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May’s Boys


Chapter 1

‘Peter’s missing,’ May called, returning to the back-kitchen and uprighting the boots and pails she’d cast aside racing for the clamouring telephone

Two figures, in heavy coats and balaclavas and carrying more metal pails, stared at her. 

‘What d’you mean missing?’ Cliff said, tugging off his balaclava and leaving his hair standing in spikes.

A blast of arctic air swept in as the back door blew open and Jesson went back to close it.

The mustard and black stripes on the gloves and balaclava, that Rose had re-knitted for Jesson from old woollens, were overpowering indoors.

Incredible as it was that they were making do and mending nearly two years after the war, May thought wasp stripes a step too far against Jesson’s dark skin. He disagreed, telling his little son he was a big bumblebee. There was certainly no danger of losing him in the white world they’d inhabited all weekend.

‘Rose rang. She said that because the school’s closed, the twins’ father insisted they help him clear snow off the village paths. Peter refused. When Len got cross and tried to force him to join in, he walked out.’

She turned to Jesson. ‘You know they’ve had problems since Len’s demob?’

Jesson nodded as he ran water into a pail in the sink. ‘It can’t be easy fitting back into the family when he’s been at sea for years—’

‘His dad’s very bossy,’ Cliff, red faced, cut in. ‘Pete says you’d think he was still on a ship ordering sailors around.’ 

‘How long has he been gone?’ Jesson asked.

‘Since eight,’ May said. ‘It’s only a couple of hours, but Rose thinks he might try getting here to see Cliff. The lane’s blocked by deep snowdrifts and she can’t get here today.’ Rose was May’s mainstay: friend, farm secretary and baby minder. ‘The main road from Dorchester’s blocked, too, and they don’t know how much longer the road to the coast will be open.’

Cliff squatted beside Bess. He patted her damp coat as the retriever settled herself in front of the antiquated cast-iron stove that heated the entire house. They were keeping it alight day and night to prevent the pipes from freezing.

‘Pete isn’t stupid,’ Jesson said. ‘He won’t risk trying to get through snowdrifts—’

‘Arn Mee, Spence ’wake.’ A small child, with a halo of dark hair, cannoned into the room.

Hearing the old name Cliff called her when he’d arrived as an evacuee made May smile. She loved that her foster son now used his own version of “Auntie May”. But loved it even more that to Cliff, now her adopted son, she was “Mum”. 

Cliff grinned at his half-brother. ‘Hello, Spence.’

‘Spencer, you mustn’t come downstairs by yourself. I was just coming to get you.’ May swung the child up; his solid little body warm in pyjamas cut down from a pair outgrown by Cliff. She smoothed his hair. Rose despaired of his untameable curls.

‘Dada,’ the boy said, reaching out towards Jesson, still filling pails in the sink.

‘Hiya, Sprout,’ he said, lifting down a bucket and ruffling his son’s hair with his free hand.

May sighed as the black curls settled back into an unruly cloud. ‘The village shops are having a run on provisions, so I’ve asked Rose to collect our rations – if Victoria doesn’t put the kibosh on it. Although when we’ll get them is another matter.’

If postmistress Victoria Potts could make difficulties for anyone, she would do so.

‘What if Pete gets lost in the snow and can’t get home? He might get frostbite and …’ Cliff’s voice faltered with emotion.

‘Peter’s lived in the village all his life; he knows his way around,’ May said. ‘He’ll find somewhere to keep warm and go home when he’s hungry.’ She tried to sound confident, but couldn’t stop herself from thinking the only warm places were indoors beside a fire. The temperature outside hadn’t risen above freezing for three days. Peter was a level-headed boy, likely as not he’d go to a friend’s house in the village.

‘His dad’s a rotter to him. He treats him like a child, even though he’s nearly fourteen,’ said Cliff. ‘Since his dad came home, Pete’s been really quiet. He hardly speaks on the school bus – he used to make jokes all the time.’

‘We can’t take sides, Cliff. Bob gets on well with his father, remember. It’s only been a few months; they all need time to learn how to live with one another,’ May said, sitting Spencer at the table.

‘He’ll be okay, buddy. He’s a sensible kid.’ Jesson patted Cliff’s shoulder. ‘Those twins stick together like glue. Pete won’t go far without Bob.’

 

May’s buckets were a lot less full than they had been when she’d left the house. Slipping and sliding on the frozen ground made icy water slosh repeatedly down her legs. She tried to conjure up those idyllic days of golden summer: the scent of new-mown hay on the air, skylarks soaring in a wide blue sky and life so blissful she didn’t want to be anywhere else. She couldn’t imagine it in this white-blanketed landscape where her nose tingled with every breath and her toes were losing sensation, despite two pairs of woollen socks. 

