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Gwenda, aged three




Chapter one


I can’t remember when I first became aware of the war because it feels as if it was always there. I was born in 1933, six years before the Second World War began, and by the time I was old enough to half-understand adults’ conversations it was already part of them. It was in the queue at the butcher’s, it was on the wireless – which my parents always listened to in respectful silence – and it was what Mam and Dad’s tennis crowd spoke about at tea after a match, not always bothering to check if my brother Douglas and I were listening.


I was five years old – very nearly six – when it finally started in September 1939 and Doug was about to turn nine. We lived in a semi-detached house in High Heaton in the east end of Newcastle. We knew everyone in our road and they all knew us. My best friend, Barbie, lived a few minutes’ walk away and Nona and Marion were round the corner. My world was the streets around us and the parks where we played. It was a modern world, steeped in its past. At the top of the road ran an old wagonway along which horse-drawn carts had once transported coal from a long defunct colliery down to the River Tyne. From nearby streets, buses and trams took workers and shoppers in and out of Newcastle, and if you walked a bit further, you could catch a bus to Whitley Bay or Tynemouth. The buses to the coast were always packed at weekends and holidays, whatever the weather.


We rarely caught buses as a family because my father, Arthur Brady, had a car, but he was one of the few. In fact, you were more likely to see a horse and cart in our road than a car. Milk, eggs, fish, tea – they were all delivered that way. Mam, whose name was Gwendoline though she was always known as Gwen, was particular about whom she bought what from, but she was quick to shoo Doug out of the house with a bucket and spade if one of the horses left a pile of muck outside. She and Dad loved their neat suburban garden and Dad would mix the muck with straw to make manure for the vegetables and flowers. I was never far behind Doug in those days, so I would follow him into the street, issuing instructions, while he would tell me I could do it myself if I was such an expert. I knew what trick he would play on me when he was finished as I skipped ahead of him down the garden path – stick the bucket as close to my face as he dared without actually rubbing my nose in the stuff. But, being Doug, he lulled me into a false sense of security every time, stopping to tie up a shoelace or pointing at something to divert my attention, and every time I fell for it. And every time I shrieked and said how disgusting it was. And every time Mam said, ‘That’ll be your job when you’re older, madam, so don’t turn your nose up like that.’


I might have been a city girl but there were fields and farmland all around us. Sometimes, walking back from Jesmond Dene along Freeman Road, you might see the cows being herded at milking time, swishing their long tails and depositing far more disgusting-looking business than the horses ever did. Dad knew a lot of farmers through his job at the Cattle Market branch of Barclays Bank and sometimes took Doug and me when he went to visit them. I liked it best when I was allowed to play in the hay or bottlefeed baby lambs, rather than the endless hours we sat round kitchen tables where I soon got bored of the adults’ conversation and slipped off to find a cat to stroke or another room to explore.


We played in the road – tying one end of our skipping rope round a lamp post when we didn’t have two people to turn, chalking a wicket onto someone’s wall for cricket – but I had another playground: Jesmond Dene. The steep-sided valley of the Ouseburn, a small river that flows into the Tyne, boasted crags and waterfalls and thick vegetation that made it hard to believe we were just yards from the main road. Adjoining it was my other paradise, a park called Paddy Freeman’s, with a playground and a field and a lake where the old men sailed their boats and where Doug and I liked to skate in winter. Doug and I treated Paddy’s – as everyone called it – and the Dene as if they were our own back garden; in fact, we spent so much time in them that we knew the park keepers by name and they knew us.


My favourite person in the Dene was a man called Mr Winter, but who everyone knew as ‘the Birdman’. He was neat and tidy and his shoes were polished, he had a wife and a home, so I’m not sure how or why he spent his days feeding the birds there; I’m not sure if anyone knew. But he was our friend and I couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t been there. We would usually find him on one of the paths, standing with his arms stretched out in front of him, elbows bent and palms facing upwards, rather like a beggar might ask for money, but offering chopped nuts and pieces of cheese to the birds. They landed on him or clustered round his feet to feed. He had names for many of them.
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Doug and Gwenda with their parents, Arthur and Gwen


One afternoon Barbie and I spent hours sitting on a bench watching him and trying to remember what the most frequent visitors were called, but we only ever got two or three of them right.


‘How can you tell that’s Fred and not Percy?’ I asked him, frustrated by my lack of success.


‘Ah,’ he’d say, ‘when you get to know them you see the differences. It’s not just their appearance, it’s their personality. They’re like people, you see. We all have our little quirks, don’t we?’


If we stood quietly beside him, the birds would land on us as well.


Some people were wary of the Birdman, but anyone who made the effort to talk to him ended up liking him. And he was interested in other people too, always asking Doug and me what we were up to or how our parents were keeping.


