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Chapter One

A STURDY URCHIN dug a trowel into a water-logged patch of soil, while a slimmer boy of about his age, wearing a smart navy-blue raincoat, peeped at him through the hedge separating their houses. It was a bright, sunny day in June 1944, near Leeds in the West Riding of Yorkshire.

“Hello,” the boy in the raincoat called through the privet leaves. “What are you doing?”

“What’s it look like?”

“Playing mud pies?”

“’Course not! I’m plantin’ stuff.”

“Can I help?”

The boy with the trowel shrugged. “If yer wants ter.”

His neighbour squeezed through a gap in the hedge. “I’m Bill. What’s your name?”

“Ted.”

Bill bent to catch the short fat stick Ted threw at him. “What’s this for?”

“Ter make holes wiv. About ten of ’em like I’m doin’.”

Bill knelt and wiggled the stick into the ground until he had made a neat line of holes on his side of the patch. Dandelions and clumps of rye grass flourished between the boys, but mostly the patch was bare and muddy where copious amounts of water had been poured on it.

“What do I put in these holes?” he asked.

“Bits o’ tater.” Ted bowled a sprouting potato over to him. “Yer have ter cut it into chunks. Got a knife? I ain’t sharing mine. Dad give it me afore he went ter France.”

“I’ll ask my father. Won’t be long.” Bill brushed soil off his raincoat before he shouldered through the hedge again.

Ted heard a door bang. The house next door had been empty when he came to live with the woman he’d been told to call Mary Mum. He sat back on his heels, his eyes on the gap in the hedge. There weren’t any hedges in his old street in Woolwich. Just rows and rows of houses, all black from the smoke. Him and his friends had been sent away because of the air raids. The man on the wireless said they had another one last night.

What did happen las’ night? Is Mum all right? What did Mary Mum whisper to Stan Dad, afore she said ter play out here? Must’ve been bad, else why did she whisper?

Bill squeezed back through the hedge and knelt down. He spread out a square of newspaper filled with chunks of potato. “Dip, dip, dip, my little ship,” he recited, choosing which bit to plant.

“We ain’t got all day,” Ted said. “Gis some here.”

He held out his hands, caught some of the pieces Bill threw over, and groped in the mud for the rest. He added them to his pile, except for one chunk that he dunked in an old saucepan full of water lying nearby. He stuffed that bit into his mouth.

“Ughh!”

“S’good,” spluttered Ted. “Ain’t yer never had raw tater?”

“No, I haven’t. Why do you eat it?”

“’Cos I’m hungry. What d’yer fink?”

“Didn’t you have any breakfast?”

“I had a bit o’ toas’. Me mum use’ ter boil me an egg till I got sent here.”

“Where do you come from?”

“Woollidge. Lunnun.”

“London? Oh, my father said…” Bill bit his lip and stopped talking.

“What? What did he say? That it was bombed las’ night?”

“Yes. Hundreds of rockets came over the Channel. They did a lot of damage.”

Ted rubbed a finger under his nose, leaving a muddy streak. “I wonder if me mum…”

“She’ll be all right. She was probably in a shelter.”

“She never liked them places. We use’ ter hide under our table.”

“Oh!” Bill put pieces of potato into the holes. When he had planted five of them, he looked warily at his new friend who was sitting on his heels, staring into nowhere.

Suddenly Ted asked, “How come you’re here?”

“We’ve left London until the war’s over.”

“Who’s we?”

“My father and me.”

“What’s so special ’bout your dad? How come he’s here when ev’ryone else’s has bin sent ter fight in France?”

“He’s what they call exempt. He’s got a special job.”

“Is he a conshee? I hates conshees. They’re lily whi’ cowards. Not real men, like my dad.”

Bill clenched the stick. “My father’s a real man too. But he refuses to kill anyone.”

“My dad ain’t killed no one neither. Not yet. Where’s yer mum?”

“I don’t know. I think she’s dead.”

“So’s my mum prob’ly, if that bombing…”

“They’d have told you. My father says bad news travels fast.”

He must have tempted Fate. A moment later a woman called, “Ted! Ted!” The shout came from an open window in the house a few yards behind them.

Ted didn’t move.

“She’s calling you.”

“I got ears.”

“Why don’t you go in, then?”

“Don’ wan’ ter.”

“Won’t she get cross?”

“’Spec’ so. She don’ like me. Says I’m a handful. Wishes she hadn’t took me in. Says her Harruld’s got more ’bout him than me. He’s eight. I’m nine. Ten in October.”

“I’ll be eleven on 1 November.”

“Ted! Ted!” The voice sounded impatient.

“You’re just making it worse.”

Ted stood up and scuffed the ground. “Will yer help me wiv me garden termorrer?”

“Yes. I’d love to.”

“We’re friends then? I ain’t got no friends. Not here, any road.”

“I don’t either. We’ll be best friends.”

Ted moved towards the house but stopped when the call came again.

