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Ruth had kept Jack’s civilian clothes in the spare-room cupboard. There weren’t many – he’d only needed them when he was home on leave – and she’d never been able to bring herself to throw or even give them away. But now, without hesitation, she went to the cupboard and looked among the clothes folded there. A few blue working shirts, soft from much washing – one of those would do for him in the morning, if she cut it down a bit. And a pair of pyjamas with blue stripes. She took out the jacket and held it against her cheek.


‘I know you wouldn’t mind, Jack,’ she whispered. ‘I know you’d want the poor little mite to have a bit of comfort.’


She stood for a moment with it in her hands, then took it downstairs to where Sammy was sitting, still wrapped in his towel, in front of the fire. Gently, she lifted the towel from his thin shoulders, gave him a few final dabs to make sure he was properly dry and hung the pyjama jacket round his shoulders.


It fitted him like a nightshirt, reaching to below his knees. She looked at him, as thin as a reed, his hair almost white and as soft as a rabbit’s fur, his eyes even larger in a face that, cleansed of its grime, was as pale and smooth as ivory, and her heart seemed to move in her breast.


‘You poor little soul,’ she said, gathering him gently in her arms. ‘You poor, dear little soul …’
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Chapter One


‘They’re sending you all away?’ Nora Hodges said, staring at the letter in her hand. ‘They’re sending all you kiddies out of Portsmouth to the country – this Friday? But why? I thought they were still trying to make Hitler stop it – I thought they didn’t want there to be a war.’


It was almost the end of August. Sammy had been given the letter at school and had almost forgotten about it, but his teacher had said that the letters must be given to the children’s mothers the minute they got home, so he fished it out of his pocket and handed it over, grubby, crumpled and sticky from a half-sucked bull’s-eye Tim Budd had given him in class. He pulled the sweet off the letter and started to pick off the fluff.


At first Nora had stared at the envelope, her heart sinking. Letters from school usually meant trouble – she’d had plenty of that sort from the school while Gordon was there. Or, more often, not there. Playing truant – being cheeky – tormenting little girls by sticking their pigtails into inkwells – and, worse, pinching things from the cloakroom. Gordon was always in trouble of some sort. Sammy hadn’t ever got into that sort of trouble before, but then he was only seven – there was plenty of time for him to follow in his brother’s footsteps.


‘What is it?’ she said. ‘What’ve you done?’


Sammy had picked off most of the fluff and popped the bull’s-eye into his mouth. He sat down on the floor and began to stroke the tabby cat curled up on the mat. ‘I haven’t done nothing. It’s about the war. We all got one. We’re being sent away.’


‘The war?’ Her heart sank further. She’d hoped, tried hard to believe, that it wasn’t going to happen. Even with the Anderson shelters all delivered and standing like grey hillocks in all the back gardens, even with those horrible gas masks being handed out to everyone, even with the blackout and leaflets being dropped through the door almost every day, and men being trained for Air Raid Precautions, even after Sammy’s recall to school for rehearsals for the evacuation – she’d hoped and hoped that it wouldn’t really happen, that Hitler would back away and not invade Poland after all, that Mr Chamberlain would find some way of persuading him. He’d promised, hadn’t he? Peace in our time – that’s what he’d said when he came back from Munich, waving his ‘piece of paper’. Peace in our time.


‘When?’ she asked Sammy now, staring at the piece of paper in her own hand. ‘When are you going?’


Sammy took the bull’s-eye out of his mouth to examine it. He’d sucked off the rest of the fluff and it had reached the red layer now. With another few hard sucks it would turn yellow and then green, before reaching the hard little bit in the middle. ‘Friday,’ he said. ‘We’ve got to have our suitcases packed and go to school at seven o’clock. It says so in the letter. Have I got a suitcase, Mum?’


‘No, of course you haven’t! Where would we get the money to buy suitcases? Anyway, we never go anywhere to need them. I don’t know what we’re going to do.’ She looked at the envelope again and began to open it. ‘Oh, Sammy – I don’t want you to go away.’


Sammy got up and came to lean against her. He was small for his age and very like her, with fair hair that curled all over his head and large blue eyes. Gordon was dark and solidly built, like his father. He’d always been a handful, even as a toddler, able to climb almost as soon as he could walk and into everything – you couldn’t leave him alone for a minute. And as he’d grown up he’d followed his father everywhere, wanting nothing more than to do the things Dan did – going to football matches to see Pompey play at Fratton Park, working on the ships at Vosper’s, or at Camber dock. He hated school from the very first day, and made everyone’s life a misery until he finally reached his fourteenth birthday and left school to go to work at Camber.


But Sammy had been much more his mother’s boy, content to be with her. Gordon sneered and called him a cissy, and Dan said the boy needed toughening up, but for once Nora took no notice of her husband. Sammy had come after three miscarriages, and it had been touch and go whether he’d survive, he’d been so tiny, but she’d tended him through those early weeks, keeping him literally wrapped in cottonwool, and now, even though he was still small he was strong enough and there was a bond between them that would never break. And just because he was close to her and had fair curls and big blue eyes didn’t mean he was a cissy, she told Dan. Sammy was every bit as much a boy as Gordon was – he was just a different kind of boy, that’s all.


‘I don’t want to go away either,’ Sammy said to her. ‘Couldn’t you come too? Some of the mothers are going, I heard Tim Budd say so. His mum’s going.’


‘That’s because she’s got a little baby,’ Nora said, putting her arm round him. ‘Maureen can’t go without her mother, can she? She’s only a few weeks old.’


Sammy looked at her. ‘So if we had a baby you could go as well and we could go together. Couldn’t we have a baby, Mum?’


Nora gave a short laugh. ‘A baby! No, Sammy, we couldn’t. It takes nearly a year to get a baby, and—’ Her voice broke suddenly and she rubbed the back of one wrist across her eyes. ‘Well, anyway, we can’t.’ She opened the envelope at last and pulled out the sheet of paper. ‘Seven o’clock Friday morning … But you don’t have to go. It says here, it’s just advising that you should.’


‘So can I stop home with you, then?’


‘I’ll talk to your dad about it,’ Nora said, folding up the sheet of paper again. ‘Tonight, when he comes home from work.’ She leant back in her chair, feeling a great wave of tiredness wash over her. The thought of finding Sammy a suitcase, collecting his clothes together and packing it, was almost too much for her.


I’m getting more and more tired these days, she thought. It’s all this talk about the war. It’s upsetting me, it’s upsetting everyone. I just feel I’m crawling through the days, and can’t hardly manage to do all my jobs. Getting the dinner ready’s about all I can do and even that’s a struggle.


Perhaps she would feel a bit better when they’d finally decided whether there was going to be a war or not. Perhaps everyone would feel better then, once they knew what they had to face. But then she thought of the bombing they’d been warned about, the possibility of the Germans invading Britain itself, and a sick fear gripped her body. Almost without realising it, she pulled Sammy against her. I can’t let him go, she thought. I can’t let him go without me, to strangers who wouldn’t understand him and might not be kind to him. I can’t.


‘Lay the table for me, Sammy, there’s a love,’ she said, leaning back in her chair and closing her eyes. ‘Your dad’ll be in soon, wanting his tea, and so will our Gordon. And I’ll have a talk with him later on. I don’t see why you’ve got to go away if you don’t want to, specially when we still don’t know that there’s going to be a war. It might not happen even now.’


Sammy spread the old tablecloth on the battered table in the middle of the room, and got knives and forks out of the sideboard drawer. They’d been brought from the pub when the family had left it to come to number 2 April Grove, along with a few other bits of furniture. The brewery had claimed a lot of it was theirs, but Dan had had a row with the man who came to oversee the move and told him they had to let the family have beds and tables and chairs, it was the law, and anyway a lot of the stuff had belonged to Nora’s parents and even her grandparents, and if the brewery tried to keep them it would be stealing and he’d go to law about it, see if he wouldn’t … And the man had looked at Dan, towering over him, big and dark and powerful, and backed away. They ought to send my Dan to talk to Hitler, Nora thought, remembering it. He’d soon sort the horrible man out!


But it didn’t seem as if anyone could sort out Hitler. And now the war, that had been looming for so long, had come terrifyingly close. The children were being sent away … She leant her head back again, feeling once more the wash of sickness and fatigue. I can’t manage it, she thought. I just can’t manage it. I’ll have to talk to Dan.