It’s hard to believe that all these things that were so familiar to me would become so distant and feel strange and alien when I eventually came back to them.


*


We might have gone to Australia, and then I wonder how different our lives would have been! It sounds almost cruel today, but hundreds of British children were evacuated to countries of the Commonwealth during the Second World War. However, the only reason my mother considered it for Doug and me was because she had family there – her brother Walter, who had emigrated at the age of twenty-two and lived in a town called Port Pirie in the state of South Australia with his wife and children. I found out about her idea by accident. I wasn’t supposed to be listening, but I was good at listening to things I wasn’t supposed to hear and adults in those days often spoke as if children weren’t there or were too young to understand. Sometimes my mother would lower her voice or look to see if I was paying attention before she began something not intended for my ears, but I knew to keep my head down in my book or to talk even louder to my dolls and pretend that the words of the grown-ups were washing over me. That way you got to know things but kept out of trouble.


That afternoon Mam was trying to engage Dad in conversation, which was never the easiest thing to do.


‘They’d be safe with Walter,’ she was saying.


My ears pricked up. Though I had never met Walter, letters were exchanged regularly and my grandmother spoke about her eldest son as if he had just popped down the road and would be back any second, which was probably what she was hoping.


‘Hmmm,’ said my father, who was more intent on reading his paper.


‘Did you hear me, Arthur? If war does break out we could send the children to Walter’s. It’s worth thinking about. They’d be safe there. We wouldn’t need to worry about them.’


My father seemed to realise all of a sudden that this was a serious matter and lowered his newspaper.


‘To Walter’s? To Australia? It’s a bit drastic, isn’t it? We might never see them again!’


My mother tutted and shook her head, as if she had expected a response like that from him.


‘Don’t be daft. They’d be with family and not some stranger, like the Government is talking about. I’m not sure I like the idea of them going to any old so-and-so’s.’


‘That’s true enough. But Australia! Strewth! Still, if you think it’s the right thing to do …’


‘Well, I’m just saying he’s offered to have them.’


I ran to find Doug and blurted out that we were going to live with the cousins and aunt and uncle we had never met on the other side of the world. I thought it sounded like a great adventure and couldn’t understand why the colour drained from his face – which always happened when he was upset – as he rushed to tell Mam and Dad he didn’t want to go. Later I was told off for eavesdropping and the matter was never mentioned again.


My family had a nice life in those days and none of us wanted it to change. On Saturday mornings Mam went to meet Kitty, a longtime friend, for coffee in Newcastle. They had both been milliners and always looked very smart in their outfits with matching hats, gloves and handbags, but then so did most of the ladies you saw in town. Saturday evenings were spent with Kitty and her husband Jack at our house or theirs, and while our parents chatted or went to the pub, I played with their daughter Kathleen. In the bed we shared on those nights, I devised a game, tapping out a tune on the wooden bed-head and seeing if Kathleen could identify it. She was younger than me, and rarely guessed correctly. ‘For goodness’ sake, Kathleen,’ I would exclaim. ‘That was “God Save the King”! Don’t you know it?’ Sundays were reserved for solo whist with friends Nan and Arnold, another couple we saw a lot of. In the summer my parents played tennis at the club beside Paddy’s or picnicked with the same crowd at Druridge Bay, a huge sandy beach a few miles north of the coal-mining town of Ashington.


Family was important, too. We regularly visited my maternal grandmother and aunt and uncle in Whitley Bay. Aunty Edith, Mam’s sister, was the only person we knew who had a fridge as Uncle Eddie, a veteran of the First World War, worked in the gas company showroom. They had one child, my cousin Beryl, and we were good friends. My father had been the youngest of twelve children (his parents had died before I was born) so there were dozens of relatives on his side of the family though the only ones we saw regularly were Aunty Nell, the sister he was closest to in age, and her husband and daughter.


There was no television then, but the wireless and gramophone provided entertainment and Dad showed cartoons on his cinematograph for family get-togethers.


We weren’t a wealthy family by any means, but somehow our finances stretched to having a maid. It wasn’t that uncommon then for people like us to have one. I suppose today she would be called a live-in help or an au pair, as the word ‘maid’ suggests a rather grander set-up than our suburban semi. Our maid was called Ivy and it was her job to look after me and Doug; to keep us looking presentable, to feed us, to bath us and to keep us out of mischief. She wore a navy dress in the morning and changed in the afternoon to a fawn one with a pretty pinny. Ivy combed my hair and tied a ribbon in it that matched whatever I was wearing that day. These ribbons were washed and ironed and kept in a special tin. But, in spite of Ivy’s efforts my hair would quickly become tatty and my ribbon lopsided, my clothes grubby, yet, somehow, Doug managed to remain as fresh and clean as when he had dressed that morning, his blond, silky hair always staying in place. I think Mam would have preferred it if I’d had the fair hair and Doug the unruly brown hair and the rosy cheeks that went with it.


