had slipped away straight after breakfast or was hiding under a bed upstairs, and he’d left nothing lying about to give the Boys any idea what an evacuee might actually look like in the flesh.


Given their knowledge of the local terrain and the thoroughness with which they covered it the Boys expected to flush him out during those first few days, and would have done so, no doubt, if the Captain hadn’t been telling Bobby to keep his head down whenever they walked by the window, which in the end only made the Boys more determined to make the most of Bobby when they finally got hold of him.




*





The education of the local children was as slow and steady as if they were roasting on a spit. On their first day they were installed in the front row, under the very nose of Mrs Fog and every autumn graduated to the row behind, it being the governors’ one decree that they be exposed to plenty of reading, writing and arithmetic before being flung out into the fields.
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