‘They’re taking all the kiddies away. Sammy brought the letter home today. They’ve got to go to school early on Friday morning, with sandwiches, and we don’t even know where they’ll be going.’ Her voice shook.


Dan pushed the tabby cat off his chair and sat down to unlace his boots. He was tired and frightened, though he could never admit that to Nora. He couldn’t even admit it to himself. But when he thought of the war he had known – the trenches, the mud, the endless noise, the crying and the screams, the dead men at his feet – he felt sick. He felt furiously, helplessly angry. It was coming again and there was nothing he or anyone else, it seemed, could do to stop it.


He scowled, his eyebrows drawing together in a thick black bar. ‘They’re bloody mad, the lot of ’em. Any tea on? I’m parched.’


Nora heaved herself up from her chair and moved slowly across the little back room to the scullery. I’m so tired, she thought, but if I feel like this now, what’s it going to be like when the bombing starts? She caught a glimpse of herself in the bit of cracked and freckled mirror hung above the sink and wondered when her fair hair had started to go grey, and when its curls had turned into straggles.


She filled the tin kettle with water and set it on the gas stove. The tea packet stood on the cluttered cupboard top and she put three spoonfuls into the chipped brown teapot. While she waited for the kettle to boil, she took down two cups, adding milk from the meat safe outside the back door and sugar from the blue paper bag it had come in from the grocer’s.


Tibby had followed her into the scullery and was mewing for milk, so she poured some into an old saucer and watched him crouch over it. She made the tea, gave it a couple of minutes to brew, then poured it into the cups and carried them back into the living room. The effort of it all left her exhausted.


‘Dan, I don’t want our boys to go,’ she said, sinking back into her sagging armchair. ‘I don’t want them going out to the country, to strangers.’


‘Well, our Gordon won’t.’ Dan slurped his tea. ‘He’s out at work, he won’t be qualified to go.’


‘I don’t want Sammy to go either. He’s too little.’


‘He’s getting on for eight. They’re taking kids younger than that.’


‘Yes, but he’s so little for his age and he still needs me. And I need him, Dan. He helps me.’


‘Well, it don’t look much like it,’ Dan said, glancing round the bleak little room. ‘There’s dust you could grow potatoes in on that sideboard and there was mouldy bread in the bin when I went there for me sandwiches this morning.’


‘I know, it’s the heat … But he does the shopping, and hangs out the washing and things. And I’ll miss him so much. I don’t want him to go, Dan, I don’t really.’ Tibby came back and jumped up on her lap. ‘And there’s the cat, too. He’d break his heart if he had to leave Tibby behind.’


Dan rubbed a hand across his forehead. He didn’t want to think about it, didn’t want to think about the war at all. He looked at his wife, lying back in her chair, weary and white-faced, and wondered if she was ill in some way. The thought brought fresh fear and that, in turn, a fresh surge of irritation.


‘Well, what d’you want me to do about it? It’s for you to decide, you’re the boy’s mother. If you don’t want him to go, just tell ’em so. They can’t force you. It’ll save us some money anyway. They want five bob for each kid, you know. We can feed our Sam on less than that, he don’t eat enough to keep a sparrow alive.’


Nora closed her eyes. ‘It’s just that all the other kiddies are going. The Budd boys and the Collinses, and those two from Atkinson’s, the greengrocer’s. I don’t want people to think I don’t care—’


‘I don’t give a toss what people think!’ Dan broke in. ‘Lot of snobs round here, think they’re better than anyone else. I passed that Mrs Glaister coming down the street just now and she turned her head away as if I smelt! And that Mrs Chapman, she ain’t no better.’


‘They’re all right when you get to know them. Jess Budd at number 14, she’s a nice little body, and I thought you got on all right with her hubby. It was him told us this house was up for rent.’


‘Yes, well, Frank Budd’s all right; he went through the last lot with me. But he’s so strait-laced he’s not human! Won’t go to the pub, won’t have a drink – and he was just the same in the Army, the blokes used to go on at him to have a pint and he never would, no matter what they said or did.’ He was silent for a moment, struggling with unwanted memories. ‘Had to put his fists up more than once – good job he’s a big bloke.’


There was a short silence. Then Nora said, ‘It’s all right, then, if I tell the teacher Sammy ain’t going? Only there won’t be no school here for him to go to, see, there’ll be no teachers left. They want all the kiddies to go.’


Dan looked at her, unsure for a moment what she was talking about. He had retreated briefly into that dark place in his mind that he tried to avoid. The familiar anger gripped him and he stood up quickly, knocking over his tea. The cat leapt down from Nora’s lap and fled from the room.


‘Now look at that! Bloody tea wasted … Well, if that boy’s going to stop home he can make himself a bit more useful about the place. He can clear this up for a start. Sammy!’ he roared, knowing that his younger son must be upstairs. ‘Come down here! There’s a job for you!’


Nora closed her eyes again. I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing, she thought as she heard Sammy’s timid footsteps on the stairs. Perhaps it would be better for him to go away after all. It couldn’t be worse than being at home …


But she knew that she could not let him go. Sammy was her companion. If he went away, she felt, she might never see him again. Whether there was bombing or not, he might be lost to her for ever. And Dan did think a lot of the kiddy really, she knew he did, it was just that he didn’t know how to show it. It wasn’t Dan’s fault he was the way he was.


The door opened and Sammy came slowly into the room, small and pale, his blue eyes and fair, curly hair a mirror image of her own at that age. His thumb was stuck firmly in his mouth and his eyes, huge with anxiety, went straight to her face, and she gave him a tremulous smile.


‘It’s all right, Sammy. You ain’t done nothing. Your dad’s just spilt his tea, see, and wants you to wipe it up. Bring him another cup, there’s a good boy, there’s some in the pot.’ She held out her hand to him. ‘And guess what, he says you can stop at home with me, instead of being evacuated.’


Sammy stared at her and then at his father.


Dan gave him a reluctant nod. ‘That’s right,’ he growled. ‘Your mother don’t want you to go, so that’s it. But you got to be a proper help to her, mind. You’re not going to be on your holidays. And take that everlasting thumb out of your mouth!’


Sammy nodded, then slipped across the room to his mother and buried his face against her thin chest. Nora held him for a moment before pushing him gently away.


‘Get your dad his tea now,’ she whispered, aware that Dan’s irritation could break out again at any moment. ‘Go and fill up his cup and don’t forget the sugar.’


A wave of dizziness swept over her and she lay back again, waiting for it to pass. It always did, after a few minutes. It was just the worry of it all, she told herself, the worry of the war and whether she would lose Sammy. But at least she didn’t have to think about that any more. Sammy was going to stay with her.


None of the children of April Grove had ever been at school by seven in the morning before. If they’d been told a few weeks ago that they would do it, they’d have laughed themselves silly. Go to school early? You must be crackers.


Yet here they were, up at dawn to collect their things together – their little cardboard suitcases of clothes, their gas-mask boxes, their paper bags of sandwiches to see them through the day. And where would they be when the day ended? They didn’t know. Even their mums didn’t know.


Even though he wasn’t going, Sammy got up early and went along to the playground as well. He had an obscure feeling that he had to, and anyway it might be the last time he would see the other boys and girls for months. Years, even. Already feeling abandoned and lonely, he wandered among the milling throng and came face to face with Tim Budd, arguing fruitlessly with the teacher about having to wear a luggage label on his lapel. Tim stared at the smaller boy.


‘Here, why haven’t you got a label on? And you haven’t got your gas mask neither, nor your sandwiches. Aren’t you coming on the train with the rest of us?’


Sammy shook his head. Since the Hodges family had only come to live in April Grove a few months ago, he’d been ill with whooping cough and didn’t know any of the children well. The Budd brothers, from the other end of April Grove, were friendly enough, though, and while he didn’t see much of them at school, being a few years younger, they had sometimes let him join in a game of cowboys and Indians, or in kicking Tim’s old football along the road. He wished they weren’t going away. He would have liked to be real friends with them.


‘My mum doesn’t want me to go away. She’s poorly.’