I adored Ivy. She had the small bedroom at the top of the stairs and on her afternoons off she would lie on her bed and sing the latest popular songs to herself. She knew all the words as she used to buy the sheet music and read from it as she sang. I would slip into her room, though I wasn’t supposed to, and lie beside her, watching and listening. If my mother had known I was there she would have told me to scram and leave Ivy in peace, but Ivy didn’t mind. And I was careful not to make a nuisance of myself.


Ivy called me in to have my bath at six o’clock every evening. This was insisted on by my mother and thought highly unusual by my friends, who sometimes came to watch this ritual. One evening, when Barbie, Nona and Marion were squashed in the bathroom beside us, Marion picked up my ribbon tin from the shelf, took out the ribbons and threw them into the bath. I don’t know who was more shocked by this act – me, the others, or even Marion herself, who looked surprised at her own daring. She stood there sheepishly as we watched the ribbons unfurling in the water.


‘I can get them out,’ she offered, looking at Ivy and me in turn.


Ivy didn’t even raise her voice. ‘I think it’s time for you to go home, Marion,’ was all she said.


And Marion ran.


Doug was three years older than me and I always wanted to do whatever he did. When he began to read, I wanted to read too. I watched enviously as he laid out his school books on the dining-room table to do his homework. I turned the pages, longing to enter the worlds they contained. Doug told me I was too young to read, but it wasn’t long before I was pestering Ivy to teach me and, with her help and frequent trips to the library, I learnt to read long before I started school.


When Doug was learning to tie his shoelaces, I wanted to do the same. As he was struggling and getting tearful – and Mam was telling him that now he was a big boy he really ought to be able to do up his own – I was crying, ‘I’ll help, I’ll help!’ and getting ready to pounce.


But my mother raised her finger in warning. ‘He has to do them himself. Don’t meddle!’


I was too young that first time, but later I practised and practised – again with Ivy’s help – and as soon as I had acquired my new skill I wanted to tie everyone’s laces for them, whether they were wearing their shoes or not.


‘Mam! Gwenda’s done it again!’ was a cry often heard from Doug as he found his laces already tied when he went to put on his shoes.
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Gwenda and Doug, aged two and five


I was the bane of his life, never more so than when I wet my knickers when he was looking after me and it was his job to deal with it.


I was overjoyed when I was finally old enough to join Doug at Cragside School, at the bottom of our road. Barbie was in the same class. When my teacher discovered that I could read already she sent me into one of the older classes to read the children a story. I felt extremely proud as I took my seat in front of them, clutching my book.


‘This little girl can read better than a lot of you can and she’s only five years old,’ their teacher told them.


I could sense even then that this introduction was not going to endear me to these older pupils. The atmosphere in the room changed from curious to hostile. I realised at that moment that there might be times when it was best to keep my talents to myself.


But life as we knew it was ending and perhaps I had my first jolt of what was about to come the day I asked for the ice skates. Barbie had told me one afternoon at Paddy’s that she was getting ice skates for Christmas so that we could skate properly when the pond froze again. It was the summer of 1939, Christmas was several months away, but with my birthday being in October I decided it was a good time to ask for a pair too. If there was a reason why Mam and Dad couldn’t buy them for me as a birthday present, I could offer to be patient and wait until Christmas. If cost was a reason, I might even say they could be for both occasions. I waited until what I thought was a good time to ask – I was helping Mam as she wound a hank of wool into a ball and I hadn’t complained once as I stood there, the wool looped around my outstretched arms.


‘Mam, can I have a pair of ice skates for my birthday, please?’


I thought she might take some time to reply. I expected some ‘Hmmm’s and ‘We’ll have to see’s and talk about my behaviour, but to my surprise she answered immediately, as if she had been waiting for the question.


‘When the war is over,’ she said briskly, continuing with her task.


The war? I may have been only five years old but I knew that the war hadn’t even started yet. When I had got over my indignation, I spluttered that fact in reply.


Mam was unmoved. ‘It’s going to happen sooner or later and we’re all going to have to make do with less, like it or not.’ She took the wool from me. ‘Thank you. Now go and comb your hair and get ready for tea, you scallywag. You look a fright.’


I knew there was nothing more to be said on the matter. I stomped away, furious with the war, or not-war, and with all those people on the wireless for talking about it all the time. I couldn’t see what it had to do with ice skates, either. I hoped that it would start quickly so that we could get it over with. Then perhaps I would get the skates for Christmas after all.




