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            FABER has published children’s books since 1929. T. S. Eliot’s Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats and Ted Hughes’ The Iron Man were amongst the first. Our catalogue at the time said that ‘it is by reading such books that children learn the difference between the shoddy and the genuine’. We still believe in the power of reading to transform children’s lives. All our books are chosen with the express intention of growing a love of reading, a thirst for knowledge and to cultivate empathy. We pride ourselves on responsible editing. Last but not least, we believe in kind and inclusive books in which all children feel represented and important.
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            Mankind must put an end to war or war will put an end to mankind.

             

            JOHN F. KENNEDY, PRESIDENT OF THE

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 1961–1963

             

             

            Bombs do not choose – they hit everything.

             

            NIKITA KHRUSHCHEV, PREMIER OF THE

SOVIET UNION 1958–1964

         

      

   


   
      

         
            DAY ONE

         

         
            US PRESIDENT WARNS CUBA: MISSILES COULD LEAD TO WAR

             

            THE DAILY TIMES, TUESDAY 23

OCTOBER 1962
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         It was after tea on a school night when I found the dead body. I’d gone out to the shed to fill up the coal bucket, which was as good an excuse as any to escape our kitchen for a moment’s peace. Being a Tuesday, we’d had just pie and mash for tea, and being a day with a ‘y’ in it, my big sister Bev was arguing about why it wasn’t her turn to do the dishes. Our terrier Flea, an excellent listener, was waiting patiently for any leftover pie. And all Mum did was turn the radio up louder. It was that new Beatles song again, the one that went ‘Love, love me do’, which, with the clatter of plates and smell of mashed potato, was giving me a headache.

         Outside, the evening was inky black. The air had a bite of frost to it, and the only sounds were the distant hum of cars, and next door’s water gurgling down the drain. I stood for a moment, enjoying how peaceful it was to not hear Bev yakking on, or the radio playing hit song after hit song because Mum, who hated silence, had barely switched it off since Dad died.

         I went down the two steps to the shed and opened the door, only now switching on my torch. I was checking for spiders, mostly, and certainly wasn’t expecting anything else to appear in the torchlight. But it did. Something woolly and green. A bobble hat.

         I took a tiny step closer. My heart began to thunder.

         The hat was on a person’s head.

         They were lying against the coal heap, facing the far wall. All I could see was the jut of a cheekbone. A coat collar turned up against the cold. A muddy hand that looked more like a freshly dug potato than anything human. The person wasn’t moving: they were either very fast asleep …

         Or dead.

         I backed out of the shed faster than any spider could make me move. With the door shut and bolted, I caught my breath. I tried to think. The sensible thing would be to go straight back inside and tell Mum, who’d rush round to our next-door neighbours and ask to use their telephone to call the police.

         But I’d never seen a dead body. And I was curious for a look – just quickly, just to be sure – though I was far too scared to go back in the shed by myself. So I did the unsensible thing: I went across the street to my best friend Ray’s. He’d never seen a dead body, either, and I knew he’d be up for it, given half a chance.

         
            *

         

         It took Ray ages to come to the door. I’d started shivering by now – the shock, I supposed, and excitement and the cold, because I’d come out without a coat. My finger hovered over the doorbell. Obviously Ray was in, because the television was on and I could hear his sister’s annoying laugh through the glass. I was about to press the bell again, when he opened the door.

         ‘At last!’ I cried.

         ‘What’s up?’ Ray looked a bit put out, as if I was interrupting something.

         ‘You need to come over to mine,’ I told him. ‘Like, now!’

         I couldn’t say any more when his family were in earshot, but hoped he was getting the message. We lived on World’s End Close, which was, without doubt, the dullest place on earth: a cul-de-sac of fourteen pairs of identical square white houses with net curtains at the windows and box-hedged gardens at their fronts. The garden at number two didn’t quite count because no one had cut the grass there since old Mrs Patterson moved out in June. But the point was nothing ever happened round here. So, seeing a dead body might well be the single most exciting and terrifying moment of mine and Ray’s lives.

         Ray glanced down. ‘What’s with the coal bucket?’

