
  
    [image: Impact]
  


  
    
      Impact

    

    
      
        Rosalind Minett

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Uptake publications]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2016 Rosalind Minett

      

      The right of Rosalind Minett to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

      This book is a work of fiction. Some historic events and place names are real. The characters and their situations are entirely the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      Uptake publications

      TA4 2AR

      

      Cover design, Jessica Bell Design

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      My thanks to the following people:

      

      Ron Large for interesting and useful information about post-war Wandsworth; all the Records Offices I visited, but especially Wandsworth Archives at Lavender Hill, and Surrey Archives at Woking.

      

      Louise Lawrence for her interest and support.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      “We are responsible for what we are, and whatever we wish ourselves to be, we have the power to make ourselves. If what we are now has been the result of our own past actions, it certainly follows that whatever we wish to be in future can be produced by our present actions; so we have to know how to act.”

      

      Swami Vivekananda

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preface

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Post-war, the fall-out.

      

      

      Cousins Billy and Kenneth have endured disruption, loss and hardship. Kenneth has lost his father. Billy has lost his position in his family while enduring Kenneth’s continuing interference and infiltration.

      It’s now  July 1945. War in Europe is over, there has been a nationwide celebration for Victory in Europe, but Japan is holding out. The troops are being repatriated, the evacuees are filtering home.

      Billy is torn away from the emotional supports he found in his foster home.  Now adolescent, he must return home to Wandsworth. So will Kenneth who will share his bedroom.

      The time and place has changed, but Kenneth is only just beginning the ultimate stage of his invasion.
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      July 1945

      

      Inside the car, the seat felt rough and hot. A tuft of stuffing was poking out of the covering beside him. Billy fingered it. It felt like the fur of Noah and Japhet, Mr and Mrs Pawseys’ farm dogs, when they greeted him every morning. In Wandsworth there would be no dogs. No pigs, no chickens either. He stroked the stuffing over and over to calm himself as the car moved forward and away from his sanctuary.

      Uncle Ted drove, not very well. Billy had so longed to see him, but not strange like this. He searched the lean face in the driving mirror and met its staring eyes. Uncle spat out three questions. ‘Billy – been living there all this time? Twelve now, are you? And your sister, seven?’

      Billy nodded. Even Uncle’s voice sounded odd.

      Mother took over. ‘I told you that already, Ted. We’ve all been evacuated since the Blitz. The vicarage could only take me and Jill, so Billy was billeted here. We have sent you our news regularly.’ She turned to look at him. ‘But perhaps you’ve been in no state to take it in.’

      ‘No state,’ Ted laughed, if that croak could be a laugh. ‘Bet you’re glad to go home,’ he directed at Billy.

      ‘We certainly are,’ Mother said. ‘I’ll say!’

      Billy didn’t answer and slumped back into his seat. He’d dreaded leaving the Pawseys even more than Hitler invading. Ever since VE Day he’d felt sick at the thought, but hadn’t been able to picture it actually happening. It was truly terrible to leave the people who’d loved him and given him a safe home; but it was wonderful to see Uncle Ted at the door, back safe from war. That excitement had muddled his dreadfully sad feelings, and then how different he looked! The Uncle Ted he remembered from before the war had made jokes, played magic tricks, done handstands.

      Billy had stood at the door with his suitcase, confused, and made the shortest of goodbyes to Mr and Mrs Pawsey when there were so many words in his heart. His misery about leaving, excitement and bewilderment just couldn’t sit together inside of him. It was a wonder he wasn’t sick all over the place before even getting into the car.

      A car! Billy hadn’t been in one since the vicar had delivered him back here four years ago. He wriggled uncomfortably. He’d expected to make his goodbyes to the Pawseys privately, when he was on his own, with Jed the carter collecting him. The arrangement had been for him to meet Mother and Jill at the railway station, where he’d go in the horse and cart. But an officer at the hospital had lent Uncle this car to take the family home, so they’d all come to the Pawseys’ to collect him.

      It turned a corner rather sharply just then, so that Jill slid across Billy’s lap. ‘Whoops,’ she giggled.

      ‘Mind the eggs.’ He clasped the basket Mrs Pawsey had given him close to his middle.

      The car jerked into the lane that led to the main road. ‘I bet Uncle hasn’t driven before,’ Jill whispered.

      He frowned at her.

      ‘Thank goodness,’ said Mother. ‘Evacuation’s finally over. It’s been so long since VE Day, waiting to get away. Such an imposition, expecting me to work another six weeks at that wretched garage. Home! I can’t wait to get my shoes onto proper pavements. Just look at those muddy ruts.’

      Jill nudged Billy and rolled her eyes. She didn’t seem at all in awe of Mother. Then she whispered, ‘Who’s that little girl crying and waving at you?’

      He pushed his face to the window. Sally! Her little figure pushed away from the girls around her as she ran forward, waving wildly and calling. He couldn’t say anything; his throat was choked. His hand didn’t feel it belonged to him as it lifted and waved. The car passed and left her behind, crying alone.

      ‘Billy?’ Jill nudged again. ‘Who is it?’

      He swallowed hard. ‘Sally Youldon, from where I used to live, the first time I was evacuated.’

      ‘Oh, I know. That little girl you saved from drowning? The peasant family?’

      ‘They weren’t peasants!’

      ‘Mummy said they were. She didn’t like you minding them. Anyway, Sally’s all sad you’re coming away.’

      He swallowed harder. ‘Yes.’

      Mother called over her shoulder, ‘Open the window wider, Billy, please. It’s still so hot. I never have liked high summer.’

      He wound the handle a few more times. The wind blasted his face as it whistled past the window. It felt as if his heart was sucked out too. He imagined it whisking away to Mr and Mrs Pawsey, then flying past bushes to Mrs Youldon, Sally and Tim. How would they manage without him? He pressed the hard bit of his chest where it hurt. Something vital had surely gone and left his stomach churning up and down with every rut in the road.

      ‘Awfully bumpy, Ted,’ Mother complained.

      Uncle grunted. ‘Better than queuing for a coach for hours, or squashed up on the train, standing all the way.’

      ‘That’s true. I had that awful experience in 1940, coming down here with Doreen and the children. Never again!’

      The car juddered to a stop. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ Mother sounded cross already. The farm’s herd of cows had begun to cross the top lane, back from milking.

      Uncle Ted put on the brake and groaned. ‘Just my luck.’ The engine spluttered.

      ‘Better not let it stop, Ted. You don’t want to crank the handle again.’

      As the cows lumbered past, one of them lowered its head, peering straight into the car. Mother and Jill squealed. Its huge eyes penetrated to the back seat to look at Billy’s misery. Did cows feel sorry for people, like dogs could?

      It mooed, its breath smearing the windscreen. Mother screwed back into her seat. ‘Oh make it go away, Ted, do. Great, horrible thing.’

      It lurched off as if it had heard. The car engine spluttered again as the line of cows ambled past and into the field. Uncle Ted drummed his fingers on the wheel. Mother sighed.

      The wicker basket on his lap scratched Bill’s legs below the edges of his trousers. The basket held eggs laid by the chickens he’d fed every day. Tucked underneath to save them from cracking was a green checked napkin from the set Mrs Pawsey used every meal-time. Now she’d have one missing. The paper bags beside the eggs were filled with cakes made with the last of their rations. They’d gone without to send Billy off with all the best of what they had. He’d known he was special to them, just as they had become to him. When Mother unpacked the basket in Wandsworth he’d save the napkin, secretly. Then he’d always have something of the Pawseys’.

      ‘Come on, cows. We want to go home to London!’ Jill chirped, making the words into a little song. ‘Lon-don, Lon-don, we’re off to London town.’

      The last cow flicked its tail before stepping leisurely into the mud lake by the open gate, and Uncle Ted bent to the controls again with shaky hands. He didn’t look very sure about which knob did what.

      Jill’s dark curls brushed Billy’s neck as she leant close to whisper, ‘Uncle Ted’s a bit loopy, isn’t he?’

