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This is for all the children who were evacuated during the Second World War. For some it was an adventure, but for others it was misery.





I would like to dedicate this book to the memory of my good friend Gilda O’Neill who sadly passed away Friday 24 September 2010. I will never forget you.





Chapter 1


BLITZ KIDS


August 1939


‘WHAT SHOULD WE do, Mum?’ Rene Morgan was sitting at her mother’s kitchen table, tears running down her cheeks. She was holding the letter that had arrived that morning after she had left for work. ‘We knew it might happen, but we thought it would be just a trial run, you know, so that they can get all the kids together and in the right place, but this…’ She threw the letter on to the table. ‘It sounds as if it’s going to be the real thing.’


‘I don’t know what to say, love.’ Maud looked at her sympathetically. ‘Perhaps it is just a rehearsal, as you said, you know, to get the kids to school and show them what they have to do if the worst happens.’


‘It says here that they have to be at the school at seven o’clock on Saturday, September the second. They have to take a change of clothes, all with their name in, a toothbrush, a comb, a handkerchief and a bag of food to last them all day. Drinks will be provided. What shall I do, Mum?’ she asked again. ‘Do I let ’em go?’


‘I can’t tell you what ter do with your kids, and we know what John thinks about all this.’


Rene knew what her husband John thought. They had discussed it for weeks and he wanted them to be safe. Air-raid shelters were being set up all over London. Gas masks and identity cards were being distributed. Leaflets were being delivered nearly every day telling them about the precautions they had to take: how to make blackout curtains and put strips of sticky paper over their windows.


‘I ain’t putting no sticky paper all over my windows,’ Maud had said when that leaflet arrived. ‘I’ll never get ’em clean again.’


‘It’s to stop the glass splintering and flying about in an air raid, Ma,’ said John.


It was all very frightening for everyone.


‘John was only saying last night that he reckons Rotherhithe could be a target, with having the railway lines at the bottom of the road and the docks just over the bridge. If Hitler does start bombing, it’ll be the docks he’ll be after.’ Rene sniffed back a tear.


Maud Stevens gently patted her daughter’s hand. ‘Don’t say that, love.’ She picked up the letter and reread its contents. ‘Poor little buggers, being sent off ter God only knows where. And to God knows …’ She stopped. She didn’t want to say any more. She didn’t want to voice her fears that her precious grandchildren could be harmed.


‘P’raps there won’t be a war,’ said Rene, dabbing at her eyes. ‘After all, the wireless said that Mr Chamberlain has given Germany an ultimatum.’


‘Hmm. The Germans.’ Maud pulled her floral wraparound overall tighter round her slim body. ‘Yer father always reckoned they were a right bunch of troublemakers.’


Rene knew her father’s opinion about any foreigners. He had been a merchant seaman since he was fifteen, and Rene and her sisters Betty and Maggie had loved it when he came home with wonderful presents, telling them tales about the far-off lands he’d been to. For a few years Rene’s two children Hazel and Peter had also enjoyed his presents and stories. Everybody was very sad when he’d died last year from pneumonia, but his memory and sayings still filled their lives.


‘What do the kids have ter say about it?’


‘The teachers have made it sound like a big adventure, but what if they get ill or, heaven forbid, badly treated?’


‘John’ll be wherever they’re sent like a shot.’


‘Mum, John reckons he’ll be called up. Being a car mechanic ain’t a reserved occupation.’ Once again Rene burst into tears.


Maud stood up and went round the table and held her daughter close. She patted Rene’s dark wavy hair. If there was a war, what was going to happen to them all?


Rene was still sitting at her mother’s table when Hazel and Peter came racing in, Hazel stomping in her roller skates. It was August and the children were on school holiday, and like all their friends they had been playing in the street on their skates and scooters.


‘How many times do I have to tell you to take those off before you come in?’


‘Sorry, Mum,’ said Hazel, looking a bit sheepish as she sat down to unbuckle her skates.


Years ago the tarry blocks that were the road in Glebe Street had been taken up and a nice new concrete surface had been laid. The kids loved it as it was so smooth and they could skate, scooter and push their homemade carts up and down. Rene remembered when the blocks were ripped out; nobody went cold that winter, as they were quickly picked up and stacked in every back yard.


‘What we got for dinner, Gran?’ asked Hazel.


