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Preface


‘What if he tries to come in here when we’re asleep? We wouldn’t hear him.’


‘Yes, we would. That’s why we’ve moved the chest of drawers in front of the door, isn’t it? We’d know if he tried to sneak in.’


‘I’m scared.’


‘Well, don’t let him see it, all right? That’s what he wants, for people to be frightened of him.’


‘Aren’t you scared?’


There was an infinitesimal pause. Then, as though to make up for it, the second voice was fierce in the darkness: ‘No, I’m not. He’s just a bully, and you know what Da always used to say about bullies. At heart they’re lily-livered cowards and you have to stand up to them.’


‘Da was talking about Linda Fox and her gang at school when he said that.’


‘It doesn’t matter who it is. The principle is the same. Bullies like people to be scared of them and that’s that. You have to pretend you’re not, however you might be feeling inside. It’s the only way. Bullies threaten and carry on but you have to stand up to them. You stood up to Linda and her pals when Da told you and you didn’t have any more trouble, did you?’


There was a longer pause. Then the first voice came small and trembling: ‘I wish I was like you. You’re not scared of anything or anybody.’


‘I don’t know about that, but I do know that we have to stick together and look after the little ones an’ all and everything will be all right. You trust me, don’t you?’


‘Aye, you know I do.’


‘Well then, go to sleep now. Tomorrow’s another day and everything always seems worse at night. We’re together, that’s the main—’


The voice was cut off as footsteps sounded on the floorboards of the landing outside. They lay not daring to breathe for what seemed like minutes but in reality was only seconds. Then the floorboards creaked as the footsteps walked away.


‘There, you see? What did I tell you? You’ve got nothing to worry about.’ But the reassuring whisper shook a little . . .




PART ONE


Evacuation


1940




Chapter One


‘But why, Mam? It’ll be the same as before, I know it will, and we want to stay here with you. Don’t send us away again.’


Nancy Stubbs stared down into the indignant face of her thirteen-year-old daughter. She had been expecting this reaction from Cora when she told the child about the evacuation, and in truth she couldn’t blame her. She sighed heavily.


The year before when everyone’s worst fears had come true and war had been declared, the government had scared people to death with their dire prediction about the Nazis. The Luftwaffe were going to rain death and destruction from the skies; every town and city in Britain would come under attack, and industrial places like Sunderland would be a special target. She, like so many other parents, had believed every word. So Cora and her brother and sisters had been duly dispatched to the safety of the countryside.


And what had happened? Nowt. No bombing. No German planes. No bodies for the thousands upon thousands of cardboard coffins the government had made such a song and dance about requisitioning. Everyone had been left wondering what all the fuss had been about. She’d fetched the bairns home in time for Christmas and normal life had been resumed, or as normal as life could be with Gregory over the water in France.


Telling herself she had to be patient with Cora, Nancy said quietly, ‘It’s not the same as before, lass, and you’re big enough to understand that. The war’s begun proper now, what with Dunkirk and everything.’


‘But it was horrible the last time, Mam. Right from the minute we got off the train and people walked about picking the children they wanted like we were in a cattle market. They wouldn’t let us stay together and I didn’t know where Horace and Anna and Susan had gone—’


‘I know, Cora, I know.’


‘And Horace lost his suitcase because I couldn’t look after him and he didn’t get it back for days. Please, Mam, let us stay here with you.’


‘Don’t you think I want to do that, lass? I missed you even more than you missed me.’


Cora’s truculent expression told her mother what she thought of that.


‘I did, really. But I knew it was for your own good.’


‘But it wasn’t, was it? Nothing happened here. We could have stayed.’


‘That was then and this is now, and like I said, it’s not the same.’ Hitler had shown all too clearly what he was capable of when he’d sent the German air force to bomb Guernica to support Franco two years ago, Nancy thought, a chill flickering down her spine. The terrible outcome for the undefended town had shocked everyone and she’d never forget a word of what she’d read. The reporter had written that the whole town had been systematically pounded to bits and reduced to just charred bodies, flames, smoke and debris. It’d been a calculated act of terror by Hitler, and it hadn’t even been his war, not like this one. What that madman would do now didn’t bear thinking about. Her thoughts making her voice sharper, Nancy said, ‘Don’t argue, Cora. You’re going and that’s that. I’m not having you and the others put in harm’s way when I can do something about it.’