‘I doubt the POWs will make it today, either. Rose said she’d heard Magna Hill’s blocked by a lorry wedged across the road. We’re cut off.’ 

‘May. If we had a tractor …’ Jesson said.

Not again. Yes, if she’d kept her promise when he’d accepted the foreman’s job and bought a tractor last year, they might have been able to get up the lane. Although, she had little experience of driving in snow and Jesson told her they never had snow where he’d grown up in the States, so they might have been no better off.

She was in the wrong, and she would give priority to getting a tractor this year. It hadn’t come between them, and they worked well as a team. She knew there was a lot of speculation in the village about their relationship, but it stayed professional during working hours and they were good friends otherwise. It was a delicate balance; her being Spencer’s foster mother and Jesson being his natural father, but it worked because Spencer and Cliff’s mother no longer had any say in the boys’ lives. 

‘I’m sorry, Jesson, I know we have to get a tractor and we will – as soon as one is available after the weather breaks. You have my word.’

He grinned, his eyes sparkling in the way she found so attractive. ‘I’ll keep you to that, Mrs Sheppard.’

They broke the ice on the water buckets in the looseboxes and refilled them. The two farm Clydesdales, Blossom and Ben, clad in undersized moth-eaten horse blankets, drank thirstily. The horses reminded her of a pair of schoolboys in outgrown uniforms, but they were snug and would appreciate a day off.

 

After they’d fed and watered the hens, they walked down the track between the fields to check the rest of the farm. The crust on the frozen snow crunched as they walked. As their boots sank into the wet snow beneath, it compacted and became instantly slippery. May could no longer feel her toes and her mittens were ice-encrusted. She banged her hands together. Ice chips flew off, leaving saturated wool.

Halfway along the track, Jesson stopped, laying a hand on May’s arm. His face was rapt. ‘Look at it, May.’ 

He stared around, and she took her gaze off the virgin snow ahead to absorb the magical sight of the snowy hills rising into the distance. Trees, no longer black skeletons, were etched white against a grey sky heavy with more snow. The silence was complete, and only their steaming breath moved. They could be alone in the world. 

She took this beauty so much for granted. When Cliff had first come to the village, used to grey city streets he’d been astounded houses could be colourful. She tried to commit the sight to memory to bring to mind on humdrum days. She sighed. ‘It is beautiful. We don’t appreciate our world enough.’

It was one of those moments they sometimes shared. A deep sense of being in harmony. A feeling she’d only ever experienced before with Seth and, after his death, never expected to feel again.

She moved and her feet slipped. Jesson put an arm out to steady her and they stood close for a moment, sharing the beauty of the landscape.

She cleared her throat. ‘I think I’ll freeze to the spot if I don’t move.’

They walked on, cautiously feeling for their footing on the rutted track.

It was Jesson’s second winter in Britain, and it was clear he felt the cold badly. At the end of work on a winter’s day, he dragged the leg that was wounded in the war. Apart from concern about him, May knew that if he over-taxed himself and couldn’t work, the farm would be in real trouble.

‘We’ll leave the heavy work until the POWs make it through to us,’ she said. ‘We’ve got enough to do caring for the animals and keeping anything vital from freezing up.’

They walked to the stream at the end of the track. Snow, sculpted into petrified waves, lined the banks. From the tunnel beneath, they could hear running water.

‘Wow,’ Jesson said, shaking his head at the beauty.

It was breath-taking, but as May admired the spectacle, she remembered Peter. If the boy was out here, he could be in serious trouble.

 

 

 


 

 


Chapter 2

‘Budge up, Spence, you’re sitting on the instructions.’ Cliff nudged the child off the booklet on the hearthrug. 

‘Here, play with this.’ He used a nut and bolt to fix a shiny girder to the hub of a brass wheel He pushed it back and forth over the floor and handed it to Spence before picking up the book, trying to work out how the metal plates for the crane cab fitted together.

‘Brm brm.’ Spence ran the wheel over Bess’s feathery blonde tail. The dog opened one eye and gave a low groan before going back to sleep. Cliff ran a hand over her head; his adoration for her never ceased.

He picked up the little spanner and began tightening nuts and bolts to link two steel plates together. They’d found Seth’s old Meccano set in a cupboard full of old toys when they’d redecorated Spence’s bedroom,. 