Chapter two


I knew what the war meant – it meant that nasty Germans would try to kill us with bombs or gas and so we were going to have to leave our homes and go to live in the country where they wouldn’t be able to find us. In the months leading up to our evacuation on the first day of September 1939, two days before Britain declared war on Germany, we had regular practices for air raids and gas attacks at school; a teacher would blow a whistle and we would see how quickly we could file out to the shelters in the playground, trying not to seem too pleased about missing some of our lessons whenever these drills took place. We had all been issued with a gas mask, which came in a cardboard box with a strap for carrying it (Aunty Nell, who liked the nice things in life, bought a leather case for hers), and we practised wearing them. The rubbery smell and tightness on my face made me feel sick as well as claustrophobic, but I was prepared to love this ugly thing that I was convinced was going to save my life. It even sat on the corner of my bed, though my mother insisted it stay in its box in case it gave me nightmares.


We now had our own Anderson shelter at home, shared with our next-door neighbours Mr and Mrs Young, in whose garden it was situated. Doug and I often sat inside it, breathing in its cool earthy smell and longing for the day we could use it for real because – despite the fear – war was somehow exciting too.


Australia had been forgotten and my parents had agreed that Doug and I should be evacuated with our school. Newcastle – with its busy river lined with shipyards and armaments factories – was considered to be at high risk of aerial attacks and its proximity to the city made High Heaton one of the priority areas for evacuation. Not all parents were choosing to send their children away but, looking back on it now, I can see that my parents were doing what they felt was in the best interests of me and Doug rather than what they truly wanted for themselves. So Doug and I prepared to relocate with Cragside School to Morpeth, about fifteen miles north of Newcastle. To my disappointment, Barbie wasn’t coming – she was going to stay with an aunt and uncle in Ponteland, just a few miles outside the city – and nor were Marion and Nona as they attended different schools. But I was still looking forward to going.


Doug – who was almost nine – didn’t seem to share my enthusiasm. He was a sensitive boy, though not always as angelic in his behaviour as his looks suggested. He would turn so white if he thought he was about to be smacked for a misdemeanour that my parents often relented and spared him the punishment. I wasn’t quite so lucky. As the departure day drew nearer and I chattered away about what we might get up to in our new home, Doug had little to say on the subject. I found it hard to understand, though of course I can see now that it was me whose reaction was unusual: our home life was settled and contented; we weren’t spoilt – my parents had quite strict Victorian values inherited from their own parents – but we wanted for nothing; we went on days out and had a holiday every summer; we received small though carefully chosen gifts at birthdays and Christmas. Why would my brother wish this way of life to come to an end?


There were to be two big departures: Friday 1 September for all unaccompanied children and the following day for mothers with very young infants, pregnant women and other vulnerable people. As I had Doug, three years my senior, to look after me, there was never any question of my not being old enough to go without my mother and, besides, Mam was keen to volunteer for the war effort herself and certainly not keen to live in the house of a stranger.


My mother and Ivy went through the check list and packed everything we would need in two small rucksacks. We weren’t allowed to take very much but my mother, who made most of my clothes, packed a new dress she had made me from some material Aunty Kitty had given her.


The night before our departure, Ivy scrubbed me more vigorously than I had been scrubbed in my life.


‘Ivy, you’re hurting me!’ I cried out.


But she carried on. ‘You don’t want your reception family to think that city children are all dirty, do you? Mind you don’t forget behind your ears and the back of your neck when you’re away.’


As she helped to dry me she kept trying to catch my eye. She looked more serious than usual. It didn’t occur to me that our lives together were coming to an end. I smiled at her and she gave a funny little shake of her head that I didn’t understand and planted a kiss on top of my head before I went to tell Doug it was his turn. She was just a teenager herself, though she seemed so grown up to me.


The next morning Dad said goodbye to us before he caught the bus to work. He would be home for his dinner at midday – which would be waiting for him on the table as he had to catch the bus back to the Cattle Market half an hour later – but we would be gone before he returned today. He kissed us both and ruffled our hair and told us we were going to have a lovely time away from the city and that he wished he was coming with us. I thought his eyes looked damp when he turned round in the street to give us a last wave, but decided it must be my imagination as I didn’t think fathers ever cried.


The sun was shining and it still felt like summer. It really did look like a perfect day for a trip to the countryside. The morning dragged by. Doug was sitting quietly in the bedroom and didn’t want to play and Mam told me to get away from under her feet. I ended up in the garden looking for worms until Ivy hauled me inside and told me it wasn’t a day to go getting dirty. She gave us an early lunch. Everyone seemed quieter than usual, Mam and Ivy talking in strange clipped sentences. I was surprised that no one else appeared to share my excitement. The butterflies I had woken up with in my stomach had grown in number and were now flapping their wings trying to get out.
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Doug and Gwenda with Ivy


As soon as we had finished lunch my mother and Ivy walked with us to school from where buses were taking us to the station. Doug and I had our gas masks round our necks and a label saying who we were pinned to our coats. No one could part me from my gas mask. I knew that nothing bad could ever happen to me as long as I had it with me.


