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      October 22nd 1937

      

      Today the Duke and Duchess of Windsor met Herr Hitler at Berghof

      

      Kenneth. Until now that had been just a name on a Christmas card written by someone else. Now it was a boy. Kenneth. Billy’s tongue felt thick against his lips when he said it, just like when he said ‘filth’. “Filthy” was what Mother said when he got dirty knees playing outside.

      He bent down to his hobby horse’s hard white head. The furry strip along the top of its neck was nice to stroke. He whispered into the leathery ear, “Do you know? We’re really, truly going to have a boy to play with us, here, in our house! He’s called a cousin.”

      The horse’s wheel was shiny red like a ripe tomato and when its head was pressed down, the wheel squeaked. That was actually the horse talking. Horsey was always saying it would be jolly good if Jim and Andrew could come over after school. But Mother said it wouldn’t. It would be too much for her to have a child here to play. Now he would! So Mother might not be pleased. She didn’t look it when Dad told him Uncle Frank was moving to live near and was coming on Saturday with Auntie and his cousin. ‘You’ll have a boy to play with, Billy.”

      He smiled to himself. Yesterday, he’d felt really important at News Time. Miss Peake was kind, and sometimes wore a pretty blouse. He’d put up his hand.

      ‘Billy? Do you have some news for us?’

      ‘I’ve got a cousin and he’s coming to my house.’

      ‘My cousin lives next door,’ said Sonia.

      Dick and Mick shouted out that they had UMPTEEN cousins not silly old ONE.

      ‘No such number, umpteen.’ Sonia was clever and she knew.

      ‘Loads, anyway,.’ said one twin.

      ‘Yes, loads ’n loads,’ said the other.

      ‘Now twins, that’s not very nice’. Miss Peake looked at the class, ‘We’re all happy that Billy has his cousin visiting, aren’t we, children?’

      ‘Yes, Miss Peake,’ everyone chanted.

      At home time, he’d told Mother, 'Miss Peake is ever so pleased my cousin is visiting.'

      Mother’s mouth moved into something like a smile, only not as nice. ‘Perhaps she’d like to entertain him, then.’

      Now it was  Saturday, the very day the cousin was coming. He stroked Horsey’s head. On Monday, he’d tell everyone what he and Kenneth had played.

      ‘Billy!’ Mother’s voice calling upstairs startled him. ‘Are you washed?’

      He pulled Horsey away from the window where they’d been watching the children in the house opposite laughing and even shouting.

      ‘Billy? They’ll be here soon.’

      He rode out of his bedroom and along the passage, past the big bathroom with its misty windows and the little lavatory with its long chain and white knob, then down the stairs, being very careful not to catch the hobby horse wheel on the stair-rods as he went. At the bottom, the wheel made a nice clickety-clack on the hall tiles.

      Mother waved her arms. ‘For  goodness sake, child! Everyone can hear that for miles. People who live in Primley Road don’t want your noise.’

      The horse clattered into the hall-stand. Mother looked down with her Don’t face. ‘You’ll have to behave when your relatives comes, Billy. I’m sure Kenneth will, with that angelic face.’

      A jelly face! He started to ask, ‘Mother, why does─?’

      But she cut in, ‘Put that horse in the umbrella stand, please. Look, here’s your father home from Chambers.’

      Horsey squeaked, ‘Something big’s going to happen.’

      Father’s shadow showed through the glass in the front door.

      The galloping had made Billy’s socks slide down to his ankles. They were a new pair but the elastic wasn’t very strong. He pulled them up as neatly as he could before the front door opened.

      Father came in with a whoosh of wintry wind, shaking raindrops from his gabardine. He shut the front door, leaving the dark outside with the empty milk bottles. ‘Here I am, Marcia.’

      Mother’s shoes clippity-clicked forward as she went to collect his briefcase. ‘You’re quite late, Herbert. High tea is nearly ready. I’d have thought you’d be eager to entertain your relatives.’

      ‘Indeed I am, dear. Family near at last. But what a day! Court sat late and then we were discussing this.’ He tapped the newspaper under his arm. ‘Ha! The Windsors’ latest. Did you see it? I don’t know what Frank’s take on it will be. Judge Ware-Simpkins called it outrageous. I tend to agree.’

      Mother nodded. She didn’t answer but put his briefcase in its place and dabbed the raindrops off it. One dropped onto the hobbyhorse’s mane, but it didn’t squeak.

      ‘Swanning over to meet Hitler, Marcia. In Bavaria. Huh! The King surely won’t like that— his brother mixing with the ruddy Huns.’

      Mother shrugged. ‘They must know what they’re doing, I suppose. We don’t want any nastiness, after all.’

      The wireless voice often spoke about Nasties. Mother was afraid that Nasties would come here. Billy looked at Father to see if he was frightened of Ruddy Huns, but he was twirling his umbrella into a swizzle stick like a barber’s pole. Billy smoothed his hands round the damp folds and stood it in the elephant’s foot, his most favourite thing in the house. Horsey liked it too.

