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Tilly sat at the end of the sofa, looking worriedly at her mum. She was trying to go back through her day at school, wondering if she’d done anything wrong without realizing it that would have made her teacher call home. She couldn’t think why else Mum would want to have “a talk” with her just when she’d got back from school.


“You know we’re going to Grandma Ellen’s house for Christmas?” her mum began slowly.


“Yes! Oh – can’t we go?” Tilly slumped a little. “There’s nothing wrong with Grandma, is there? Or Great-Gran?” she added, her eyes widening. Great-Gran was nearly ninety, even though she was one of the most energetic people Tilly had ever met. She and Tilly’s grandma shared a cottage together, and Great-Gran even did most of the gardening.


“Don’t panic! It’s all fine – we’re still going.” Mum patted her knee and then sighed. “It’s just that there’s so much happening at work, I’m not going to be able to take as much time off as I’d planned. I won’t be able to go until the day before Christmas Eve.”


Tilly made a face. They’d planned to be at Grandma’s for a few days before Christmas and she’d been really looking forward to it. There seemed to be more Christmassy things to do there. If they didn’t go till the twenty-third, Grandma would have already put up her Christmas tree and Tilly wouldn’t get to help decorate it. They only had space for a tiny little tree in their flat and you could hardly fit any decorations on it at all. Maybe Grandma would even put the icing on the Christmas cake without her, too…


“That’s ages away,” she muttered.


Her mum sighed again. “I know. So, I spoke to Grandma earlier on and we were thinking – what if you went up on the train before me?”


“You mean go to Grandma’s on my own?” Tilly stared at her mum. She’d never even considered that. She’d thought that Mum would say she had to go to holiday club at school again. She’d been just about to moan that holiday club was boring and now Mum had sprung a total surprise on her instead.


“Not for the whole time,” her mum hurried to explain. “I’d be coming as soon as I can get off work. I know you love spending time with Grandma Ellen and Great-Gran.”


“I do – I mean, I do want to. It’s just that I’ve never been on a train on my own before.” Tilly nibbled her bottom lip. Her grandma lived a long way away, in a village close to the Welsh border. It was at least an hour’s journey by train. More like an hour and a half.


Her mum nodded. “I know – that’s the bit that worries me, too, Tilly. I mean, I would put you on the train here and Grandma would meet you at the other end but it’s still a big thing to do on your own. No… You’re right, it’s not going to work. I’ll call Grandma later and tell her.” She smiled at Tilly. “Don’t worry! We’ll still get to stay with them for most of Christmas.”


Tilly leaned against her mum’s shoulder. Could she do it? She went to school on her own now but that was different, it was only a ten-minute walk. She’d been really nervous the first time she did it, though. Perhaps she was making too much fuss about the train? “Don’t call Grandma Ellen just yet,” she murmured. “I’ll … think about it.”
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“OK. But honestly, Tilly, I don’t want you worrying about it.” Mum eyed her thoughtfully. “So, did anything interesting happen at school today?”


Tilly sighed heavily. “Guess what Mrs Cole’s done.” She sat up again, folding her arms and glaring at her mum.


“Um… Given you loads of homework?”


“Worse than that! She’s given us a project. To do in the Christmas holidays! It’s not fair.” Tilly slumped back against the sofa cushions. She’d thought maybe they’d get some spellings over the holidays, or a bit of maths. Not a great big project to do. Everyone in her class was complaining about it.


“What’s it on?” Mum asked. “Something interesting?”


“The Second World War.” Tilly peered over at her. “We have to choose a topic, like rationing or something. I suppose it’s sort of interesting.”


“Oh, it definitely is!” Mum brightened up, tapping her fingers on the sofa as she thought. “You could make some of those weird wartime recipes – I bet we could find them online. Even some Christmassy ones. I’m sure there was a recipe for Christmas pudding with gravy powder in it…”


“Why would I want to make that? It sounds disgusting!” Tilly scrunched up her nose, frowning. “Why would they even do that?”


“To make it look the right colour, I think. Because they couldn’t get most of the proper ingredients. But you should ask Great-Gran. Actually, Tilly, you could interview her for your project! You’re lucky, I shouldn’t think many people in your class have someone in the family to ask.”


“I suppose,” Tilly agreed doubtfully. She sort of knew that Great-Gran had been a child during the war but she’d never sat down and asked her about it. “Would she mind?”


“I expect she’d love to tell you. We can ask her later when we phone.”


Tilly nodded. “I’d better go and do my homework. I’ll think about the train, OK?”
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Grandma Ellen called Mum anyway, it turned out, just as they were cooking dinner. Tilly stirred the pasta sauce, listening to Mum’s half of the conversation.


