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In memory of my mother, Judy Mabey,
who kept alive this true story of Henry,
and for Sam, Matthew, Ottilie and David,
who are too young to have heard her tell it.




Chapter 1
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My brothers, Charlie and James, have always blamed me for what happened to Henry. Even now, years and years later, Charlie still says it was my fault. The cage was to keep Henry in, not (as our mother had told me) to keep people out. I suppose everyone always has a different story to tell. This is mine. At least, it is what I remember …


In fact, in a way, it was Charlie’s fault! Sharp-eyed Charlie, who had spotted the nest high in the tree by the brook; who watched for a while, several days, and then fetched his friends, Tommy and Stan, and his big brother’s catapult. A lucky shot for a little boy only seven years old, though not so lucky, of course, for the squirrels. As James said when Charlie came home with his prize, ‘How would you like it? If someone blew your house to bits and spilled you out in the cold?’


Charlie went red, and then white. This was a long time ago, in the war. The house at the end of our street in London had been bombed in the Blitz, blown to smithereens along with everyone in it. Charlie had heard the bomb fall, and although it was three years now since we had left the city to live on this farm in the country, he still jumped and went pale when a tractor backfired or Mr Jones, the farmer, was out shooting rabbits.


‘You’re as bad as Hitler,’ James said.


‘I’m – – not.’


‘CHARLIE!’ our mother said.


‘– – –!’


‘Don’t swear, Charlie!’


Charlie was the most terrible swearer. He looked so sweet, with his pink and white angel face and big, innocent eyes, but he never opened his mouth without cursing. It wasn’t wickedness, he didn’t understand what he was saying; he was just copying Bill, the farm cowman, who didn’t seem to know any words except bad ones. And Charlie loved Bill; loved to trot around after him, helping to muck out the cow shed, waving a stick and banging the cows on their fat rumps when Bill fetched them for milking, and shouting the same dreadful names that Bill called them. Names that I can’t repeat. ‘Blank, blank, blank,’ is how they are written in books, and that was how my small brother talked. Blank, blank, blankety blank.


Our mother tried to stop him, of course. She used to fine him. Some weeks he lost all his pocket money. But she didn’t fine him this time. She was too interested in the tiny squirrel he had tugged out of his pocket. It was about three inches long, very ragged and skinny. ‘I’ve blankety well got the blank, blank, nest too,’ he said proudly.


‘Give the poor baby to me,’ our mother said. She curled it in her broad palm and cupped her other hand over it. ‘Peace and quiet’s what he needs.’


‘Charlie ought to put it back,’ James said.


‘Too late for that.’


‘It’s cruel.’


‘No, it’s blank not,’ Charlie said. ‘It’s blank Nature Study.’


‘That’s enough, Charlie,’ our mother said. ‘Go and get a cardboard box and some hay from the barn. And leave the nest on the table.’


Charlie went. James and I prodded the nest with our fingers. It had got a bit squashed inside Charlie’s jacket but it still held together; a tangle of sticks and grass with a lining of moss and leaves and some sort of tree bark. I said, ‘A squirrel’s nest is called a drey, isn’t it? There would have been more than one baby, wouldn’t there?’
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‘I saw Charlie in the lane with Tommy and Stan,’ our mother said. ‘I expect they each took one.’


‘Horrible boys! Poor little squirrels.’


‘You’re not sorry Charlie brought one home for us, are you?’ It was plain that she wasn’t sorry! She was bright with excitement!


‘We’ll be sorry if it dies,’ James said. ‘Will it die?’


‘Not if we look after it properly.’


Our mother was good at looking after things. Orphaned lambs and baby calves on the farm, and wild creatures, too; last summer she had nursed a hare with a broken leg and she always put out bread and milk for the hedgehogs. James said that she even fed the fat spider in the privy down the garden with dead flies and beetles. I wasn’t sure that I believed him, but it was certainly possible. She was mad about animals. Sometimes I thought that she preferred them to people. Except for Charlie, of course; her baby, her favourite.


He flung the door wide and came crashing in with a big box of dusty hay. She tucked the nest into it and let the squirrel go. It disappeared instantly. There was a tiny rustle as it shot into the hay and then stillness and silence.


We all sat around. Nothing happened. Not a squeak, not a flick of a whisker. We didn’t move either. Even Charlie stayed quiet as a mouse – or as quiet as our squirrel – until it began to grow dark outside.