      Father hung his coat on the hall stand where two hooks were still empty, and lit his pipe. ‘So, Billy. You’ll have someone to play with at last, now that Uncle Frank has brought Aunty and Kenneth to live in Balham. That’s just across the common, you know.’

      ‘Yes, I know. Mother’s told me. Goody.’ Billy hopped on one leg and then the other. ‘Father, I want to see Kenneth.’

      ‘Of course you do. It’s not such fun being an only child, is it?’

      Billy shook his head hard.

      ‘No, that’s right. I grew up with an older brother, and Mother with a younger one. It will be good for you to have Kenneth around.’

      Mother put her head on one side. ‘I’m not sure whether it will be good for him...’

      ‘Marcia!’

      Father’s eyebrows were so big, like untidy caterpillars, while Mother’s were so skinny and small, just a couple of dark dashes.

      ‘-or good for me. Isn’t one boy enough trouble?’

      ‘After her—’ Father dropped his voice— ‘women’s trouble, it’s the only child they’re going to have. You’ll be such a support to poor Doreen. It’s only natural they spoil Kenneth a bit.’

      It was a shame Kenneth was spoiled. When Billy had spilled tomato soup down his front, his Sunday shirt was spoiled and it was in the rag bag now. He’d got into terrible trouble.

      Mother hated anything spoilt. She said, ‘Boys can be such a blessed⁠—’

      ‘Children are a Blessing and Our Future.’ Dad’s chin was lifted high. He often said things to the ceiling or the sky. This time he talked to his pipe as he waved it in the air.

      Mother’s mouth gave a twisty smile again. She smoothed her apron and her shoes click-clacked back to the kitchen. Billy hoped she’d made those lemon cakes that had the squashy tops with a blob of cream. There would be playing time before tea, and Mother would say, ‘Billy pass the cakes.’ Perhaps there’d be enough for two each. But there would be playing time before tea. ‘Will Kenneth bring his toys, Father?’

      ‘I shouldn’t think so. You must share yours.’

      ‘I’m going to, Father. I’ve set out my farm upstairs, and the small bricks for building walls.’

      ‘Good boy. Now, listen. I’ve been thinking. “Father” is rather formal, these days. Uncle Frank will think so. You can call me “Dad” from now on.

      Billy tilted his head up and looked carefully. Father looked like the same man. Father– that was his name. Was he really called “Dad”?

      ‘So, Billy. You say “Dad”, understand? Some of your friends at school probably use that name. So you practise saying it.’

      It would feel ever so funny. “Dad” didn’t feel like someone he properly knew. But Billy tried it, ‘Yes –Dad.’ It was like playtime at school. He’d been Teacher yesterday and banged his cane lots of times, and a fireman the day before. Now Father was joining in the game being “Dad”. He scratched around his knees and up his arms. If only Mother hadn’t made him wear his blue buster suit. It was a knitted one, and very itchy. She said it was dinky, and he had to wear it for best. But it was worst! His hand couldn’t get high enough to reach all the itches up his back.

      Father said, ‘Stop hopping and wriggling, child. Go and sit in the front room until they get here.’ Billy looked at Horsey but thought he’d better leave it in the hallstand. Father’s big hand moved him toward the front room door. ‘You could take out your new pencils and draw.’ He pointed to the bookcase and the unopened pad and pencils upon it, Billy’s birthday present.

      ‘I don’t really like drawing.’

      Dad sighed and puffed at his pipe. A swirl of smoke rose up between them. ‘When I was a boy, it was a treat to draw. Just sit then, and practise being quiet. Kenneth’s a quiet child.’

      ‘Yes, Fath— Dad.’ Billy watched the smoke trapped in the closing door. The firm footsteps paced towards the kitchen.

      The front room was like a foreign land, dark even on the sunniest days so they had to put on the light. There was a pale carpet to sail over ,and velvety chairs with white clothy things on their arms. They looked like silly gloves with no fingers. He perched on a webbing stool and bounced a bit, looking at all the things that might break or spoil. Mrs Donnington had been busy polishing in here all morning. There was a glass case with china teapots and vases, a picture of a sailing boat all alone on the sea, two low tables which shone and had a garden smell. On one, he liked the  bluey-greeny ball with bubbles trapped inside. It was smashing. When he’d asked if it was green or blue, Mother said that colour was called turquoise. The word sounded like a special animal, so Billy always remembered it and told people it was his favourite colour.

      He should be a perfect child today so he sat still watching for rain and listened to the Primley Road quiet. Until a huge knock on the door.

      From the garden room, Mother’s voice escaped. ‘No question that’s Frank. He knocks hard enough to shock the whole of Wandsworth.’

      Dad strode to the front door, saying over his shoulder, ‘All right, Marcia. Don’t start before they’ve even stepped inside.’ He let the knocking person in.

      Uncle Frank’s voice boomed out, ‘Here we are.’ And behind him, a trilling lady voice, ‘Hallo, Bert, hallo.’