      ‘Of course not!’ he muttered back. ‘He’s just out of hospital, recovering, that’s all.’

      ‘Kenneth said—’

      He pressed a hand across her mouth to shut her up.

      There was a new noise from the engine and the car lurched forward. The farmer lifted a hand in a wave and the gate shut behind the black and white backsides of the cows.

      ‘We’re off!’ Jill bounced a few more times, Billy protecting the precious eggs by holding the basket in the air.

      Mother gave a triumphant sigh. ‘And now back to a civilized normality, I trust. Foot down please, Ted. Let’s get away from this’ – she waved a hand towards the field – ‘smell of cows and pigs. Billy’s billet.’

      Billy scowled at his lap. There weren’t ever cows at the Pawseys’ and this farm was two lanes away from their smallholding. He kept his eyes on the eggs. Mother should see how unfair she was.

      The car turned left at the main road. Billy turned, trying to see out of the back window, but it was set too high on Austin Eights. Outside, all sight of the village would soon be gone, even the church spire.

      ‘Now you can put it right behind you –’ Uncle Ted’s fingers were twitching through his white forelock. ‘– your evacuation. They told me to do that about my service, now that war’s over.’ He leant forward over the wheel as if his ribs needed propping up. ‘Easily said when you’re a doc in a white coat, safely away from sh—’

      ‘Ted!’ Mother put a hand on his arm. ‘It is all over.’

      A growl came from his throat, ‘Over? Rotten war, rotting—’

      Mother put a hand over his mouth. ‘Shh.’

      ‘Will we get home before dinner time?’

      Mother turned to Jill, still bouncing happily up and down on the back seat. ‘No. And pull your bow up. It’s slipped right down to your ear.’

      Jill took the side lock of hair and shoved the ribbon a little higher. ‘Will we have to eat in a restaurant? I’ve nev-er e-ver ea-ten in a re-stau-rant.’ She bounced in time to her words.

      ‘For heaven’s sake, child. Can’t you sit still?’

      Uncle Ted had the car under control now. It began to speed up once on the main road. There were fields outside the car window, and then arches of trees blocking sight of anything else. The trees became skimpier and further apart revealing a set of huts in a clearing. A wooden signpost near the road read ‘NAAFI’ and someone had scribbled ‘Not known here’.

      Billy’s legs were sticking to the cracked leather seat. It would take hours and hours to get back to Wandsworth, his insides were screwed into a ball, everything was awful. The car sides and roof were a shell around him, like being in an Anderson shelter, but sheltered from where he wanted to be, instead of from bombs. He hadn’t felt worse, not even in the cellar with the noise of bombing, Kenneth shaking beside him, and that scary whining squeal of the air raid warning.

      Gradually he became aware of Mother’s one-way conversation in the front, and Jill’s excited chatter beside him in the back. He stopped pulling at the stuffing. It wasn’t their car and he was making the slit worse. He put his hands in his pockets and gazed at the back of Uncle Ted’s head where the hair was still black. Nanny and Grandad would be so happy to have him and all of them back again. Mrs Pawsey had urged Billy to think of all these good cheery things. He shook himself sensible and let himself hear the end of Jill’s chatterings, realising they were intended for him.

      ‘…And I said to him, “it will be such a squash and you and Billy will quarrel and I don’t want to sit in the middle of you two,” and he said, “Anyway, Mummy’s taking me to visit some of our relatives. They haven’t seen me since I was four”.’

      Billy jerked to attention. ‘Who?’

      ‘Kenneth of course!’

      ‘I thought they were going to London by train.’

      ‘They are, but that’s what I’ve just said. Not yet. They’re going to Northampton first. That’s where they live, Kenneth’s grandad and grandma. It’ll be two whole weeks before he and Aunty come to settle in.’

      Billy sat back, imagining two grandparents fussing and adoring Kenneth, just as Aunty did. Two weeks. That was something. At least he could get used to ‘home’ before Kenneth invaded the place.

      Jill nudged him. ‘Won’t it seem funny, all of us there? I’m used to having Mummy to myself, and funny people coming in and out to see the vicar. But I shan’t miss them.’ She giggled. ‘Or the tellings-off and sermons at dinner. I saw Kenneth and Aunty every day because their billet was down the road, but I can’t imagine all of us in the one house every day!’

      ‘No.’ He felt for a hanky and wiped the back of his sweating neck. It was flipping hot in the back, even with the wind blowing in. Jill’s chatter wasn’t helping. It was so rotten to leave this place, and doubly rotten to think of Kenneth living with them.

      ‘I can’t even remember our house, can you?’

      ‘Yes,’ he said, thinking about it. ‘I can. But it will seem strange now.’

      Mother came to the end of her conversation and overheard. ‘We shall all find everything strange, children. You’ll both have to buckle to.’ She turned back to the front.

      Jill leant towards Billy. ‘And, I will have my very own bedroom, instead of sharing with Mummy.’ Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘I’m going to have secret things in it. There’ll be treasure. And if I make a friend at my new school, I’ll bring her home to play in it. It will be ever so private. You won’t be able to join in.’

      He managed a smile. ‘Don’t worry. I won’t.’

      Jill nudged him in the side. ‘But you won’t have your own bedroom now.’ She chuckled. ‘We’re opposites. I’m getting my own room at last; you’ve had your own bedroom all this time, and now you’ll be sharing.’

      ‘Yes.’ The last time he’d shared a room with Kenneth had been the dreadful night after Uncle Frank had died, while the grown-ups were at the funeral. That was definitely the worst night of his life.

      He kept quiet while Mother and Jill went on chatting. Uncle Ted was silent too. Outside the window, fields of blue spread like ball gowns across to the gentle hills beyond. Flax. Mr Pawsey had told him flax was important during the war. The blue might change to some other colour now, just like men’s trousers would change from army khaki to business black. Billy couldn’t imagine Dad’s legs in khaki, but he wouldn’t see them until Dad was demobbed.

      Billy started as Uncle suddenly spoke. ‘You’ll be Bill, I suppose, now that you’re big.’

      Immediately, he decided he must change. ‘Yes,’ he said out loud, and turned to Jill. ‘You must call me Bill from now on.’

      ‘Jill, Bill. It rhymes,’ she squealed.

      ‘I know,’ he said grimly. ‘I told Mother that when I was your age. Can’t be helped.’

      Uncle went on as if no-one had spoken, ‘—and you can call me Ted.’ After that he said nothing. He didn’t answer Mother, just nodded to her chat.

      It had been a long while of her talk and his silence before she turned round to them, ‘Uncle Ted has to concentrate on driving, so don’t talk to him.’

      ‘She has been,’ Jill whispered, thumbing towards Mother below the seat level.

      Bill frowned at her. She was getting quite cheeky.

      The next sound was Jill again. ‘Are we halfway yet, Mummy? This is a proper town.’

      The fields had given way to streets of houses. Mother peered out of her window, looking ahead. The houses became closer together and there was a church. ‘Is this halfway, Ted? Shall we stop for something to eat? We’d better, I suppose.’

      ‘Goody,’ said Jill. ‘I’m ever so, ever so hungry.’

      Ted pulled into the kerbside beside some public toilets. The engine spluttered twice and then stopped. He opened his door and the full heat of the day swept in.

      Jill was pushing Bill forward. ‘Go on.’

      ‘Wait for Uncle to open the door on the pavement side. It’s dangerous to get out onto the road.’ He looked out at the row of houses and the shops ahead. Everything looked big and brick and not like places you could just run past, whooping and calling out as he’d been used to for the last four years.

      Ted opened the door for Mother. She swung her legs as one towards the pavement, just like the lady film stars in the newsreels. ‘Oh what a relief to stretch my legs. Proper pavements! Wonderful. I’ll ask a local if there’s a restaurant. Surely there’ll be something.’ She tip-tapped away down the road.

      Uncle wrestled with the front seat until it swung forward and they could clamber out. He went into the Gents.