He said, ‘I’m blank hungry.’


Our mother went to get supper ready, and James and I fixed the blackout frames over the windows and lit the oil lamps; the small Tilley lamp in the kitchen, and the hanging brass lamp over the table in the sitting room. The Tilley lamp had to be pumped, and made a steady, hissing noise once it got going. The hanging lamp was harder to start, but once the yellow flame was turned down, and burning blue round the wick, it gave a gentler, more golden light than the Tilley. Although there was electricity in the barn and the cow shed there was none in the house, and we were used to being without it by now, as we were used to pumping up every drop of the water we needed for drinking and cooking and washing from the well in the yard and carrying it indoors in buckets, and going down the garden to the earth closet, and living in one room and a kitchen instead of a whole house as we had done in London. None of these things was any hardship to us. The room we rented on the first floor of the farmhouse was big enough to take all the furniture we had brought with us and, except for meals, we were not often in it. There was too much to be seen and too much to do, in the fields, in the woods, on the farm. Most evenings after supper while Charlie was being bathed in a tin bath in front of the fire, James and I went to help with the milking, or to shut up the chickens for Mrs Jones, the farmer’s wife, or, if there were no jobs to be done, just to hang about in the barn or the wainshed with her son Abel, who was the same age as we were; a bit older than James, a bit younger than me. But tonight neither of us wanted to budge.


Nor did the squirrel, though we waited and waited. Our eyes itched and watered with waiting.


‘Bed,’ our mother said. Charlie was already asleep in the big bed that he shared with her in one corner of the huge room. James and I slept on camp beds in the apple room on the other side of the landing, where apples were laid out in rows to keep through the winter, and rats and mice scuttered at night, overhead in the attics.


‘It’s not fair,’ we said. ‘The squirrel might wake.’


‘Bed,’ she said.


‘If it wakes, Charlie will see it before us.’


‘Bed.’


We hated her, but we went. In the morning, before even Bill was up (usually the first thing we heard was him swearing and stamping in his stiff, heavy boots up the yard) we raced into the room. Charlie was already sitting at the table, eating his breakfast.


‘Is he alive?’ James said.


A look passed between Charlie and our mother. A self-conscious smirk.


She said, ‘He’s all right. Eat your breakfast.’


‘You’ve looked,’ I said. ‘Haven’t you? You wouldn’t let us look last night, but you’ve looked this morning …’


She said, ‘Breakfast first.’


I swallowed my hot porridge so fast my throat burned. James choked on his and made sick-sounding noises.


‘Oh, leave it, leave it,’ she said – impatiently, as if she couldn’t bear to wait any longer.


She put some pieces of bread in the box, just in front of the hole in the hay. The hay stirred. There was a small, nibbling sound. A furry head poked out. I saw its dark, beady eyes, its sharp-pointed ears.


I said, ‘Squirrels have hair sticking out of their ears. His are bare. Like a rat’s. And he’s sort of brown. I thought squirrels were grey.’


‘London squirrels,’ she said. ‘Not this one. He’ll be red when he’s grown. And he’s too young yet to have tufts in his ears. Do you think he wants a drink? Shall I teach him to suck, like we do with the calves?’


She dipped her finger in the milk she had warmed for our porridge and held it in front of the squirrel. There was a very faint rasping sound as it started to suck. She said, ‘What shall we call him?’


‘Ssh,’ James said. ‘Don’t speak so loud, Mum. You’ll scare him.’


She laughed. ‘Scared is the last thing he is.’


As if he had understood what she had said, the squirrel came out of the hay at that moment and sat on the edge of the box. Squirrels don’t have much expression in their faces, but his eyes seemed alert and inquisitive, as if he were as interested in us as we were in him.


‘Squirrels are supposed to be born in May or June,’ our mother said. ‘That’s what the books say. It shows you books don’t know everything. March the twenty-second today, and he’s about four or five weeks old, I’d guess, with those tuftless ears and that raggedy tail. He looks as if he wants to play. Why don’t you pick him up, one of you?’


And one of us did. I can’t remember who was bold enough to be first, only that we passed him from hand to hand, stroking him rather timidly, until we found out that what he seemed to be asking for was quite a rough game; rolling on his back while we tickled his stomach and he fought with his feet, kicking our hands with his back legs, clinging to our fingers with his front paws, with his little stumpy thumbs and long toes. He chattered and nipped with his teeth; very gentle nips, as if he knew that he mustn’t bite.