‘Your mum’s always poorly,’ Tim observed dispassionately. ‘My mum says she’s—’


What Jess Budd said about Nora Hodges was lost in the shriek of Miss Langrish’s whistle as she marshalled the children together in the playground. In the road outside a fleet of buses waited to take them to the railway station and as soon as the children could be got into their lines, class by class, they would climb aboard them. There was a flurry of last-minute kisses and admonitions to be good, and mind you send that postcard the minute you arrive so I know where you are. Suddenly panic-stricken, children began to cry and cling tightly to their mothers, so that their fingers had to be prised away, while mothers found the tears streaming down their faces as they watched their children climb aboard the buses, wondering when they would see them again, wondering who would put them to bed that night and whether they would be kind to them and make them wash properly and eat their greens.


‘I’ve heard they don’t even have proper lavvies out in the country,’ a woman standing near Sammy said. ‘Just buckets full of dirt, down the bottom of the garden. My Wendy won’t never be able to bring herself to use something like that.’


Sammy Hodges knew most of the women standing there. There was Wendy and Alan Atkinson’s mum from the greengrocer’s shop, and Martin Baker’s from October Street, nearly frantic over her Martin. And there were one or two dads as well – Brian Collins’s dad, who worked shifts, and Mr Cullen, the milkman, who’d had to bring his Susan because Mrs Cullen had died a few days ago of TB and was being buried this very day. He looked as if he’d been crying and Susan’s pigtails looked like rats’ tails, as if he hadn’t been able to do them properly.


Sammy wondered what it was like to have your mum die. His own was often poorly and had to stay in bed a lot, but she wasn’t going to die. He hoped not, anyway. He didn’t like thinking about what it would be like at home if she did. There’d be only Tibby to love him then.


‘Aren’t you and Gordon going, Sammy?’ Mrs Budd asked him and he shook his head again.


‘Mum doesn’t want us to.’


She gazed at him with a funny look on her face, as if she was trying not to cry. That was because she was sending her own boys and her girl, Rose, off to the country. But Sammy had heard Martin Baker’s mum say that Mrs Budd would be going herself next day, with the baby Maureen, so there wasn’t really anything to cry about. She looked as if she was about to say something else, but Sammy didn’t want to answer any more questions. He ducked away and slipped between two other mothers to stand at the back of the crowd.


The buses trundled away and some of the mothers followed them, hoping to catch another glimpse of the children before they got on the train at Portsmouth Town Station. Jess Budd turned in the opposite direction and began to push Maureen’s pram, and Sammy followed at a little distance, shuffling his feet along the gutter in his broken shoes.


He didn’t really understand why the others were going away. It had all been explained to them at school, but he felt they hadn’t been told the whole story. There was something about a war which might start soon, and that was why they’d all been given the tin Anderson shelters to build in their gardens and the gas masks in their brown cardboard boxes. People said there would be bombs dropping on places like Portsmouth that had a harbour and a naval dockyard, so children and people who were blind or couldn’t look after themselves were going to live in the country, where it was safe. But nobody had told them why there was going to be a war.


‘There just is, once every twenty years,’ Tim Budd had told him. ‘The last one finished in 1918, see, so this one’s a bit late, but that’s because Mr Chamberlain went to Germany to see Hitler last year and got a piece of paper saying they wouldn’t have one this time. Only Hitler’s broken his promise, see, so we’re going to kill all the Germans.’


‘But why do we have to go away, then?’ Sammy had asked. ‘If we’re going over there to kill them, how can they come and drop bombs on us?’


‘Because it’s a war,’ Tim said. ‘You can’t have a proper war without fighting, can you?’


Sammy drifted home, still trying to work it out, then he gave up. Grown-ups did a lot of things you couldn’t understand. Like his mum always being poorly and his dad always being in a bad temper, as if it was Sammy’s fault.


It was only a few streets to April Grove. You went down October Street, or March Street, from September, and there it was, running along the bottom of them both. There were allotments at the back, almost like real country, and up at one end, where Sammy lived, they came right down to the road. Mrs Budd went down October Street, still with Sammy following at a safe distance, and stopped to talk to Granny Kinch, who was standing at her front door.


Sammy quite liked Granny Kinch, although he was half afraid she was a witch. She was old – really old, probably about a hundred years old, he thought – and she stood or sat on a chair at her front door all day, watching what went on up and down the street. She talked in a funny, mumbling voice as if her teeth might drop out at any minute, and she wore her hair in steel curlers under a faded scarf. But she always had a smile for the children and, better than that, she always had a few sweets too. Sometimes she would get all the boys and girls gathered round on the pavement and throw a handful of toffees over their heads for them to scramble for.


Granny Kinch lived with her daughter, Nancy Baxter, and Nancy’s children – Micky, who was a few years older than Sammy, and her baby Vera. Micky hadn’t been evacuated either. Sammy had seen him by the school, watching the buses depart. He’d looked half envious, half scornful, and when they’d gone he’d run off on his own, his face dark.


When the Hodges had first come to April Grove, Micky had quickly palled up with Sammy’s brother Gordon. They’d gone off together, playing truant from school and pinching things from shops. They’d got bolder, and in the end they’d been caught pinching from Woolworths. Gordon, who had been in trouble when they lived at the pub in Old Portsmouth, had been put on probation, and Micky given a good telling-off. If they did anything else, the man at the court had told them, they’d be sent away to an approved school.


‘Don’t care,’ Micky had boasted afterwards. ‘Wish I could go away. Wish I could go to London.’


As Sammy hung around at the top of April Grove, watching Jess Budd go into Granny Kinch’s house, Micky himself came round the corner. He stopped when he saw Sammy, then came on more slowly.


‘What you doing here? Wouldn’t they let you be ’vacuated?’


‘Mum didn’t want me to go,’ Sammy said. ‘She’s poorly.’


Micky stared at him. ‘So you got to stop and look after her, then?’


‘Not all the time. I can play out as well.’ Sammy glanced up and down the street. ‘Only there’s not many people left to play with now.’


‘There’s me. I didn’t want to go. I wanted to stop here and see the bombs.’


‘I’d like to have gone out to the country,’ Sammy said wistfully. ‘There’s trees and things out there, and fields to play in. I bet they’ll have a smashing time.’


‘Bet they won’t. Bet they’ll be fed up after a couple of days and wanting to come back to Pompey. Bet they’ll wish they hadn’t gone.’ Micky kicked at a stone. ‘Where’s your Gordon? S’pose he’s at work, is he?’


Dan Hodges had got Gordon a job down at Camber dock. He’d had his fourteenth birthday, so could leave school, and Dan said he’d got to bring some wages into the house. He’d keep an eye on him, see he didn’t get into any trouble.


Micky was disgruntled when he heard this. Gordon was just that bit older and bolder, and Micky had looked forward to more lucrative mischief with him. But Gordon didn’t want to be bothered with him now he was working. There were all sorts of dodges at the docks, and a twelve-year-old boy wasn’t any good to him now.


Micky thought Sammy was a poor substitute for his brother, but he was all there was so he might as well make the best of it.


‘What shall we do now, then? Go over the allotments, see if there’s anything worth getting?’


‘I can’t. I’ve got to go in and see if Mum wants anything.’


Micky looked exasperated. ‘Well, when you’ve done that, then? There’s no school now, we can do what we like. Go down the harbour, do a bit of mudlarking. Go up the Lines and see if the soldiers’ll let us look at the guns. They’re putting up real big ones to shoot planes down. They might let us have a go.’


Sammy shook his head. He was nervous of Micky, who was much bigger than he was and not afraid to do things that could get him into trouble. The man at the court had told Micky that he and Gordon were lucky not to be going to an approved school. Sammy knew that next time Micky was caught he could easily be sent away and he didn’t want to find himself there as well. Besides, who would look after Mum?


He turned away. ‘I’ve got to go in now.’


Micky shrugged. ‘Don’t care, then. I can do better things on me own and I’ll keep whatever I get. Might go down Commercial Road and go in Woolworths. There’s always stuff you can pinch in there, off the counters.’ He sauntered off, whistling, and Sammy looked after him. He knew it was going to be lonely without the other children around and no school to go to, and he thought Micky was feeling miserable too. His best friends, Cyril Nash and Jimmy Cross, had gone as well, so there was no one for him either. It would be good to play with him, but not to go pinching stuff from Woolworths or the allotments.