Rene and John and the two children lived upstairs at 38 Glebe Street, while Maud and her unmarried daughter Betty lived downstairs. It was a very amicable arrangement. Rene worked at the local shirt factory; Betty, who was also a machinist, worked for a London fashion house. Maud loved looking after the children, and cooked dinner for the whole family every evening.


‘As it’s Monday, we’ve got cold meat, potatoes and pickles, and fer afters a lovely rice pud. How does that sound?’


‘Good,’ said Hazel. She was ten years old and had short straight dark hair cut in a fringe that framed her brown eyes. Her face was rosy, as almost every day since they’d broken up for the school holidays, she had been playing in the street with her friends. Now she saw the letter on the table. She knew exactly what it contained. She and her friends talked about the evacuation all the time, and a few weeks ago they’d had to go back to school to be given gas masks and lists of what to take with them when the time came. She pointed to the letter. ‘Connie’s mum said she could go.’


‘Billy’s mum said he could go as well,’ said Peter. At seven, he was a complete contrast to his sister. He was small for his age and had a shock of dirty blond hair and blue eyes. ‘Billy said we’ll have labels tied on us like a parcel. And we have ter take our identity cards and gas masks.’


‘I don’t like them gas masks,’ said Hazel. ‘They make me feel all sweaty and I can’t breathe.’


‘I know what you feel like, love,’ said Maud. ‘I told that there warden who came to fit them I ain’t wearing one.’


‘You have to, Gran,’ said Peter in alarm. ‘If the Germans drop tear gas on us, we don’t want you to die.’ He rushed to be cuddled by his gran.


The children loved Maud. She was always there for them, telling them stories and giving them little treats, and sometimes she took them to the pictures. It was a very happy family, and nobody wanted things to change.


The discussion that evening as they sat round the table in Maud’s kitchen was about the children being evacuated.


‘Well I don’t want them to go,’ said Rene softly, looking at her children sitting on the floor playing a rowdy game of snap.


‘We can understand that,’ said John, leaning forward and also speaking softly. ‘But think of it this way. If we do have a war, remember what Hitler did in Spain when he helped Franco and bombed the people of Guernica. I reckon it’ll be twice as bad for us. He ain’t got no time for us Brits; he ain’t got over the last war when we pasted him.’


‘Oh yes,’ said his mother-in-law. ‘The war to end all wars.’


‘Look, why don’t you two go on up and get ready for bed, then I’ll come up and we can play snakes and ladders,’ said Betty, who could see that the children were beginning to look a bit worried.


‘All right,’ said Hazel, glad to get away from all this talk about war.


Upstairs, the two children went into their bedroom and got undressed ready for bed. Their flat consisted of a very small scullery, a kitchen cum living and dining room and two bedrooms. The front bedroom was also their front room, with a brown Rexine three-piece and their father’s pride and joy, a piano. Every Sunday afternoon he would sit and ‘tickle the ivories’, as he called it. The children loved it and would sing along with him. He always told them that he was disappointed that neither of them wanted to learn to play; they were more interested in being out in the street with their friends.


Hazel loved her home, but she also liked her gran’s downstairs. Gran and Auntie Betty shared the bedroom, and their front room wasn’t used very often, not like upstairs. Gran’s front room had lace curtains at the window and a large table in the bay with a great big pot on it. The pot had pictures of old-fashioned ladies and gents walking in a park, and in it was a large aspidistra. Gran would wash its leaves with milk to make them shine. It was always cold in that room, and Gran’s three-piece was very hard, but they only went in there at Christmas and when grandad had died. Hazel suddenly felt very sad. She loved her home and family and she didn’t want to go away and leave them.


‘Thanks, Bet,’ said Rene after the children had gone upstairs. The sisters had a very good relationship.


‘I could see they were trying to make all this out. Don’t worry, I’ll soon have ’em laughing,’ Betty said as she left the room.


‘We could send them to Maggie’s,’ Rene said to her mother and husband. ‘That way they would be out of London.’ Maud thought about her other daughter. Blackheath wasn’t that far away. But would Maggie and Tom want the worry of Rene’s kids? They didn’t have any of their own. Maggie, who was the eldest and the brainy one of the three girls, had a lovely home and a very good job in the City.


‘Blackheath’s not really out of London,’ said John. ‘No, I reckon we should leave it up to the government. They know what they’re doing.’