      In the background, Mother was saying, ‘Why, welcome all of you,’ in her nicest voice. ‘Do come in.’

      Another boom sounded. ‘Where’s that boy, then?’ and the front room door flew open.

      Billy looked up with a start. The doorway was filled by this man with high, wide hair, bushy like a squirrel but more bristly. He didn’t have a beard so the dip in his chin showed. When he spoke, a gap between his front teeth came and went as his lips opened and shut; bark, snap, bark, snap. ‘Ah, there he is! Right, Billy. Remember your Uncle Frank? Last seen before you were two.’ Uncle’s moist lips widened into an alarming smile. ‘Made a pudding of your mother before we’d finished the wedding cake, you did. Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha. Stand up and shake hands like a man.’

      Billy looked at Mother to see if she was suddenly a pudding and whether he had to shake hands with Uncle, but she was looking at the floor, and her face was red. He took a slow step towards Uncle who immediately grabbed his hand and kneaded it like plasticine.

      ‘Look. I’ve brought your cousin for you. Here he is,’ and he brought the silky-haired boy forward. ‘This is our Kenneth.’

      Billy looked. Kenneth wasn’t wearing a buster suit but shorts, with a harsh crease down each leg. His calves, so smooth in the silky grey socks, looked like the bathroom soap. Aunty Doreen, in a green suit and squat hat, trotted behind. She held the cousin by his hand.

      Mother said, ‘Oh, smart little boy! What a lovely fair-isle v-neck you’ve made him, Doreen.’

      Kenneth smiled, new front teeth gleaming under the bright electric light. His face was not like jelly at all. It was like the obedient boy on the castor oil bottle. People said that was good for boys, but it made Billy feel sick.

      ‘Yes, here we are Everyone,’ trilled Aunty on tippy toes. ‘All moved in and snug as bugs.’

      ‘I don’t envy you the disruption, Doreen,’ said Mother. ‘It must have been a real headache.’ She motioned to Billy, standing by the stool. ‘Here is our one and only.’

      Aunty let Kenneth’s hand go. ‘Ooh, Billy, you’ve grown so big.’ She bent to pinch his cheek. Her smell was like apple and custard. ‘Can’t call you Baba now,’ and she giggled squeakily. ‘So sweet, Marcia. You see, I told you it would grow on you, Motherhood.’

      Mother fussed forward, her hand waving in front of her face like a fan. ‘Yes, yes, do all sit down, please,’ she said in a funny voice and pointed to a chair for Aunty.

      Aunty sat herself down and removed her hat, placing it carefully on her bag not to dent its curled front. Billy looked at her rolls of beige hair, her squashy knees. Would she be nice?

      Dad was very polite to her and got a cushion from the settee.

      ‘Your manners were always better than your brother’s.’

      Dad pushed his hand around the edge of his beard.

      ‘Shhh, Doreen!’  said Mother as she sat down beside Aunty.

      ‘So, Bert. How are the great bewigged?’ Uncle Frank boomed.

      Bewigged. Billy had seen that wig. It had its own special box and sat on the dressing table when Dad was home. He’d never seen Dad wearing it.

      Dad said, ‘We peg along, same as always. The same rogues pop up on a regular basis.’

      ‘Funny old job, yours,’ Uncle bellowed, rolling back on his heels. ‘Not that you get to decide anything, just being the clerk.’

      ‘Clerk to the Court,’ Mother put him right.

      ‘And,’ Uncle’s voice got loud, ‘hardly worth sending ’em down if they just pop up again. Still, someone has to do it, I suppose.’

      Mother stretched out her hands, showing her shiny nails. She looked at Dad sideways.

      He blinked and motioned to the chairs but neither man sat down. Uncle Frank’s head was even nearer the ceiling than Dad’s. Billy didn’t come up to his watch chain and Kenneth only came up to his belt.

      Dad walked over and put a hand on Kenneth’s shoulder. ‘Well then, Sonny.’

      ‘Hello, Uncle Bert, ’Kenneth smiled upwards.

      Dad patted his shoulder again, then hesitated by the settee, waiting for Uncle to sit down. ‘And how are things in the tax department, Frank?’

      Uncle folded his arms over his wide chest. ‘Magnificent.’

      Aunty’s eyes crinkled at the edges as she looked over at him. ‘He’s office based now, you know. Such a nice varied job, mixing with the right people.’

      Mother’s eyes went hard. ‘It’s not as if Herbert mixes with the riff-raff, Doreen! He has such a responsible post, advising the judge of the law.’

      Aunty didn’t seem to hear. ‘So, isn’t it lovely that Frank’s been transferred, just where he wanted, the tax office right beside County Hall? I reckon they think well of him!’ She took off her scarf and folded it on top of her bag.

      Mother said, ‘I’ll make some tea in a minute.’

      ‘Splendid,’ said Uncle, spreading himself on the settee, his long legs out straight before him. Dad sat down on the edge and rubbed his knuckles.