The metal bits were silvery steel; the twins’ newer Meccano was red and green, but Cliff liked it that Seth had played with these pieces in this house. He’d never known Mum’s husband because he’d died before the war and before Cliff’s arrival. Mum often spoke about him, and he was sure he’d have liked him. 

He joined two more metal bits together. What had happened to Pete? They’d have to wait for Mrs Gale to go back to the phone box and let them know whether he’d come home. He must have done – even shovelling snow and being yelled at had to be better than being stuck outside in this weather.

***

‘Can I take my sled down to Little Hill Field?’ Cliff scraped up the last of his soup. Mum had stayed indoors, cooking, while Jesson went back out to the farm. She’d made two rabbit pies for tea – one for them and one for Jesson to take to the cottage. She said he mustn’t walk up the lane in the dark because there were giant snowdrifts he could slip into, so he’d have to go early and cook his own meal. Jesson had winked at Cliff, making a joke of it, but sometimes Cliff would spot Jesson walking like the drunken sailors he used to see near Southampton docks because his leg hurt so much. 

Mrs Gale hadn’t rung by the time they’d finished eating. Cliff didn’t want to think about how Mr Gale would react when Pete got home. Lynette, Cliff’s old mum, used to smack him if he was naughty, and it hurt. Mr Gale was a strong sailor with a temper, and Pete must be scared of going home. Too scared?

‘If you take the sled, I want you back within an hour. It’s too cold to stay out longer, and it’s going to snow again. Take Bess and send her home if you have a problem,’ Mum said, clearing the soup bowls.

While Mum and Jesson talked about the farm, he pulled on his coat and took his balaclava and gloves from the clothes horse that nowadays lived next to the stove.

‘C’mon, Bess,’ he called. The dog jumped up and ran to him, her tail sweeping off a row of drying clothes.

‘Sorry,’ Cliff called as he slammed the back door.

 

Bess ran ahead down the track to the farmyard. Cliff followed, dragging the sled behind him. There was fresh snow and he should get up a decent speed.

‘Bess,’ he called. The dog began barking somewhere in the yard. Cliff waited by the gate. The fields were a blank wilderness. What would it be like to be a polar explorer, having no landmarks to fix on and getting lost forever? He shuddered and shouted again, ‘Bess, come.’

She was still barking. It was unlike her to disobey him. He dropped the sled rope and stomped across the yard to where the dog was raking at the snow in front of the barn.

‘Leave Bloss and Ben alone. Let’s go.’ He turned back, expecting her to follow, but she stayed where she was, now pawing the door and whining.

Was it the snow – was she cold? He ran over to her. She felt warm, but pawed anxiously at the barn door. He slid it open and Bess shot inside, making straight for the hay bales. She began nosing something.

Bloss whickered a greeting, hoping for a titbit. Cliff strained his eyes in the dim light. Had a rabbit, or a fox, sneaked in for shelter? He flicked the light switch as a weak voice said, ‘Give over, Bess.’

‘Pete?’

‘Yeah.’

Cliff gasped at the sight of his friend. He was shaking all over. Even his freckles had faded and his face shone white in the gloom.

‘I can’t go back, Cliff. He’s making my life hell.’ His voice quavered. Squatting down, Cliff put his hand on Pete’s arm. He touched a sodden sleeve. He could feel Pete shivering.

‘Come on, you’ve got to get in the warm.’

Pete shrank away.

‘You’ve got to. You’ll get sick if you stay here. Mum’ll know what to do. Come on.’

Bess licked Pete’s face. He patted her head. ‘I’m not going back. I’d rather stay out there,’ he nodded towards the yard, ‘than get ordered about by him.’

‘You can’t go anywhere. We’re cut off. How did you get through?’

‘Along the main road and up Magna Hill – there’s a lorry stuck halfway, but I got past it.’

That was miles round. He had to be exhausted and he needed to get warm.

‘No one’s going to get to us; there’s more snow coming. You’ll be safe in the house.’

Pete sighed, but he gripped Cliff’s arm and pulled himself to his feet. Cliff stayed close as the lad trudged to the door.


Chapter 3

‘It’s Mrs Sheppard from Elem Farm. Could you get a message to Mrs Gale at Briar Row, please, Janice? Ask her to ring me.’

Ringing the village phone box to leave a message was always a bit hit and miss. The only alternative was to call the post office and get Victoria Potts, the prying postmistress, involved, and that was out of the question. 

