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​Silent Night

In a where and when not too dissimilar from our own...
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Christmas Eve - 1953

It would be the third consecutive Christmas that Kiera Hudson had spent alone. And the first she had spent living in the remote cottage left to her by the spinster, Miss Payne. The old woman, now deceased, hadn’t been a relative—not even some distant aunt with the most tenuous of family connections. Kiera had been just eight years old when she had met Miss Payne, after being evacuated from London and sent to live on the outskirts of a small village in the south west of England, named The Ragged Cove. Kiera would never forget that day, thirteen years ago, when she had stood on the platform at Paddington Station, London. It had been Thursday, the 13th June 1940. Like the hundreds of other children who had been gathered there, Kiera had stood with a sense of fear and excitement. She had no idea who she was being sent to live with or where exactly she was even being sent to. All she knew for certain was that she was leaving her dear mother behind. Her father had already been sent away to fight in the war. Little did Kiera know then that she would never see him again. Her father would never return home like so many other men hadn’t. 

Kiera had glanced down at the label attached to her grubby coat, bearing her name and age. She had felt like little more than a parcel to be sent across country. Around her neck hung a gasmask and at her feet sat a small tatty suitcase. Over the roar of the steam engine that had pulled in at the platform edge, Kiera could hear the excited chatter of the other children that filled the station. But the sound she heard more than any other was that of crying—the pitiful sound of weeping coming from those children who feared being separated from their parents and even worse from their brothers and sisters. Kiera might have been only eight but she understood that some of the children were being separated from their siblings as they were sent to different parts of the country. Kiera was grateful for the first time in her short life that she was an only child. Being separated from her mother was agony enough. 

She looked up into her mother’s beautiful face. They were so much alike with their soft pale features and long raven black hair and rundown clothes. Their hazel eyes glistened with tears. But before reaching the station both had promised one another that they wouldn’t cry. Neither thought they could bear it. They had convinced each other that their separation was not only necessary because of the impending aerial bombing raids by the Germans, but they believed their separation would also be brief. In fact they were apart for five years. As the train chugged out of Paddington station, Kiera had had no idea that she would be thirteen years-old when she next saw her mother.

By the time the train had reached its destination, there were only a handful of children left, the others had departed the train at various stations throughout the journey. Kiera had felt hungry and tired as the train had pulled into a station named, The Ragged Cove. Gripping her shabby suitcase tight, she had alighted the carriage. After stepping down onto the platform, the gaggle of bewildered children had been led from the station and taken to the village hall. Here they had been met by the billeting officer who was in charge of finding the children suitable homes in the surrounding area. Kiera couldn’t help but feel she had entered some kind of human cattle market as members of the host families came forward and inspected the children. She could see by the way each of the adults looked over the children that they only wanted the cleanest and fittest-looking to be welcomed into their homes. Several of the adults passed Kiera by with barely a glance. A glance was all they needed to clearly see her dressed in her threadbare coat, scuffed shoes and clutching her battered case. The better dressed and presented children were taken first, leaving Kiera and just one girl standing side by side in the village hall. 

Kiera looked at the girl and her clothes were as bedraggled as her own. In fact, they could have been twins except the other girl had matted locks of fiery red hair. Kiera read the label attached to the girl’s coat and could see that her name was, Kayla Hunt. 

“I can see the prettiest of the children have been left for me,” both girl’s heard someone say. 

They turned their heads in the direction of the voice to see an elderly woman come towards them. Apart from the billeting officer, she was the only adult left in the village hall. The old woman’s face was so lined with wrinkles that it was impossible for Kiera to guess her age. But despite the lines and grooves that covered her face, the old woman’s eyes were bright and keen. They had a sparkle about them. And when she smiled, the wrinkles about her puckered lips almost seemed to disappear altogether. She wore a wide brimmed hat with a feather poking out from one side. Her fragile frame was hidden beneath a woollen overcoat and over one arm hung a wicker basket from which knitting needles protruded. 

She stopped before the two young girls. “Hello, my dears, and who might you both be?”

“I’m Kayla Hunt,” the girl with the fiery red hair said, her voice little more than a whisper. She lowered her eyes as the old woman gazed at her, before turning her attention to Kiera.

“And what is your name?” she said, squinting at the label attached to Kiera’s coat. “You must forgive me, I’ve left my reading glasses at home.” 

“My name is, Kiera,” she said, offering up an anxious smile. “Kiera Hudson.” 

The old woman gave a chuckle. “Kiera and Kayla. You’re not sisters are you?”

Both the girls shook their heads. 

“Well, if you’re not sisters, I’m sure you will both become the best of friends. My name is Miss Payne and I’m sure the three of us will soon be friends.” She turned and began to shuffle away, before stopping and looking back. “Come now, bring your belongings, I have apple pie cooking in the oven.” She narrowed her bright eyes at Kiera and Kayla. “You like apple pie, don’t you?”

Both Kiera and Kayla nodded their heads and licked their lips. Neither could remember ever feeling so hungry despite the rationing that had been imposed since the outbreak of war. 

“Let’s get going then,” Miss Payne said, before turning and setting off across the village hall again. 

Kiera now sat at the very table where she had once devoured that apple pie. She could still hear the scrapping of the spoon as Kayla had scooped up every crumb from the bowl. Both girls had smacked their lips together in appreciation once the last of the pie had been eaten. 

Kiera pushed the chair back from the table and stood up. And as she crossed the kitchen to the window, memoires of the years she had spent living at the cottage with Miss Payne and Kayla came flooding back like ghosts. Not only could she once more smell the sweet scent of that apple pie, but she could also hear the faint sound of Kayla’s laughter. Kiera smiled at the memory as she peered out at the snow that seesawed down from the darkening sky. But her smile was brief and soon faltered as she remembered other smells and sounds, too. 

Kiera could remember the sound of screaming—she could also remember the smell of blood. Kayla’s blood. 

Not all the years Kiera had spent living with Miss Payne had been happy ones. 
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Detective Constable Sean Potter eased open the front door to the poky two bed town house that he rented with his fiancée, Sophie Harrison. He had managed to get off duty early despite it being Christmas Eve. His Sergeant, Luke Bishop, had slipped out of the police station two hours earlier, so Potter was quite confident that his absence wouldn’t be noticed. And even if it was, he doubted that Bishop would do little more than give the meekest of reprimands. Both Potter and Bishop had undertaken their national service together. It was where they had first met and become friends. On leaving the army both had decided to pursue a career in the Police Force. After a short spell in uniform, both had moved into CID. Unlike Bishop, Potter hadn’t reached the dizzy heights of Detective Sergeant, but he was quite content to be a Detective Constable for now. He planned to marry Sophie and to have a family. That was what was important to him—that’s what he wanted most. Climbing up the ranks would come later. 

As quietly as he could, Potter kicked snow from the tips of his boots, and slid the key into the front door lock. He wanted to surprise Sophie. He had snuck away from work early so that he could help her decorate the Christmas tree, then wrap the present he’d hidden at the bottom of the wardrobe for some weeks ago. He crept into the hallway and closed the door without a sound. Snow fell from his shoulders like dust as he took off his overcoat and hung it by the door. The house was in near darkness. Not one light was lit. 

Had Sophie gone out? Potter wondered as he crept past the foot of the stairs and towards the living room. He eased open the door and peeked around the doorframe. The Christmas tree still stood undecorated in the tin bucket he had placed it in before heading out to work that morning. Sophie had waited for him as promised. Perhaps she had gone to the shop at the end of the street in search of some necessity that she had forgotten for the approaching festivities? 
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