An hour or so later, Betty came back down to the kitchen. ‘They’ve settled down,’ she said as she walked in.


‘Cuppa, Bet?’ asked Rene.


‘Please. Those two were asking so many questions.’


‘It must be really hard for the poor little mites to take this all in,’ said Maud.


‘It’s hard for all of us to take it in,’ said Betty as she sat at the table and waited for the tea her sister was bringing in from the scullery.


They sat in silence, each with their own thoughts. Was Saturday, September the second going to be the day the children were leaving for real? Or was it just a rehearsal?




Chapter 2


THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Maud went next door to her neighbour and friend Hilda Ford. The Fords had moved into number 36 soon after they were married. Hilda was older than Maud, and she and her husband Ron had lived here a long time. They had been a great source of comfort when Bill was away at sea and Maud had the three girls to look after. The Fords had two children; both their son and their daughter had married many years ago and moved far away. Penny, who had two girls, lived in the West Country, while Adam and his three boys had moved to Scotland. Hilda and Ron were upset when their children went away and missed them constantly.


Like most houses in the road, the key to the front door of number 36 hung behind the letter box on a piece of string. Maud pulled it through, opened the door and walked in. ‘It’s only me,’ she called out as she made her way down the passage. The two friends always let themselves into each other’s houses; they had nothing to hide.


The kitchen door opened and Hilda appeared, smiling. ‘Come on in. You all right, gel?’


‘Yes. I just need to talk to someone.’


‘Why? What’s wrong? I’ve made a pot of tea, d’you want one?’


‘Yes please.’


‘Sit yerself down and I’ll pour you a cuppa.’


‘Where’s Ron?’


‘Just gorn across the road to get his paper. Don’t know why he bothers; he only sits and carries on about the news.’


Maud sat at the kitchen table in a room that was as familiar as her own, and Hilda pushed a cup of tea in front of her.


‘Now come on, what’s wrong?’


‘It’s the kids. Rene thinks they’re gonna be evacuated on Saturday.’


‘What? But we ain’t at war.’


‘Not yet we ain’t, but …’ She shrugged.


‘Just a bloody lot of scaremongering if you ask me.’


‘But surely the government wouldn’t spend all this money on air-raid shelters, gas masks and identity cards if they didn’t think it might happen?’


‘I ask yer, identity cards. What d’we want them for? I know who I am.’


‘I know.’


‘Now come on, what’s bothering you?’


And Maud drank her tea and told her friend all that had been said yesterday.


Every evening they listened intently to the news on the wireless, and as the week progressed, everybody knew that on Saturday the children going to the school weren’t going for a rehearsal; they were really being evacuated


On Friday evening the tin bath was brought in from off the hook in the yard, and after it had been filled with water, Peter went in, then Hazel. This was the usual ritual, with more water added for the grown-ups, but tonight the bath was emptied after Hazel stepped out. Her father wrapped her in a towel and carried her upstairs to their flat. Peter was already dry and was sitting eating a bar of chocolate.


‘Cor, where did you get that?’ Hazel asked her brother.


‘Dad gave it to me,’ he said with a big grin on his face.


John smiled lovingly at his daughter. ‘Don’t worry, there’s one for you too.’


Hazel looked surprised. ‘A whole bar?’


He nodded. ‘Now come here and let me dry your hair.’


Hazel sat on the floor in front of her father while he carefully rubbed her hair dry. She loved this time after a bath. Her dad was so gentle and she felt very safe and close to him. She knew that tonight was extra special, as she had never had a whole bar of chocolate to herself before, but she was frightened too. She didn’t want to go away. Why couldn’t they stay here? Hazel wanted to cry, but she knew that would upset her mother.


John slowly rubbed his daughter’s hair. He was very worried about what was going to happen. He loved his children so very much. He didn’t want anyone to hurt them. Would they be well looked after? Why did there have to be a war? He wanted to cry, but grown men didn’t do that sort of thing.


When they had their nightclothes on, Hazel and Peter went downstairs to say good night to Gran and Auntie Betty.


Betty hugged Hazel very hard. ‘I’m sorry I won’t be able to come to the school with you tomorrow, but I have to go to work.’


‘I know that, Auntie, but don’t worry, I’ll write to you and Gran. Dad’s given me some paper and envelopes and stamps, so I can let you know where we are.’


Betty wiped her eyes and hugged her niece again. ‘You’re a good girl, Hazel.’