         ‘What? Oh!’ I hadn’t realised I was still carrying it. ‘Never mind that. Can you—’

         ‘Ray?’ His mum interrupted from the sitting room. ‘If that’s Stevie, bring her inside.’

         Unlike my family, Ray’s used their sitting room every day: from it came the sound of dramatic, thumping music. They were lucky enough to have a television, and I often popped over to watch crime dramas and game shows, and a bit of Blue Peter.

         ‘It’s starting, Ray!’ Mrs Johnson called again.

         Ray’s eyes flickered towards the sitting room: I’d lost his attention now, I could tell.

         ‘President Kennedy’s about to be on,’ he said, beckoning me inside.

         I hesitated. We had a dead body to inspect. Couldn’t the news wait?

         But Ray insisted. ‘It’ll only be a few minutes.’

         Defeated, I put down the bucket. A few minutes at Ray’s wouldn’t make much difference. The body would still be dead. Yes, my mum would be wondering where the coal was, but the truth was I’d never win over President Kennedy, not in Ray’s eyes: I knew better than to even try. Ray’s mum was British, and his dad was African American, which meant Ray and his siblings had cousins on the other side of the Atlantic. When people looked at his skin colour and asked nosily if he spoke English, he’d say he was half-American, and proud of it. So proud he kept a scrapbook of cuttings from magazines and newspapers, and had written ‘Important Americans’ on the front.

         After the cold of outside, Ray’s sitting room felt deliciously warm. The curtains were drawn and the electric fire was on, the plastic logs glowing orange. All the Johnson family were there – Ray’s parents, his sister Rachel and elder brother Pete, who did his hair in a rocker’s quiff.

         ‘Don’t ever call me Elvis,’ Pete warned anyone who tried. ‘Ray Charles, Chuck Berry, Little Richard – they’re the true kings of rock ’n’ roll.’

         As well as a television set, the Johnsons had a modern swirly brown carpet and a posh brown velvet settee that you weren’t allowed to sit on if you were eating. Tonight, Ray’s mum and sister had pulled it closer to the television.

         ‘Hi,’ I said to them all, ducking behind my fringe. Though I’d known Ray forever, I was still a bit shy around the Johnsons. It took me ages to get used to other people, and in a roomful of them, I tended to shrink into myself.

         Pete lifted his chin at me in greeting. Rachel gave a little wave. Mr Johnson, Ray’s dad, glanced up from the screen.

         ‘Hey, Stevie, how’re you doing? Fleabag not with you?’ He loved dogs like I did, and said Flea was always welcome, even after the time she ate the bathroom soap, then sicked it up on the stairs.

         ‘No,’ I answered, then whispered to Ray as we squidged on to the settee, ‘Promise we’ll be quick?’

         ‘It’ll be minutes,’ he assured me.

         I folded my arms in my lap: I could probably sit still for that long.

         On the TV, the intro music faded. The newsreader, with his immaculately parted hair and cut-glass accent, wished us all a good evening.

         ‘Coming up, an announcement from the White House: we have a special report from our American correspondent …’

         It was only now that I began to wonder what this ‘special report’ was about. Perhaps Mr Kennedy was sending another American up into space. Or sorting out the business in schools Ray had told me about, where his American cousins couldn’t sit in the same classrooms as white kids or use the same toilets or restaurants. It must be important, whatever it was, because Ray’s dad had come home early from the American airbase where he worked.

         The scene then switched from the studio to America itself, and to a huge white building, flying the country’s flag from its roof. A new voice – a woman’s – came on air.

         ‘Tension is mounting over Cuba …’ the reporter said.

         There was a brief shot of an island somewhere hot, then men in suits carrying important-looking files, then, at last, the President of the United States of America. He was sitting behind a desk, staring directly at the camera.

         ‘Fellow Americans …’ Mr Kennedy’s square-jawed face filled the screen. Compared to our prime minister, who was old, with a droopy moustache, he looked film-star handsome.

         The Cubans, Mr Kennedy told us, were building secret missiles. Russian ships were on their way across the ocean now, loaded with supplies to help make more of these weapons, which would be used to threaten America. This was why the American navy had blocked the Russian ships’ route. Something like that, anyway. There was no mention of rights for black people or rockets going into space. It was all over very fast.