“Ted, laddie, come indoors. I’ve got summat to tell you.”

Ted turned to Bill, his fists clenched. “Did yer hear her? She ain’t never called me laddie. Not in all the time I’ve bin here. Betcher summat’s happened to me mum.”


Chapter Two

SEVERAL WEEKS LATER, in early October, Ted crept towards the back door, and stepped back when it opened inwards and he came face to face with Mary Mum. She had been outside, putting scraps on the compost heap.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“Ter see Bill.”

“Well, you mind your manners round there. And no upsetting Bill, calling his dad a conshee. Be back for dinner.”

Ted closed the door quietly behind him and patted the bulging pockets of his thick, scratchy coat. The local committee had given Mary Mum some used coats for the evacuees in her care, and she had picked this one out for Ted. It hung past his knees, and the one she had given her own boy would have fit Ted better. “You’ll grow faster than Harold,” she had said.

The days had grown shorter and colder, but this day was bright and sunny. People were talking about an Indian summer. Ted and Bill had become close friends. After school they played in each other’s houses or, during weekends, in the nearby wood where Bill refused to play English and Germans. Instead, they took turns pretending to be Robin Hood. Trees became the Sheriff of Nottingham, Friar Tuck, or Little John.

Bill answered the back door and his eyes lit up. “Are you playing here today? I went round yours all last week. It is my turn.”

Ted leaned backwards, his eyes on Mary Mum’s house, before he turned to Bill. “Can yer keep a secret? Cross yer heart ’n hope ter die?”

“You know I can. What’s happened? Oh, Ted, what have you done now?”

“I ain’t dun nuffin’. But I’m goin’… I’m goin’ ter… I’m goin’ ter run away!”

“Why?”

“She’s got it in fer me agin so I’m goin’ ter live on the moor. I took some stuff out o’ the pantry an’ she’s goin’ ter kill me fer that. I come round ter say goodbye. Yer won’t let on, will yer?”

“Of course I won’t. But I’ll miss you. You’re the only friend I’ve got and if you’re not here…” Bill trailed off, miserably. Then he added, “Can I come with you?”

Ted looked at him in surprise. “If yer wants ter. But yer got ter bring yer own grub, ’n summat ter sleep on. I don’ need nuffin’ ter sleep on. I’m tougher’n you.”

“Wait while I collect some things. Look out for Mrs. Craddock. If she sees you, she’ll want to know why you’re here.”

“Oh, heck. Where kin I hide?”

“In the hall, behind the aspidistra. Crumbs, I thought you were going to knock it over. Right, I’ll go see what I can scrounge in the kitchen, get my coat, then—”

“Cor blimey, mate, git on wivvit.”

Bill went into the kitchen and returned a few minutes later carrying a paper carrier bag. “I’ve got a pork pie and a loaf, some butter and some cheese, and a knife.”

“Anyfing ter drink?”

Bill’s face clouded. “No. We’ve already started the milk. I can’t take that.”

“Can’t be helped.” Ted slid from behind the big leafy plant and put out his hand to stop the stand wobbling. “Any road, there’s allus lots o’ water on a moor.”

In the street, both boys turned to look back at the houses. Bill spotted a turbaned head peering out of the parlour window, while Ted heard a faint familiar voice calling Harold. He tugged Bill’s arm. “Come on!”

The way to the moor lay past a straggly wood and into out of bounds. These fields stretched almost as far as they could see, bordered by dry stone walls. They walked near the walls, their feet sinking every now and again into squishy patches where water seeped into their shoes. Then the bottom of the carrier bag gave way and its contents fell into the mud.

Ted pulled a pillowcase out of his pocket. “I was goin’ ter stuff this wiv grass. Ter sleep on,” he explained, while filling the pillowcase with Bill’s food.

“I’m hungry.” His friend rubbed his belly. “Can we stop and have something to eat?”

“I s’pose so. I didn’ wan’ ter eat till we got ter the moor, but it’ll be less ter carry.”

They scrambled onto the broad top of a wall and spread out their supplies. Soon two apples and a fair chunk of the loaf had disappeared inside them.

Bill, who was several inches taller than Ted, stood on the wall and looked around. “If we follow that wall, there. we’ll be able to climb up to the Gorge.” He pointed to another wall running at right angles to the one they were on.

“What? Go up there instead of ter the moor?”

“Yes. It’s a lot nearer. And there are big rocks to shelter under, but it’s awfully steep.”

“Orflee?” Ted teased, making fun of Bill’s better diction.

They picked up their belongings and, laughing and joking, they headed towards the steep hill. The going got dryer and their shoes stopped squelching. Finally, they reached the road that led from Leeds to Otley. They crouched behind a wall when they saw a double-decker bus lumbering towards them and waited until it had gone out of sight before they climbed over. Strands of blackberry clung to their coats, and the thorns jabbed their bare hands when they pulled the vines off. They ran over the road, vaulted another wall, and landed in the stunted bilberry bushes on the other side. Huge rocks were scattered on the hillside above them. Some leaned against each other and formed arches, making favourite places to picnic or play under.