‘Janice Harris says she’ll ask Rose to ring back.’ May told Jesson, staring through the window at the driving snow hitting the glass like a hail of cotton wool bullets. A blizzard. And they had yet to tend to the horses and hens.

‘I’ll make a start haulin’ water,’ Jesson said. ‘You need to wait to speak to Rose, and Pete needs Cliff right now.’ He began pulling on his outdoor clothes drying on the clothes horse.

Seeing the normally chirpy Peter half-frozen, half-terrified of being sent home had come as a shock. She’d got straight down to practicalities and had the boy in a hot bath, with a beaker of Bovril, before he could collapse in the threatened tears. Cliff and Spencer had joined him in the bathroom and the sound of bathwater sea battles was a sign that Cliff’s attempts to lift his friend’s spirits were working.

‘What are you going to tell Rose?’ Jesson tugged the bumblebee balaclava over black hair cropped close to his head.

‘Just that he’s here, and safe, and will have to stay until we can get through to the village. I’ll lay it on thick that access through Magna is out of the question, in case Len wants to flex his muscles dragging his son home.’

Jesson, pulling on the bee gloves, gave her a sideways glance. ‘I thought you were neutral?’

‘I was until I saw the state Peter was in. He’s always been a cheerful lad – forever laughing. There has to be more to it than he and his father juggling to be top dog.’

‘Be careful; it never works out well taking sides in a family feud.’ Jesson picked up the buckets they’d filled and left on the doormat. May fought against the wind to close the door behind him. She knew he was right, but she couldn’t let a boy, who was so scared of his father he’d run away in such dreadful weather, go home to be bullied.

She returned to the kitchen thinking she’d have to suggest Jesson stayed with them tonight. Her old cottage, now the foreman’s accommodation, was half a mile up the lane. The heavy snow being driven off the fields would have made it inaccessible by now.

Surely the gossipmongers would accept that putting up a friend in such conditions was entirely innocent? Having Peter in the house was a blessing in disguise – another waif sheltering from the storm and a chaperone, to boot.

The telephone bell jangled. 

‘Rose?’

Her voice, but frantic. ‘Have you seen him?’

‘He’s here.’ May explained how Peter had turned up. She downplayed the shaking with cold, the fear of his father and the hiding in the barn.

‘He’s very quiet – exhausted after his trek.’ She couldn’t push it too far. Rose was overjoyed he was safe, and she didn’t want to take away from that.

She’d get the full story when Rose came back to work whenever that was. Meanwhile, she allayed her fears that Peter would be in the way and promised to get the boys doing some schoolwork.

 

‘Mum says Parva’s cut off too, today and some telephone wires’re down.’ Peter had just spoken to his mother, who was checking how he felt after a night away. May hoped he hadn’t told her Jesson had stayed overnight. Rose would understand, but she’d rather be the one to mention it.

‘I hope our phone holds out,’ May said, dreading the thought of being unable to contact anyone outside. 

According to the radio news, the entire country was frozen and questions were being asked in Parliament about how long fuel stocks would last. They were lucky in the farmhouse – they could burn logs for heat, but elsewhere people worried that the newly nationalised coal industry might not cope.

‘Mrs Sheppard, come and see.’ Peter was holding Spencer up to the window. The little boy was pointing and laughing. May joined them. Jesson and Cliff had laid piles of hay in the orchard. The horses needed exercise and, over breakfast, May had decided putting them outside for a few hours would ease their boredom and stretch their legs.

The two animals had been let into the orchard and were investigating the snow. Blossom was high stepping, her tail in the air, and Ben was pawing like a dog, sending snow in all directions.

‘Boss funny.’ Spencer laughed as the mare bucked in the joy of release before wandering over to her hay and getting down to the business of eating.

 

‘Jesson’s cutting wood,’ Cliff said. 

‘I’m going out to check how much feed we’ve got,’ May said. ‘You two boys have schoolwork to do. Read the next chapter of your English book and do the exercises at the end. The same with the arithmetic – and,’ she carried on before Cliff could interrupt, ‘if you do one subject each, you won’t have to swap books. You can do the other one tomorrow.’

She left them looking crestfallen, but resigned. They arranged books and paper at the kitchen table while Spencer played with his wooden bricks.

The snow on the track was halfway up her boots. As she struggled to keep her footing, the wind whipped her skin and tried to snatch away the scarf she’d wound around her face.

She’d checked the larder before breakfast. They were running low on most things, but margarine, cheese and milk had run out. With two extra mouths to feed, they had to get to the village for their rations. Meals on the ration were bad enough, but when you hadn’t got the basic ingredients, impossible.