         As the next news story began, I nudged Ray so he’d get to his feet too.

         ‘Let’s go,’ I hissed, jerking my head towards the door.

         He didn’t move. The rest of the Johnsons all started talking at once.

         ‘Where’s Cuba?’ Rachel wanted to know.

         ‘On the other side of the world, baby, in the Caribbean,’ Mr Johnson replied. ‘It’s a Communist country, so basically they’re friends with the Russians.’

         ‘It won’t affect us, don’t worry,’ Mrs Johnson added.

         ‘Yeah, but if the Cubans fire a nuclear missile at America and the Americans fight back, then – you heard him – they’re only ninety miles off the American coast—’ Pete mimed a big explosion with his hands.

         ‘Whoa!’ Rachel was startled. ‘Is there going to be an actual war?’

         Ray’s parents shared a look, the sort adults did when you strayed too close to something they’d rather not talk about.

         ‘How about I make some tea?’ Mr Johnson said quickly.

         Everyone moved off to the kitchen, except for Ray and me. We had more pressing matters to deal with.

         
            *

         

         When I told Ray what I’d found, I wasn’t sure he believed me.

         ‘A body? In your shed? Geez, Vie, are you sure?’

         Which made me almost doubt it myself, especially once we were in the familiar surroundings of my back yard.

         ‘Okay.’ Ray squared his shoulders. ‘Which shed is it in?’

         We had two sheds – one for coal, the other for the washtub and mangle. Both were bolted shut.

         ‘That one.’ I pointed to the left-hand shed.

         ‘Right.’ Ray rubbed his palms over his clippered-short hair. It was a sure sign he was nervous, as was his tendency to talk a lot, which was what he then began to do.

         ‘You’re sure they’re dead? How close did you get? Have you checked their pulse or anything? Did they have any belongings on them, like a wallet or a bus pass, because I think—’

         ‘Ray?’ I stopped him. ‘When I looked, they weren’t moving, all right? And before you ask, I’ve not told my mum yet, either.’

         ‘Gee, okay. But how did anyone get in your shed in the first place? You reckon they weren’t there earlier, when you got your bike out for your paper round?’

         I shook my head. The paper round took about forty minutes. I did it every day, before and after school, and Flea came with me. But today she’d been a pest, barking at every cat we came across, so I’d taken her straight indoors when I got back, forgetting to put my bike away.

         ‘The person must’ve turned up here after, what, half past three?’ Ray pondered.

         ‘I s’pose so.’

         Though that didn’t explain how they’d got into our back yard. To reach it you’d have to pass by the kitchen window, and Bev would’ve been home from school by then, making tea and toast like she did every night before starting her homework.

         ‘The body?’ I reminded him. ‘Are we having a look or not? Because my mum’ll be out in a minute, wondering where I am.’

         Just as we inched forward, a noise came from the shed. A rumble as the coal moved. A bump. A scraping sound. Someone saying ‘Ouch!’ and ‘Blast it!’

         I looked at Ray: Ray looked at me.

         The voice was a girl’s, and she didn’t sound dead in the slightest.
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         As Ray backed away from the door, I moved towards it.

         ‘What should I do? Open it?’ I hissed.

         Ray pulled a worried face. ‘I dunno, Vie. She might be an escaped criminal or a Russian spy, or … or … something.’

         Though he had a point, he also had a wild imagination. It made him brilliantly clever at school in a way I could only dream of, though it wasn’t much help to us right now. I was mulling over what to do next when I heard the back door of the house opening. Bright light and pop music tumbled out into the evening.

         ‘Stevie?’ my mum called, straining to see us from the doorstep. ‘Hurry up, love. Have you gone to Newcastle for that coal?’

         Luckily, I’d not yet switched my torch on again. All Mum would see of us was two dark shapes near the coal shed.

         ‘Just a minute, Mum! Ray’s here, I’m showing him something on my bike,’ I lied, and gave the pedal a clank with my foot for good measure.

         ‘Get a move on, then. The boiler’s almost cold and I want a bath.’

         I held my breath till the back door closed again. We had minutes at most.