Ted and Bill grinned at each other. They sat on a low rock and hugged their knees.

“Where are we going to live?” Bill asked.

“Look fer a cave. I’ll light a fire afore it gits dark. I’ve got some matches.” Ted dug in his pocket and pulled out a box of Bryant & Mays. “I’ve got a big torch too.”

“You can’t use it in the blackout.”

“I ain’t sleepin’ up here in the dark. I don’ like the dark. Any road, who’ll see us?”

They scrambled up and down the hill, in and out of the bushes, peering between boulders. Several times they had to grab the low, tough bushes to stop their feet sliding down the hillside. After an hour, they chose a niche between two slanting boulders that met like an upside-down vee over their heads. Their shelter was open at the back, and the ground sloped so they had to shuffle up frequently to stay in one place, but they were happy. They spread out their food again and finished off the bread and cheese.

The light faded, and wind whistled between the rocks.

Bill shivered and pulled his coat tighter. “Can’t we block that draught?” he said.

“’Course we can. Jus’ need a big flat stone ter put acrost the back. Look, there’s one.”

But the heavy stone was firmly embedded in the ground.

“There’s more’n one way of skinning a cat.” Ted gave up trying to move the stone. “We’ll get littluns an’ build a wall.”

That was an easier task, but it took many trips up and down the hill before they found suitable stones. After lodging them in place, they tugged up handfuls of tough grass and stuffed them between the gaps.

“We’ll never finish this tonight!” Bill slumped inside the cave and dug in his heels to stop sliding down the slope again.

“We don’ have ter. That’s our window. When yer lies down, there ain’t no draught.”

“I’m cold. And it’s getting dark. And the wind’s spooky, moaning like that.”

“I’ll light a fire. Help me grab some sticks ’n stuff.”

They crawled onto the hillside and searched for kindling. The light faded fast and the ground became slippery underfoot while they stumbled and slid among the bushes. Ted pushed his wet, dishevelled hair out of his eyes, and he felt rain fall onto his hands.

Patter. Patter. Splat, splat, splat, splat. Soon it was raining steadily.

“Cor blimey, that’s orl we need.” Ted turned and hollered, “Come back!”

Bill turned. Ted saw him lose his balance and start sliding. Faster and faster he hurtled down the hill, crashing through the low bilberry bushes while he yelled for help.

In the gathering darkness, Ted heard a loud crack.

Then silence.

He scrambled to where he had heard the cries, at the same time waving the torch like a lunatic. The rain increased, turning the path between the bushes into a stream. Then Ted saw his friend crumpled at the base of a huge rock, the bottom half of his left leg sticking out like a broken puppet’s. Bill was silent. He had passed out.

This weren’t supposed ter happen. Bill’s hurt. Hurt bad. And it’s all my fault.

They were alone. Alone on a hillside where people only came for picnics on sunny days. But it was pitch black now except for short intervals when the moon broke through the clouds. No friendly lights shone from the windows of the village in the valley below. They were all blacked-out, of course. And it was still raining. Raining hard.

*

MARY BRUSHED HAIR away from her face as she waited on her neighbour’s front doorstep. “’Scuse, me, Ethel,” she said, when the door opened. “I’m looking for Ted. Is he here? He came here to see Bill, but that was hours ago.”

“No, they’re not here. I thought Bill was round yours, like he’s been all week.”

“That Ted! He’s a right handful. Never know what mischief he’s going to get up to next. He deserves every clout I give him. You’ve no idea where he is, then?”

“No, sorry, Mary. Last I saw of them, they went toward the trees, about eleven. Come in. I’ll ring Mr. Smith. I ’spect he’ll come home and help us look for them.”

She picked up the black telephone and dialled a number. “Hello, I want to talk to Mr. Andrew Smith, please. Yes, it is urgent. His son, Bill, has gone missing.”

She turned to Mary. “They’ve gone to find him.”

Five minutes ticked by. Then, “Oh, thank you,” Ethel said into the phone.

More minutes crawled past before she spoke again. “Hello, Mr. Smith. Ethel Craddock here. Sorry to ring you at work, but Bill and Ted from next door haven’t come home. We haven’t seen them for six hours.” She paused to listen to a question. “What’s that? Mary’s here. Just a minute.”

Ethel passed the receiver to Mary. “He wants a word.”

“Hello, Mary here. Yes, they’re both missing. I thought Ted was with Bill, and I didn’t worry when he didn’t come home for dinner ’cause he often does that. He’s a real handful, that boy. They’re not round my house. I’ll send one of my boys to the wood to see if they’re there, and Ethel will let you know if we find them. I’ll hand you back now.”

Ethel replaced the receiver on the cradle after saying, “Yes, yes, I’ll do that.”

She turned to Mary. “He’s coming home. Says to contact the police. You don’t think…”

“Don’t think what?”