      Jill spotted a chalked hopscotch game on the paving outside. ‘I used to play this at the village hall, in the yard at the back where they kept the fire engine. My friend Iris and me got ever so good at hopscotch. Can you do it, Billy-Bill?’ She lifted one foot and started hopping.

      ‘I can, but Mother wouldn’t approve of hopping in the street.’ He remembered his shock when Mrs Youldon first told him to ‘play out’ and Mother’s horror when she found out that he played in the street.

      Jill carried on hopping and jumping, as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘And Iris lives in Wandsworth, too.’

      Mother reappeared as Ted came out of the Gents. ‘I asked at the post office. Two streets away up there, the WVS run a British restaurant at the Workers’ Institute. It’s the only place.’ Her face spoke about how she felt about that.

      Ted said, ‘I’ll eat there, whatever it’s like.’

      ‘We’ll go and wash our hands first. You, too, Bill.’ Mother grasped Jill’s shoulder, stopping her mid-hop, and ushered her to the toilets.

      Afterwards, Ted led off down the street, forgetting to take Mother’s arm as he should have done. Jill nudged Bill. ‘Look. He does look loopy, whatever you say.’

      Ted was flicking his head as if he had a long lock of hair over his eyes, but he hadn’t. His hair was army short. His walk did look odd, fast and jerky. Mother wasn’t hurrying to walk beside him. They followed Ted past the few shops and across the road at the Belisha beacon. On Mother’s far side, Jill leapt from each metal stud to the next all the way across the road. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ but Mother didn’t stop her.

      A short way on, a dirty brick and stone building with a pointed roof had its doors open and a WVS lady standing at the entrance. Jill spotted her. ‘Look, a lady like Aunty, green uniform, see?’

      ‘That’ll be it,’ said Mother.

      They joined the string of people paying and collecting their tokens, one for each course.

      ‘Can I keep them afterwards, Mummy, they’re so nice?’ Jill held up the bright blue counter and then the yellow one. ‘I could use them as Ludo counters.’

      But the tokens were taken as they paid. At a counter, more WVS ladies handed out their plates of mince, mash and peas and dishes of spotted dick and runny custard. ‘Is there rice pudding?’ Mother asked, but the WVS helper said it was off.

      Mother only tutted, but Uncle Ted turned his mouth down. ‘Rice pud’s off. Doesn’t matter where you go, this is off, that’s off. All set out to make you feel miserable.’

      ‘Yeah, so much worse than eating rats in the trenches, isn’t it, mate?’ A large man wearing part of a check shirt, a flat sleeve where his lower arm should have been, leaned over Ted’s shoulder. ‘Demobbed early, like me, eh? But without a good reason. Like this.’ He jerked his head at his flat arm sleeve and then at his foot, which was in some kind of box with a metal strip under it. ‘Where did you serve, then?’

      ‘Belgium,’ Ted muttered trying to squeeze past Mother to take his tray to one of the four long trestle tables.

      ‘Oh, yeah. Until it was occupied by Kraut thugs, 1940. It’s been a long time since then.’

      ‘Better help my family get to a table.’ Ted followed Mother and slid quickly along the bench beside Jill. Bill closed the gap behind Ted, who looked very uncomfortable. How could he help Ted out?

      Lumbering awkwardly, the man followed Ted. The metal bar clanged on the floor like a bell tolling. ‘What regiment, mate?’

      ‘East Surreys.’

      ‘Royal Hampshire, me.’

      Mother sat down opposite Jill so Bill hurried forward to flank Ted’s other side.

      The man put his tray beside Mother’s as best he could, one-handed, and sidled along the bench. ‘Good-day, Missus. All right if I take this space beside you?’

      Mother nodded briefly, then turned her face away.

      Ted now had to face the man over the plates of dinner. He picked up his knife and fork and began to eat hurriedly.

      The man shoved his plate along the table, gravy slopping onto the table. ‘Yeah. We had all the worst. France, Belgium, Algiers, Salerno, Egypt, back to Italy and that’s when I copped it. Lucky to be alive.’

      Ted’s face looked hard as a brick.

      Bill turned his face sideways so that Ted could seem totally involved in a separate conversation. ‘It’s quite nice this mince, Ted, isn’t it?’

      The man hadn’t shaved very well. His stubbly face and way of speaking wasn’t what Mother was used to. She was ignoring the man, looking across to Jill, as if checking what she ate.

      He didn’t care. ‘Good to have hubby back home so soon, Missus?’

      ‘This is not my husband. He is still serving.’

      ‘Oops. Sorry. Didn’t mean to embarrass you. Enough said!’

      Mother drew herself up until her back was as straight as a soldier on drill, and raised her eyebrows alarmingly. She didn’t look at the man. ‘I am eating with my brother and my children, thank you.’

      ‘Yeah. Course you are.’ He pushed his chin forward towards Ted and gave a huge wink to Bill since Ted was looking down at his plate. He took his fork in his one good hand and lifted a large dollop of mash and gravy to his mouth. Several drops of gravy dripped onto the table. Mother flinched slightly. He leant towards her. ‘I was just asking your brother where he served after Belgium. Escaped to Dunkirk and rescued, I expect.’

      Ted nodded.

      ‘Then?’

      Bill needed to rescue Ted again. What could he say? He knew Jill would be staring but with Ted between them he couldn’t nudge her. She hadn’t met many younger men before, especially not one with only one hand. He bent forward to his plate and tried to catch her eye. Sure enough, she was watching the man, fascinated. The man noticed.

      ‘Do you have lots of uncles, Missy?’

      She smiled back at him. She was too little to know that ‘uncle’ could mean something else. ‘No. We did have one other one but he got killed by a bomb.’

      ‘Jill.’ Mother threw a stern warning glance across at her.

      The man sat up. ‘In Belgium?’

      ‘No. In Balham.’

      ‘What, on leave there?’

      ‘No. He wasn’t a soldier because he was a tax inspector, wasn’t he, Mummy?’

      She frowned at Jill. ‘Just eat up.’

      The man snorted. ‘Love them! Exempt, weren’t they!’

      Mother bridled. ‘That’s quite enough about our personal business, if you please.’

      The man turned his attention back to Ted.

      ‘You serve in first battalion?’

      ‘Various.’ Ted was busy with his plateful. He’d found hard lumps of potato in the mash and was pushing them to one side.

      ‘Were you in the BEF?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I knew a bloke in the East Surreys. Harry Thorpe. Know him?’

      Ted shook his head.

      ‘Not much to say for yourself, have you?’

      Mother still didn’t look at the man but put her knife and fork neatly crossed on her plate. She would have touched her mouth with a napkin if the place had such a thing. ‘It’s best not to worry my brother with too many questions. He is only just out of hospital.’

      ‘Ah. Right. Where’s the injuries?’

      ‘Internal,’ said Mother crossly and picked up her knife and fork again.

      Ted was eating bit by bit as if swallowing poison. Actually, the food wasn’t too bad although the mince was very runny. Bill had nearly finished his plateful and so had the man, even though he only had one hand.

      ‘Anyway, Harry Thorpe was off to Africa when I last saw him, so I guess that’s one place where you were.’

      Bill jerked his head up. Africa?

      Jill squealed, ‘Were you in Africa, Uncle?’ Several nearby diners looked up as her voice echoed around the hall.

      Ted stood up and flung his knife and fork on the plate. ‘Enough flaming questions.’ He swung one leg over the back of the bench, and then the other. He moved back away from the tables. ‘See you back at the car in fifteen. I’m going for a walk.’

      ‘Go for a walk. Lucky you,’ the man called after him. ‘Wouldn’t I like to! Only I never can again.’ The man moved onto his spotted dick and custard. ‘My word, this is tasty.’ He raised his voice. ‘You’ve left yours, mate. Waste not, want not.’

      Ted was already at the door ignoring the WVS lady who was saying, ‘We all clear our own dirty plates, dear.’