      Kenneth leant against his mother’s knee while everyone looked at him. His shiny hair curled over his ears. Aunty Doreen stroked it and smiled at them all, her chin high and her lips pressed together as if she was holding back a chuckle. Billy often had to do that when people were very fat or dressed funnily and he mustn’t say.

      Kenneth’s eyelashes were so long and curved. They were like the camel’s at the zoo where Billy had gone for his birthday. It wasn’t just the eyelashes, but the lips with their edges turned up.

      ‘Displays calm, the camel,’ Dad had said, ‘but they can turn nasty.’

      Kenneth was standing very still, looking at the pictures on the wall. Billy watched him, remembering not to kick to-and-fro or fiddle with his fingers.

      Aunty got out her knitting from a flowered bag. There were four skinny needles with grey wool hanging in the middle of them.

      Dad leaned forward, ‘At work already, Doreen? You’ve only just sat down.’

      ‘Mustn’t waste a moment. Gloves for my men’, she said with a little sigh, smiling at Dad. ‘Winter’s pretty well here.’ Mother didn’t knit. She bought their clothes in Harding and Hobbs, where the buster suit came from, or from Allders in Croydon, and Billy had to wait by the clothes hangers while she tried things on for herself. She’d asked him to choose between a green and a blue blouse last time. He’d chosen the blue. It had tiny buttons from top to bottom and white dashes round the collar. It was much prettier than Aunty’s yellow knitted top that had lots of holes as a pattern.

      Mother was looking at Aunty’s click-clacking fingers with her polite face. ‘You’re so clever with your needles, Doreen, and look at Kenneth’s lovely jumper. I’d like Billy to have one like that if I could knit, but a size bigger.’

      Kenneth turned his camel face towards Billy, one lip curled. Did he know Mother couldn’t knit?

      ‘You’re quite a big lad, Billy. Taller than Kenneth,’ Uncle Frank said in a disappointed tone.

      Mother sighed. ‘Yes, Billy’s big, and boisterous with it. Strange, isn’t it, when he’s nearly a year younger than Kenneth?’

      Uncle leaned forward. ‘Come here, lad, put your fists up. We’ll do a bit of arm wrestling.’ He showed Billy how.

      ‘Frank!’ said Mother.

      Dad put his hand on her arm, his big fingers nested in her sleeve as though they were hiding.

      Billy did his best, but Uncle Frank’s muscly arm soon had his bang flat on the coffee table. ‘Ouch.’

      ‘Just so as you know who’s Boss, boy. Can’t have you bullying my little lad, even though he’s a bit older than you.’

      Billy stared. ‘I wouldn’t!’

      ‘He wouldn’t,’ said Mother, but Fath– Dad, didn’t say anything.

      ‘That’s all right then,’ said Uncle Frank, a glint of light shining on his front teeth. ‘Now, Kenneth, my lad, your Uncle is my younger brother. You can remember that if Billy gets uppity.’

      Kenneth’s eyelashes flickered. ‘Yes, Daddy.’

      Uncle turned back to Billy. ‘So, now that’s clear, you can take Kenneth upstairs to play. He’ll like to see all your toys. Mind you share them. Not that he hasn’t got plenty of toys himself.’

      Billy moved quickly out of Uncle Frank’s reach. Now he and Kenneth could build the brick pens and line up the animals.

      Kenneth gave his smile to Aunty and then to Mother.

      ‘Come on,’ Billy said, holding the doorknob until Kenneth followed him out of the room.

      ‘Play nicely, you two. Leave this door open,’ said Mother.

      Billy led the way upstairs ready to have fun. This was what he’d been waiting for all day.

      ‘There’s lots of doors,’ said Kenneth when they got half-way up.

      They leant over the banisters and Billy pointed to each door and told him what each room was, downstairs and up. ‘And my room’s round the corner upstairs.’ He padded up to the top. ‘I haven’t had anyone to play with here before. I’ve got my toys out ready.’

      On the landing, Kenneth said quietly, ‘I’m six. Are you six?’

      ‘No, five.’

      ‘Thought so. So I’m Boss, right? I choose things.’ Kenneth went to stand by Billy’s open door.

      ‘They’re my toys, though.’

      ‘Not if you give me any. If you give me something, that makes it mine.’

      ‘Then I shan’t give you things.’

      ‘You will.’

      ‘But some of my things say William Wilson on them because I take them to school on Fridays.’

      ‘I’ll cross out the William and put Kenneth, then.’

      ‘Kenneth Wilson! That’s silly. That’ll be wrong.’

      Kenneth’s voice raised. ‘No it won’t, I am Kenneth Wilson.’

      Billy’s raised his more. ‘You can’t be. Wilson is my name.’

      ‘It’s mine, anyway.’ Kenneth ran to the banisters and called downstairs, ‘Daddy, Daddy, I am Kenneth Wilson, aren’t I?’

      Uncle Frank shouted up, ‘Of course you are, son. THE Kenneth Wilson.’

      Billy glared and Kenneth glared back. Mother came to the stairs, ‘It’s all right boys. No arguing. You’re both Wilson. Daddy and Uncle Frank are brothers, so they’re both Mr Wilson.’