Already the children moaned about potato everything: pastry, soup, shortbread. She had some bottled fruit in store, as well as chutney and jam Rose had made in the summer, so she could bring a bit of variety to the food. And Cliff bagged rabbits for the pot. He and Jesson were talking of taking the gun out later, if it wasn’t snowing again. Last time, Jesson had brought back a pheasant. It was a liberty because the Squire rented the shooting rights but, with the season finishing at the end of the week, he wouldn’t begrudge them a last bird.

Jesson was sawing in the Dutch barn beyond the stackyard that was now reduced to one lonely straw stack. May continued on, past the two horses, who were finishing the last of their hay, to the poultry yard and the feed store. 

Mealy smelling dust blasted into the air as May opened the shed door in the gusting wind. She closed it on the weather and counted the bags of feed in the feeble light. Enough for another ten days, or two weeks if they reduced the rations to two-thirds. The birds weren’t burning off weight through exercise, but they needed it for warmth. 

 

In the barn she checked the horse feed. They’d kept plenty of hay back from the summer, hoping to sell it. Without being able to get it to market, they had enough if the horses ran out of oats. 

After mucking out the looseboxes, she brought in the horses, who were despondently standing at the gate.

As she changed their damp rugs for others equally disreputable, she wondered whether they should try to get the potatoes out from the frozen clamps. She was reluctant to harness the horses in these conditions, but work must go on and these two were bored with time off. Jesson had pointed out prices would be good – if they could get them to market.

As she approached the Dutch barn, she heard the tap, tap of a hammer. 

Jesson was bent over a construction on the floor. At first glance, it appeared to be the prow of a boat – a V shape, each planked arm about five feet long, linked by a bar across the centre. The ends of the planks extended beyond the bar, like wings, and the whole thing resembled a letter A. Bolted on either side of the tip, metal ear-like loops protruded. 

‘What on earth?’

Jesson grinned, his eyes sparking, ‘Meet the Cobb patent snowplough!’

Intrigued, May walked around it. Jesson pointed out the features. ‘We harness the horse to the metal loops by a chain. As it drags the plough, the snow gets pushed aside by the arms and leaves a clear path behind – I saw a guy using something like it in Tuskegee. It worked a treat.’

The principle sounded fine, but would it work?

Jesson, fired with enthusiasm, went on, ‘We couldn’t use it on the tracks – too many ruts – but on the lane …’ He grinned at her. ‘We might make it to the village. What d’you think?’

She shook her head. He was mad. Laughing, she said, ‘Try it – as long as the horse is safe. But I reckon you’ll need a seat.’

‘Next job, ma’am.’ He saluted.


Chapter 4

‘Are you sure you’ll be all right with Spencer?’

‘Yes, Mrs Sheppard.’ Peter couldn’t meet her eye; he was so unlike his usual confident self. When Jesson announced they were trying out the snowplough to get through to the village, May thought he was about to faint. 

‘You’ve plenty of food. The stove’s made up and, if there’s a problem, ring the phone box and ask someone to get your mum. I’ll phone you when we get there.’

‘Righto.’

‘Can I drive Blossom?’ Cliff asked.

‘You’ll have to walk with me – we’ve got to take shovels in case we reach a drift the plough can’t get through.’

‘Can Bess—’

‘She’ll be fine with Peter. You don’t want her getting too cold, bad enough for us and Blossom.’

 

There had been more snow overnight, but the wind had lessened by dawn and Jesson insisted on an early start. ‘We don’t know how long it’ll take, or how long the snow will hold off,’ he said, urging them to get the feeding and mucking out finished before it was properly light.

Blossom calmly allowed herself to be harnessed to the snowplough. Jesson picked up each hoof and greased the hollows of her feet. If snow packed into them, she would be walking on balls of ice and liable to fall.

The rudimentary seat Jesson had attached to the construction appeared agonisingly uncomfortable, but his expression when May suggested a cushion was enough to make her hold her tongue; this was his project.

Cliff held the yard gate as Jesson gingerly steered Blossom through. The wings of the plough missed the gateposts by fractions of an inch as the plough swung into the lane. 

Would it work? She dearly wanted it to. Jesson had worked hard building his plough and she couldn’t help thinking all their lives would have been easier if she’d bought a tractor. It would be her top priority when the thaw came.

Jesson asked the mare to walk on and, after a slight hesitation, she stepped forward into snow that covered her hooves and the long hair above them. As she moved, the prow of the plough cut through the snow. May and Cliff watched and a snowy path emerged, leaving furled walls of snow on either side.