Maud was sitting watching them, as she often did. Betty and Hazel had a special relationship and did many things together. In the winter they would paint, and sit and string beads to make necklaces. On summer evenings Betty would take a chair out in the front for Maud to have a chat with the neighbours, and after the man had been round selling cherries she would watch Betty and Hazel sitting on the coping that ran round the bay window with cherries dangling from their ears like earrings. The two of them were always laughing together. It was Betty who had bought Hazel her red tap shoes. That was one thing she would never forgive her daughter for, she thought fondly, as Hazel was always tap-tap-tapping upstairs till Rene confiscated the shoes.


Peter was sitting on his gran’s lap. ‘D’you know, Daddy gave us a whole bar of chocolate each.’


‘Well you are lucky children,’ said Maud, trying hard to keep back the tears.


‘I think he’s worried we might not come back home again if the people we stay with are nice to us,’ said Peter.


‘Course we will, silly. Sometimes you talk such a lot of rubbish,’ said Hazel.


Rene came into the kitchen. ‘Right, come on, you two, up to bed. You’ve got to be up early tomorrow and you’ve got a long day in front of you.’


Hazel hugged her gran and gave her a big loud kiss. ‘You won’t forget us, will you?’ she asked with a worried look on her face.


‘Of course not. As if I would. Besides, you might be back next week.’ Maud looked up at her daughter, who was also trying not to cry.


Betty hugged both the children again and then let them go. She tapped their bottoms lightly. ‘Now go on, both of you, up to bed.’


Rene took them by the hand and left the room.


Betty sat in the chair and cried. Her mother was doing the same.


At seven the next morning, everybody in Glebe Street was standing outside their front doors as Rene and John walked with Hazel and Peter and the rest of the children and their parents who lived in the street. They were all making their way to the school.


The goodbyes and blown kisses from their friends and neighbours were a sad sight, as women wiped their eyes on the bottom of their pinnies. Mr and Mrs James from the dairy waved to them. Mr Houghton from the paper shop stood at his door.


Hazel walked along holding her father’s hand. Miss Rose at school had told them that this was going to be an exciting adventure, but she didn’t know if she was happy or sad. She didn’t want to leave her mum and dad, or Gran and Auntie Betty, and she didn’t want to cry as that made her mum cry and she didn’t like that. The string of her gas mask box was across her shoulder, and the brown label that was tied to her coat had her name, address and the name of the school written on it. She was carrying her small attaché case that held her plimsolls, clean knickers and socks, a vest and a liberty bodice for when it got cold. They all had her name in them too. These were the things the government had told them to take. She was upset that she couldn’t take her roller skates, but her father had promised that when he knew where she was, he would bring them to her.


Hazel looked at Peter, who was holding their mum’s hand. He too had his gas mask and label and was carrying a school satchel with his clean clothes and his favourite bear. He couldn’t sleep without Teddy.


As they approached the school, the number of parents and children was overwhelming, and when they turned into the street where the school was, they stopped and stared at the line upon line of double-decker buses.


‘Bloody ’ell,’ said John. ‘Not seen nothing like this before.’


‘Well, mate, we ain’t been through this before,’ said a man who was carrying his young daughter on his shoulders.


‘That’s true,’ said John, as he gave his name to one of the women standing at the gate.


‘Morgan. The M’s are over there.’ She pointed her pencil at a line of parents and children, many of whom were crying.


‘I don’t wanna go,’ said Peter tearfully, pulling his mother back.


‘You must,’ said Rene.


‘Why don’t you love us any more?’


Rene bent down and scooped her son into her arms and held him close. ‘Of course we love you; that’s why we’re sending you somewhere to be safe.’


‘But what if you die?’


Rene couldn’t answer that.


Hazel went and held her brother’s hand. ‘Don’t worry, you’ve got me and I won’t let anything nasty happen to you. We’ll always be together; I promised Mum and Dad.’


Rene went and buried her head in John’s shoulder. This was getting all too much for her.


The parents helped their children on to the right bus and hugged and held them for as long as they could. When they had to leave them, the children banged on the windows, and as the buses began to move away, the tears and waving began in earnest.


Everybody stood and watched as the convoy slowly moved out of sight. They all knew that inside was a very precious cargo.


Very slowly the crowd began to disperse.


John put his arm round Rene’s shoulders and tried to comfort her.