      Bill looked at Mother for guidance. Her face was tight and red. ‘I did say that was enough, Jill. Now see what’s happened. Eat up. The custard is good for you. Then we must go.’

      Bill finished his own pudding and then started on Ted’s.

      The man leant over to him. ‘Better appetite than Uncle, eh? You looking forward to soldiering then, now you see how smashing it is?’

      ‘Please leave my son alone. He isn’t even thirteen yet.’

      ‘Flipping heck. He’s the size of a sixteen-year-old.’

      Mother ignored him. ‘If you’ve finished, children, let’s clear the plates and get going.’ She stood up and waited for the man to stand so that she could side step to the end of the bench. When he raised himself, taking his time, she moved her skirt aside as if she didn’t want it to touch him. Bill held the packed-up plates and signalled a Hurry up to Jill with his eyes. She rolled hers back, but followed behind him.

      Outside, Mother walked them very briskly along the road, as if worried that the man would follow them. A little way ahead she said, ‘You must be careful of talking to strange men, Jill.’

      ‘But he had no arm! When we had the collection for wounded soldiers, you gave me sixpence to put in the tin.’

      ‘Even so. Men you don’t know. Just – don’t talk to them, and certainly don’t discuss our private business.’ She strode on.

      Jill lagged behind, sulking.

      Mother turned her attention to Bill. ‘I know that was very awkward and the man was obnoxious, but he’s bitter because he’s been badly wounded. He’ll have difficulty getting any sort of work again, and that means his useful life is over. It was surely dreadful enough being in trenches under fire.’

      That would have been awful for Ted too. Bill’s heart didn’t have room for the man’s problems. ‘I knew Uncle Ted was in France first. No-one said where he was afterwards.’

      Jill caught up. ‘Was Uncle Ted really in Africa, Mummy?’

      ‘Yes, and other countries. He really doesn’t want to talk about the war, so please, both of you, no questions.’

      ‘Oh,’ Jill whined. ‘But Africa is where black people are and piccaninnies, and great big fruits grow on the trees and it’s baking hot all the time. I want to hear all about it.’

      ‘You’ll have to learn about it in school, then. Not from Uncle Ted. Mind, I shall be very cross if you disobey, Jill.’

      Jill tossed her head and skipped ahead. Did that mean she would or wouldn’t obey? He’d have a quiet word with her. Ted had been in Africa. The GIs had been sent there in ’43. Supposing they’d met!

      Ted was leaning against the car, waiting for them. He wasn’t wearing army trousers like the man in the restaurant. Where was his uniform and what had happened that Ted didn’t want to talk about? Bill remembered how he’d been in a dreadful state after Dunkirk, but he did talk about that. This time he was like a shop with the ‘Closed’ sign.

      Ted stood up as he saw them. ‘Ready, then? Let’s get going.’

      Jill sprang forward. ‘Can I just press the horn?’ It was attached to the front of the car, its rubber ball just asking to be squeezed.

      Ted shrugged and Jill sprang to squeeze it before Mother could say No. It gave out a satisfying honk. Bill wanted a go himself but Mother was waiting at the passenger door with the seat tipped forward for them.

      Bill squeezed in, changing seats so that Jill could be on the pavement side for seeing London. Ted leant down to crank the engine and it started obediently. He got into his seat and placed his hands on the wheel firmly enough.

      As the car moved forward Jill’s voice rang out. ‘Lon-don, Lon-don, off to London town.’

      Ted looked moody and Mother didn’t chat either. Jill filled the silence with chirpy singing until Mother said, ‘Enough, dear. We’ve heard enough songs.’

      ‘Will it be long before we get to London? I want to see all the famous buildings.’

      ‘What’s left of them,’ muttered Ted.

      Bill sat back and closed his eyes. Best to pretend he was sleepy to avoid saying the wrong thing.

      Jill nudged him, but when he didn’t move, she pulled a comic from her little bag and turned the pages slowly. She couldn’t read much yet. He’d read to her, now they were going back to live together, like a proper brother and sister again.
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      It surely wasn’t long since he’d closed his eyes but he must have slept, for now they were passing the ruins of buildings. Piles of rubble and wooden work huts sat alongside blackened brick walls. Factories, pubs, banks or homes had once stood there. It was difficult to believe it.

      Jill shrieked. ‘Look at that house! Its insides are all showing. I can see a bath upstairs.’ She giggled. ‘Look, Bill, you can see the stairs and everything.’

      The dingy houses and blocks of flats were so close together and had no gardens. There were holes in the pavement where railings had been, dirt on the walls, cigarette stubs all over the pavements. The streets of houses had cleared spaces surrounded by brick rubble. London was different from what he remembered, lighter, yet blacker. The buildings looked filthy, an edging of black fluff on every surface. Even with blue skies and strong sunlight, it wasn’t a cheerful outlook. Bill stared hard another ruin of a home. Supposing they’d stayed home in Primley Road instead of escaping to the country!

      ‘Oh my goodness,’ said Mother. ‘What a mess! We’ve lost the London we knew.’

      ‘Look! Red buses, buses with upstairses!’ Jill squealed as one thundered past.

      ‘Double-deckers,’ Bill muttered. They looked huge after the village bus. He peered at the next one passing. He’d almost forgotten what they were like. ‘Upstairs, Jill, at the very front, you can see all around, and you’re right close to the buildings.’

      Mother turned around. ‘We’re coming into the centre of London, now.’ She turned back to Ted. ‘Do a little tour, Ted, can you? Goodness, how long since I’ve been here!’

      Another squeak from Jill. ‘Look at those ladies in high heels.’ The people in the streets did look different from the country folk.

      Ted drove grimly on. Mother had gone quiet.

      Bill saw that, to Jill, this was all new and exciting. She’d grown up with no knowledge of London.

      ‘Ooh, look at that great big church thing.’

      ‘St Paul’s Cathedral. It’s famous.’

      ‘All over the world? Did Hitler know about it?’

      ‘Yes,’ Ted suddenly joined in. ‘He’d have bombed it if he could. Look how it’s bombed all around.’

      Last time Bill was here, tall buildings had blocked the sight of St Paul’s apart from its dome. Now they could now see the whole of it, flanked by the blackened bases of ruined buildings and a great cleared patch in front. But it still looked magnificent, a king amongst paupers.

      ‘St Paul’s Cathedral,’ Jill murmured. ‘And what’s that, Bill?’

      It was rather nice having a little sister wanting him to point out everything. Jill had been Kenneth’s shadow for the past four years. Bill pointed out the Houses of Parliament, not that she’d understand what ‘government’ meant. He stared himself, everything so close together, so big. So damaged. It was a strange thrill to be back after so long, but shocking too.

      Ted drove over Westminster Bridge.

      ‘Let me see the river. Is it big, is it blue?’ Jill was as near to standing as she could manage, her face pressed to the window. Bill eyed the muddy banks full of debris, slightly green on top of its satiny surface.

      ‘Oh it’s nearly black and all the bank is mud. Ugh.’ But the boats pleased her and she stayed excited as they drove past the dinginess of Stockwell, Oval, Elephant and Castle.

      When he saw the crush around Clapham Junction and heard Mother breathe, ‘Arding and Hobbs,’ Bill knew they would soon be home.

      They passed the common. Even the stretches of green were soiled. It was blighted by corrugated iron huts, piles of iron, bricks, unkempt grass and overgrown bushes. They drove down roads with gaps where a house had been the unlucky hit. All this had been happening while lucky people were safe away in evacuation.

      Jill laughed at another sliced open house, a stray bath lying in the garden and the upstairs rooms displaying the sad broken furniture. ‘How funny! It looks as if someone’s just gone out.’

      ‘Just gone,’ Ted said bitterly.

      Bill felt queasy. Would Primley Road look this bad?

      Mother looked out of the window, holding her handkerchief in front of her mouth. Bill had known, of course he’d known, that loads of buildings had been hit, but while he was living with the Pawseys he’d been so safe that the news was like a wireless play; scary but not real.