“Ted’s run away like those boys did at the NCH&O last week? P’raps Bill’s gone with him. It was in the paper. It might’ve given Ted ideas.”

“He doesn’t need anyone to give him ideas. Got plenty of his own. Where would he go?”

“Back to London where he used to live? It’s where they usually go.”

“Doubt it. Not after his mum died. And he’s got no one else except his dad and he’s in France. Does Bill have kinfolk near here?”

“I don’t know. Anyway, Bill’s a follower. He’d no sooner think of running away than fly. You mark my words. This is something your Ted’s thought up.”

“He’s not my Ted. If he were, he wouldn’t be such a bother. Had too much freedom, that’s what I say. No respect for anyone. He’s a real handful. And I’ve got enough on my plate without him adding to it. I’d best send Jimmy out to the wood. I’ll tell you if we find them.”

*

AROUND NINE O’CLOCK that night, Connie Taylor left her outside privy and hurried towards her warm kitchen, eager to get out of the rain. However, she stopped for a few seconds when she spotted a tiny light flashing on the huge hill that loomed not far from her home. As fast as her old legs let her, she shuffled indoors and picked up the phone.

“Hello! Otley Police?” She pushed the receiver against her ear to catch the reply. “Did you say PC Evans? Well, hello, Wally. Connie Taylor here. I’m reporting summat really important. Someone’s breaking th’blackout up on th’Gorge. A light’s flashing. Like someone’s sending a signal. D’ye think we’ve been invaded?”

A gruff voice told her to stop imagining things.

“Wally Evans! Sometimes I could shake yer. Of course I’m not imagining it. Come and see for yerself. Yer don’t want ter leave that warm police station, that’s what. But that light’s still flashing, and if it’s Germans and we get bombed it’ll be your fault, not coming ter investigate.”

“Can’t come right now. I’m on me own.”

“Why are ye on yer own? Where’s Dick?”

“On th’ road. He’s looking for missing boys.”

“Looking for missing boys? Don’t they watch them at that there Home? They run away from there faster than— Well, any road, can ye get a-hold of him? When he makes his next point, tell him ter make haste and come here.”

“What’s that? Ye’ll come on yer bike? ‘Tis good of ye, Wally. That light’s still flashing. ’Tis raining, but not as heavy as t’was. I’ll put kettle on and make a cup of tea, for when ye gets here.”

*

“COME ON IN, Wally, and get dry. Tea’s brewing. Two sugars?”

“Aye. Thank ye, Connie. Now where’s this signalling you’re on about?”

“Can’t show you with th’light on. Turn it off so’s I can draw th’curtain.”

Wally flicked off the light, while taking a gulp of tea.

Connie drew back the heavy blackout curtain and squinted into the darkness.

Cup in hand, Wally joined her in front of the window.

“There ’tis! Up there, on th’Gorge.”

“Oh, aye. I spot it now. Piddly little light. How did ye come ter see it in th’first place?”

“I went to th’privy and saw it when I was coming back in. See, ’tis flashing again.”

“You’re right, lass. Morse code, I reckon. Lemme see if I can work it out.”

“Is it English? Or German? I don’t know any German.”

“No more’n I do. It seems to be a regular pattern. Three short, three long, three short. That’s SOS.” He pulled out his notebook, licked the point of his pencil, and motioned to the window. “Tell me the flashes and I’ll write ’em down.”

Connie chanted dot or dash for several minutes, before pausing. “It’s getting hard to see. Is that a dash, or a dot?”

“Draw th’curtain, lass, so we can put th’light back on. Keep quiet, while I fathom this out.”

She reached to cover the window, straining to see the tiny light. A solid, intense blackness thwarted her vision. Rain started pattering on the window again, and she shivered.

Wally switched on the light and bent over his notebook. “SOS. SOS again. Dash dot dot dot–that’s B. Dot dash dot, R. Three dashes is O. Dash dot dash, K. One dot, that’s E. Dot dash dot dot is L. Another dot, E. Dash dash dot… hm… G. SOS again. What’ve we got? SOS SOS BROKELEG SOS. Jesus Christ! Someone’s up there with a broken leg!”

Connie picked up the phone and passed it to him. “Who’re ye going ter ring?”

“Th’station first ter see if Dick called in. I’ll tell Fred ter send him here. We need a car ter get ter Leeds Infirmary. Got th’ number somewhere. Ah, here ’tis.”

Wally sat down in the chair in front of the fire and started dialling.

*

ABOUT TWO WEEKS later, Bill looked up from the table where he was sorting pieces of puzzle into different colours when Mrs. Craddock ushered Ted into the room.

After she went back into the kitchen, Ted said, “They’re sending me away, Bill.”

“What for? Where are you going?”

“Ter the NCH&O. Where those boys ran away from. I’m really sorry about yer leg, Bill. I never thought summat like this would happen.”

“It was an accident. As much my fault as yours. And it would’ve been worse if you hadn’t got help. We could’ve died up there. My father says you’re a hero, Ted.”