[image: illustration]


“Yes, I know. I’d mentioned maybe you could meet her at the station but Tilly’s never been on a train on her own before. She’s not sure… I’m sorry, we really wanted to come for longer. Oh, OK.” Mum waved at Tilly. “Grandma wants to talk to you.”


Tilly took the phone. “Hi, Grandma.”


“Hello, Tilly love. Don’t worry about the train, we’ll work something out. I could come and get you in the car.”


Tilly saw Mum start to look worried – she was standing next to Tilly and she could hear Grandma, too. “You don’t like driving long journeys,” she reminded Grandma. “Oh, Mum’s waving at me, she wants to talk to you again.” Tilly went back to stirring the pasta sauce, hoping that Mum and Grandma wouldn’t talk for too much longer. She was getting really hungry. After a few minutes, though, Mum handed her the phone again.


“Tilly.” Her great-gran’s voice sounded a little quavery but happy and Tilly smiled to hear her. “Hello, Great-Gran!” She could hear a snuffling noise on the other end of the line and for a moment she wondered if Great-Gran had a cold – but then she realized. “Great-Gran, is that Tarran? Is he licking the phone?”


Tarran was Great-Gran’s beautiful black-and-white sheepdog.


“No!” Her great-gran laughed. “But he’s trying to. You know how nosy he is. Oh, Tilly, it’s going to be wonderful to see you. It seems so long since you’ve visited.”


“It is,” Tilly agreed. “Great-Gran, can I ask you a favour? I’ve got a school project I have to do over the holidays, about the Second World War. I’d sort of forgotten that you were, um, in it. Can I ask you questions about it while I’m staying?”


Her great-gran laughed. “Of course you can, you silly thing. But I was only small then, Tilly. I didn’t understand a lot of what was happening. In fact…” There was a pause, as if Great-Gran was thinking. “When the war broke out, I must have been almost exactly the same age as you.”


“It doesn’t have to be about battles and things,” Tilly explained. “Mrs Cole said she wanted us to try and find out what life was like. Mum was talking about rationing.”


“Oh, well, then you can ask me whatever you like, Tilly. I’ll do my best. It was a very odd time, though, you know – we had to get used to a new place to live. That was so strange, sometimes we almost forgot we were there because of the war…”


“A new place?” Tilly asked.


“Don’t you know, Tilly?” Great-Gran sounded surprised. “Haven’t I ever told you? That’s why we live here now, your grandma and I. Maybe I haven’t… I came here on the train, lovey, just like you’re going to, two days before the war broke out.”


Tilly blinked in shock. She’d never realized. “You were an evacuee?”


Mrs Cole had shown them photographs of children who’d been evacuated at the beginning of the war. The government had expected that the big cities would be bombed, so children had been sent to the countryside to be safe. The strange thing about the photos was that even though the clothes were old-fashioned, most of the children looked like people she saw every day at school. It was weird to think that the war had happened to children, too – to a girl her own age, like Great-Gran had been. It felt like it should be a grown-up thing.
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“You were really the same age as me, back then?” she murmured.


“Yes. I’m your ancient old great-grandma, remember? I was ten when the war started.”


“So you were born in 1929… Wait a minute. If you got evacuated to Linchurch, where did you live before? Do you mean you never went back home?” Tilly’s voice went squeaky with horror.


“Oh no, I did eventually, lovey, don’t be upset. We were from Birmingham and we did go home, my brothers and me. But I never forgot those years in the country. I loved it. Birmingham never felt the same to me after. I went back to stay at the farm whenever I could, and then I met your great-grandad and that was that.”


Tilly giggled. She couldn’t imagine Great-Gran falling in love. She’d never known her great-grandad and Great-Gran had been old forever, or that’s what it felt like. “I can’t imagine you my age, Great-Gran.”


“To be honest, Tilly, I looked quite like you. I had hair just the same colour as yours, except it was a bit shorter, I think. Yes, I’m sure that’s right – I was ten when we left, Alfie was seven and little Eddie was five.”


“Five!” Tilly sucked in a breath. That sounded so young to go away.


“I had to look after them both, my mum told me. I was so worried about them.”


“It must have been scary.” Tilly swallowed hard, feeling a little embarrassed. Gran and her brothers wouldn’t have known where they were going, not from the way Mrs Cole had described the evacuees. They didn’t know who they’d be living with when they got to the end of their journey. So why was she worrying about Mum putting her on a train at one station and Grandma meeting her at another? And if she went on the train, there’d be so much more time to spend with Grandma and Great-Gran. She’d tell Mum she’d go, Tilly decided.
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