      Mother said, ‘We’re not far from Wandsworth now.’

      The buildings did look more familiar, and he looked keenly in case he recognised something. ‘Isn’t this the road we used to walk to Mr Durban’s, Mother?’

      ‘Yes, that’s right.’

      ‘Who’s Mr Durban?’ Jill piped up.

      ‘He’s Dad’s friend, he works with him.’ A bright orange feeling joined all Bill’s black ones. He couldn’t wait to see Mr Durban and the precious sabre. Once his secret photo of it had been stolen, he hadn’t had its magic protection. Now he’d be seeing it for real.

      The car turned a corner into a road where nothing was bombed. Primley Road looked the same as the day he’d left, carrying his suitcase and a bag of food, with his parents pushing Jill’s pushchair ahead of him. He screwed up his eyes and tried to remember the scene through the smeared glass of the car window.

      Mother got out of the car while Ted collected the luggage from the boot. He set it all in a line, military style.

      Jill had already pushed the front seat forward to scramble out. Bill waited. If he placed his feet on this pavement it was like accepting that he belonged here. He looked up at the front of the house. It was strange, recognizing it so well yet feeling so apart from it. He stayed sitting until Mother waved him to get out.

      ‘Help, then, Bill!’

      ‘Is this our house or that one?’ said Jill, pulling a case onto the pavement with one hand and waving a finger with the other.

      Bill pointed to their black gate. He wasn’t sure the house had a friendly look. A flickery feeling swirled inside his tummy.

      Ted stretched. ‘Long drive. I won’t come in, Sis.’ He put their suitcases at the front door. ‘I’ve got to take the car to the station for Lieutenant Trent’s brother to collect. But I’ll do that in the morning. First, it’s time to settle back home with the parents.’

      Mother held him at his elbow and her voice was kind. ‘You must be so relieved to be back with them at last.’

      He shrugged, his face stiff. ‘It’ll all be changed there. You’ll see.’ He drove away with a brief wave of a white hand.

      Bill looked around, trying to remember this road. When he was six and seven, he used to run down to school that way. Turning left led to Reg’s house, and a few streets on, to Andrew’s. Would he see any of them? Not when it was time to go back to school. They were all too old for junior school now. He turned back. Jill was standing still, large-eyed, until Mother put a bag in her hands and ushered her through the front gate. Then she gave Bill the keys. He opened the front door, quite slowly.

      A damp and musty smell met him. He and Mother dumped the suitcases in the hall. He picked up a large pile of post and put it on the hall stand.

      She sniffed. ‘You can tell how long it is since your father was here. I can positively smell abandonment.’

      The cream gloss wallpaper under the dado rail was far dingier than Bill remembered, and the patterned tiles on the floor needed a good clean. He glanced out at the road again before shutting the door. How close together the houses were, pressed in, like people on a crowded train. He shook his head. No fields between houses here. There wouldn’t be any smell of country. Perhaps he’d never smell it again. But when I’m grown up, getting there will be down to me. Only, it was such a long time until he was twenty-one.

      ‘Phew,’ said Mother. ‘Home at last. I can’t believe it! My own home again after all this time.’ She opened the front room door and started pulling dust sheets off the chairs.

      Jill was silent, standing with the bag Mother had passed to her, like a party guest who was waiting to be welcomed.

      He said, ‘Shall I go round and open some windows?’

      ‘Yes, do that, Billy.’

      ‘Bill, now.’

      ‘All right, all right. And collect the dust sheets. Tea. I need some tea. Surely there’ll still be a packet of tea in the caddy. There won’t be any milk. We’ll have to open a tin of condensed, but at least we’ll have a fresh pot of tea for a nice change. Pray your father didn’t use it all before he left.’

      He heard her footsteps down the passage and then a cry of glee. ‘My old kitchen. All to myself! I shall have to remind myself where everything is.’

      ‘I don’t know where anything is,’ Jill piped up. ‘Can you show me, Bill?’

      He pointed to the front room and she put her head round the door.

      ‘Front room, we don’t use it much. You mustn’t touch the ornaments in it. Anyway, it’s to be Aunty’s room now. The next door’s the cloakroom. I’ll show you the rest of the house later. I’m going to help Mother, so why don’t you go upstairs and find your old bedroom.’

      ‘Where is it? I’m going to put all my secret things there.’

      He smiled. ‘Your room’s the furthest one. Go on. You might find your old toys in the cupboard.’

      He felt better for the sound of Jill’s voice counting the stairs while she hopped up them. He went back slowly into each room, pulling the sheets off the chairs, turning the pictures to face the right way, removing the blackout and opening each window. It felt slightly shocking to do these things without asking permission first.

      Each room brought a memory: galloping horsey out of the front room, helping Mrs Donnington polish the spoons in the dining room, watching Dad smoke his pipe in the parlour where the wireless voice doomed misery, the pack of unopened colouring pencils on the garden room bookcase and Dad’s disappointed voice, ‘He has no interest in drawing, whatsoever’, Uncle Frank measuring Kenneth and himself back-to-back against the hall wall; the wrestling, the exercises, Uncle Frank’s death. He shuddered. It was uncomfortable, those past times flitting into his mind, one fragment after another.

      It must be ages since Dad was here, and even more years since Mrs Donnington had been in to clean. Would she come back now war had ended? Everywhere was terribly dusty, cobwebs were hanging from all the corners of the ceilings. He took the dust sheets into the hall. The dust would have to be washed out now.

      Mother called out, ‘Bring down some sheets from the airing cupboard, Bill. We’ll peg them on the line to freshen while there’s still sun. They haven’t seen the light of day for years, so I hope there’s no moth.

      He bounded upstairs. His room hadn’t been touched since 1940. Before Dad was called up in ‘43, he probably only came for the post and a night’s rest, and to keep the house from being requisitioned. He was mostly wherever Court was sitting.

      Horsey was propped in one corner. Bill remembered putting him there after returning from the first evacuation, because a seven-year-old was too old to play with hobby-horses.

      He closed his door and leant back against it. He’d enjoyed his own space here, way back before he’d known there was a man called Hitler, before he heard bombs or saw dogfights. He stretched his arms out trying to occupy the whole space. Horribly soon he’d be sharing it.

      Along the passage he could hear Jill squeaking in her bedroom, then her footsteps as she peeped into Mother’s room, the bathroom, the spare room, and finally his. ‘It’s big this house, like the vicarage, but there’s only one upstairs.’

      ‘There’s the loft, but you need a ladder to get up there.’

      ‘Golly, I can’t remember anything,’ she said. ‘I’m like someone who’s never been here.’

      ‘But you were. I remember the day you were born and a nurse was with Mother in her bedroom. When you were a toddler, I read you stories up here, sometimes. Once I found you a little bear. It fitted just snugly into your hand.’

      She looked at her empty hand as if he was making it up. ‘Can’t remember. Do you like being back in your old bedroom?’

      ‘Yes, quite.’

      ‘Where’s Kenneth going to sleep?’

      He took a big breath pressing what felt like a metal band round his chest. ‘There’ll be bunk beds. This one will have to go.’ He looked around, imagining the changed room.

      ‘You’ve never shared before.’

      ‘Actually I have. My first evacuation. Alan and I shared: and not just a room – it was more like a cupboard – but the bed, a little camp bed.’

      ‘Goodness! That must have been a squash.’

      ‘It was, but we got used to it.’ If only it was Alan he had to share with, not Kenneth.

      Jill used her grown-up’s voice. ‘You can get used to anything if it goes on long enough. The vicar said that once when I wanted jam on my bread and there wasn’t any. Come on. You said you’d show me the downstairs rooms and I want my tea.’

      He collected the sheets from the airing cupboard and led Jill downstairs. He found Mother laying tea in the kitchen instead of the dining room. The mound of dust sheets now filled the scullery doorway.

      ‘Take a cloth from the scullery,’ she said to Bill, ‘before you hang the clean sheets outside. You’ll need to clean the washing line first.’