I had been skipping ahead of the others in my hurry to get there so I was shocked at the scene that greeted us in the playground. Women were weeping openly as they said goodbye to their children, some of whom were also crying. I wondered if the mothers were upset because they wanted to go to Morpeth too. Others just looked sad or serious. One of the teachers ticked off our names on a clipboard and told us which bus to board. Mam told me to stay with Doug, whatever happened, and marched us to the open-backed double-decker. As we said goodbye, Ivy began to sob and Mam was talking more quickly than she usually did and telling us to be good, and to wash the backs of our necks, and to always be polite, and to get on the bus quickly so that we could sit together. I couldn’t see how we would ever get on the bus when she wouldn’t stop talking and was relieved when she gave us both a final kiss and we could board.


Doug let me sit beside the window and I watched, not properly understanding, as Mam and Ivy wiped their eyes and blew their noses. I waved and they waved back, but less enthusiastically. I wondered what Ivy was going to do now without me and Doug to look after and could have kicked myself for not asking her that before. I was about to ask Doug if he knew but just then the engine was switched on and a teacher who wasn’t coming with us went to shoo a couple of mothers off the rear platform so that we could leave. As the bus began to pull away, Ivy left my mother’s side and walked along beside it, waving with one hand and holding her hanky to her mouth with the other until the bus was travelling too quickly and we left her behind.


I was puzzled. We were going away to stay safe and to have fun – that’s what all the adults had been telling us –so why were so many people upset? I put that question to Doug. He was wearing his pale face, apart from a blotchy red patch in the centre of each cheek. He shook his head in reply and hugged his gas mask to himself, refusing to speak to me for the rest of the journey.


It is hard to believe it now! I had never spent a night away from my parents before and didn’t even like playing in my friends’ houses; whenever I went to Barbie’s I would ask if ‘the big girls’ – her older sisters – were at home before I would go inside, and her mother had grown used to leaving the front door open for me so that I could make a quick getaway if I wanted to. Yet here I was, happily leaving everything I knew behind me.


It felt like a long walk from Morpeth station into town, but at least it was downhill. A warm breeze blew on our faces. We were wearing our heaviest clothes and the strap on my gas mask was rubbing a patch at the side of my neck. I kept hoisting it round, but it always fell back to the same position. A red Morris Eight tootled past us and the driver waved out of the window and shouted, ‘Welcome to Morpeth!’ I was hot and tired and barely had the enthusiasm to wave back. We arrived at a large hall in the town centre where lots of people were waiting. A woman with a loud voice and a list in her hand was telling everyone what to do, the adults as well as the children. Not everyone looked happy about it. Another woman, who spoke more softly, was being kept just as busy rushing between us all, smoothing things over. We were told to stand on one side of the hall while the waiting adults stood on the other. Then the bossy lady called out the name of a local family and the name of a Cragside child or children, and the two parties stepped forward to meet each other. I don’t think that everyone liked what they saw, but most of them departed together without protest. Doug and I were quickly assigned to an elderly couple, whose names we couldn’t catch, who drove us back, very sedately, to a house on an estate hidden behind a pub.


In the tiny hallway the man took off his hat and hung it with his gas mask on a peg. He was a slight man, with thinning hair that he kept running his hand over, as if to check it was still there. His wife was taller and what Mam would have called ‘big boned’, with a long face.


‘You’re in the front bedroom,’ she said to me and Doug, as if we had been there before, ‘but you can put your coats on the right-hand peg before you go up.’


I let Doug lead the way upstairs. Our room felt stuffy and had an unpleasant smell, like eggs but with a hint of a woman’s perfume. Doug opened the window. We sat on the edge of our beds, not knowing what to do. Being evacuated didn’t seem quite so appealing now.


‘Shall we unpack?’ I asked Doug. He still looked pale, though the red blotches had gone.


‘I suppose so.’


As I started to remove the items from my rucksack, I remembered my concern of earlier.


‘Doug, what’s Ivy going to do now?’


‘She’s going to be a nurse, didn’t you know?’


I brightened at the thought. I liked the idea of Ivy in a nurse’s uniform. Sometimes we had played hospitals together, though she had usually been the patient and invented injuries or illnesses for me to deal with. I hoped she would still let me be the nurse when we next played.


‘Oh! I wish she could have come too, though.’


Doug grunted in reply.