         ‘I’m opening the shed,’ I decided, picking up the bucket.

         Ray came closer. ‘I’m right behind you.’

         ‘On the count of three … One … two …’

         ‘Don’t!’ cried the voice from the other side of the door. ‘I’ll come out. We’ll do this nicely. But you have to promise not to tell the police!’

         My hand froze on the bolt. At my shoulder, Ray breathed in sharply.

         ‘It locks from the outside. She can’t get out,’ I told him. ‘We have to go in.’

         Assuming the girl had heard me, I went in slowly. I expected her to be directly on the other side of the door, but she wasn’t. I had to go further inside.

         What struck me first was the odd smell – like soil, wet socks and ginger biscuits all mixed together. Something wispy brushed my face. Bev’s bicycle handlebar jabbed me in the hip. Right behind me, so close I could feel him breathing on my neck, Ray tripped over the bike’s pedal.

         ‘Ouch! Where’s the light switch?’ he cried.

         ‘There isn’t one.’ I rummaged for my torch and clicked it on.

         This time I readied myself for the sight of a stranger’s bobble hat. I shone my torch over the coal heap to the back of the shed where the biggest cobwebs lurked. There were spiders here, all right – plenty of them – but no sign of the girl.

         Then, to my left, a shuffle.

         I spun round. The girl slipped out from the space between the wall and the now open shed door. Her coat buttons glinted in the torchlight. She was wearing purple trousers, a huge black coat and the bobble hat, which was an unappealing green colour, rather like tinned spinach.

         ‘Aarghh, not in my eyes!’ She winced as the torchlight hit her face.

         She had freckles, I noticed quickly, before lowering the beam. And she was probably about our age, though was far taller than anyone in our class at school. Now I wasn’t blinding her, the girl stared straight at me. It wasn’t a particularly friendly look, either. I took a wary step back.

         ‘Who are you?’ I asked.

         The girl’s chin wobbled a little. She looked away, blinking. Ray gave her a hankie from his pocket. As well as being better at the talking side of things, he knew how to be kind.

         ‘Thanks.’ The girl blew her nose, as loud as a trumpet.

         ‘Keep it,’ Ray said politely when she tried to give the hankie back to him. ‘Can you tell us what you’re doing here, please, because you’re in my best friend’s coal shed, and we don’t know who you are.’

         I’d never even seen the girl before, not at school or in the neighbourhood.

         ‘You don’t know who I am?’ The girl seemed surprised. ‘You mean, it’s not been on the news?’

         ‘About Cuba and the missiles?’ Ray asked, but her shake of the head told us that wasn’t what she meant.

         ‘Oh, that’s decent. Very decent.’ The girl’s shoulders slumped with relief, then under her breath, ‘Maybe it will work if I’m careful.’

         ‘What will?’ I blurted out. ‘And you still haven’t said what you’re doing here.’

         The girl glanced from Ray to me and back again. Her face was beginning to soften.

         ‘I’ve got to fetch something, that’s all,’ she said.

         ‘What something?’ I demanded.

         Again, a look at me, at Ray. Underneath the cool act, she was still trying very hard not to cry.

         ‘It’s better I don’t tell you,’ she said firmly, sounding quite posh and proper, unlike anyone else I knew. ‘I’m sorry, all right? And I hate asking people for favours, but can I just hide here for tonight?’

         Hide? This was getting more mysterious by the second.

         Really, we should take her indoors, I thought. Get Mum to call the police. But Mum was about to have a bath, and though the girl wasn’t giving much away, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.

         ‘I’ll only be here for tonight, I promise,’ the girl pleaded.

         But what if Mum wanted more coal? What if Bev came outside, or Flea needed the toilet? What if they discovered I was hiding a stranger in our coal shed?

         When I turned to Ray he shrugged his shoulders.

         ‘Don’t ask me,’ he said. ‘It’s not my shed.’

         Yet I knew that twinkly look of his. This wasn’t the Ray Johnson who held doors open for teachers or did brilliantly well in spelling tests. This was the Ray who liked his adventures with a dash of mischief. It was one of the many reasons he was my best friend.