      He went outside and ran the cloth along the line of rope that stretched from the scullery to the shed, the ugly part of the garden. Mother was right, when he got to the end of the rope the cloth was filthy. He looked up and remembered the searchlights, the flak and planes overhead. The cloth was thick with dirt from the war in the skies as much as the smoke from London chimneys. The top of a factory chimney in the distance had a steady plume to join the rest. How it spoiled the blue sky! He spread out the sheets for their first night home.

      He washed the cloth and his hands in the scullery sink. Through the doorway, he saw Mother putting the teapot on the kitchen table.

      ‘Come on, Bill. We’ll eat here for now. I’ve got everything to do now we’re back, and I’ve only the one pair of hands.’

      ‘You’d look funny with more.’ Jill giggled.

      ‘Don’t be smart.’ Mother looked at them both as if they might suddenly multiply into several children. ‘I expect you’re both hungry. I’m not sure what I can find you to eat.’

      Bill picked up the basket from Mrs Pawsey. He slid it forwards. Inside were eggs, fruit cake, butter, crusty bread and tomatoes.

      ‘Bless her!’ She unpacked it. She cut the bread, then three very thin slices from the fruit cake.

      While she was busy, Bill managed to put the napkin in his pocket.

      Mother rescued a raisin that had fallen onto the table and put it with the fruit cake. ‘We’re certainly glad of this today. We’re used to rationing, but it will be much worse here in London, so you children will have to get used to it.’

      Bill spread a scrape of butter carefully onto his bread. Mother had found some Bovril in the larder. The thick, sticky paste at the bottom of the jar was still worth scraping up. He looked at the padlock hanging from its metal loop on the larder door. Mother and Mrs Donnington had piled the stock there when war was expected. ‘Do you remember Mrs Donnington, Jill?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Our Home Help,’ Mother said. ‘We shan’t be seeing her again. No-one can get any help now. Everyone’s told me that.’

      Jill wasn’t listening. She finished her tea quickly and got up without asking, but Mother didn’t say anything until Jill started opening cupboards. ‘Enough!’ Mother shooed them both out of the kitchen. ‘I want to clear up and find what tins are left. Then I must write the shopping list and a note for the milkman so he knows to start delivering again.’

      ‘Show me round, Bill. You said!’ Jill ran in and out of the downstairs rooms. ‘Isn’t it funny that I was here, sitting in my highchair.’

      ‘And hiding,’ Bill said. ‘Come here.’ He opened the cellar door and peered under the stairs. There was no light and Dad hadn’t left the torch hanging on its hook. He pushed Jill’s head down in the right direction so that she could make out the outline of the camp bed where they’d sat those scary nights. ‘Do you remember being down here in the middle of the night sheltering from the bombs?’

      Jill shook her head.

      ‘Not the noise?’ He pointed. ‘That’s where we had to sit. Next to the coal hole.’

      ‘Ugh. Bet there are spiders down there.’

      ‘Probably. They have to live somewhere. Can you see the round iron flap up at the end of the cellar? That’s where the coal comes shooting down when the coalman comes. Mother let me stand here sometimes and watch. I thought that was very exciting.’ He smiled. ‘You can stand there, next time he’s due.’

      ‘Not likely! Why would I want to put my head in a horrid, dark stairway and see coal coming through!’ She wriggled back out of the doorway, brushing cobwebs off her hands. ‘Ugh.’

      He wasn’t used to having girls around. It was odd, the things they liked and didn’t like. He took her back to the kitchen where Mother was opening the post. ‘There’s one for you, Bill, somewhere.’ She rifled through the pile. Could Dad have written one just for him? It couldn’t be from Mr and Mrs Pawsey already. Mother pulled out a postcard. ‘Here.’

      His excitement dashed down to the floor. It was from Kenneth.

      
        
        Billy,

        I am having a lovely time with my granny and grandpa. They have given me loads of things. They took me to the pictures and I saw Anchors Aweigh with Gene Kelly and Fred Astaire. It was funny and excellent.

        Yesterday, Mummy heard that I have been awarded a place at Dulwich College. It’s the best school in the whole of South London. Have you been told which school you are going to yet?

        Are you getting your bedroom ready for me? We will be coming soon.

        Kenneth

        

      

      

      Bill swallowed twice, then held out the postcard to Mother to read. Her head was bent over one letter after the other. ‘Yes, dear, I’ve read it. Kenneth seems to be cock-a-hoop.’

      ‘Come on, Jill, I’ll show you the garden.’ He took her outside. He wouldn’t have her attention for many days more. Kenneth would take it over.

      Mother had so much to do that it was late when they went to bed. The thin slice of fruit cake and two slices of bread felt like a long time ago and there was nothing more. He was hungry. Mrs Pawsey had always given him a good supper in the evening.

      He sat on his bed with a thump. It was only this morning he’d been at home with the Pawseys, with the Youldons’ cottage just a short run away. He was almost a son to the Pawseys, he’d been with them so long, and because they’d lost their only son, Graham. As for Mrs Youldon, whose little cottage he’d been billeted in on the first evacuation, she was the first person to make him feel special. She said he was her big boy. She depended on him for looking after her little ones. Now he’d gone from all of them forever. His eyes smarted. Mother wouldn’t ever take him for a visit, that was for sure. He screwed up his eyes, trying to see them from memory. Were they all missing him? He pulled the green and white napkin from his pocket, hugging it to his chest. It was his little bit of the Pawsey home that he was going to keep always.

      By his bed there was a certain crack in the wall which before evacuation, he’d always peered at as he dropped off to sleep, making it into a spider, a thin man, a steeple with bricks hanging below it. He could still do it. He pulled the blanket further towards his chin. The smell of his blanket, the iron base of his bed and the rail above it took his thoughts way back beyond the wail of the air raid siren to a time of soft toys, pyjamas with stars on them, hot milk in a blue chunky cup, and a faraway da-dit-dit-da of cross voices below the floorboards.
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      Bill’s eyelids felt too heavy to open but unfamiliar sounds around him stopped him from curling up into oblivion again. He thrust out his hand to feel for the damp nose of Macbeth or the thick ruff of Othello. Air blew through his searching fingers. They remained empty. He turned over and faced the crack in the wall. He heard gates opening, an exchange of Good Mornings. Primley Road people were off to work. He was not at the Pawseys’ any more.

      He pulled the sheet above his head, lying still to recapture the morning sense of restless dogs, the huff and puff of Mr Pawsey on the stairs, the whiff of honeysuckle and parsley, the snorting and clucking of piglets and chickens awaiting their feed. He wanted to remember all of it forever. One day, when he had his own money and was allowed to go away on his own, he would buy a train ticket and go back for real. His throat hurt. It hurt badly. He put his fingers on it in case there was a great lump Mother or Jill would see. No, only he would know it was there.

      After another few moments of shutting his eyes to the new day, he sat up. The napkin fell off his front. He held it to his nose. He could smell the Pawseys’ dining room, the home-baked bread. He wanted the napkin with him all the time. It was too big to keep on him without someone noticing, but he had scissors in his soap-bag. He got out of bed and found them. He cut the best piece, the middle, into a neat size. He could put that inside a full handkerchief every day, and no-one would ever know. He hid the rest of the napkin under his handkerchiefs and socks in his top drawer, and held the cut piece close. Mrs Pawsey had told him to think about cheerful things, like the people he’d be seeing again. She’d want him to do that.

      Think of seeing the sabre again; Mr Durban, and Angela, a person who told him what was going on when no-one else did. She’d be pleased he was back. Nanny and Grandad’s faces would glow when they set eyes on him. It was nearly five years since they’d seen him and Jill, who was still in a pram back then. They’d hold out their arms and their hugs would go on and on. They’d be amazed at how grown up he was. Uncle Ted would be absolutely fine now that he was safe at home. Everything would be back to how it used to be when he was small. Nanny would make a lovely dinner –— well, the best meal she could on rations. Visiting them had always been the best day of the week.