      Both Mr Wilson! Billy stamped back from the landing. They’d said to share his toys, not to share his name. Everyone at school had different last names, although some first names were the same. There were two other Billys. That was bad enough. And now there was another Wilson.

      Kenneth shut the bedroom door behind them. He looked down at the bricks and animals laid out on the floor. ‘Bricks! Haven’t you got anything decent to play with?’

      ‘There’s all different sizes and shapes. We can make walls and sheep pens.’

      ‘Ughh. Baby stuff. I don’t want to.’ He pushed the cows and pigs over with one foot.

      Billy picked them up and made a pig sty. Kenneth would join in soon.

      Kenneth looked around and touched the little yacht on the windowsill. ‘Who gave you this?’

      ‘Nanny and Grandad.’

      Kenneth frowned. ‘My Grandad gives me big things like a car which goes. Your yacht doesn’t go. It just stays there.’

      ‘Yes, but I like it. You won’t like it.’

      ‘I will. I want it on my windowsill. Give it to me.’

      ‘No.’ Billy ran to rescue it.

      ‘Yes.’ Kenneth held the little yacht by its tip so that if Billy yanked on it, it would break. He played with it a little while, then gave Billy a smile and pushed out of the bedroom. He pattered downstairs with Billy close behind him.

      ‘Give it back, Kenneth.’

      But Kenneth had gone into the front room. ‘Mummy, Daddy! Look what Billy’s given me! It’s because I’m his best friend. Look after it for me, Daddy,’ and Uncle Frank took it. His hairy check jacket had bulgy pockets. They could be full of things Kenneth had taken from people. Billy wanted to tell, but Uncle Frank’s face was raw-looking, with big bones on the nose and the chin. Who could tell him anything?

      ‘I think Nanny and Grandad might be upset if you give that yacht away,’ Mother began, just as Aunty Doreen said, ‘How sweet, giving Kenneth his boat. They’re such friends already. Kenneth’s always so popular. Other children just give him things.’

      Dad put in, ‘I’m glad my boy can share, despite being an only child.’

      ‘So far,’ said Aunt Doreen, and twiddled her fingers around her knitting.

      Mother frowned at her and whisked from the room. She went down the hall to get the tea trolley ready. Soon, she called everyone into the garden room where there were little tables and not many ornaments. Billy led the way. Because of her dancing friends coming to tea, she’d taught him long ago how to hand round the plates and offer the cakes.

      ‘That’s nice, Billy,’ Aunty Doreen said. ‘Polite, like your father.’ She spread a lacy napkin on her lap and put her head sideways at Dad.

      Uncle Frank leant forward in front of her. ‘What do you reckon to Halifax’s trip, then, Bert?’

      ‘Anything to avoid war. You know me.’

      ‘You for appeasement? Where’s your bottle? Lose it?’

      Billy looked round but couldn’t see it.

      Dad said, ‘Give the blighter what he wants. Then he’ll be satisfied and stop grasping any new territory.’

      Kenneth plopped down on Billy’s special chair. He took three cakes and no-one said anything. He hadn’t even had to ask first. Mother took her best apron off and tied it around him. ‘We don’t want you to spoil that lovely jumper, dear.’ Billy’s wasn’t lovely so she just said, ‘…and you be careful of your front, Billy.’

      Uncle Frank was clicking his teeth and sighing. ‘Impossible to have a proper conversation with nippers in the way.’

      Although it was cold, the grown-ups sent the boys outside to get colour in their cheeks.

      Billy rushed out. ‘Topper. We can play football!’

      Kenneth shivered. ‘Rotten stuff. Boring. There’s no outdoor toys.’

      ‘Except my ball. Come on, catch!’

      Kenneth missed but picked it up and threw it hard towards Billy.

      ‘Ouch!’

      ‘Your turn, dummy. Throw it, then.’

      The ball kept going in Billy’s face and it hurt.

      ‘It’s because you’re only five. You don’t know how to catch yet,’ Kenneth said. ‘Watch how high I can throw it.’

      He threw it up higher than the fence and it came down on the other side. He rushed indoors. ‘Billy’s thrown the ball over next door’s.’

      ‘Typical! How often have I told you to be more careful, Billy?’ said Mother, in her annoyed voice. She flicked her black hair from her face like a piece of spare clothing. ‘I can’t face going next door to ask for it. I’ll have to wait until I see them out shopping. You are a nuisance.’

      ‘But I didn’t!’ Billy tried.

      Dad said out of the side of his mouth, ‘A lie never lives to be old–Sophocles.’

      Uncle Frank sniffed. ‘I don’t like the sort of lad that can’t face up to what he’s done. I’d give him the slipper if he was mine.’

      Dad hesitated and turned a waxy face to Billy, his big hands hanging loose. They didn’t look ready to grasp a slipper.

      Kenneth stood close, his curls brushing Uncle’s arm. ‘It was an accident. Billy didn’t mean to.’