He went down the back alley and up the narrow garden, passing the sheets of corrugated iron that were supposed to be made into an Anderson shelter. Everyone else had got theirs up but Sammy’s father hadn’t even got the hole properly dug yet. He said he was going to wait until he knew for certain there was going to be a war. It was daft, doing all this before you even knew it was going to happen.


Dan and Gordon had already left for work at the Camber dock, and Nora was downstairs, washing up the dishes that had been left the previous night. She was half leaning on the sink, working slowly, and her pale face had a yellowish tinge to it. She looked round as Sammy came through the back door and gave him a wan smile.


‘There you are, love. Did you see your mates off? Go off all right, did they?’


He nodded and picked up a grubby tea towel to start drying. ‘They went on buses. Then they were going to go on trains, but nobody knows where they’re going. It’s a secret.’


‘I know, love. Can’t see why it should be, I must say. The blooming Germans aren’t going to be worried about a lot of nippers.’ She gave him an anxious glance. ‘Did you wish you could be going too?’


Sammy looked at her. His mother had changed a lot in the past year. He could remember when she was lively and pretty, playing games or singing to him. She used to sing old songs and nursery rhymes, and she had one favourite that she’d sung to him ever since he was a baby:


‘Sammy, Sammy, shine a light, 
Ain’t you playing out tonight?’


The song was part of a game, a sort of hide-and-seek after dark in which half the children ran off to hide and the rest searched for them. If you thought you knew where a hider was, you had to call out the rhyme and then the hider must show his light – a torch, if he possessed one, or a candle in a jam jar, hidden under his jacket – and if he was caught he had to join the chasers. Sammy’s mother, who had lived out in the country with her granny for a while when she was a little girl, said it was best played among the trees and fields, but Pompey children thought the streets and alleyways of the town were best, and they didn’t call out ‘Sammy’. Their word was ‘Dick’ and Micky Baxter had sneered at Sammy when he’d first played the game.


‘Well, it was Sammy where my mum lived,’ he’d retorted, and Micky had stepped forward, his fists raised pugnaciously before Tim Budd stepped in.


‘Leave him alone, Micky. It don’t matter what name we use so long as we get on with the game. My candle’s not going to last all that long, I could only get a bit of a stub.’


Nora still sang to him occasionally, but her voice was weak and tired now, and when she sang the ‘shine a light’ rhyme her eyes would fill with tears.


She’d started to get ill after Sammy’s whooping cough and not long before Gordon had got into trouble, but it wasn’t anything you’d go to the doctor for, she said. Just feeling tired and sick and having headaches, or even aching all over. Doctors couldn’t do much about that sort of thing and besides, she and Dan didn’t have the money. Not for just feeling tired. She’d be better soon anyway.


But she hadn’t got any better, some days she didn’t get up at all. Sammy could do some of the jobs she couldn’t manage, but on the whole most of them were left undone. Getting meals was the only thing that really had to be done, and even then their dinner often consisted of no more than a few pennyworth of chips from the shop in September Street.


He thought about the green fields and trees where the others were going today. He’d watched them getting on the buses; some, like Tim Budd, had been as excited as if they were going on holiday, but others had cried and clung to their mothers.


‘I’d rather stop here with you and Tibby,’ he said. He leant against his mother, feeling the sharpness of her bones.


She looked down at the dishes. ‘I can’t finish this now. I’m going to go and sit down for a bit. You do the rest, Sammy, there’s a love.’


She went into the back room and lay down in the old armchair they’d brought from the pub when they came to April Grove. She looked worn out and when she closed her eyes the lids looked blue, as if the colour was showing through. There was a small bruise on her cheek that he hadn’t noticed before and Sammy looked at it anxiously, wondering where it had come from, before covering her gently with an old blanket.


There was some tea in the pot, left over from Dad’s when he went to work. It was a bit cool but Sammy poured some into a cup and added milk. He took it in and gave it to his mother, then went back to the scullery and looked at the scummy water in the sink.


There were only a few cups and plates to wash, and he swished them about a bit with the dishcloth and put them on the wooden draining board. The teacloth was too wet to dry them properly and left greasy marks, but he put them in the cupboard and tipped away the water. It gurgled very slowly down the drain.


Nora was asleep. Tibby was asleep too, on a pile of crumpled washing dumped in the other chair. Sammy lifted him off and pushed the washing aside to sit down with the cat on his knee, watching his mother. After a while he got up and wandered outside, still holding the cat.


The street was empty. Even Granny Kinch had gone indoors. There was no sign of Micky and all the other children must be on the train by now, on their way to the countryside.


Sammy put his thumb in his mouth. He sat down on the doorstep, with Tibby beside him, and waited for the long day to pass.







Chapter Two


In the village of Bridge End, Ruth Purslow had been busy all morning, baking rock cakes and making a big jug of lemonade for the new arrivals. She put them all into a shopping basket, covered them with a clean teacloth, then got ready, washing at the kitchen sink and putting on her grey frock and the green cardigan her niece Lizzie had knitted her for Christmas. It was just the colour of her eyes, she thought, looking in the mirror to brush her soft auburn hair. Over the top she put on her second-best coat and her little green hat with the pheasant’s feather in, then popped her head through the living-room door to say goodbye to her father.


‘I’m just going down to help with the evacuees, Dad. They’ll be arriving this afternoon.’


He looked up from his chair by the window and nodded. ‘Evacuees.’


‘That’s right,’ Ruth said, pleased that he had understood the word. ‘They’re coming from Portsmouth, because of the war. I’ve made some lemonade and buns.’ She straightened the crochet blanket over his knees. ‘I shan’t be long.’


There was a group of women already in the village hall when she reached it, laying out buns and cups of lemonade on the long trestle tables. Lizzie was near the door, talking to her friend Edna Corner. They’d grown up together, skipping down the lane to the village school and playing by the stream and, later on, dawdling by the bridge on summer evenings to flirt with the boys. Boys and girls must have met on that old bridge for hundreds of years, Ruth thought, casting her mind back to her own courting days.


She’d met Jack there – well, she’d known him for years, of course, all the youngsters knew each other, but when you got to about fourteen or fifteen and started going down to the bridge it seemed different, somehow. Jack, who’d always been just another boy, kicking a ball about and running after girls to pull their pigtails, had suddenly become a tall young man with shy eyes and a nice smile. He was three years older than her and had got an apprenticeship at one of the shipyards in Southampton. When that finished, he’d told her, he was going to join the Merchant Navy as an engineer.


‘I want to see the world,’ he said, his dark eyes glowing. ‘I want to see all these places you read about or see at the pictures. America – Australia – China. I want to see them for myself.’


Ruth had been fascinated. She listened for hours as he talked about the places he would see, wishing she could go too. But girls didn’t do that kind of thing. Girls stayed at home and looked after the family, and waited for their sailor husbands to come rolling back from overseas.


‘You will wait for me, won’t you, Ruthie?’ Jack had whispered the night before he went away on his first voyage. He’d got a position as sixth engineer on a cargo ship. It was going to Africa to collect bananas and he was so excited he could hardly wait. Ruth would have felt left out and abandoned if he had not already told her how much he loved her, and how he wanted to find her waiting for him when he came home.


‘I wish we could get engaged …’


‘Dad wouldn’t let us,’ Ruth said. ‘I’m only seventeen. He won’t let me get engaged for at least another two years.’


‘He let your Jane, didn’t he? She couldn’t have been much more than nineteen when she and George got married.’


‘I know, but that was because …’ Ruth blushed. Jane’s first baby had been born embarrassingly soon after the wedding – a fine, lusty child for a seven-months baby. Ruth, who had been only nine at the time, hadn’t been supposed to know about it but there hadn’t been any way of concealing the family row that had shaken the little cottage, leaving Jane and her mother in tears while George Warren, not much older, looked white and shaken. The wedding had taken place less than a month later. They’d gone to live in one of the tiny farm cottages and a few months later Ruth had found herself with a niece only ten years younger than herself – the same age difference as there was between her and her sister.


All that had been forgotten by the time Ruth and Jack were courting. Jane had had two more babies, Terry and Ben, and George was hoping to take over as farm foreman when old Simon retired. There had been sadness when Jane’s and Ruth’s mother, Florence, had died soon after young Ben’s birth, and after that Ruth and her father lived alone in the cottage. And that, she knew, was half the trouble.


‘Trouble with your dad’, Jack said gloomily, ‘is that he doesn’t want you to get engaged at all – much less married.’