‘Will we ever see them again?’ she sobbed.


‘Course we will, love.’


‘They looked so sad.’


‘It’s a big step for them.’


‘They’re too young to be going to stay with strangers. What if Peter wets the bed?’


John couldn’t add any words of comfort.


‘What if they’re sent to Scotland? We’ll never see them again.’ Rene was regretting giving their consent for their precious children to be sent away. ‘What if they get ill treated?’


‘They won’t. There’s people there to look after their welfare.’


‘Yes, but will they? What if they want to come home?’


‘I’m sure Hazel will write to us as soon as she can, and she’ll let us know if things don’t work out all right for them.’




Chapter 3


SOME OF THE boys on the bus were laughing, shouting and playing about despite the conductor, who was there to keep order, telling them to sit down and be quiet. Most of the girls and the younger children just sat and stared out of the window; many had tears running silently down their cheeks.


‘I wanna go home,’ said Peter, still holding Hazel’s hand.


‘We can’t. The government said that all children have to leave London.’


‘Why? There ain’t a war on.’


‘I know.’ Hazel looked out of the window as the bus moved past some of the places she knew, places she’d been with her mum and dad. They went past the cinema that their gran sometimes took them to, and there was the cottage hospital where she’d gone with her mum when she fell over and cut her knee. They passed the park that they all loved and had had many a happy time in. Would she ever see these places again? She sniffed back a tear; she mustn’t let Peter see her cry.


There wasn’t any traffic, as the roads had been cleared to get the buses with the children to the various railway stations, but it seemed forever before the bus that Peter and Hazel were on turned in to Victoria station.


There were hundreds of children in the station and the teachers made them stand in line. After a while, they were told which platform they had to march to. The trains, with smoke puffing out of their engines, were waiting, and the children were shown which one to get on. Hazel found a seat for her and Peter. They quickly sat down with their luggage and their gas masks on their laps. Four other boys and two girls came and sat in their carriage, and a teacher joined them. They didn’t know any of them, and the teacher looked very stern. Peter quickly took hold of his sister’s hand.


A woman with a clipboard came in and asked all the children’s names and what school they came from.


‘Where we going, miss?’ asked one girl, who was wearing a very stained and dirty blue coat.


‘I’m afraid I don’t know,’ replied the woman.


‘Well I ‘ope they’ve got a proper bed. I ain’t ever slept in a proper bed.’


The teacher looked at the girl and smiled.


To Hazel it seemed like they were never going to move, then suddenly the guards started shouting and slamming doors and a whistle was blown. After a lot of clanking, banging and jerking, the train slowly pulled out of the station. Crowds of people were on the platform, waving and saying goodbye to children who must have lived close by. It was very sad. Hazel was trying hard not to cry. She didn’t want to go away. She didn’t want to leave London without her mum and dad and Gran and Auntie Betty. When would she see them again? Where were they going?


When Rene and John turned in to Glebe Street, it suddenly looked very empty and quiet with no children and none of the usual noise.


As they went into Maud’s kitchen, her mother called from the scullery, ‘They got orf all right then?’ She came into the kitchen carrying the teapot, which was covered as usual with the multicoloured crocheted tea cosy. The cups and saucers were already laid out.


‘Well we only saw them on to the bus,’ said John. ‘We’ve no idea what station they were going to. If we had known that, at least it would have given us some idea where they were being sent.’


‘The school wouldn’t tell you?’


‘No. We’ve just got to wait.’


‘Why’s that, then?’


‘Don’t know. A form of security, I suppose.’


‘So it could be anywhere in the whole of the country?’


‘Yes,’ said Rene, brushing away another tear. ‘We’ll just have to wait till Hazel writes.’


‘She’s a good girl,’ said Maud.


Rene could only nod in agreement.


For the rest of the day, in every home, people were wondering where their children had gone to, and if they were all right, and whether they’d done the right thing.


After a while Hazel and Peter started to eat their sandwiches and began to relax.


Two boys were playing a noisy game of snap, two were reading and one of the girls just stared out of the window. The girl with the scruffy coat told them that her name was April.


‘That’s ’cos I was born in April,’ she said proudly. ‘What yer got in yer sandwiches?’ she asked Hazel.


‘Fish paste.’


‘I like fish paste,’ she said.


‘And where are your sandwiches?’ asked the teacher.


‘Ain’t got none.’