      The grown-ups made a soft murmur and Aunty put a hand on his curls, ‘Bless him.’

      Kenneth said, ‘Billy, shall we play with your favourite things? We’ll play nicely, Aunty. Upstairs again. I think Billy wants to show me something.’

      ‘Good boy, Kenneth. What a cherub you are,’ said Mother in a breathy voice. ‘Go along Billy, your father has let you off this time.’

      ‘But it’s not forgotten,’ added Uncle.

      Billy slid his fastest out of the door and up the stairs. Kenneth followed, humming.

      Once they were in Billy’s room, Kenneth stood with his back against the door. ‘So. What are you going to give me for saving you from a thrashing?’

      ‘You already took my yacht. And it was you threw the ball over. I’ll tell, I will.’

      ‘So? They’ll only say you’re blaming me.’

      Billy sat on his bed hard. He mustn’t cry. He found a wind-up car that didn’t go very well. ‘This is my bestest car. I’ll be g-glad when you go home,’ and he threw it towards Kenneth.

      Kenneth picked it up, looking pleased. ‘I haven’t got one like this. I’ll let you off this time.’ He put an arm round Billy’s shoulder. ‘I do like playing with you, Billy. What’s in that drawer?’

      He didn’t answer. His aeroplanes were inside. Kenneth opened it.

      ‘Be ever so careful with these. They’re my special things.’

      But Kenneth got the whole lot out, whizzing them up in the air, crashing them into each other. ‘There’s going to be an aeroplane battle. Wheeeee splatttt  zooom— that one’s hit— and RIGHT down into the sea. Smaaashed! Drowned.’

      Dad put his head round the door. Kenneth’s hand stayed where it was, grasped around the plane. Dad’s hand closed around it. ‘It wouldn’t be fun to see planes crash.’ He lifted Kenneth’s hand until the little plane was safe on a shelf.

      Uncle Frank loomed behind Dad. ‘And it won’t be fun for you, Billy, if I catch you besting my little boy.’ He wagged a finger, fat and hairy. ‘You know, Bert, I had an odd feeling when we were coming here that your boy might pose a threat to mine.’

      ‘No, no, Frank, he won’t. My lad’s mild-natured, but I’ll look out for your Kenneth, never fear.’ He put one heavy hand on each of their shoulders. ‘Now boys, we’ve had enough of wars and fighting. You stay friends, because you’ll be playing together every Saturday from now on.’
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      March 13th 1938

      

      Annexation of Austria! German troops march across the border

      

      ‘It’s certainly been a long winter.’ Mother was wearing the pinny  for when no-one was visiting. She got butter from the larder and put all the cooking things on the kitchen table. ‘It’ll soon be Easter and I suppose I shall be expected to make a Simnel cake.’

      Billy said, ‘Does it have icing?’

      ‘No. Marzipan.’

      ‘Kenneth doesn’t like that.’

      ‘Well, he can just have sponge fingers. He can’t come today, by the way, he’s very off colour.’

      ‘Yippee!’

      She tutted. ‘You’re very lucky not to be a sickly child. Aunty’s had Kenneth in bed off and on ever since New Year.’

      Billy smiled and winked at Horsey. At last, a Saturday with no Kenneth to hide his toys, break them or make him wait while he hogged them. ‘M-Mother.’ He’d better swallow so that the words would come out properly. ‘Does Kenneth have to come S-Saturdays?’

      ‘Yes he does.’ She cracked two eggs into a bowl, ‘and sometimes other days too because of Aunty’s health. Since he’s not here today, you can help me. Wipe up the breakfast things like I’ve shown you.’

      While Mother bashed the butter and sugar like naughty children round and round the bowl, he wiped up the dishes, one by one, very carefully. He’d make sure Mother was pleased with him before he said anything. He piled up the plates just as she liked, humming the Hip, hip, hip hooray song.

      ‘That’s enough noise, Billy. You can play outside when you’ve finished the cutlery.’

      He watched her sift the flour into the bowl, making a fairy snowstorm.

      ‘Y-yes, Mother.’ He swallowed as he picked up the first fork. ‘I can play very quietly if I’m on my own. It’s better when we don’t have K-Kenneth.’

      She didn’t answer, so he pulled his jumper up to show the red marks on his side. ‘Last Saturday, he t-trapped me in the Lloyd Loom basket.’

      ‘You’re both as bad as each other.’

      ‘It jolly well hurt t-trying to get out.’

      She looked at him over the bowl of creamy mixture. ‘Don’t you think it’s a trouble for me, having two of you? But he’s your cousin so—’ she wielded the wooden spoon viciously round the edges of the bowl— ‘we have no choice.’

      Billy watched the nice sticky stuff for a long time as it went up the sides of the bowl then down into the middle where the spoon smashed it smooth. Sonia was allowed to lick the bowl after her mother made cakes. He watched until Mother scraped the sides of the bowl and spooned the mixture into the metal tin. Bits were left around the bowl. It would be ever so nice to taste it.

      ‘What’s Wehavenochoice?’