‘What sort of things do children eat?’ the lady had asked us on the short ride home. We thought it was a peculiar question as in our house children and adults ate the same things, but without giving us time to reply she had answered it herself. ‘I suppose you must like tomatoes. My husband grows them on his allotment and they’re the best tomatoes in the whole town. Probably in the whole of Northumberland.’


She looked at him as she said this. It sounded more like an accusation than a boast. He just kept his eyes on the road and didn’t react.


Tea was a plate full of fried tomatoes sitting in puddles of grease, with bread and butter on the side. I was almost hungry enough to eat anything, but as I bit into them, the overriding taste was the fat they had been cooked in. I had never been aware before of how much eating there was to do on a tomato – skin, then flesh, then seeds, each part taking forever to chew and swallow. I struggled to keep going. I thought I was going to be eating that plateful all night. Doug was watching me. It was hard to know what he was thinking. I thought he might be struggling too but as if he knew what I was thinking he began to eat more vigorously.


The couple didn’t sit down with us. The man had gone out and his wife was smoking a cigarette and talking to a neighbour on the doorstep. When I felt I couldn’t eat another mouthful I put down my knife and fork neatly in the centre of my plate. I was starting to feel queasy. At home I would have had to eat everything, but at home I rarely had a problem in doing so.


‘Good job my husband’s not here,’ said the woman when she came back into the kitchen. ‘He lavishes more care on them tomatoes than he does on anything. Not your cup of tea, then?’


She took my plate away. I had eaten about three quarters of my helping but felt as guilty as if I had barely touched them. I wanted to tell her that I liked tomatoes really, I just wasn’t used to having a whole meal of them, but speaking felt like too much of an effort. I gave a timid nod that I hoped conveyed both that I was sorry and that the tomatoes had actually been very nice. I hoped she wouldn’t tell her husband, or Mam and Dad. We had only just got here and I was already letting everyone down.


An hour later, playing in the back yard, my stomach tightened and I felt the colour drain from my face. I looked desperately at Doug and sicked up a tomatoey mess all over the paving slabs.


The couple were kind enough, but unsure what to do with us. After that episode they sent us to play in the streets instead. We ran wild all weekend, only returning for meals, staying out until late and enjoying the lack of supervision. On the Sunday morning, as we were making our way back for dinner, we noticed lots of people talking over their garden walls. Doug knew instantly what had happened. ‘It’s the war,’ he said. ‘It’s started.’ And sure enough, when we got inside the lady said to us, ‘Mr Chamberlain’s been on the wireless. We’re at war with Germany. Now go and wash your hands.’


When Monday came we assembled in a local hall. Although I had agreed with Doug that it would be great if we could spend the rest of the war as freely as we had done those previous two days, I secretly felt pleased at the prospect of seeing my friends and starting lessons again. The hall was packed and teachers were attempting to split us into classes and to work out how we could all be accommodated. But when my name was ticked off, instead of going to join the others of my age I was whisked into what looked like a storage room. Our headmistress, Miss Nattress, was in there, piling up boxes to make some room for herself, and Doug was standing against the wall, looking worried.


‘Ah, there you are, Gwenda.’ Miss Nattress straightened up and brushed the dust from her hands. ‘I’m afraid I’ve had some disturbing news.’


I felt those butterflies again, but this time they came from anxiety. Doug looked as if he was about to cry.


Her expression softened. ‘No, no, don’t worry. You’ve done nothing wrong, neither of you, but we’re going to have to move you.’


She told us that one of the teachers would take us back to the house where we had been staying and that we must collect all of our things. I didn’t dare look at Doug. I knew that this was my fault and I hoped that he wouldn’t be too angry with me. It must have been because of the tomatoes, though the lady had been quite nice about it and had helped me to get changed into clean clothes, even admiring my new dress and telling me that I must have a very clever mother if she could sew like that. I was relieved when I discovered that the reason had nothing to do with me. A friend of our father had seen us on Saturday night playing outside at eleven o’clock and had felt it his duty to inform him. Dad had been furious. He had spoken to the billeting officer that morning and threatened to come and take us home there and then, but had been promised that another, more suitable family, would be found.


‘And you’re very lucky that we’ve found one for you,’ said Miss Nattress. ‘Some of Saturday’s arrivals are sleeping in the ballroom of the hotel waiting for somewhere to go. There are poor women there with babies. But your new host only wants school-age children. I’m told she’s very respectable and that your parents will be quite happy.’


A woman answered the door in a maid’s uniform – a proper uniform with a starched cap and frilly blouse, far more formal than the outfit Ivy had worn – and showed us to our room. Though the house didn’t appear particularly big from the outside, inside the space seemed to run away ahead of us, disappearing along corridors lined with closed doors, and up staircases. I don’t think I ever went into more than three or four rooms in all the time we were there.