“Not ter Mary Mum, I’m not. She can’t get rid of me fast enough.”

“When are you going?”

“Saturday. The twenny-firs’.”

“The day after tomorrow? That soon? It’s not fair. You’re the only friend I’ve got. Can I come and see you while you’re in there?”

“’Spec’ so. If yer wants ter.”

“Of course I want to. What are you doing now? Can you help me finish my puzzle?”

“Might as well. First I got ter tell Mary Mum. Got ter report ter her twice a day till I leave.”


Chapter Three

TWO DAYS LATER, a tall woman in a severe black gown greeted Mr. Smith and the two boys in the hall of Fawcett House after they arrived at the National Children’s Home & Orphanage at Bramhope. She rested a hand on Ted’s shoulder.

“So you’re Edward Walker. I’m Sister Ellen. I hope you will be happy here, Edward. There are twenty-three other boys, so you’ll have lots of friends. After you’ve taken your coat off, one of our senior boys will show you the spray room, and you can wash your hands before joining the queue for dinner. I’ll see your friends out.”

Ted watched Bill and Mr. Smith leave the wood-panelled lobby of the huge old house. Bill looked back and tried to wave, wobbling unsteadily, and Ted prayed he wouldn’t fall over again. Bill just can’t handle those crutches. Ted blamed himself for his friend’s broken leg.

“Outdoor coats go in the cloakroom,” a voice said in his ear.

Ted took off his scratchy coat that looked almost like new. It had been sponged and pressed, and nobody would have guessed it had been wet and filthy two weeks ago. His skin was tight and shiny too, after many scrubbings with pink carbolic soap.

“D’you like stew?” the older boy, Peter, asked when they were back in the hall.

“Real stew? Wiv meat?”

“If you look hard. Mostly potatoes ’n carrots ’n turnips ’n barley.”

They joined the waiting line of boys.

When Sister Ellen banged a mellow gong, the queue moved tidily forward into a dining room where four tables, each large enough to accommodate eight boys, were set for a meal. A small table, set for two, was placed in the bay window for the Sisters and another table, covered with an oil cloth, stood underneath the serving hatch to the kitchen.

“You’re on my table,” Peter said. “How old are you?”

“Ten las’ week.”

Peter steered Ted towards a chair at the first table and he went to sit down, but Peter took his elbow. “Not yet. Grace first.”

Ted glanced to left and right while everyone else in the room chanted “For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly grateful.” Chairs scraped on the wooden floor, and subdued chatter broke out.

Peter took six bowls that were stacked at his place and walked to the serving table. There he spread them out on a large metal tray which he passed through the serving hatch. It reappeared moments later, each bowl filled with stew. Dumplings and potatoes, orange carrots and cubes of yellow swede broke through the brown gravy. It smelled delicious.

Ted’s stomach rumbled and he realized he was hungry.

The older boy smiled down at Ted when he passed him a bowl. “Dig in!” he ordered, and Ted willingly obeyed. While they ate, Peter introduced the other boys who argued about what was going on in the war. Nobody seemed to doubt the Allies would win.

“It’s all over bar the shouting,” one boy said. “Hitler killed himself yesterday.”

“Don’t believe everything you hear,” retorted another.

Ted looked around him. The boys at the other tables were eating noisily and chatting freely. They didn’t seem to mind being here. Then he caught the eye of one of two lads sitting at the table near the serving hatch who dropped his head, as if ashamed.

Ted nudged Peter. “Why do they have ter have their dinner over there?”

Peter glanced briefly across the room. “That’s the slop table. If you’re in disgrace, like if you wet the bed, you have to sit there. Gerry, on the left, is always there. If he has a dry night, they let him sit with the Sisters, but it’s been a long while since that happened.”

Joseph, who sat opposite Ted, put his hands on the table and leaned forward. “What’s your number? Did you get five or twenty-three?”

Ted looked to Peter. “What’s he mean? I ain’t got a number.”

“We’ve all got a number. Yours will either be five or twenty-three.”

“It won’t be David’s. He’s only just left. Bet you get twenty-three.”

“What happened to David?” Ted asked.

“They made him leave ’cos he were queer.”

“Shut up,” Peter said. “David was nearly eighteen. He had to leave and get a job.”

“Oh, yeah?” Joseph sat back in his chair. “You don’t want to get too pally with anyone here, Ted, or they’ll turf you out for having an inappropriate friendship.”

Ted concentrated on eating the rest of his stew, all the while wondering what Joseph meant when he called David queer, and how a friendship could be inappropriate.

*

AFTER THE MEAL, the lady who had been sitting with Sister Ellen came to Ted. She held out her hand and solemnly shook his. “Hello, Edward,” she said. “I’m Sister Ruth, and I’ve come to show you your locker in the day room where you can unpack your box. It’s on one of the tables. Put your clothes on the table, and your other things in the locker.”