      ‘It’s Do What You’re Told.’ Mother plunged the bowl into the  washing up water and ruined the scrapings.

      He took Horsey into the garden, scuffing the toes of his shoes all the way down the path. ‘She doesn’t care. We’ll ride right away, Horsey. Gee up.’ He galloped to the end of the garden and pretended Kenneth was left far behind, like a slowcoach.

      The back door opened. So Dad was home from his Conservative club. ‘Billy! Come along indoors.’ He was rubbing his hands in a pleased way. ‘Bathroom. Now. We’re going out. The Durbans have invited us over. Clean hands, knees. Jacket on.’

      A quick, happy feeling squirmed inside Billy’s tummy. He left Horsey by the big tree and ran indoors and up to the bathroom. He checked himself in the mirror and ran back into his room for his jacket. The Durbans were a father, a mother and a big girl. Mr Durban worked at Chambers with Dad, and sometimes visited. Last time he came he taught Billy the best way to catch a cricket ball, and said he’d be a proper little sportsman. He let Billy sit on the arm of his chair to look at The Dandy together. Mr Durban was super-duper.

      When Billy came downstairs, Mother had her red lips on and shoes with heels. She nodded to him. ‘Good. We’re all ready, Herbert.’

      Outside, she held Dad’s arm while Billy trotted beside them down to the end of the road where the trees were just stopping being bare and you could see their green buds. They walked along three nice roads with flowers outside each house, then down the horrid roads with no gardens, rickety bikes and fences squashed together. Children were shouting in the street, socks round their ankles.  He wasn’t supposed to look at them. They all walked more quickly until they reached the main road. Dad was saying, ‘So I thought we’d talk it over with the Durbans. It’s not an easy decision.’

      Mother held his arm closer to her, ‘It doesn’t really affect us, does it, Herbert?’

      ‘It might. Hitler’s amassing more and more power. That seems dangerous to me, although the government is playing it down.’

      Billy looked at Dad when he heard the Hitler word. Dad strode onwards, sucking at his pipe while Mother’s steps got shorter and quicker. ‘But the newsreel. All those Austrians waving and cheering, they’re glad to have Hitler take over.’

      ‘I’m guided by Judge Ware-Simpkins’ opinion. He has friends in high places.’

      Billy was having to trot to keep up. Now they were passing high houses with great trees showing their tops behind the roofs. He knew someone in high places. Mrs Donnington  said she had to go up to the top rooms when she worked in big houses. It would be funny to see her behind a high window with her feather duster.

      Dad halted. ‘Stop staring into peoples’ windows, Billy. That’s very rude. Now, come along and mind you show the Durbans your best manners.’

      Billy nodded. Mrs Durban was very nice too. There would probably be super cakes for tea. ‘Mother, if they say, “Would you like another cake?” can I have one?’

      ‘May, not can,’ Mother corrected. ‘If that happens, look at me and you’ll see what my face is saying.’

      Billy looked now and it said, what a nuisance you are.

      The Durbans had a house joined on one side to another house, just like at home. Their sideway was much wider, though. It had a gate to it the colour of chocolate, same as the front door. The lace curtains were not as fancy as Mother’s and no-one was fiddling with them as they arrived. Billy was allowed to pull the bell. It went ding, dong, ding instead of just buzzzzzz. He wasn’t allowed to pull it a second time because that would have been rude.

      When Mrs Durban came to the door, they all went into the front room where the big girl, Angela, was sitting at the piano ready.

      ‘How lovely, Angela,’ Mother said as the tinkling began.

      Billy hoped she wouldn’t play for long. He didn’t fidget with his feet through the tinkling music, or when the grown-ups were chatting about Huns, but he did feel a sigh come out of his mouth.

      Mr Durban said, ‘We’ll discuss this later, I think. These young things will want their tea and then Angela can take Billy off to play.’ Mr Durban looked over at him and winked.

      Soon, Mother and Dad were sipping tea. Mrs Durban gave him orangeade and a buttered bun off the tea trolley. Then he was allowed to choose a cake. It had a great big blob of brown icing on the top. He didn’t drop crumbs, so it was all very cheery.

      Mrs Durban said, ‘Angela. Time for children to be upstairs.’

      Angela left her music open on the stand. She was nine, much older than him and had yellowy ringlets that bounced on her back as she led him out of the room. She spoke to him in a very kind voice as if he was ill. ‘Look, Billy.’ On the landing shelf was her Japanese doll with its little hands and bobbles of feet. It was so different from all the people he had ever seen. She let him touch it.

      ‘Its eyes are all slitty. Are there really people who look like that? How do they see properly?’

      ‘Of course they can see. You are cute.’ In her bedroom with fairy pictures on the wall, she gave him a hug. ‘You’ll be handsome when you’re a man.’ She pointed at his reflection in her mirror. ‘Now I’m going to show you all my things, my special things. First, there’s my Dutch Doll, Jane. Plain Jane, we call her.’