‘You were told to bring them.’


‘I know, but me mum couldn’t be bovvered.’


‘I’ll go and see if I can find you some.’


‘Cor, fanks, miss.’


‘Where d’yer live?’ asked April, when the teacher had gone.


‘Rotherhithe,’ said Hazel.


‘Me mum say’s it’s a bit posh round that way.’


Hazel didn’t think it was any different to anywhere else, and certainly not posh.


The teacher came back with a packet and handed it to April.


‘Cor, fanks.’ She tore open the parcel and quickly began eating the sandwich. ‘I like cheese,’ she said with her mouth full, spitting some of the contents over the boy next to her.


He brushed the crumbs off his smart navy blue blazer and said, ‘Ain’t you got any manners?’


‘Cor, you’re stuck-up.’ With that, April burst out laughing.


Peter moved closer to his sister. He didn’t like this girl. She looked rough and would pick a fight with anyone.


April settled back and said, ‘Looks like I’m gonna be with a lot of posh people.’ The next moment she leaned forward in excitement as they passed some cows and sheep, and the teacher began telling her about them.


After a while they all sat back, and with the steady rhythm of the train and after the early start, eyelids slowly began to close.


When the train stopped, everyone jumped up and tried to pull at the leather strap that would let the window down.


‘Where are we?’ asked the boy in the smart blazer. He poked his head out. ‘Can’t see any name plate.’


A woman in the corridor opened the door to their carriage and said to the teacher, ‘Miss Hooper, this is our destination. Would you kindly gather all the children from your school and see that they stand on the platform in an orderly manner. We don’t want the local people to think that we don’t have any discipline over our students.’


‘Yes, Miss Andrews.’


April burst out laughing. ‘I ain’t ever been called a student before.’


Hazel prayed that she wouldn’t be living anywhere near April; she didn’t like her.


‘Where are we, miss?’ asked the boy in the posh blazer.


‘Billingshurst,’ said Miss Andrews.


‘Where’s that?’


‘Sussex. Now come along.’


It was a very small station, and outside were a lot of buses.


‘Why are the buses green?’ asked Peter.


‘Don’t know,’ said Hazel. ‘Might be ’cos we’re in the country.’


‘And they ain’t got no upstairs.’


‘Would all the children from Silwood Street School come along with me,’ said Miss Rose, Hazel’s teacher.


One of the other teachers was putting them into twos and they were marched along the platform. Outside they climbed on to buses, and the next part of their journey began.


They were a while on the bus, and Peter said, ‘I’m hungry.’


‘So am I,’ said Hazel. ‘P’raps when we get to the person who’s going to look after us they’ll give us something to eat.’ It seemed a long time since they’d had their sandwiches on the train.


Hazel was looking out of the window. It was very green everywhere, and people were standing at the side of the road just staring at them.


The sun was beginning to set when the bus stopped outside a large hall. Once again they were told to walk in an orderly manner as they went inside. Miss Rose was in charge, and she was bustling around talking to various women, some of whom were wearing a green uniform. The other teachers were all talking together and glancing across at the children. Hazel was worried. Why were they looking at them like that? What was wrong?


A lot of people were sitting on seats, and there was a line of tables down one side of the room.


‘First you have to go into that room at the end, then you go and stand on the stage,’ said Miss Rose.


The children filed into the room.


Peter was clutching Hazel’s hand. ‘Don’t leave me, Haz,’ he said with tears in his eyes.


‘You’ll be all right. I’m with you.’


When it was Hazel and Peter’s turn, they had their coats taken from them and powder puffed over them, then a nurse puffed the powder in their hair and inside the front and back of their clothes.


Some of the children were crying.


‘What’s this for?’ shouted out an older boy. ‘Just ’cos we comes from the East End don’t mean we’re lousy.’


‘It’s just a precaution,’ said the nurse.


Hazel was bewildered. Her mum would go mad if she found out that these people thought they were lousy.


Hazel grabbed Peter’s hand and they went and stood on the stage. She watched as people came up one by one and took children away. They then went to a table, and the woman behind it wrote something down and gave them a brown paper carrier bag.


‘Hallo,’ said a tall woman standing in front of them. ‘And what’s your name, little girl?’


‘Hazel. And this is me brother Peter.’


‘Oh. I see. Would you like to come and live with me?’ she asked.


‘Dunno,’ said Hazel.