         ‘Once this something turns up, you’ll go?’ I asked the girl.

         ‘Tomorrow. Scout’s honour.’ She did the special Scout salute and gave us a sheepish grin, the cool act all but forgotten.

         I nudged Ray. He nudged me back, which meant we were in agreement. What else would we be doing now, on a Tuesday evening? Nothing very interesting, probably. But a girl turning up out of nowhere – that was exciting. We’d be talking about it for weeks.

         ‘Okay,’ I agreed. ‘But just for tonight.’

         ‘We won’t tell anyone we’ve seen you,’ Ray assured her.

         ‘Thanks. I mean it.’ The girl sighed, smiled. ‘What are your names, by the way?’

         ‘Shouldn’t we be the ones asking questions?’ I muttered.

         ‘I’m Ray Johnson,’ Ray answered. ‘And this is Stevie Fisher, who doesn’t usually say very much, so you’ll have to forgive her for being a bit direct.’ He gave me a pointed look.

         ‘My name’s Anna,’ the girl said. ‘That’s all you need to know. Just Anna.’

         ‘Are you a criminal?’ I wasn’t trying to be funny, but she laughed – a big bright bark of a laugh that took me by surprise.

         ‘Ha! I like that!’

         Which I guessed meant she wasn’t.

         ‘What about your parents? Do they know you’re here?’ Ray asked.

         Anna visibly twitched. ‘Nope.’

         Ray shot me a look, because our mums went spare if we weren’t home by teatime.

         ‘Are you a runaway, then?’ I pressed her.

         ‘I prefer to call it taking charge of my own destiny,’ she said, rather grandly.

         ‘Oh … um … okay.’

         ‘And I know this sounds insane,’ she added, ‘but I’m probably being followed.’

         ‘What? Who by?’ Ray cried.

         I groaned, wishing she’d told us this to begin with.

         ‘Then I don’t know if this is going to work—’ I tried to say.

         ‘Please, Stevie, let me stay till tomorrow,’ she begged. ‘Then I’ll hit the road, Jack.’

         ‘Jack?’ I looked at her blankly.

         ‘Like the song?’ She started to sing it.

         ‘It’s by Ray Charles,’ Ray explained, so I knew he was sold. ‘Go on, it’s only for one night, Vie.’

         I wasn’t honestly going to say no. Anna turning up had to be the most mysterious, intriguing thing to happen round here. And she needed help – our help – which made me realise just how rarely anyone else our age asked for it. Yes, at home Ray and me both did chores, but at school we were the girl who couldn’t read very well and the boy whose mum married a man with different colour skin. The other kids skirted around us. We weren’t part of things. Yet this strange girl was counting on us, which made me feel included, somehow.

         ‘Just till tomorrow, then,’ I said. ‘And we’ll try to bring you some food later too.’

         Anna gave a long sigh of relief. ‘Thank you.’

         The coal had to come first, though. Hastily, I filled the bucket, and in the nick of time.

         ‘Someone’s coming!’ Ray warned.

         Anna ducked down. I switched off the torch. Everything went dark again – darker, after the light. Outside, the click-clack of heeled shoes crossed the yard towards us, and I heard Mum seething under her breath.

         ‘Really, Stevie, you know I’m going away on my course tomorrow, and all I’ve asked you to do is—’

         I barged out of the shed.

         ‘I’ve got your coal,’ I said, slightly breathless. ‘I’d not forgotten.’

         But I had forgotten about her trip away tomorrow, and that Nan was coming to look after us, which would make hiding Anna ten times harder.
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         Back in the kitchen, Mum was ironing her best blouses and explaining to Bev that, while she was away, there’d be no late nights, no parties, no missed schoolwork. And definitely no boyfriends. For once, I was grateful for their chatter and the pop music playing because it meant no one was paying attention to Ray and me.

         ‘Boyfriend, Mum,’ Bev reminded her. ‘I’ve only got the one.’ He was called Gary, and was a Mod who rode a Lambretta scooter. When he came to ours, he’d fuss about getting dog hairs on his parka coat, which was probably why Flea always wanted to sit on him.

         ‘You know exactly what I mean, miss,’ Mum replied tartly.