Our new hosts were called Mr and Mrs Appleton. We learnt from Freda, the maid, that Mr Appleton was an affluent man in Morpeth and ran his own business, but we would see very little of him and his wife. Freda told us that if we wanted to stay on the right side of the Appletons we mustn’t make a noise. ‘It’s better,’ she said, ‘that they forget you are here.’ I looked at Doug in alarm. I knew that some adults preferred children to be seen and not heard, but not to be seen either seemed like quite a tall order. Freda asked us what our routine was at home and to Doug’s disgust I told her about our daily bath.


‘Idiot,’ he said later. ‘She wouldn’t have known any better if we’d said we had a bath once a week.’


At six o’clock on the dot Freda called me into the bathroom, where the water was already run. She helped me to wash, then popped out to call Doug as I was drying myself. A few minutes later Doug appeared, carefully got undressed, then stepped very quickly into the bath wearing his swimming costume. I was surprised, but knew better than to say anything.


Freda glanced across at him as she helped me to put on my nightdress.


‘Do you always wear that for your bath?’ she asked. She might have been suppressing a smile, but it was hard to tell.


Doug nodded, but turned a little pink. He hated telling lies.


After that Freda left us to bath alone.


It was impossible for everyone to be taught in the hall at the same time, so lessons took place either in the morning or the afternoon, according to a rota. The rest of the time we played with our friends in the woods close to the house. We had to be home at five o’clock, when Freda would serve us tea in a small dark room containing only a table and two chairs. Sometimes Mrs Appleton would appear from the parlour – her name for one of the fancy rooms we were not allowed to enter – to ask us if we had had a pleasant day. One day she had been playing cards with a group of ladies and brought them to have a look at us. They asked us questions about school and where we lived before we came to Morpeth, and I heard one of them say on the way out, ‘They do look clean and they’re very polite. I think you’ve been very lucky, Enid.’


Mam wrote to us every few days. ‘Are you remembering to wash your hair and behind your neck and ears?’ she reminded us in one letter. Realising we’d forgotten all about our hair, Doug helped me to wash mine using an enamel jug he could barely lift.


‘Ow! Ivy never does it like this,’ I protested, as he scrubbed my scalp vigorously with the tips of his fingers.


‘Mam’ll kill me if you get nits,’ said Doug. He used my flannel to rub the suds from the shampoo into the back of my neck and behind my ears. I yelped again.


‘Shhh,’ he warned me and started tickling me instead. Once I started laughing I couldn’t stop. Doug laughed as well and looked the happiest I had seen him since our arrival.


One day I fell over and hurt my knee when we were playing and was sobbing to myself as the two of us walked back for tea.


‘I want to go home,’ I wailed to Doug. ‘Not this home, but Mam and Dad home. I want to see Ivy again.’


Doug stopped walking and turned to face me. ‘Remember what the adults say,’ he told me sternly. ‘If you don’t cry for home then our parents won’t worry about us and our soldiers will fight better and win the war quicker.’ He handed me his handkerchief. ‘Wipe your eyes quickly and don’t let Freda see you like this.’


*


Our stay in Morpeth was an adventure, but it would not be a long one. We played in the woods with both our Cragside friends and local children, some of whom my mother would have forbidden us from having anything to do with if she had seen them. Two of our new playmates were the evacuees from a few doors away, wild, skinny brothers whose clothes had holes in them and who seemed unable to stay still. Even their eyes were constantly darting around in their heads.


I overheard the maid from their house talking to Freda in the front garden one day.


‘I don’t know what their mother was playing at, but neither of them has a suitable coat or decent shoes or boots. What does she think they’re going to do when the winter comes? Mrs Ridley says it’s not her job to buy them new clothes as well, but I can hardly send them out in the cold with what they’ve got on now, can I? In fact I doubt their clothes will even last that long!’


‘You do wonder at some folk,’ said Freda. ‘You need to go and see Mr Slassor in the town hall. He’ll be able to help you. Mind, count yourself lucky, my mother’s friend in the next street has got a lady and two little ones staying and the lady just sits there expecting to be waited on. She’s had to tell her she’s not running a hotel.’


One night, a few weeks into our stay, I woke up feeling hot and feverish. Freda noticed that I wasn’t my usual self the next morning, but not wanting to stay in the house by myself without Doug, I insisted I was well enough for school. That night I noticed some spots on my tummy and arms when I was having my bath. I felt a bit better the next day, but there were more spots, including some on my face. When Freda caught me scratching myself she had a proper look at me and gasped. She told me I had chickenpox and that I couldn’t go to school like that. Later that day Mrs Appleton came to inspect me, shaking her head and exchanging looks with Freda. I heard the two of them talking in low voices on the landing.