‘He doesn’t want me to leave him,’ Ruth agreed. ‘You can’t blame him. He’d be so lonely, here on his own, and who’d cook his meals and look after him?’ She sighed. ‘I don’t see how I’m ever going to be able to leave him.’


‘Well, you don’t have to,’ Jack said. ‘You could stop here with him. I’m going to be away a lot anyway – it’d be company for you too.’


They’d agreed to talk about it again when Jack came back from this first trip. Her father would be able to see then that they were serious. They’d get engaged and save up to get married two years later. They wouldn’t have any children for another two years, to give them time to save for a home of their own nearby – Dad wouldn’t want kiddies under his feet and Ruth could still look after him – and then they’d have three children, like Jane, or maybe even four. It was all worked out.


At first it seemed that everything was going their way. Joe Sellers had agreed to their engagement and was pleased that he wouldn’t be losing his daughter. He gave them a good wedding in the little village church and what privacy he could in the little cottage, after their honeymoon in Bournemouth. When Jack went back to sea he settled down again with Ruth as if nothing had happened.


Jack came back and went to sea again. On one of his trips he acquired a parrot and brought it home for Ruth, to keep her company and remind her of him. He’d taught it to talk, copying his voice and saying the things he said to her when he was at home. ‘I love you, Ruthie. Let me be your sweetheart. I’ll be home soon, Ruthie …’


And then he’d caught malaria and that was the end of all their dreams. Here she was, a widow woman at thirty-five, she thought sadly, and that was all she had left of him – Jack’s voice, a bit croakier than it had been in real life, following her around the cottage. And Dad needing her more than ever before.


It was funny that her niece Lizzie should also have married a lad who went to sea instead of stopping on the land. Alec came from Southampton and she’d met him in the shop where she worked. He was an engineer in the Merchant Navy, just like Jack, and away at sea more than he was at home. Ruth hoped Lizzie’s luck would be better than hers, although with this war coming the girl must be worried stiff.


Lizzie looked cheerful enough this afternoon, however, and had done her dark brown hair in the latest fashion, rolling it over her forehead in a bang. She greeted her aunt with a smile.


‘Hello, Auntie Ruth. Come to get yourself a slave?’


‘Certainly not. I’ve just brought down a few rock cakes and some lemonade. I suppose you’ll be taking a kiddy in, Edna?’


The fair-haired young woman nodded. Plump and motherly, she and her husband Reg hadn’t been blessed with children yet, though a better mother and father you’d go a long way to find. Perhaps having a youngster about the place might set them off, you often heard of that. Anyway, Ruth thought regretfully, it wasn’t something you could hurry.


She took her basket over to the long tables and set the cakes and lemonade out with all the rest. Then she went back to the other women.


‘I wonder what they’re going to be like,’ Edna Corner said a little nervously. ‘There’s some awful slums in Portsmouth. My Reg had to go there once, he said it was terrible – tiny narrow streets, all crowded together, and kiddies running around with no backsides to their trousers. And the smell! It was worse than the day they come round to collect the nightsoil.’


‘They’ll be filthy dirty, all of them,’ Mrs Hutchins said. Her mouth tightened, little straight lines splaying out all round her thin lips. ‘And we’ll be expected to clean up their dirt. It’s not right, sending young hooligans from the slums out to decent country folk.’


‘I’m sure they won’t be that bad,’ Joan Greenberry said. ‘And at least we’re just getting the younger ones here, and the mothers with babies. I’ve offered a room to someone like that. I’d like another woman about the place.’


‘You won’t when you see her,’ Aggie White, whose husband was the village butcher, said darkly. ‘All perm and lipstick, and a fag hanging out of the corner of her mouth as likely as not. I wouldn’t want another woman in my kitchen.’


‘Well, we’ve all got to put up with something these days, Aggie.’ Joan glanced around. ‘I must say, I’m surprised to see the Woddis sisters here. I wouldn’t have thought two old spinsters like that would want kiddies about the place. They’ve never been used to children, have they. And they’ve got some nice furniture in that house of theirs, too.’


‘It’s a big place, though, isn’t it?’ Edna remarked. ‘I think that’s what it is. Anyone who’s got the room has to register, whether they want to or not.’


‘Are you taking one, Lizzie?’ Aggie White asked, but Lizzie shook her head regretfully.


‘Not with me and Alec still living at Mum’s – when he’s at home, that is! There’s no spare rooms, see. Otherwise we wouldn’t mind at all.’


A small boy raced in, skidding on the wooden floor and panting. ‘The train’s come! They’re here! The ’vacuees are here.’ He slid to a stop by his mother. ‘Can I have a bun before they get here, Mum, can I?’


‘No, you can’t, our Freddy! They’re for poor little children that’ve been on the train all day. You had a good dinner not half an hour ago, and you licked out the bowl when I made the buns. You leave them alone.’ Mary Parker turned to the others. ‘Hollow legs, that child’s got. Hollow legs. And I suppose these kiddies’ll want feeding too, when we get them sorted out. A penny bun and a cup of lemonade isn’t going to be enough.’


‘That’s just the trouble,’ Aggie White said sharply. ‘They’ll eat us out of house and home, you mark my words. Growing children want a lot of feeding, specially the boys. And the few bob we get for putting up with them ain’t going to go far, not when you think of all the washing and the ironing, and cleaning up after them. And the breakages.’


‘Well, you’ve got to make a few allowances,’ Edna Corner said. ‘They’re bound to find it strange, away from home. It’ll take them a little while to settle down. What are you hoping for, Mrs Purslow, a little girl?’


Ruth shook her head regretfully. ‘I can’t take one at all, not with Dad the way he is and me working part-time at the Cottage Hospital. And if it wasn’t him, it’d be my in-laws – I’d like to get them out from Southampton, if they’d come. If I did have the room I’d like a little boy, but I don’t suppose they’d think a widow suitable for boys. I suppose you’d like one, to help on the farm, like?’


‘Reg would like a boy, yes. I’m happy either way.’ Edna tilted her head. ‘Listen! I can hear voices.’


‘It’s them, it’s them!’ Freddy scuttled to the door. ‘I can see them! They’ve got suitcases, and gas masks. What did they want to bring them for? We’re not going to need gas masks out here. They’re just for towns.’


‘Don’t be silly, Freddy, you’re getting above yourself,’ his mother told him sharply. ‘You know very well we’ve all got gas masks and if a war starts we’ll have to take them with us wherever we go. Just because we’re not in a town doesn’t mean we can’t get gas. It spreads, like clouds.’


A large, tweedy woman bustled into the hall. She was carrying a folder and had a bossy, efficient look about her. She marched up to the little group of women, eyeing the tables spread with their buns and lemonade.


‘I see you’ve prepared a welcome for the children. They’ll be glad of that. They were all up early and their teacher says that most of them ate their sandwiches the minute they got on the train. Now, they’ll be here in just a few moments and you’ll have a chance to look them over while they have their tea. You’ll be able to pick the children you like the look of, but I must warn you that not all of you will get your first choice and those that are left over will be allocated as best we can.’


‘I don’t want no slum kids,’ a fat young woman with straggly hair and a grubby blouse said aggressively. ‘I got my own little ’uns to consider.’


The tweedy woman glanced at her and Ruth Purslow hid a smile. The whole village knew Dotty Dewar’s children. There were five of them already, running wild, and it looked as if another might be on the way. Ruth was surprised that Dotty was even being considered for an evacuee. Surely there was no room in the dilapidated cottage on the edge of the village, with its scrubby garden full of broken toys, straggling bushes and old motorbikes that were being ‘repaired’ by Dotty’s husband Ned, not to mention the scrawny, ferocious dog that was chained to the front fence. Ruth didn’t envy any evacuee child billeted there.


‘I want a nice strong girl, about twelve or thirteen, what’ll give me a bit of a hand around the place,’ Dotty went on. ‘I can’t be expected to look after a little one, not in my position.’


You just want a servant and one whose keep’ll be paid for, what’s more, Ruth thought, hoping that the billeting officer would see through Dotty. But she had already turned away as the new arrivals appeared at the door and hesitated, their faces uncertain. Their teacher, a tall, thin, rather harassed-looking young woman, ushered them in and indicated the tables laid with buns and lemonade. There was a pause and then a rush. Two thin, ragged girls began to fight over a plate of buns and it was pulled off the table and smashed.