      He slid out of bed and was the first washed and dressed. He put the piece of napkin inside a clean handkerchief and then in his trouser pocket.

      After laying the table for breakfast in the kitchen, he went into the garden in case there were some flowers he could pick for Nanny. She’d like that. The garden was quite a mess, everything overgrown. He went to the shed but couldn’t open the door. Swollen wood at its bottom pressed into the mud. The lowest two overlapping planks needed replacing where they had rotted. Perhaps there was a saw in the cellar. He had better see to this.

      Apart from a patch of rotting rhubarb, there didn’t seem to be any vegetables, and the flowers had been sabotaged by weeds. He kicked at a patch of soil. It was light brown, thin and stony, not like the rich ginger of the Pawseys’ garden.

      Mother always used to want something pretty to look at from her chair in the garden room. She’d never liked to garden, and hadn’t wanted a vegetable plot, but with rationing, how would they manage without? Until Dad was demobbed, he’d better take the garden over. He’d learned so much from Mr Pawsey, so he could do it. He picked the largest stones from the patch where he would grow the carrots and things and threw them as far down the garden as he could.

      When he went back indoors, Mother was in the kitchen holding the packet of cornflakes. ‘This is only half full and it’s probably stale.’ She put round three dishes. ‘You’ll have to be the main food shopper, Bill, because people go early to queue. Even without this horrendous pile of washing, by the time I’ve seen to Jill and breakfast, everything will have been snapped up.’ Her voice rose higher. ‘And I don’t know how I’m going to get this house clean and straight and feed everyone. Without Mrs Donnington, I have everything to do.’

      He wasn’t sure how best to help. He picked the ration books up from the table to see which shops they were registered at. Mother commented from the larder, ‘Not even any oats. Goodness me, your father must have eaten loads of porridge. And all these shelves are so dirty! Pass me the Vim, will you?’

      He found the cylinder of Vim under the sink, its cardboard soggy where the tap had leaked into the cupboard. He spoke towards the larder. ‘We could keep chickens, so we’d get eggs. There’s plenty of room in the garden.’

      Mother squeaked. ‘Ooh, I couldn’t cope with feathery things. Suppose they got indoors? I wouldn’t have a clue how to deal with them.’

      ‘I would. I could look after them.’

      Mother emerged from the larder holding the dishcloth and Vim. ‘You did that at the Pawseys’ of course. How out of touch I am with what you can do.’ She put her dishcloth under the tap and wrung it out.

      Jill came down in her dressing gown. Aunty had knitted it, but there hadn’t been enough wool to make it all one colour. The top part was mustard yellow, the middle, grey and the bottom quarter was army green. ‘Can I have my cornflakes before getting dressed, Mummy? I couldn’t find any clothes.’

      Mother pushed her hands through her hair. ‘None? Not in the brown suitcase?’

      ‘They were dirty when they were packed, remember?’

      ‘Oh my goodness. All this washing on my very first morning home.’ She fluttered her hands towards the largest suitcase, not yet unpacked. ‘Who’d be me? There must be something you can wear, Jill.’

      ‘Only these, if you mean in the chest of drawers.’ She opened her dressing gown to show a tiny frilly skirt hanging off one hip and a blouse that must have fitted her when she was in her pram. Bill gave a shout of laughter and she burst into peals of giggles and rolled on the floor.

      Mother wasn’t amused. ‘Get up, get up. You were far less trouble when you were that size, I’ll have you know. Sit up for your breakfast, please.’

      Jill didn’t rush to get up or to finish giggling. Mother sighed and turned her back. She poured some milk into each cornflake dish.

      When he was seven like Jill, the kitchen had been a place where he feared trouble. Jill, twisting round to make Bill laugh and in full view of Mother, obviously didn’t have such a problem. She looked totally confident. Had Mother changed? He sneaked a glance as she placed a dish neatly into Jill’s place, and another more randomly into his. No, she just preferred girls. He pulled his dish towards him and began eating the flakes, stale as old cardboard. No napkins for kitchen meals! How things had changed, post-war.

      Jill munched away happily. ‘My friend Iris lives right near here. She’s the one I played hopscotch with and I want to go and see her.’

      Mother didn’t appear to be listening. She was eking out the last of the condensed milk into her pale beige tea, the pot ‘hotted up’ from last evening.

      It would probably help Mother to have Jill out of the way. He said, ‘What street does Iris live in?’

      ‘Look. Her mummy wrote it down.’ She passed over an old birthday card with an address written on the inside.

      ‘That’s near St Ann’s Hill. I know it. Perhaps I can walk you there when I go for the shopping – if Mother says.’

      Mother looked up, her mind probably on other things, and nodded. ‘When you’re dressed.’ Then as an afterthought she added, ‘If people are right about the length of queues, it will probably be dinner-time by the time Bill finishes, so he can collect you as well.’

      ‘All right,’ he said. If she wasn’t in a hurry for him to get back, he could scout around a bit after delivering Jill. He might come across Reg or Andrew, or take a look at his old junior school.

      ‘There are quite a lot of chores to finish before you can go,’ Mother interrupted his thoughts.

      He swept the larder and kitchen, pulling the bag of dirty washing from the large suitcase and piling it beside the dust sheets against the scullery sink. He checked the mangle. He remembered that if you left it unused for too long, the rubber rollers stuck together and left tiny flecks on the wet washing. Their last holiday, he calculated quickly, six years ago, they’d had a smashing two weeks at Cooden Beach. When they’d got back it was a baking hot day. Mrs Donnington had been sweating over the washing while she minded him. The mangle roller was soggy. He’d been sitting on a bucket in the scullery picking the rubber bits out of his knitted swimming costume when Dad came in to tell her the fearful news that war was almost certainly coming.

      He wound the mangle handle a couple of times and grubby grey streaks showed on the roller. There was a stockinette dishcloth on the draining board. He was going to clean the rollers with it, but it had dried into such hard folds that it stayed stuck on the draining board, and when he yanked on it a splinter of wood went into the side of his hand. He didn’t like wooden draining boards. Mrs Pawsey had an enamel sink and drainer. It was chipped and badly stained, but you didn’t get splinters.

      ‘Why are you sucking your hand?’ Jill was now dressed in the things she’d worn yesterday.

      ‘Here, can you pull this splinter out? I can’t do it with my left hand.’

      Her fingers were small enough, half the width of his. She leant over him and pulled it out. ‘You see, I am a useful girl.’

      ‘Thanks. Are you ready to go?’

      Mother was sorting the remainder of the suitcase into piles on the kitchen chairs. She nodded at the table. ‘There are the ration books and the form to show we’re back. I’ve written you a list. Standard loaf, cheese, marmalade, two tins of beans, cornflakes, half a pound of biscuits – broken will do, they taste just the same – the meat ration, three pounds of potatoes, onions, carrots and a cabbage. Take two baskets to even the weight.’ She passed them over. ‘Here’s three florins. That should be plenty. You can buy a comic each with the change.’

      ‘Thank you!’ That was a whopping surprise. He hadn’t had a comic for ages.

      Jill started saying, ‘Don’t get me Sunny Stories. I want a comic with more pictures.’

      He nudged her to the front door. She was chancing their luck by sounding ungrateful. ‘Tell me outside, silly,’ he muttered. They left the house to its dank, neglected smell. Sunshine beamed onto the front path.

      ‘It’s hot!’ Jill hopped towards the gate swinging what had once been a very smart lady’s bag. Its gold coloured clasp hung open, revealing a number of small dolls and a Knitting Nancy.

      ‘Where did you get that bag, Jill?’

      ‘Aunty gave it to me because the clasp’s broken. Look—.’ She let it fall open wider and stroked the inside. ‘This is satin.’

      ‘If you take that, you won’t be able to help me carry the shopping home.’

      ‘No. I can carry the comics, though, under my arm.’ She skipped ahead, her dark curls bouncing on her shoulders as cheekily as her words.

      ‘I hope it’ll be all right with Iris’s mother, you coming without any notice. If not, you’ll have to come with me.’