Ted silently followed her into a large room where sunshine streamed in through big sash windows on two adjacent sides. Opposite the windows, grey metal lockers stood against the walls, and wooden tables formed an unconnected U near the window wall.

“You’ll spend a lot of time in here, Edward, or would you like to be called Ted?”

“Ted, please, miss.”

“I’ll call you Ted if you call me Sister Ruth. The other sister is Sister Ellen. She’s the senior sister in this house and she makes the rules, but if anything is bothering you, you can tell either of us. Is that understood?”

“Yes, miss. St. Ruth.” It came out more like ‘strewth’, but she didn’t make him repeat it.

She just smiled and indicated a big box on one of the tables. “Here’s your box, and this is your locker.” She opened a locker near the end of the long wall that had “23” painted on its door. Inside were three completely bare shelves. The catch was a simple twisted piece of metal.

“Your clothes go in the press room, so make a pile of them here.” Sister Ruth patted the shiny wooden top of the table. “Put your personal things in your locker. Now I’ve lots to do, so I’ll leave you to unpack.” Her shoes squeaked on the parquet floor as she left the room.

Ted pulled the box towards him. Mum had packed it the night before he left Woolwich, and Mary Mum had reused it, tying it with string. He struggled to undo the tight knots. In the end he sliced through the string with his penknife and put the string and knife on the table.

Some comics lay immediately under the flaps, on top of his dog-eared copy of Gulliver’s Travels and a half-used tracing and colouring book. Beneath them, in a paper bag, he found pencils, crayons, modelling clay, and torch. He tested the torch, not expecting it to work. He hadn’t touched it since that awful night on the Gorge. To his surprise, the bulb glowed brightly. Mary Mum—or was it Stan Dad?—must have replaced the battery.

His pyjamas came next. Then grey school shirts and two pairs of shorts, followed by white vests and two navy-blue jumpers. Several pairs of socks had been tucked down the sides and into his slippers. Next came a pair of Wellington boots and a gas mask. He’d been taught how to put the mask on and breathe while using it, but he hadn’t even seen it while at Mary Mum’s.

Beneath them he found a crumpled coat, now too short for him. Mum had buttoned it round him that last morning before they went to King’s Cross. He swallowed and bit his lip, remembering her eyes, bright with tears, while she hugged him, straightened his collar, tested that the brown luggage label was securely tied to his lapel, and made sure the gas mask stayed on his shoulder. That was the last time he had seen her. He had leaned out of the train window, pushed and jostled by other evacuees also wanting a last look at London, while smoke from the engine choked him and stung his eyes, until the guard made them sit down on the hard seats.

He lifted the coat out of the box and went to place it with the rest of his clothes. As it unfolded, a piece of paper fell out of a pocket and floated underneath the low table. Intrigued, he dropped to his knees and stretched to reach the small blue square. It was a letter. An unopened letter, addressed to him, and his heart lurched when he recognised his mother’s handwriting.

When did she send this?

He checked the postmark. It was dated two days before she died.

Must have arrived while I was outside with Bill, planting the taters.

He remembered Mary Mum bending over him, gentle hands holding his shoulders, while she told him, with tears in her eyes, about his mum being killed in the bombing.

Why didn’t she give it to me?

He turned the envelope over, eager to open it, and saw the note on the back.

Dear Ted. This came after I had to tell you about your mum. You were so upset. I thought it best to let you get over losing her before I gave it to you, but I never found the right time. Sorry. Mary Cummings.

He dithered about opening it, but he heard voices and footsteps in the hall, and he didn’t want anyone to come in while he was reading it. Reluctantly, he placed the envelope right at the back of the top shelf in his locker and put his other things in front of it. Then he stood beside the box, put his arms around it, and rested his head against one side, pretending it was his mum’s bosom. He wished he’d let her hug him more when they’d been together. She would never hug him again.

Sniffing hard, he stood up, determined not to cry and to finish what he had been told to do. He stacked the clothes on the table, with the slippers and wellies next to them, but then he scratched his head.

Mum never let me put shoes on the table. Are shoes clothes?

He resolved his dilemma by pulling a chair away from the table and putting the boots, slippers, and gas mask on it.

He glanced in the box again to make sure it was empty.

It wasn’t. A square of cardboard lay at the bottom, and Ted suddenly remembered Mum struggling to fit it in when she packed the box. He yanked the square away and found marbles, colouring books and crayons, pencils, four story books, and a whip and top.

And his elephant—the once-plump, now-squashed flat, grey elephant Mum made from a blanket. He’d stopped playing with it years ago. He held the toy in his hands, tried to push it into shape and straighten the tusks. While he cuddled it, he discovered Mum’s smell—the special scent she dabbed behind her ears from the little blue bottle Dad had bought her. Evening in Paris she called it. He buried his head in the elephant’s back and cried and cried and cried.

He had stifled his tears and was standing near one of the windows, staring at the long, sloping green immediately in front of him, when Sister Ruth returned. Two semi-detached stone-faced buildings, similar to Fawcett House and its neighbour, stood at the top of the slope.