The next morning Freda came into the bedroom at the usual time. As she opened the curtains and lifted the blind she announced that our father was coming to collect us. She said it matter of factly, but when she turned round she shrugged and looked a little sad. I think she had grown fond of us in her own way. This time there was no doubt that our departure was due to me. I wondered what Doug would think and was relieved to see that as soon as Freda had left the room he waved his arms in the air and gave a silent cheer. I was glad to have done something right for once.




Chapter three


‘Well, trust you,’ said Mam as she opened the front door, though she squeezed us both so hard I had to wriggle to get free. As soon as I had taken off my coat she was lifting my skirt and pulling up my blouse to look for my spots.


‘You’re a sight for sore eyes, madam.’


‘I’m so itchy,’ I said. ‘Even my head’s itchy.’


‘Didn’t they put anything on those spots?’ Mam tutted. ‘You’d think they’d have heard of calamine lotion in Morpeth.’


A few minutes later I was sitting on the edge of the bath, enjoying the feeling of the cool lotion being smoothed onto my face, limbs and tummy.


‘Have there been lots of bombs?’ asked Doug, as he watched the operation from the doorway.


‘Have you used the shelter?’ I asked, before Mam had time to answer Doug. ‘Can we sleep in it tonight?’


I glanced at Doug. We had planned what we would take into the shelter with us – books and board games and sticks of liquorice – and imagined what fun it would be to spend a whole night inside it.


‘Please!’ we both said in unison.


‘Nothing’s happened, and no you can’t. You’d hardly know there’s a war on,’ said Mam. ‘All that fuss getting you ready. Tschh! Still, better safe than sorry. But it wouldn’t surprise me if the rest of your school came back any day now. In fact I hope they do because I don’t know where you two are going to go.’


Dad had told us in the car on the way home that he had a job as an air-raid warden. He still went to work in the bank every morning, but three nights a week, after having his tea, he put on his uniform and metal helmet and set off on his duties. (My father was one of the world’s most law-abiding men, so this job must have suited him perfectly. As an old man, his greatest fear was that he would die before he had settled up his milk and paper bills.) Up until now his job had consisted mainly of patrolling the streets, checking that everyone was adhering to the blackout regulations and carrying their gas masks wherever they went. He told us that he had had to have words with one couple whose blinds flapped and let out slivers of light when their windows were open. ‘You just need one person to be careless,’ he said, leaving the implication hanging. He added that in the event of an air raid he would be responsible for getting people to safety, sealing off dangerous areas, maybe even rescuing anyone who was trapped if he was on the scene before the emergency services. Doug said he wanted to go out with him on patrol, and I said that if Doug did then I was going too, but Dad made it quite clear that neither of us were doing any such thing.


Our bedroom looked clean and undisturbed. My dolls Neville Chamberlain Brady – who had been patriotically christened by Doug – and the more prosaically named Patricia and Brian, were sitting on my bed. Neville was a large china doll with moveable arms and legs, while Patricia and Brian were small and had cloth bodies and rubber limbs. Ivy always sat them up like that, resting against my pillow, and the thought of Ivy sent me rushing into her bedroom. The room was bare apart from the furniture. The little pots and bottles on her dressing table that she sometimes allowed me to sniff or dab my finger into, the cardigan that was usually on the back of the chair, the music sheets and women’s magazines on the bookshelf – all of them had gone. Even the bed was stripped and the counterpane folded up at the bottom of it.


‘Mam! Mam! Where’s Ivy’s stuff?’


My mother followed me in and surveyed the room, looking for just a second as if she was wondering the same thing herself. ‘Well, she’s gone to train as a nurse. You didn’t think she would come running back just because you’re home again, did you?’


In truth I didn’t know what I had thought, except that Ivy would still be living with us, whatever she was doing. I bit my lip and tried not to cry.


Mam said more kindly, ‘I’m sure she’ll come back to see us and let us know how she’s getting on. Now, come on, I’m making mince and dumplings for dinner. I bet you didn’t have that in Morpeth. Are you coming to help?’


As if finally able to succumb to my illness, I spent the rest of that day and much of the next in bed. Odd words of people’s conversations drifted up the stairs and slipped into my dreams. Once, I heard Mam’s voice just a few feet away saying, ‘Douglas even had to wash Gwenda’s hair, would you believe it!’ followed by the sound of sympathetic tutting, and I opened my eyes for just long enough to see Mam and Mrs Young from next door tiptoeing out of the room. I slept again and dreamt that Doug and I were running from the house in Morpeth into a bomb shelter, but the person at the entrance wouldn’t let us inside because of my spots.
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