      Iris’s place had a low brick wall topped by a hedge. The double-fronted house with its bay windows looked inviting, and when Iris’s mother opened the door to them, she smiled widely. ‘Hello, Jill! Iris has been saying you’d be back home by now. It is a nice surprise to see you so soon. Come along in.’ She pointed to the handbag. ‘I can see you’ve brought things to play with. And you are Billy, the brother?’

      ‘Bill, Mrs Nokes. I’m just dropping Jill, if that’s all right. I’ve got to go and queue for the food. We only got back yesterday evening.’

      ‘Your mother must be up to her ears. Tell me where you live and I’ll drop Jill back after dinner. She can stay and eat with us.’

      ‘Hooray!’ Jill stood peering down the hall for her friend without a backward glance at Bill. ‘We live in Primley Road and I know the way!’

      ‘Thank you very much, Mrs Nokes.’ Bill shut the gate behind him. Even better. Now he had time to scoot around for a recce.

      The nearby roads still had their trees but many of the front gardens looked neglected, no fathers, no husbands to work in them on Sundays.

      Around the common, the iron railings had been ripped out for the war effort. The regular gaps along the grass looked like a mouth with pulled teeth. The white S for Shelter was still clear over the entrance, but Mr Durban’s ARP hut had been removed. That’s where Bill had rushed for information and comfort when Ted returned from Dunkirk in boots that had gone green, a greatcoat and nothing else. Kenneth had scoffed that he’d been defeated but Mr Durban said Dunkirk was a miraculous success and asked for Bill’s help in eating a bar of chocolate. Bill smiled. He realised, now he was older, that Mr Durban was just being kind. And it was probably his last bar. When sweets came off the ration, he’d buy Mr Durban loads of chocolate.

      He walked to the top of St John’s Hill overlooking the mess of London. Fulham was where Mr Durban’s Cossack sabre lived in a cupboard, the scarlet top of its pommel just showing above its scabbard. How thrilling it had been, that first Christmas Eve of the war when Mr Durban told him its terrible tale and its special name - shashka. And now he had his own sabre story to tell Mr Durban, the one Alan had found in the Manor library last year.

      Mother should hurry up and telephone Mrs Durban to say they were back. They must visit soon, before Kenneth got back. He mustn’t hear about the sabre; it was Bill’s secret that he had seen it, dreamed up its power, and Mr Durban’s secret that he had told Bill its story.

      He ran down towards the station. That’s where there were a lot of bombed houses. One had bits of chairs, an exposed staircase, and a tree continuing to grow right through the rubble. Next door, a pram stood outside an undamaged house and a woman was scrubbing the step, as if nothing had ever gone wrong. Nearby, a house was sliced open from front to back. A small gang of rough children scrambled up to the first floor. Others were rummaging through rubble for war treasure: shrapnel, pennies, ornaments and crockery under heaps of brick dust. A group of girls played house in a back room that still had three of its walls and a mantle-piece. Two were ‘cooking’ in a battered saucepan with a long spoon, and a bigger girl was sweeping dust from under a horse chestnut tree. Another sat on a backless chair, pretending to be The Mistress. Several boys were playing tight-rope along one of the remaining joists on the first floor. It did look fun, but he didn’t know any of them.

      He stepped back onto the pavement. Joining in would be much better when he’d found one of his old friends. They’d do a whole tour of bomb sites. That would be spiffing. He turned away. He was supposed to be shopping. It would be awful if everything had been sold because he had been off exploring instead of queuing. He ran back towards Garrett Lane.

      The line of women stared at him when he joined the baker’s queue. He was a newcomer, just the same as when he was first evacuated. He wanted to shout out, ‘I live here. I’m from Wandsworth.’ After about ten minutes he got to the front. He handed over the ration books and took hold of the greyish National loaf. It had no smell. Mrs Pawsey had always baked her own, swapping her eggs for flour. He put the hard oblong into the basket. When would he enjoy a baking bread smell again?

      It took longer to get served at the grocer’s and after that, the greengrocer’s had the longest queue of all. There was a whisper about a new delivery and when he reached the front he saw a carton of small oranges with a large notice, ‘Children Only’. He passed the ration books over but the greengrocer only let him have one. ‘You’re too big to count as a child.’

      Bill pointed to his ration book, but the greengrocer shrugged. ‘Sorry.’

      Bill hesitated. Should he argue?

      The lady behind Bill said, ‘Hurry up, ducky. We all want to get served, you know.’

      He asked for the potatoes. When the greengrocer threw them on the scales, they were so thick with dirt that he didn’t get much for the money. He wouldn’t look forward to coming to this shop again, but you had to go where you were registered.

      He got Jill’s comic from the newsagents and although it had The Wizard, he bought stamps with his share of the change so he could write to the Pawseys and Youldons.

      The baskets were too heavy to walk over to his old school. That would have to wait for another day.

      Arms aching, he walked on until Primley Road stretched in front of him, unharmed and only slightly shabby, as if it had been unaware of the war. The gate was swinging loose as he came back up the path. He could mend that sort of thing now. He went to find Mother. She had emptied the large suitcase which was now propped against the door, while beside her on the floor, a tin bucket held the dreaded washing.

      ‘Here’s the shopping, Mother. I’m going to mend the gate later; the hinge is off. I know where the tools are.’

      ‘Good. If you can, Bill. I’ve made a huge list of things that need doing.’ She looked up as he started to unpack the baskets, holding out each item like a trophy.

      ‘Loaf.’

      ‘If that’s today’s bread, I’m a film star.’

      ‘Cabbage. Potatoes.’

      ‘They look as if they’ve brought half the garden with them.’ Then she saw the orange. ‘Ooh, an orange. What luck! Where is Jill?’

      ‘Mrs Nokes is bringing her back after her dinner.’ He hung the empty baskets on their hooks in the larder. ‘Are we going to Nanny and Grandad’s afterwards?’

      Mother looked at the tin bath full of washing and sighed. ‘Tomorrow. I have to wash a second load now and get it hung out.’

      ‘Can’t we go after that?’

      ‘I shall be all in. Anyway, it’s probably best to let Ted settle in properly before we go round there. They have to adapt to having him home. Find me some more pegs, will you? Then we’ll have our dinner and afterwards, I can start dusting everywhere. It will take an age to get the living room clean, but we must have somewhere to sit besides the kitchen. We can’t live as though we’re paupers.’

      The doorbell rang, and Mother went to thank Mrs Nokes for having Jill. Jill’s voice trilled down the hallway in a sing-song. ‘Thank-you-ver-y-much; can-I-come-again?’ She skipped on towards the kitchen.

      Mother followed. ‘Jill, you are in luck. Bill got an orange from the greengrocers.’ She passed it over. ‘Give him a couple of pieces, will you?’

      Jill took up the orange, sniffing it and closing her eyes. ‘Aaahhh! We had one of these at the vicarage Christmas party.’ The skin was very tough and the white stuff wouldn’t come away from the fruit for ages. ‘Here you are.’ She handed Bill two segments.

      ‘Thanks, Jill. Smashing.’

      She sucked at one herself. ‘It’s not very juicy. How do I eat it? It’s hiding under a white blanket.’

      Bill couldn’t help laughing, but Mother tutted and took a knife to the orange. ‘Be grateful, child. Fruit’s a rare enough treat. It’s only you who got one.’

      ‘You can have this boat, Mummy,’ said Jill.

      Mother slipped the segment into her mouth and chewed it slowly. ‘Not very good, I agree.’ She sighed. ‘I remember real oranges. Before you were born, Jill.’

      It was at the Manor party, with Alan and all the other vaccies, that he’d last had an orange. This one was a very poor substitute, but he kept the last mouthful of orange in his mouth for as long as he could as a way of bringing back the memory. He had a long drink of water to savour the taste.

      Jill looked impressed. ‘What a big drink, Bill! I saw your throat wobbling up and down. Isn’t it lucky that water’s not on ration?’
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