         ‘Well, if the Russians and Americans blow us up with nuclear weapons, you won’t have to worry, will you?’ Bev remarked.

         I couldn’t think about the missile business, not on top of everything else. Dumping the coal by the boiler, I mouthed ‘my room’ to Ray. Upstairs we could talk in private, because if we were going to help Anna properly, then we needed a plan.

         ‘Hang on, you two,’ Mum said, noticing us sneaking off. ‘Don’t go upstairs – I’m about to have a bath.’

         And she’d spend hours at it too, singing at the top of her voice, then wandering about afterwards in her dressing gown and curlers. The one consolation tonight was the lack of hot water: at least this bath would be a quick one.

         ‘I’ll get the Monopoly. Just act normal,’ I whispered as Ray sat at the kitchen table.

         I returned to find Bev pulling up a chair.

         ‘You know Monopoly is awful, capitalist claptrap, don’t you?’ she said, but still wanted to play.

         Bev was seventeen and went to the grammar school, and was always saying stuff I didn’t understand. As well as brains, she had Dad’s dark eyes, and wore her hair in a perfect ‘Scooter Girl’ bob. Half the boys at school were in love with her, much to her irritation.

         As it was, I couldn’t concentrate on Monopoly. Flea, who’d hopped up for a cuddle, sensed it and wouldn’t sit still. Ray kept throwing terrible dice. Before long Bev was thrashing us both.

         ‘That’s fifty pounds rent, please,’ she’d say literally every time we moved our pieces. Little green plastic houses were popping up all over the board.

         Then Ray ran out of money. He was, I realised, letting my sister win so the game would be over. And by a quarter to eight, it was. Mum, who’d finished her bath, called Bev upstairs – something about wanting a ‘lucky’ suitcase from on top of the wardrobe.

         ‘Dad’s old suitcase, that’s what she means,’ Bev said with a tut. It was another of Mum’s little rituals that she always carried something of Dad’s. Usually, it was his wedding ring that she wore on a chain around her neck. Or a brooch he’d given her, or one of his hankies stuffed in her pocket. Funny how she never wanted to talk about him, though.

         Once Bev had gone upstairs, and Ray and me were finally alone, I leaned eagerly across the table.

         ‘Who d’you think’s following Anna?’ I asked.

         Ray considered it. ‘Could be a friend. A sister. Someone she’s fallen out with.’

         ‘I thought she looked sad.’

         ‘Yeah, and pretty determined.’

         ‘She speaks like she’s in the movies, doesn’t she, even though she sounds posh.’

         ‘She’s just trying to be tough, I bet,’ Ray replied.

         ‘She didn’t like asking for help, either, did she?’

         ‘She’s in charge of her own destiny, that’s why.’

         I frowned. ‘What d’you reckon that means?’

         ‘That she doesn’t like being told what to do?’

         I thought about it. ‘But if she’s being followed, why’s she hanging around to collect something? If it was me I’d just run away.’

         ‘Mysterious, isn’t it?’ Ray gave a little shiver. ‘That’s why it’s so exciting!’

         Upstairs, Mum and Bev were on the move again. We’d run out of time for coming up with a proper plan for Anna. But one thing I did know was how thin and hungry she looked. Quickly, I went to the pantry and took out bread, an apple, half a pork pie.

         ‘What should I do to help?’ Ray asked, watching me wrap the food in a tea towel.

         ‘It’s a cold night. She could do with a blanket.’

         Ray got up. ‘Sure. I’ll fetch the spare one from my bed. Wait for me, won’t you?’

         I said I would. After all, we were in this together, and I wasn’t quite feeling brave enough to face Anna on my own.

         
            *

         

         By bedtime, Ray still hadn’t returned. His mum, I bet, had caught him smuggling a blanket out and got suspicious. It’d been too tricky to go outside again for me, too, what with Mum rushing about and Bev at the kitchen table, studying. In the end, I’d had to sneak the food package with me up to bed. Now my room smelled of pork pie.

         I’d just switched off my bedside light when something hit my window. The noise came again, a tick against the glass. I sat up, alert. Someone was in the yard, throwing stones.