‘It works!’ Cliff shouted, running after the plough, his boots crunching on the thin layer of snow left on the road.

May silently gave thanks. Maybe they could get supplies from the village – as long as there was stock in the shops.

Passing the farmhouse, Cliff called, ‘Hello, Spence.’

Peter was holding the child in the front window and Spencer waved back with both hands, an enormous grin on his face. In comparison, Peter’s face was pale and fearful.

‘He doesn’t want us to get there,’ Cliff said. ‘He’s scared you’ll make him go home.’

She’d deliberately left the lad babysitting to give him an excuse for not going with them. Voicing her thoughts, she said, ‘He’ll have to go sometime. If we can get through, his dad can get to us.’

‘He’s more scared of that,’ Cliff said, stomping forward in the snowplough’s wake.

 

They rounded the bend where the hedges on either side of the lane ended. Jesson shouted, ‘Whoa,’ and Blossom came to a halt.

May shouted, ‘What’s the matter?’

Jesson pointed. Ahead was a white prairie. It was impossible to discern where the lane ended, and the ditches and fields beyond began.

A few hundred yards in front, Elem Cottage stood out like an iceberg in a frozen sea. It was the halfway point between the farm and the main road, beyond which lay the village.

‘We’ll have to use the shovels to find the road edge. We can’t risk the plough flippin’ over into the ditch.’

May and Cliff squeezed past. Blossom’s flanks were steaming and Jesson covered her with the horse blanket he’d been sitting on. May grinned, but stopped herself from asking whether it was more comfortable than a cushion. He’d roped a third shovel to the plough, and all three began scraping snow away to expose the ditch line. 

 

‘You okay to go on?’ 

‘Yes, you get on the plough. We’re not far from the cottage and the hedges start again after that,’ May said.

Jesson headed back to Blossom. He was favouring his leg as they watched him walk away. How bad was his limp? He tried to hide it, but it worried her. She must stop him over-exerting himself.

She stepped back to carry on shovelling, but her foot went straight through the snow and she plunged into the ditch. She screamed. Her boots filled with snow and she’d have sworn she’d fallen twenty feet. In fact, when her feet hit solid ground, she was only waist deep. Jesson came running with his crabwise gait. What a fool she was to have screamed.

‘Mum? Are you all right?’ Cliff had thrown down his shovel and was lurching over to her through deep snow.

She scrabbled to get out before Jesson reached her, but as she struggled, her feet slid and she was helpless. Jesson had rolled up the balaclava, and it sat as a fetching yellow hat on his head. As he bent down to her, a concerned frown on his face, her heart raced. He grabbed her forearm. Cliff clutched her other hand and together they hauled her out. 

‘Are you hurt?’ Jesson asked, still holding her arm. 

‘Just a bit damp. I’m glad I put on dungarees. And three pairs of socks,’ she said, rambling to detract from the heat in her face. She pulled off a wellington boot and tipped out compacted snow. She tugged off a wet, heavily darned sock before shoving her foot back into the boot and repeating the exercise with the second boot.

‘I’m fine now, thanks,’ she said, struggling to appear normal. ‘Jesson?’ 

He was staring at her. He blinked, saw his hand still grasping her arm, and released her.

Even through the layers of clothing, her skin felt cold as he took his hand away. She smiled at him. ‘Thank you,’ she said softly. Cliff was watching them. ‘And thank you, Cliff. What an idiot I am.’

‘All part of the service, ma’am.’ Jesson turned away.

 

Jesson had planned to collect some things from the cottage but, when they arrived at the gate, he said, ‘We don’t know what’s ahead. We’d better mosey on down the trail.’ He winked at Cliff.

Cliff laughed. ‘Sure thing, pardner.’

May smiled. Cliff loved Jesson using Western film language, and she loved their uncomplicated relationship.

They moved on but, at the bend beyond the cottage, Jesson stopped Blossom again and asked May and Cliff to go ahead. ‘The hedges are only on one side for the next stretch. Take a look at what we’re up against, please.’

May and Cliff edged past the plough and waded through to the point of the bend.

‘Cor!’ said Cliff. ‘It’s like Switzerland.’

May felt a rush of disappointment. This must be where Rose had said the lane was blocked. To the left was another white prairie but, on the right, the blackthorns formed a barrier and drifts, as high as the hedge, blocked half the lane. 

‘If you and Cliff mark the left-hand edge, I’ll keep us close to that, and we’ll see how it goes,’ Jesson said, when they reported back.