“Who lives up there?” He pointed.

“The girls. The Butterfield Houses are on the right, with Leeds and Bradford on the left. Each house has twenty-five children, so there are a hundred girls here and a hundred and fifty boys. Butterfield 2 is next to the school, and Leeds is closest to the farm.”

“Can I go to the farm?”

“When it’s your turn. On Saturday, whoever takes the can to the oil house can look at the animals if he wants to. Scrubbing the boot room bench is the first job children undertake when they come here, but you’re too old for that. You will wash up, peel potatoes, polish the hall floor, or keep the house clean in some other way. Your job will change each week, and you’ll be paid tuppence a week. It soon adds up if you don’t spend it or have it deducted in fines. What kind of work did your father do before the war?”

“Postman, miss. St’ruth.”

“Have you decided what you’d like to do when you’re older?”

“I wan’ ter grow fings. Be a farmer.”

“Things, Ted. Not fings. That’s a good ambition. We need farmers, especially now. Some boys have a small plot at the back of the house. Would you like one?”

“Yes, please, miss. St’ruth.”

“We’ll see what we can do. Take off those outdoor shoes and put your slippers on.”

Then, “What’s this? Where did you get this?” she asked, holding up the penknife.

“It’s mine. Dad give it me afore he went ter France. Give it back!”

“No, no, no, child. Knives aren’t allowed here. Heaven knows what could happen.”

“It’s mine. My dad give it me. You’re not s’posed to take stuff that don’t belong ter you. That’s stealing.” Ted stared at Sister Ruth, defiance and pain sending fresh tears running down his cheeks, while he screwed up his face and clenched his fists.

She knelt beside him, after putting the knife in her pocket. “I’m not stealing it, Ted, but knives are not allowed. Not even the big boys can have one. I’ll keep it safe until you go home.”

“Don’ b’lieve yer. Yer confis, confis…taking it away fer good, ain’t yer?”

“No, Ted. You will get it back, one day. I promise to keep it in a safe place for as long as you are here, and I always keep my promises.”

Ted’s chin trembled. “Me mum, she always kep’ her promises. Made me keep mine too, even when I didn’t want ter.”

Sister Ruth put her hand under his chin and tilted his face up. “She was right.”

Ted sniffed and, pushing her hand away, wiped his nose on his sleeve.

“Don’t do that, Ted. It’s nasty.” She wrinkled her nose. “Now come with me and bring your shoes and gas mask. I’ll carry your clothes. We’ll go to the press room first. After that, I’ll show you the rest of the house.”

Ted trailed after Sister Ruth. They went into the press room with its many oak-faced compartments, and he watched while she neatly put his clothes in an empty one. Then she took him into the spray room which had a big circular granite sink with a chrome fountain in the middle of the floor where a dozen boys could wash their faces or clean their teeth at the same time. A corridor led from there to the cloakroom and boot room, where he placed his shoes and Wellingtons on one of the racks. At the end of the corridor, near the back door, were four toilets. Sister Ruth turned and led him back to the spray room. She gestured at a rack that held toothbrushes.

“The Friends of the Home supply us with brushes and paste. What toothpaste do you use?”

Ted hesitated. He hadn’t been cleaning his teeth. “Can’t remember, miss.”

She pursed her lips. “We’ll give you Gibbs Dentifrice, then. Red, blue, or green tin?”

“Red, please.”

She reached into a cupboard and handed him a small, round tin which had three ivory towers on the lid. A hard, pink cake lay inside, embossed with the same three towers. Sheepishly, Ted accepted it from her and placed it on the shelf, next to the toothbrush that was marked F23.

The rest of the day passed in a blur. The dining room filled with boys again at five o’clock when they sat down to their evening meal of bread, butter, jam, and a beaker of milk. Afterwards, they were free to go outside or occupy themselves in the day room with belongings from their lockers. Some boys gathered near the piano and took turns to play, while older lads retreated to the dining room to listen to Dick Barton, Special Agent, on the wireless. Ted joined them, thinking himself lucky, because boys younger than eight went to bed at seven o’clock.

By ten o’clock, everybody was in bed, including Sister Ellen and Sister Ruth. Ted lay in his unfamiliar bed, two feet of space on each side separating him from another sleeping boy. He had been put in the big bedroom, with fourteen others. The blinds had been drawn, and all lights turned off.

What if I have to go to the lav?

The toilet was on the landing at the top of the wide wooden staircase. Of course, the more he thought about it, the more Ted felt he needed to go.

He tossed and turned, listening to the soft snores and unfamiliar sounds around him, and wondered how long he would have to stay in the Home, and whether he would make any friends. He felt so alone, even with so many people around him, but there was no getting away from it. He did feel alone. Abandoned, rejected, absolutely alone.