      He looked at the hard wooden thing. Its arms swung to and fro and so did its legs but they didn’t bend. You could see where all the bits were put together. Its lips were a thin red line.

      ‘This is my box of handkerchiefs. They each have a different day of the week sewn on them. And here’s my shell collection.’

      He sat on the bed while she drew out one pretty treasure after another.

      Angela nudged him after the last one. ‘Do you like them?’

      ‘Y-es. But they’re girls’ things. I like balloons and planes and swords.’ He bounced up and down. ‘Your bed’s bouncy. Mine isn’t.’

      She looked at him. ‘Shall I show you something really, really special –something important?’

      ‘Yes, please,’ Billy jumped from the bed.

      She took him downstairs again, creeping along towards a closed door. ‘This is Daddy’s study,’ she said, ‘so Sshhh. And you mustn’t tell. Promise.’

      ‘Promise.’

      Inside the room, shelves with lots of books went down to the floor as well as up high. There was a very big, shiny desk and a cupboard with shut doors. Angela opened these very slowly and carefully. ‘Have to be careful or it’ll squeak.’ She put her hands inside and lifted out something very long and wrapped in rich brown leather.

      He lifted a corner. ‘I can see a red handle.’

      ‘Hilt.’

      He took a breath. ‘Is that a sword inside?’

      ‘A sabre, a kind of sword. Look, this is the scabbard.’

      ‘Scabbard’, he breathed. A wonderful word. It looked very old. Angela balanced the length of it on her outstretched palms and then pointed it to the floor. She held the magic thing in front of him so that he could see its full length, slightly curved. It was nearly as tall as he was, and everyone said he was tall. The handle was knobby, exactly right for fitting into a hand.

      ‘Cor!’

      Angela spoke just like a teacher, ‘The knob and the hilt are silver and so are these studs down the sides of the scabbard.’

      He touched halfway along where there was a circle of studded silver with a loop for hanging it on the wall, and the very tip had a silver sleeve. After a few moments of stroking the leather scabbard, he asked, ‘Can we take the sword out?’

      ‘Sabre. Wait.’ Angela put her head against the door, checking that the grown-ups hadn’t moved from the front room. ‘It’s all right, they’re still talking.’ She put the scabbard on the desk and waved Billy to stand away. Then she slowly drew the sabre out. The metal was specky with brown, its grooved centre was softer, but its edges gleamed. Letters were dug along the length of the blade. Some were snake-like and others frilly. Billy’s hand moved forward.

      ‘No, you mustn’t touch. It’s very, very dangerous.’

      His fingers itched to finger the blade and follow the pattern of the silver studs. Suppose it was out in the open in a battle, glinting in the sun, blinding an enemy! ‘I do like swords, sabres. I haven’t ever seen a real one before.’

      Angela said, ‘It’s foreign. Daddy got it when he was  young. It belonged to a heroic Cossack soldier.’

      ‘A Cossack.’ The strange word sounded fierce. ‘What’s heroic?’

      ‘Very very brave.’

      ‘Was your father fighting him?’

      ‘I don’t know. I don’t know how he got it. But he says this is the most valuable thing we’ll ever have and it’ll be mine when he dies. He was saving it for his son and we haven’t got one. Only me.’

      ‘Cor, Angela, you’re so l-lucky. He could have had me for a son, then I’d have got it.’

      ‘Shh. Don’t be silly.’ She carefully slid the sabre into its scabbard, then put it back in the cupboard. It was sad such a thing, the most thrilling thing he’d ever seen, was hidden away. If he could have a sabre everyone would be careful of him, even Kenneth.

      ‘I’m going to have one l-like that when I’m a man.’

      Angela put an arm round his shoulders. He rather liked that, something his parents never did. ‘You’re sweet, so I showed you the sabre as a treat. Did you like it?’

      He nodded so hard his chin hurt his neck.

      She wagged a finger. ‘Now, we’ve got to creep out and pretend we’ve been playing in the garden, so they won’t know. Mind you don’t say anything. Not ever!’

      ‘No I won’t. I won’t tell anyone.’ He really really wouldn’t. Then when Kenneth was horrible, Billy could think, ‘I’ve seen a sabre,’ and Kenneth wouldn’t know.

      ‘C-can I come and see it again?’

      ‘Perhaps.’ She grabbed his arm. ‘Come on. Quick, while they’re still talking.’

      As they crept towards the back door, the voices streamed out into the hall.  Mrs Durban: ‘We don’t know the possibilities.’

      Mother’s upset voice: ‘Herbert won’t join up if it comes to war.’

      Mr Durban:  ‘─too old but there’s bound to be home defence against the Nazis. I shall─’

      Angela put her hands over Billy’s ears.

      ‘What’s defence? What are they talking about?’

      ‘Grown ups’ talk, Billy.’

      ‘I heard them say Nasties. Is it nasty?’

      ‘Probably. Come on.’

      Billy was going to have a sabre like that when he grew up. He needed one. There were nasties. There was Kenneth.

      ‘Billy, come on!’

      They ran through the back door into the chilly garden.
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