‘He’s tame!’ James said, but it wasn’t quite that. It was more as if he had never been wild, as if he had never lived in a nest in a tree with his family. Tipped out of his old life, as we had been tipped out of ours when the bombing got bad and we had to leave London, he was at home in his new life from the beginning; as at home in our sitting room as we were at home on the farm.


‘I expect he just thinks we’re some new kind of tree,’ Charlie said, so interested that for once he managed to speak without swearing.


‘Why should he be frightened! It’s not natural for living creatures to be afraid of each other,’ our mother said. She really believed this. She was never frightened of animals; not of strange dogs as I was, nor even of the Hereford bull on the farm, as she ought to have been. ‘Remember that little shrew James found in the wheat field last August? He wasn’t scared either. He ran all over us.’


‘He died,’ James reminded her. ‘We didn’t feed him the right things and he died. What are we going to feed this squirrel on? Squirrels eat nuts and we haven’t got any. You can’t buy them in the shops because of the war, and they won’t be ripe on the trees till the autumn.’


His voice trembled suddenly; his face had gone pinched and pale with anxiety. James worried more than the rest of us about almost everything. I saw our mother frown as she looked at him. But her voice was sturdy and cheerful. ‘Squirrels have to make do like the rest of us. He doesn’t seem fussy so far. He’s had bread and milk. We’ll try bits of this and that. Apples. Corn. Porridge. Some of that left this morning, I’ve noticed! Meantime the poor baby needs sleep.’


He was asleep already, in fact; worn out by the roly-poly game, lying on my knee, flat on his stomach, legs stretched out in front and behind. But our mother was longing to hold him herself. ‘Come along, Henry,’ she said, scooping him up and tucking him inside the neck of her jumper. ‘Time for your nap.’


‘Henry?’ James said. ‘Is that what we’re calling him?’


‘I had a great-uncle Henry. He looks a bit like him.’


‘Do you mean our squirrel looks like your great-uncle, or your great-uncle looks like our squirrel?’


‘Bit of both. They look like each other.’


‘It’s a funny name for a squirrel. It makes him sound like a person.’


‘Do you think that he isn’t?’


I said, ‘We don’t even know if it is a he, do we?’ I had had a good look while I tickled his tummy but I hadn’t seen anything.


‘Oh, you would ask that, wouldn’t you, Miss?’ our mother said, pretending to sigh. ‘Questions, questions! If you haven’t got anything better to do, I have, I can tell you! I’d have thought you’d have wanted to be out and about this fine, sunny morning, not hanging about indoors. Though if you want jobs, I daresay I can find them!’


We knew what she wanted!


‘Don’t suppose we’ll get much to eat today,’ James said as we clattered downstairs and out into the yard. ‘She’ll be too busy playing with Henry.’


‘Why should she waste her time cooking for you? Greedy guts. Mr Stuff-Your-Face.’


‘Shut up. You’re the greedy one. Fatty!’


I caught his arm and twisted it up behind him. I said, ‘Say you’re sorry.’


‘Sorry.’ I let him go and he rubbed at his elbow, pulling a face as if I really had hurt him. He said, ‘She’d be more interested in us if we were puppies or kittens.’


‘You wouldn’t want her to fuss over you. She might make you wash your neck a bit oftener.’


James shook his head and sighed.


I said, ‘She likes to have something small to look after.’


‘She’s got Charlie.’


‘Oh, jealous, are you? I shouldn’t bother. Charlie’s not exactly cuddlesome any longer.’


We heard Charlie’s boot pounding behind us and jumped aside just in time. He came tearing past, swerving in front of us to charge through a lovely puddle that had cow pats and a blue shimmer of oil mixed up with the water, splashing it up over us as well as over his own short, stout, bare legs.


‘Bill,’ he was shouting. ‘Bill, wait for me.’


James dabbed at what had been up to this moment a pair of fairly clean trousers. ‘About as cuddlesome as a charging rhinoceros,’ he said.


Bill’s head rose up from behind the wall of the pigsty. He had been having a quick smoke after milking. ‘Blank, blank, yer little blank,’ he yelled back at Charlie, grinning away, his red hair blazing around his kind, merry face, and curling down over the old sack he wore draped on his shoulders.
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