Blossom didn’t falter when she was asked to walk into knee-deep snow. The plough cut in and she strained to haul the weight. May and Cliff pushed the ends of the wings to help the horse and keep the plough straight, and a cleared path gradually emerged.

May ached everywhere. Her legs quaked as if she’d pulled the plough. Blossom’s coat was saturated and steaming. Cliff’s face was red. He’d pulled off his balaclava when they were shovelling, and his tawny hair shone black with sweat. They all needed to beware of getting too cold. May’s feet were still damp from her fall and she needed to keep moving.

Eventually, the hedge on the left reappeared, but all four were exhausted and they’d slowed to a crawl.

‘Look,’ Cliff shouted, flailing over to a snowy post at the roadside. He banged it until a slick of snow slid off and revealed a black X on a white rectangle. The crossroads sign.

He tugged off his glove and gave the victory sign, his face alight with pride. ‘We did it!’ he yelled.

‘Hooray,’ May cheered. 

Jesson gave a piercing whistle that startled Blossom, who flicked her tail and moved off, making them laugh. May put her arm around Cliff’s shoulders and they trudged on.

The main road appeared in minutes and beyond it, the road into the village, which had been cleared of snow. Great white heaps lay either side of the road. Len’s work, May guessed. 

They stopped at the crossroads. How to suggest that Jesson took the horse back to the farm? Blossom had done so well, and they couldn’t let her stand in the freezing temperature while they went into shops. She was the main source of power on the farm; old Ben did his best, but he was past his prime. 

Having brought them this far, was it unfair to ask Jesson to return immediately? She was trying to find the right words when she heard a voice.

‘Mrs Sheppard?’

‘Hello, Mrs Wheaton,’ May answered, as a woman from one of the cottages on the village road came towards them. Huddled in a long thick coat with a shawl clamped over her head, she could have been a medieval peasant.

‘Good heavens, what’s that contraption?’ she asked.

After they’d explained, she insisted on making them tea and headed back to her cottage. She’d told them the main road was now impassable in both directions, although they had heard the POWs were being used to clear it from the Bridport end. 

‘Be able to get to school soon, mebee?’ she said to Cliff, who gave a weak grin.

Jesson had unchained the plough and was walking a blanketed Blossom in circles to keep her warm while they waited for the tea. ‘May, when you’ve had a drink, why don’t you do your shopping and I’ll get Blossom back to the farm.’ He stared up at the overcast sky. It was the grey of a herring gull’s back. ‘Doesn’t look like we’ll get snow anytime soon. You oughta make it back okay.’ 

She should have known he’d offer; so often they thought the same way. She asked him for a list of things he needed besides the rations that Rose had collected for them.

 

‘Let’s hope Victoria has taken to her fireside,’ May said, as she and Cliff made their way to the combined shop and post office.

They’d helped Jesson swing the snowplough around and re-harness Blossom after they’d wolfed Mrs Wheaton’s tea and potato shortbread.

‘I promised Peter I’d telephone when we got here,’ she said, pushing open the phone box door and squeezing in with Cliff.

She put tuppence in the slot and dialled the farm’s number. 

‘Hello?’

‘Now, Cliff.’

Cliff pressed the silver button labelled ‘A’. The coins clanged down and May said, ‘Hello, Peter. We’ve got here. Is everything all right?’

‘Yes … er … well … no. The lights ain’t working and neither’s the cooker. But Spence is okay. I gave him a sandwich for his dinner and he’s having his nap.’

‘What’s happened? Just a minute.’ She turned away from the receiver and spoke to Cliff. ‘Can you see any lights on?’

He opened the door and peered up and down the street.

‘Nothing. But there’s a candle in that window.’ He pointed to a house across the road, where a dim light flickered.

‘There might be an electricity cut, Peter.’ There’d been talk on the wireless of coal stocks running low and cuts having to be made, but she thought they’d have had more warning. ‘Keep the fire made up. There are some candles under the sink – be very careful and don’t let Spencer near them. Mr Cobb is on his way back. Don’t worry, he’ll be there soon. We’re just getting the shopping, and once we’ve seen your mum, we’ll be on our way back.’

‘All right. Mrs Sheppard … you won’t let my dad come and get me, will you?’ There was a catch in his voice.

What could she say? His father had every right to take his son home, but the boy was terrified.

‘I’ll tell him it’s not a good idea today,’ she said. But what would she do about tomorrow?


Chapter 5

‘Can I go and see Bob?’ Cliff asked.