‘I don’t want the boy, but you can come.’


Peter looked at his sister and tears filled his sad blue eyes. ‘Don’t leave me, Haz. Please.’


She held on to his hand. ‘I ain’t going anywhere without you. Remember, I promised Mum.’


The woman walked over to talk to one of the teachers and pointed to Hazel and Peter. The teacher said something to her, and the woman went and sat down again.


Many women came to look at them, but they only wanted to take Hazel.


Some of the men who looked like farmers took boys.


Peter’s legs were aching and he sat down on the floor. ‘What we gonna do if nobody wants us, Haz?’


‘Don’t know. Go back home, I suppose.’


‘That’s good.’


A short, plump woman stood in front of them. She had a rosy face and her brown hair was covered with a headscarf. ‘I’ve been watching you two. How would you like to come and live with me?’


‘Only if you take Peter too.’


‘Course. Now come on, let’s get registered. By the way, I’m Mrs Jacobs.’


‘I’m Hazel, and this is Peter.’


‘Very nice.’


They went to a table and Mrs Jacobs filled in a lot of forms, then Peter and Hazel were each given a brown paper carrier bag. When they looked inside, there was a tin of condensed milk, a packet of biscuits, a packet of tea and a bag of sugar.


‘What’s this for?’ asked Peter.


‘It’s to give your new family a start,’ said the lady behind the table.


Hazel didn’t want a new family; she just wanted her own mum and dad.


‘Someone will be round to see you in a few days, just to make sure you are settling in. Be good now.’


Mrs Jacobs took Hazel’s hand and they made their way outside.


‘It’s very dark,’ Hazel said as she took hold of her brother’s hand.


‘No streets lights here, you’re in the country now.’


‘Where are we?’


‘A lovely little village called Osborne.’


Hazel was none the wiser.




Chapter 4


HAZEL AND PETER followed Mrs Jacobs as she began walking along the road. Hazel was frightened. There weren’t any pavements and the high bushes looked creepy. Where were they going?


‘Is it very far to your house?’ she asked.


‘Not too far, just a couple of miles.’


Although she didn’t know how far a couple of miles was, it sounded a long way for her and Peter’s tired legs.


‘We’ll be passing the school shortly; that’s where you’ll be going.’


‘Have you got any children?’ asked Hazel, still worried about the thought of walking a couple of miles and trying to keep up with Mrs Jacobs.


‘No, not yet, but I will have after Christmas.’


Hazel was bewildered. Did she mean she was having more evacuees?


A little further along, Mrs Jacobs said, ‘That’ll be your school.’ She crossed the road. ‘Come and have a look.’


‘It’s ever so small,’ said Peter, looking at the outline of the building.


‘It’s big enough for the children round here. It’s got three classrooms. One’s for the little ’uns, then one for the middle lot. Then there’s a class for the big ‘un’s ‘fore they leave. Most of the boys work on the farms here even before they leave.’


‘Have you got a farm?’ asked Peter.


‘No, but me and my husband work on one, and that’s where we live. Come on, let’s be off. They’ve got lovely stoves in the classrooms, and in the winter you can take a potato to school with you and have it baked for your lunch.’


‘Can’t we come home?’ asked Peter. ‘Well, not home, but to your house?’


‘No, it’s much too far for you to walk there and back in the time.’


Hazel had been very quiet. This wasn’t what she’d expected, and she didn’t want to still be here in the winter. ‘Will me and Peter be in the same class?’


‘I don’t know, love. The teacher will sort that out tomorrow.’


‘We got ter go to school tomorrow? But it’s Sunday, and in London we’re still on holiday,’ said Hazel.


‘I’m only telling you what the woman at the church hall told me: that it’s to be opened just for the evacuees. I expect it’s so you can get used to it and the teachers can see what class you need to be in.’


‘Will we have to do a test?’ asked Hazel.


‘I would think so.’


‘I don’t like tests,’ said Peter.


‘Well how’s the teacher going to know what class to put you in?’


‘Dunno,’ said Peter. ‘Is it much longer to your house?’


‘A little way yet.’


‘Me legs are tired.’


‘Sorry about that, but I can’t drive and me husband didn’t want you, so he wasn’t gonna be much help. Perhaps I should ’ave got one of the WVS ladies to take us home.’


Hazel stopped. ‘Why are you taking us to your house if your husband don’t want us?’
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