‘Look at that! You’d think they hadn’t eaten for a week.’ Aggie White pursed her mouth as the teachers scolded their charges and made them form orderly lines. ‘You can see they’ve never learnt any manners.’


‘They’re hungry and frightened, poor little mites,’ Edna Corner said sympathetically. ‘I don’t suppose any of them have ever been away from home on their own before. I like the look of that little chap there, the one with curly hair.’


‘There’s two of them,’ Ruth said, liking the look of Tim Budd herself. ‘I expect they’re brothers. Could you manage two?’


‘I dare say we could. I’ll go and see.’ Edna went to speak to the tweedy woman, and a few moments later she and the two Budd boys went off together. The Woddis sisters took Wendy and Alan Atkinson, with evident doubt on both sides, and Rose, whose mother and baby sister were coming next day, went with Joan Greenberry. Gradually, all the children were allocated to their various billets and the village hall emptied. Only Ruth Purslow and a few other women who had come to help were left to clear away the empty plates and cups.


The billeting officer looked at Ruth. ‘It looks as if you’re one of the lucky ones. Most of the houses have got at least one evacuee now.’


‘I wouldn’t have minded one,’ Ruth said quickly. ‘It’s just that my father’s an invalid and I’m a nurse at the Cottage Hospital as well. But if things were different I’d have been glad to give a kiddy a home.’


‘Well, if the situation changes you can let us have your name.’ The woman ran her eyes down the list in her hand. ‘It’s Mrs Purslow, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, but—’


‘Thank you for giving your time, anyway.’ The billeting officer snapped her folder shut. ‘I must go. I’ve got to visit all these homes in the next day or so, see that everything’s as it should be. Good afternoon, Mrs Purslow.’ She gave a quick nod to the other women clearing up and strode briskly out of the hall.


Ruth looked after her, then turned to the others. ‘Well! Did you hear that? “If the situation changes!” And just what did she mean by that, do you suppose? If my poor old dad dies, that’s what. Not that I expect him to last much longer,’ she added sadly. ‘That was a really bad stroke he had.’


‘Well, I’ve got to get home,’ Dotty Dewar said in a disgruntled voice. ‘My old man’ll be wanting his tea on the table, and since we’re evidently not good enough for Pompey slum kids I don’t see why I should clear up after them here. I don’t know why they wouldn’t give me one, I’m sure. There was a couple of bigger girls there looked as if they could have been real useful and the money would’ve come in handy too.’


She marched out of the hall, trundling the dilapidated pushchair which had seen her through five toddlers already and been second-hand when it started.


Ruth made a wry face and turned to the only other woman left. ‘That leaves just you and me, Mrs Ward. Well, we’d better get on with it.’


Mrs Ward nodded. She was about seventy years old and hadn’t been asked to take an evacuee. She lived next door to the hall and looked after it, keeping the keys and sweeping it through once a week. She was quite accustomed to doing other people’s chores for them.


‘I don’t reckon the village’ll ever be the same now,’ she whispered as she carried a tray full of cups through to the tiny kitchen. She had lost her voice after an illness twenty years before and never been able to talk any louder ever since. ‘Everything’ll be different now, you mark my words. Country folk and townies never did mix.’


Well, they’re going to have to try, Ruth thought, loading up another tray. And it’s not the only change there’ll be if there really is a war. Everything’s going to be different from now on.


Back at Ruth’s cottage Joe Sellers was propped up in the old armchair looking out of the window across the green. He could see almost everything that went on from here and people could wave at him as they went by. He could watch Ruth going over to work at the Cottage Hospital and coming home again; he could see kiddies going to school, housewives carrying their bags from the village shop and stopping for a gossip, and the local dogs and cats going about their own business. He knew everyone and knew pretty well what they were all up to.


‘Chubbleduck’s got a tree,’ he said when Ruth came in. The stroke had affected his speech and he now talked a language of his own. Ruth worked hard to learn its grammar and vocabulary, but just when she thought she was getting somewhere it all changed.


She looked at him doubtfully. Yesterday, ‘chubbleduck’ had meant the ginger cat from next door and it was quite possible that it still did today, and ‘tree’ might mean exactly what it ought to. She decided to take the risk.


‘Ginger’s up a tree, is he?’ she said, coming to the window. ‘I expect he’s trying to catch birds. Which tree is it?’


Joe Sellers stared at her. She sometimes wondered if he knew what he had said. Perhaps, in his mind, the words had come out quite correctly and he didn’t even know he’d said ‘chubbleduck’ for ‘Ginger’. It certainly seemed, when he looked at her as if she’d taken leave of her senses, as if she were the one whose words were nonsense.


‘Never said nothing about train,’ he said irritably. ‘Chubbleduck, I said. Got a tree.’


‘Oh, I see,’ Ruth said, her heart sinking as she wondered what he could be talking about. If he just accepted that she understood it would be all right, but if he required an answer it could lead to yet another of those long, frustrating muddles as she tried to work out what he meant and he kept repeating it, getting increasingly distressed.


Poor Dad, she thought sadly. It must be awful having to sit there day after day, unable to do a thing but watch other people and not even able to talk properly. It must be like being trapped in a prison, the worst kind of prison. It was no wonder he got snappy and bad-tempered, and that must make him feel even worse.


‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ she said gently, deciding that honesty was the best policy. ‘I don’t really know what you mean. It’s not Ginger, is it?’


‘Train? Of course it’s not train. Chubbleduck.’ He could still use his left hand, and he raised it now and pointed across the green. ‘There. Chubbleduck.’


Ruth looked where he was pointing and saw Edna Corner coming out of the lane which led down to the farm where she and Reg, who was the farm stockman, had a cottage. She sighed with relief.


‘Oh, you mean Mrs Corner. Edna. Yes, she’s got an evacuee – two, actually. Two little boys.’


He nodded, his bad temper gone now that she understood. ‘Tree, yes. Two trees.’ He smiled, content now that he was understood. ‘Nice little trees.’


‘They do look nice little boys, yes.’ Ruth made a mental note that chubbleduck might now mean Edna Corner, as well as ginger cats, saucepans (which it had meant last Sunday) and the postman (a fortnight ago). Why he should have picked on that word, which he seemed to have made up, she had no idea, and why it was easier to say than ‘cat’, ‘saucepan’ or ‘postman’ was totally beyond her. But Dad had enough to put up with without her trying to teach him the correct words, as the nurse at the hospital had said she ought to do. She was the one who was still fit and well, and she was the one who had to make the effort.


‘I’ll go and make some tea, and talk to Silver for a bit,’ she said. ‘He’s been in the kitchen by himself all afternoon, he’ll be getting lonely.’


Silver was the big African grey parrot that Jack had brought her not long after they’d been married. He’d taught it to say all kinds of things and the parrot repeated them all in Jack’s own voice. ‘It’ll be like having me here with you, Ruthie,’ Jack had said and indeed, when Silver murmured that he loved her or asked her to let him be her sweetheart, it was just like hearing Jack’s voice. But not, she thought wistfully, like having Jack with her.


Silver had learnt a good many other things during his seafaring days, most of them not fit to be repeated in polite society. Ruth usually covered him up when the vicar called in to see Dad. But she’d also taught him quite a lot herself, so he had a wide repertoire of nursery rhymes and sayings, and he picked up a lot of what other people said too, using their voices. It was quite embarrassing at times.


He was now learning Dad’s language and, Ruth suspected, making a better job of it than she was herself. But Dad couldn’t stand his squawking for too long, so for a lot of the time he was relegated to the kitchen.


She went through the door and Silver greeted her by dancing up and down on his stand, ducking his head and peering up at her flirtatiously.


‘Let me be your sweetheart,’ he cajoled her, in what still sounded uncannily like Jack’s voice, with half a bucket of gravel thrown in, and then in her father’s voice, ‘Poor old Joe.’ Dad had taught him that before he had his stroke. He went back to Jack’s soft tones. ‘I love you, Ruthie … You old bugger, you.’


Jack hadn’t taught him to say that, she could tell by the voice. It was one of the other sailors and Jack had been furious. But it always made Ruth smile to hear the sudden change and she scratched the bird affectionately under the chin.