They were at the door of the butcher’s. Mum had only been able to get one National Loaf at the baker’s because they were running out of flour. He made her promise she wouldn’t buy horsemeat, even if that was all the butcher had. 

When he sold rabbits and pigeons to the butcher, he had to take them around the back. He never looked beyond the doorstep because you could see carcasses hung up, and he couldn’t bear to think of Ben and Blossom ending up like that.

‘Tell Mrs Gale I’ll come round when I’ve done the shopping,’ Mum said, opening the door. She said, in a low voice, ‘Say I’ll explain about Peter when I get there.’

As she went in, he glanced inside the shop. Candles threw ugly black shapes on the walls and the butcher, in a bloodstained apron, cleaver in hand, materialised like Count Dracula. Cliff had read Bram Stoker’s book in secret when Mum hadn’t let him see the film at the flicks. He shuddered and ran on down the street.

 

‘Cliff!’ Mrs Gale was surprised to see him and he had to explain about the snowplough and why his mother wasn’t there before she let him go up to Bob’s room. 

‘Who’s that?’ he heard Mr Gale call out as he went up the stairs. Thankfully, Bob had heard him and was at his door. He was wearing two jerseys and gloves. Bits of sandy hair stuck out from under a too-small knitted hat. There was no fire in the grate.

‘We ain’t got much coal, so we’re savin’ it for downstairs,’ he said, as Cliff huddled on the bed, still in his coat.

The weak light reflecting off the snow was all that lit the twins’ bedroom, where Bob was squinting at the jigsaw puzzle he had laid out on a tray on the floor.

‘Dad gave it to us at Christmas,’ he said, ‘but Pete didn’t want to do it.’

The picture was of a ship battling enormous waves, other ships in the background and a plane overhead. Bob pointed to the foreground ship. ‘That’s a merchantman. The Royal Navy and the Airforce are guarding the convoy.’

That was why Pete wouldn’t have wanted to do the puzzle; too much of his dad’s world in it.

‘What’s your dad doing now? Your mum said something about mending motor cars?’

He knew what Mr Gale was doing, but maybe he’d get a clue to why Pete was so upset.

‘Yeah, he used to be an engineer in the Navy, in charge of the ship’s engines, sailors an’ all that. He’s staying on shore now, working in a garage in Weymouth.’ Bob fitted a piece of the merchant ship’s blue funnel into place. ‘Why didn’t Pete come with you?’

Cliff had to be cagey; the twins were each other’s best friend. They often knew what the other was thinking, or about to say, but Bob was close to his father and he might let something slip that would rile the sailor and make him more angry with Pete.

‘He’s babysitting Spence. Someone had to stay and Jesson wanted me to come so’s I could drive Blossom if he had to dig us out.’ 

Bob raised his eyebrows. He knew Cliff was only allowed to drive the horses on the farm tracks in safe conditions, but Cliff hoped he’d think today was an emergency. 

To distract Bob, he picked up a random piece of puzzle and tried to ram it into a space.

‘That doesn’t go there. It’s hull, not part of the superstructure.’ Mr Gale stood over them.

Heck. He hadn’t wanted to see Pete’s dad. ‘Sorry,’ he said, hoping Pete would be grateful he’d made an idiot of himself for his sake. 

Mr Gale was a big man, with hands the size of Blossom’s hooves. Cliff thought that Mr Gale’s hair was like Blossom’s, too: reddish with grey bits in it. He had heavy lines on his face and his skin was a mass of brown freckles, far more than the twins had.

He was wearing a short-sleeved shirt. The sight of his bare arms made Cliff feel a sissy for wearing his coat. Mr Gale’s right arm had a blue anchor tattooed on it. Cliff tried not to stare. He’d often seen tattoos on sailors in Southampton, and the sight of them brought back memories of his unhappy life there.

‘So, where’s that jessie of a son of mine?’ Mr Gale said.

‘Pete’s taking care of my brother,’ Cliff said, not daring to meet the man’s eye.

‘Pah! Women’s work.’

How dare he? Cliff often looked after Spence, and he enjoyed it. He felt himself flush as he took a deep breath and said, ‘Mum had to come with Jesson and me to help with the snowplough—’

There was a knock at the front door. Cliff felt his heart stop pounding as Mr Gale headed downstairs. He could hear his mum’s voice talking to Mrs Gale.

‘I’ve got to go,’ he said to Bob. ‘We have to get back before it snows again.’

He stood up. Bob said quietly, ‘Tell Pete I miss him. If he comes back and just does what Dad says, he’ll be okay.’
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