Then he remembered Mum’s letter. He slipped out of bed and, his heart thumping, cautiously tiptoed onto the dark landing, unable to see the staircase. He found the banister and leaned over it. Blackness yawned below. He trailed both hands along the smooth polished wood a few inches to the left before he lowered his foot to find the first stair. It took several minutes to creep down both flights and reach the bottom.

The door to the day room was closed. He opened it cautiously and crept in. The blackout curtains had not been drawn, and dim moonlight shone through the windows. It made the dark corners even darker. Ted bit his lip and fumbled his way along the row of lockers until he reached his own, where he found his torch and used it to locate the letter. With it in his hand and bolder now he had light, he tiptoed back upstairs and dived into bed. Under the tented bedclothes, his mother’s voice came back to him while he read her words, laughed at the little jokes she had included, and imagined her arm around his shoulder. Finally, comforted and no longer feeling alone, he pushed the letter under his pillow, turned off the torch, and settled down to sleep.

*

SUNDAY DAWNED, BRINGING noisy activity. The boys swirled around the house like a school of fish; downstairs first to relieve themselves, wash their faces, and clean their teeth; back upstairs to get dressed, fold pyjamas, and make their beds; then downstairs again to line up in the hall to wait for the breakfast gong. Ted watched what the others did and copied them.

Peter gave him a slap on the back when he saw him in the breakfast line. “I knew you wouldn’t need someone to hang onto. D’you like boiled eggs?”

Ted nodded.

“Good, we have porridge every morning except Sundays when we get a boiled egg.”

Sister Ellen stood in the hall with the gong hammer in her hand. When she was satisfied that all but the kitchen lads were in line, she struck the gong twice. At her signal, the boys trooped into the dining room and stood behind their chairs until grace had been said. Ted thought back to his old home, when Mum had boiled an egg for him some mornings and made toast too.

He played with his spoon until Peter asked, “You all right?”

Ted nodded again.

“That egg’ll go cold. Eat up. If you don’t, we’ll have it, won’t we, lads?”

A chorus of assent from around the table left Ted in no doubt. He picked up his spoon and hit the top of the egg.

“What church do you go to?” Joseph asked.

“Don’t go ter church. Well, not since I left Lunnen.”

“You will here,” Peter told him. “Three times on Sundays. We go to the chapel in the village for morning service. After dinner, the under-tens have Sunday School in the chapel next door, and we all go back there for evening service. It’s the only night when the under-eights stay up.”

Roger, on Ted’s right, nudged him. “Pete’ll be on the lookout for Nadine.”

He asked the head of the table, “Is she going to have yer? Did she say?”

A flush crept up the older boy’s neck. “Mind your own business,” he muttered.

At half-past nine, the boys formed a line in front of Fawcett House. It was a fine day, but they were glad of their coats. A crocodile had formed outside every House in the Home. One by one, they marched out of the main gates and down the road leading to the village. About twenty yards apart, the boys of Fawcett House followed the girls of Butterfield 2.

Roger walked next to Ted. “Ain’t they smashers?” He pointed to the girls. “I like the one at the back who keeps turning round to look at us. I want her to have me.”

“What do yer mean by have yer?”

“Be my girl, of course.”

“But you’re only ten.”

“What difference does that make? Don’t you like girls?”

“Never thought about it.” Ted shrugged. “They’re girls.”

Roger laughed. “You’ll think different soon,” he predicted.


Chapter Four

A FEW DAYS after Christmas, Bill sat in the kitchen. His leg felt uncomfortable and heavy with new plaster that had been added when he had tripped over the mat again. He put both hands under his knee and lifted his leg onto the low stool in front of him. His father would be furious if he cracked the cast again. “You’ve just added another month to the healing time,” he had said. “I can’t keep running home every five minutes to take you to hospital. I’ve got work to do.”

Bill wondered what Ted was doing. He had sent his friend a Christmas card, promising to visit him before school started again, Father and weather permitting of course. He remembered the first time the plaster had to be reinforced. That was after his father had driven Ted to the NCH&O. When they reached home, Bill had stumbled while getting out. He had toppled forward, arms spread, and crashed onto the concrete path. The plaster cracked and a thousand needles jabbed his leg. His father picked him up, lifted him back into the car, and drove to the hospital where X-rays had to be taken to see if both tibia and fibula were still aligned before the cast was reinforced.

He remembered how angry his father had been. He had muttered, “For crying out loud, Bill…” He and hadn’t said another word to him all day. It was bad enough not having Ted around, without being ignored by Father too. Since then, he had kept in touch with Ted by letter. He wanted to go and see his friend regularly, but Mr. Smith was reluctant to take him anywhere while his leg was in plaster.

The only time he was grateful for his broken leg was during Drama at school when he enjoyed portraying a shambling monster. One day, however, he was cast as the Mikado. He stood still as a statue, a tall headdress accentuating his height, and projected his strong voice. Everyone in the auditorium heard him clearly. The acclaim he received for that one role made up for the many times he had lurched across the stage, evoking laughter rather than fear.
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