‘It’s time you learnt some manners. It’s a good thing we’re not having an evacuee, if you’re going to use that sort of language.’


‘If you were the only girl in the world,’ he began, but Ruth was filling the kettle at the pump in the corner and his voice was drowned by the squeaking. She set the kettle on the range and handed him a few seeds, saved from the sunflowers she grew in the garden. He cracked and nibbled at them, forgetting to make further conversation, and Ruth started to slice some bread and spread it with fish paste.


As she worked, she looked out through the kitchen window at the neat little garden, with its rows of vegetables and flowers, and its two or three old fruit trees. Dad had looked after it until his stroke, but Ruth managed it herself now. The late afternoon sun was slanting over the crest of the hills beyond and across the woods and fields. The cows were coming back from afternoon milking, lumbering across to their favourite spots, and she could hear a cackling from someone’s garden as one of her neighbours fed her hens and ducks. It all seemed very peaceful.


I wonder what those little evacuees are making of it all, she thought. Some of them have never even seen a cow, except in picture books. I hope they won’t be frightened when they hear the owls later on. They’ll be upset enough as it is, being taken away from their mums and dads like that.


Was there really going to be a war? It didn’t seem possible that the authorities would have gone to all this trouble if there wasn’t. Someone had said Mr Chamberlain was going to make a broadcast on the wireless on Sunday morning. It looked bad.


The kettle boiled and Ruth made a pot of tea. She finished making the sandwiches and put them on plates, together with a few buns kept back from the ones she’d baked to take to the village hall. She set the whole lot on a tin tray with a picture of a garden on it and carried it through to the front room.


Silver finished his sunflower seeds and looked up in time to see her disappearing through the door.


‘Oy!’ he cried in the voice Dad used to use when the boy next door had been in scrumping apples from the tree at the bottom of the garden. ‘You thieving little blighter! I love you, Ruthie. Poor old Joe …’


Ruth smiled and left the door open so that he could still see her. What with Dad and his chubbleducks, and Silver and his parrot talk, there wasn’t much chance of a sensible conversation in the cottage, but at least she was never going to be lonely.


All the same, she’d have welcomed an evacuee. It would be nice to have a bit of young life about the place.







Chapter Three


The rest of the evacuees – the mothers and babies, and the blind people – arrived in the countryside next day. Jess Budd went to Mrs Greenberry’s, with Rose, and the two women took to each other immediately. One or two younger women from the September Street area of Copnor settled in with other families and old Mr Crouch from the top of March Street, who walked with a white stick, was put with the doctor. He seemed bewildered, groping his way around the unfamiliar house, tears seeping from his sightless eyes.


‘It’s a shame, that’s what,’ Mrs Mudge, the vicar’s housekeeper, told Mrs Greenberry when she dropped in for a cup of tea a few days later. ‘Poor old man, he doesn’t know where he is. Trying to find his way round that great house – it’s daft. He ought to be in a small place, like he’s used to. And doctor’s wife’s at her wits’ end, frightened to death he’ll hurt himself.’


‘I’ll call in and see him, if that’s all right,’ Jess Budd said. ‘He’s a funny old chap, but there’s no harm in him. He’s never been the same since he lost his sight and his wife went only last year, so he hasn’t properly got over that either.’


They sat for a few moments without speaking. Jess was thinking about poor old Mr Crouch, blind and bewildered in a strange place. It was strange enough for her, living in someone else’s house, away from her own home and husband, so it must be ten times worse for him. She stirred her tea and sighed.


‘So it’s war, then,’ Joan Greenberry said, echoing her sigh, and the other two women nodded. They’d all heard Mr Chamberlain’s broadcast on the wireless on Sunday morning. ‘I hoped right up to the last minute that they’d find some way of stopping it.’


‘They must have known they couldn’t do that,’ Jess said. ‘They’d never have gone to all the trouble and expense of sending us out here if they’d thought there was any chance … And then there was all those Andersons being delivered right back in July. The day my little Maureen was born, that’s when they brought ours, and I could have done without all that clatter, I can tell you! But they must have known then. Months before then.’


‘My Harold reckons they’ve known for years,’ Mrs Greenberry said. ‘They’ve been getting ready for it. Only trouble is, they weren’t as ready as the Germans. They’ve been getting ready ever since the last one, that’s what he says.’


The women sat in silence for a while. Jess was thinking about Frank, alone in the little house in April Grove. How was he going to manage without her? How was he going to get his meals, do his washing? And how long was she supposed to stop out here, miles away from him?


It’s not just people like poor old Mr Crouch who don’t know what to make of it all, she thought ruefully, and went to fetch Maureen, who was starting to wake up and cry in her pram just outside the kitchen door.


With war now a reality, the two communities settled down uneasily together. It wasn’t easy for a small village to find itself suddenly twice the size and there were inevitable frictions. The children, sharing the small school – evacuees in the mornings, village children in the afternoons – eyed each other suspiciously; some of the village children who had evacuees in their own homes made friends with them, others treated them as enemies. The Portsmouth children drifted together and there were quite a few squabbles between the two groups.


‘Those are our conkers! They’re not for you townies.’


‘Yah! Frightened of a few old cows! Didn’t even know where milk comes from!’


‘I’m going back to Pompey, soon as I can. There’s nothing to do out here. Nothing but trees and stuff. It’s stupid, the country is.’


Some of the children, like Tim and Keith Budd, treated it as one long holiday. They roamed the fields and woods, finding new games to play, and – once they had got over their shock at the size of cows – helped around the farms. There was plenty to do, and when you got fed up with it you could slip off and climb trees or make a den. With school for only half the day there was time for both work and play.


Women like Jess, accustomed to running their own home and looking after a family, found it more difficult. Jess naturally wanted to do her share around the house, but Mrs Greenberry had her own ways and even though the women had quickly made friends there were still occasional differences.


‘Oh! I thought I might do some baking—’


‘Tuesday’s my baking day. I get the range stoked up for it then, see, and then I can heat up the irons as well, to do the ironing while the baking’s in the oven. We don’t have gas stoves we can just turn up whenever we feel like it, not out here.’


Or: ‘Wouldn’t it be better if I did my own washing? You don’t want to be bothering about my and Rose’s things.’


‘Best if they all go in the copper together, my dear, so we can get it all done the same day. But I’d be grateful if you could air the baby’s nappies somewhere else. My hubby does like to see the fire when he comes in after a day’s work.’


It was no easier for Mrs Greenberry, having a woman and two children – one of them an eight-week-old baby – suddenly foisted on her. Jess, having to wash nappies every day, was almost at her wits’ end, trying to keep them out of the family’s way. She’d hung them round the range to start with, then in the big living room, then in the bedroom the three of them shared. But they never seemed to be properly aired unless they’d been either out on a line or in front of a fire. She worried about Maureen catching a cold and eventually decided she had to tackle Mrs Greenberry again.


‘Suppose I just put them round the range during the afternoon? I’ll take them away before Mr Greenberry comes in. I know it’s a nuisance, but Maureen did have that sniffle yesterday. And I really do need to boil at least twice a week.’


Mrs Greenberry looked at her, and her face softened. ‘I know you do, my dear. I’m sorry. Of course you can air the kiddy’s things and we’ll stoke the boiler up every other day for you. There’s no sense making things harder than they already are.’


Two women in the same kitchen was undeniably tricky. But with goodwill and understanding on both sides it was possible to shake down together and share a lot of the chores. It couldn’t ever be like having your own place, though, Jess thought as she wheeled Maureen’s pram through the village to visit the boys. And it seemed downright unnatural to be living in a different house from two of her own children.


‘They’re doing really well,’ Edna Corner reassured her. ‘You mustn’t worry about them at all. They’re smashing little boys and Reg is like a dog with two tails, having them to take around the farm.’


Somehow, that didn’t comfort Jess as much as it ought to have done. ‘It just feels so funny, not having them with me,’ she said. ‘I can see you’re looking after them properly, Mrs Corner, and I’m grateful, don’t think I’m not, but it ought to be me washing their clothes and tucking them into bed at night.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t know, everything seems to have turned upside down lately. And how long’s it going to go on? There hasn’t been a sniff of a bomb so far.’