         It had to be Ray.

         I got dressed again, grabbed the food package, then listened at my door. Everyone else was in bed, the house so quiet and empty it felt strange as I tiptoed down the stairs. Times like this, I understood why Mum always kept the radio on: it stopped us listening out for Dad’s voice.

         Outside, someone tallish and short-haired in a zipped-up anorak was waiting by the shed. For a split second I wondered if it was Ray. Someone was following Anna: this might be him.

         ‘Ray?’ I whispered, anxious.

         ‘Sorry I’m so late. My flipping brother decided to go to bed early!’ Ray replied crossly. ‘He’s only just gone to sleep!’

         I tried not to laugh. Poor Ray – he shared a bedroom with Pete, who went out most nights in his mate’s car and stumbled home late, then got up very early in the morning for his job at the record shop in town. It was usually Ray needing more sleep, not the other way around.

         As we opened the shed door, Anna scrambled to her feet.

         ‘Hey, it’s only us!’ Ray winced, realising we’d startled her.

         We gave Anna the blanket, which she wrapped around her shoulders, and the package of food. She devoured the pork pie and bread, cramming it into her mouth so fast she barely remembered to chew it.

         ‘Thanks,’ she said, wiping crumbs from her mouth when she’d finished. ‘I needed that.’

         She certainly looked better for eating something. To my surprise, she then said, ‘Would you both stay a bit?’

         ‘Ummm …’ I glanced at Ray: he’d want to get home again, I guessed, and be fresh for school in the morning.

         ‘Oh, go on,’ Anna urged, brightening. ‘Talk to me. Keep me company. Tell me who your favourite movie star is.’

         ‘Sidney Poitier,’ Ray said straight away. He had pictures of the actor in his ‘Important Americans’ scrapbook.

         ‘Lassie,’ I said, because it was the first thing that came into my head.

         ‘Ha! Brilliant!’ Anna did her big, loud laugh. ‘Dogs and movies: my two favourite things in the world!’

         ‘Our dog’s called Flea and she’s a pest. Though she’s pretty sweet – if you like naughty dogs. Have you got a dog?’ I asked, saying more to her than I ever did to the girls at school.

         Anna’s face closed. ‘No questions about me, darned sorry and all that. The less you know, the less you’ll be able to tell anyone.’

         ‘I wouldn’t say anything,’ I replied, a bit taken aback. ‘Not if I’d promised not to.’

         ‘Stevie’s totally honourable like that. You can trust us, you know,’ Ray assured her.

         Anna nodded, then, just like that, was all smiles again. ‘I know, why don’t we go for a walk?’

         ‘Now?’ Ray stared at her. ‘But it’s dangerous! You’re being followed!’

         ‘Not in the middle of the night, I won’t be,’ Anna replied with some confidence. ‘And, no offence to your shed, Stevie, but all this sitting and waiting is doing my nut in. I need to take my mind off things.’

         ‘Nah,’ Ray insisted. ‘It’s not a good idea.’

         ‘It’s a totally bonkers idea,’ I said. ‘And it’s ruddy freezing!’

         
            *

         

         Yet there we were, minutes later, walking across the waste ground behind my house. It had been farmland once, three huge, untidy fields that ran from the bottom of my garden all the way to the American airbase’s perimeter fence. People said there was an old Second World War pillbox underneath the brambles in the furthest field, but we’d never found it, and Ray and me walked this route to school every day.

         Recently, work had started to turn the first two fields into an estate of executive homes. The grass was now mud, the ground plotted out with pegs and string. And at night, with no streetlights and no residents yet, it felt strange and eerie. I kept close to Ray as we walked.

         We weren’t, I quickly realised, out here for a nice, chummy stroll. Anna walked very fast, with great, lolloping strides twice as long as ours. Soon she was a fair way ahead of us.

         ‘This really isn’t a good idea,’ Ray muttered, blowing on his hands to warm them.

         ‘You said yourself she doesn’t like being told what to do,’ I remarked.

         ‘But she’s not from round here,’ he fretted. ‘She doesn’t know the waste ground. She could break an ankle if she doesn’t keep to the path.’