There weren’t any bombs at all. The threatened air raids still hadn’t happened by Christmas and a lot of the children went back home to Portsmouth for the holiday. It was strange to be back among the narrow streets after the wide open fields and woods of the countryside, and they felt conspicuous and uneasy at first. Some of the few children who had stayed behind were curious to know what life as an evacuee was really like, while others were scornful of the ‘runaways’.


‘Cowardy-custards. There ain’t bin no bombs anyway. Scared of your own shadows, that’s what you are.’


‘That’s all you know, Micky Baxter.’ Tim squared up to his arch rival. ‘I bet you wouldn’t walk through a field of cows and bulls like me and Keith have to, to get to school every day.’


‘Don’t have to go to school,’ Micky countered triumphantly. ‘They’ve took it over for a first-aid post and there’s no teachers anyway. All run off to the country with the rest of the cowards.’ But there wasn’t much real malice in his tone. In truth, he’d missed the other children and was glad to see them back, even the namby-pamby Budd boys. With Gordon Hodges at work all day, there’d been only young Sammy left in the whole of April Grove, and Sammy was just a kid, still tied to his mother’s apron strings.


Sammy saw the other children too and hung about on the edge of the little group, feeling left out. He listened to them talking about Christmas and wished he could share their excitement. Stockings full of toys – the Budds, it appeared, even had pillowcases! – and parties with the whole family coming round for a big dinner and then a tea, with jelly and Christmas cake; none of these things, he knew, would be happening in the Hodges’ household. And worse still, there’d be two whole days with nobody to play with at all, for everyone would be indoors with their own families and not out in the street.


He trailed home, thinking of the present he had bought for his mother. Soon after the evacuation he had started to go round the neighbours and ask to run errands to earn a penny or two. Sometimes he bought his mother a small bar of chocolate, sometimes he spent it on sweets for himself – an everlasting strip or a string of liquorice bootlaces, or some tiger nuts. Sometimes he gave it to his mother to help buy food and just lately he had begun to collect a small store of coins in his drawer, under his collection of old copies of Film Fun.


He’d saved for weeks now, hoping to get enough for a larger bar of chocolate. By the time he’d got enough and gone to the little sweetshop on the corner there wasn’t all that much to be had, since sweets and chocolate seemed to be disappearing now there was a war on, and people had stocked up for Christmas and against the threat of rationing. But when he’d told Mr Sims it was for his mother’s Christmas present the shopkeeper had found a bar of milk chocolate for him and even wrapped it in a scrap of coloured paper. Sammy had put the bar in his drawer, under his comics, and was looking forward to seeing his mother’s face when he gave it to her next morning.


The scullery was cold but there was a small chicken lying on the draining board with some potatoes, a couple of onions, a pound or so of carrots and a stalk of brussels sprouts. They were going to have a proper Christmas dinner after all, he thought with delight. He already knew there would be a pudding because Mrs Shaw from the other end of the street had brought one along a few weeks before, explaining that she’d made too many. It had been sitting in the cupboard ever since.


Nora was asleep in her chair when he crept through the back door. She had bought some strips of coloured paper a week ago and Sammy had spent his evenings making paper chains, sticking them with home-made paste. They hung round the room and Sammy paused for a moment or two to admire them, then tiptoed upstairs to gloat over his little gift.


Gordon, who had got home early from work because it was Christmas Eve, was already there, lying on the top bunk of the narrow iron-framed bed, and as Sammy came in he grinned at him.


Sammy stopped. Gordon was chewing something and there was an unmistakable smell in the room.


‘Have you got some chocolate?’


‘What if I have?’ his brother retorted.


Sammy glanced at the chest of drawers. There were four drawers, two each for the two boys. In those, and the cupboard in the alcove that had been fitted with a hanging rail, they kept their clothes. They seldom had anything new; Nora bought most of their clothes in second-hand shops or was occasionally given them by better-off neighbours. They were not supposed to go to each other’s drawers – at least, Gordon objected strongly if Sammy ever went to his and Sammy had assumed that the rule applied equally.


It had never been put to the test because he had never had anything Gordon would want, but when he glanced at his drawer now, his brother laughed.


‘What’s the matter? Got a secret?’


Sammy saw that there was a scrap of paper on the floor and his heart sank as he recognised it as the paper Mr Sims had wrapped his chocolate in. With a surge of fear and anger, he jerked open his drawer and dragged out his vest, crumpled from the wash. The bar of chocolate had gone.


He wheeled to face his brother, still grinning on the bed. ‘You pinched my choclit! You stole it! You bin in my drawer and stole my choclit, what I was going to give to Mum for her Christmas present. You’re a thief, you are, a thief!’


‘Garn,’ said Gordon. ‘You never got that for Mum, you got it for yourself. You was going to eat it all on yer own.’


‘I wasn’t! I wasn’t! It was Mum’s Christmas present and now I got nothing to give her and it’s all your fault!’ Red in the face, tears pouring down his cheeks, Sammy reached up and snatched at the remainder of the bar, still in Gordon’s hand. Gordon jerked back and Sammy gave a howl of rage and dragged at the blanket that covered the thin mattress. His fury giving him strength, he had Gordon half off the bed before the bigger boy could save himself, and Gordon overbalanced and crashed on top of him. They collapsed on the floor in a tangle of flailing arms and legs, the blanket twisting itself around them as they fought.


Already thin, it ripped and Gordon grabbed an end, pulling it into a strip which he wound swiftly around Sammy’s neck. ‘Take that back! Take back what you said!’


‘Let go! You’re hurting me!’ Sammy’s eyes bulged. Gordon wasn’t pulling hard on the rag but it was uncomfortably tight around his throat. ‘You’re strangling me!’


‘Say I’m not a thief. Say it.’


‘You are a thief,’ Sammy cried, struggling. ‘You took my choclit what I was going to give Mum, so that proves it. And if you strangle me you’ll be a murderer as well and you’ll go to prison and hang!’


‘I won’t, because—’


‘What the bleeding hell is going on in here?’


The two boys froze. Sammy, half buried under his brother’s bigger body, the strip of blanket still wound round his throat, stared up at his father with frightened eyes.


Gordon, grinning uneasily, untangled himself and slid the rag away.


‘We was just having a game,’ he said nonchalantly. ‘Being Christmas an’ all.’


His father glowered at him. ‘Well, it didn’t sound like it. It sounded as if someone was being murdered up here.’


Gordon slid Sammy a warning glance. Sammy sat up, feeling his neck. He was breathing quickly.


‘Our Gordon was strangling me because I called him a thief. He pinched something from my drawer.’ He gave his brother a defiant look. ‘You did, you know you did.’


‘Called him a thief?’ Dan gave a short laugh. ‘What have you got that he’d want to pinch? Unless it was something you pinched yourself.’


‘It was my choclit,’ Sammy persisted, ignoring Gordon’s threatening glare. ‘My bar of choclit what I bought Mum for Christmas, and he’s et it.’ His eyes filled with tears. ‘Now I got nothing to give her.’


‘I didn’t know he’d got it for Mum, did I?’ Gordon argued in an injured tone. ‘How was I to know that?’


‘It was in my drawer. It was under my jumper, all wrapped up.’


‘All right, that’s enough,’ Dan interrupted, tired of the argument. ‘You’d better clear this mess up, both of you, and come downstairs. And no more arguing and fighting, understand? You woke your ma up with all your row. Just when she was trying to get a bit of rest …’


He stamped downstairs and Gordon turned on Sammy. ‘You’ll be sorry you said all that.’


‘It was true. You did pinch my choclit, and then you tried to strangle me. I wish you didn’t live here. I wish you’d got sent to a proved school, like the judge said.’


Gordon made a threatening move towards him and Sammy backed away. ‘Dad said we wasn’t to fight any more. It’s Christmas.’


They straightened the room in silence, spreading the spoilt blanket over the bed. A pile of old Hotspur comics that Gordon had brought home had also fallen off the end and got crumpled, and some of them were torn too.


Gordon looked at them in disgust. ‘I hadn’t even read those yet.’


Sammy said nothing. He went downstairs and buried his face against his mother’s thin breast.


‘Sorry about the row, Mum.’


‘What was it all about? I thought the roof was coming in.’


Sammy hesitated, but Gordon could still be heard moving about upstairs. ‘He pinched my choclit,’ he whispered. ‘I saved up and bought it for your Christmas present, and now he’s et it.’ He began to cry again. ‘I got nothing to give you now.’
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