         I was more concerned that we were being followed. It was deadly quiet out here, full of odd shapes and shadows. Every few steps, I’d stop, turn around and listen hard.

         Which was how I lost sight of Anna, suddenly.

         ‘Oh heck, where’s she gone?’

         ‘Off the path.’ Ray’s finger followed a person striding towards the airbase fence. ‘Heading exactly where she shouldn’t be going.’

         I groaned.

         Us local kids knew the American airbase was out of bounds. There were signs saying ‘Keep Out’ and ‘Guards on Patrol’, and rumours that an electric current ran through the fence. Ray’s dad warned us about it countless times. Said the airbase authorities were very particular about ‘prying’ and ‘snooping’. And there was Anna, heading right towards it.

         We set off after her, running now.

         ‘Anna!’ Ray yelled. ‘Don’t touch the fence!’

         The fence itself was still a few hundred yards away across the mud. But Anna, ahead of us, was only about twenty feet from it.

         ‘Stop, Anna! The fence is electric!’ I shouted.

         I’d been scared enough watching the warning adverts they showed on television of what touching live electrics did: sparks. A flash. You’d be dead in an instant. Now, I could hardly breathe.

         ‘Anna! You mustn’t … out of bounds …!’

         She was only a few feet from the fence. Her hands were out of her coat pockets.

         ‘No!’ Ray screamed.

         Her arm was up. Her fingers were reaching. She spun around, bewildered, as if she’d only just remembered us. Her hand was on the chain-link fence.

         The electricity was off.

         I slowed to a walk, bent double in relief. Ray, though, charged right up to her.

         ‘What are you doing?’ he cried. ‘It’s an electric fence! Do you want to DIE?’

         She actually laughed. ‘Well, at least it would be quick and painless!’

         ‘It’s dangerous, Anna. We’re not joking,’ I warned.

         ‘Keep your hair on. I’m all right, aren’t I?’ she said, surprised at our concern. ‘What’s so special about this place, anyway?’

         We moved closer to the fence, this time being sure to stay together. Just beyond the boundary was the cracked concrete of an old, disused runway: from where we were standing, you couldn’t see any buildings or aeroplanes. But all of it belonged to the American airbase. For training flights, the planes took off from the west runway on the other side of the hill: the old one hadn’t been used since the last war.

         ‘It’s where the Americans keep their military aircraft,’ Ray explained, calming down. ‘Top secret and all that – which is why the fence is supposed to be live.’

         From the direction of the runway, a light suddenly appeared.

         We watched as the beam, strong as a headlight, came towards us. It had to be a car. Though it couldn’t be, not from that direction. As the light got closer, it grew legs – four of them. Then voices, low and gruff, and the clanking of something metal being put down on the ground. The light was raised up, so it shone down on the concrete, revealing two men in overalls with paint tins and brushes.

         Almost immediately, the men saw us.

         ‘Hey!’ the wider of the two men shouted. ‘You shouldn’t be here!’

         The light swooped towards us, so dazzling I had to shield my eyes.

         ‘Kids! I might have known.’ The wide man swaggered towards the fence. ‘The electricity’s going back on tonight, I’m warning you. Five hundred volts down your arm and you won’t be back in a hurry.’

         
            *

         

         In the safety of my coal shed again, we talked anxiously about what we’d seen.

         ‘Those men were painting something, weren’t they?’ I said.

         Anna nodded. ‘Lines on the runway, by the look of it.’

         ‘Geez, they must be about to start using it again,’ Ray replied, rubbing his head. ‘Just in case—’

         ‘– there’s another war,’ I finished.

         In all the time I’d lived here, I’d never seen a plane take off from the old runway. America and the Soviet Union had been enemies for years. People called it the Cold War because no fighting ever took place. It was just men in suits giving angry speeches about the other side. On the news, though, President Kennedy had said he’d protect America at all costs. Their planes were here at the airbase – American jets loaded with American bombs – all within striking distance of Russia.

         I caught myself thinking of Dad, suddenly. He rarely talked about his time in the army, but there was one thing he did mention: it sent a chill through my bones.

         ‘If there is another world war,’ he said, ‘mark my words, it’ll be our last.’
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