‘I’d rather be in harm’s way than living with Mr and Mrs Riley. They wouldn’t let us stay in the house except to eat meals and sleep, even if it was pouring with rain. Weekends they’d turn me an’ Maria out after breakfast and we’d have to walk the streets. I’m not going back there.’


‘You won’t have to. It’ll be somewhere different.’


‘Where?’


‘I don’t know, Cora, but that’s enough now. I mean it.’


When her mother spoke in that certain tone Cora knew she meant business. For a moment the temptation to scream and shout and stamp her feet like a bairn in a tantrum was strong, but as the eldest of five siblings she was expected to be sensible and grown-up, besides which she had promised her da she’d help her mam while he was away fighting.


The thought of her father melted the hard ball of resentment in her chest. She knew her mam was worried to death about him and so was she. He hadn’t been one of the vast number of men who had been rescued from Dunkirk, and they had no idea if he had been killed or taken prisoner by the Germans. She felt sick just thinking about it.


She put a tentative hand on her mother’s arm. ‘Sorry, Mam,’ she said quietly, her voice subdued. ‘I – I just want us to stay together as a family in our own home.’


‘So do I, lass. So do I. But I have to think about what’s best for you and the others first and foremost and that’s not staying here. Now go and pack your things and then you can help me get the other suitcases ready. You’ve got to be at the school for eight tomorrow and you can’t be late.’


She didn’t want to start packing. It made this too real. Cora bit down on her bottom lip as she glanced towards the kitchen window. Beyond their yard her brother and three sisters were playing in the back lane, oblivious of what was afoot. The four of them had had instructions to stay in the lane and not venture into the streets as they sometimes did, especially her brother who was always disappearing given half a chance. But a few days ago there had been a nasty accident involving one of Cora’s classmates, Godfrey Taylor, a lad who lived in the next street. He’d been playing with some pals when he’d fallen under a tram and had had both legs chopped off above his knees. They had been told at school by a grim-faced teacher that he was in hospital and fighting for his life, and that if he recovered he would be in hospital for a long, long time. Cora had sat next to Godfrey in class and she had always liked him. He was the class clown and made her laugh; sometimes they had sat talking together at playtime, and he’d taken to walking home with her and carrying her bag. Now he would never walk again, not on his own legs. It was horrible, just horrible.


Dragging her mind away from Godfrey she returned it to the matter in hand. Her mother had kept her back when the others had gone out to play, ostensibly to help with the ironing. She had thought that was strange on a Sunday because her mam normally kept Sundays free of jobs, but she hadn’t argued. She didn’t mind helping her mam, in fact she liked it. Sometimes she and her mam would have a right good crack when they were working together and the others were out playing or what-have-you. She loved those times.


She sighed heavily. It was the first of July tomorrow and the evening was hot and muggy, the air sticky with a sultry heat devoid of the normal north-east breeze. Some of the neighbours’ privies in the back yards had begun to stink to high heaven and she had complained about the smell earlier, grumbling about the fact that some of the women in their street were less than particular, unlike her mam. Now she felt she would never find fault with their neighbours in Lumley Street any more if only her mam would change her mind about sending them away again. But she wouldn’t. Cora glanced at her mother’s set face. Mind, compared to poor Godfrey she supposed being evacuated again was nothing. He’d been a tall, well-built lad who’d loved playing football, and now . . . She had thought Godfrey was the reason her mam had taken them all to the lovely beach at Roker the day before, to take their minds off what had happened. Her mam had known she liked Godfrey. They’d had an ice cream each and a donkey ride and had used up all their bacon ration on butties when they’d got home. But all along their mam had known they were going to be evacuated.


Swallowing the lump in her throat, Cora turned to her mother. ‘Will you at least come and see us off?’


Nancy sighed. They hadn’t been told exactly what time the children would leave the school for the train station, but the headmaster had stated in his letter that the powers-that-be thought it would be less distressing for all concerned if parents were not present. She could see why but it made it look as though they didn’t care about their bairns, and she knew Cora had been angry with her the year before when she wouldn’t wave them off.


‘Look, lass, I told you last time why I didn’t come and it’s no different now,’ she said with as much patience as she could muster. ‘The school doesn’t hold with it.’


Cora scowled. ‘Blow the school. Anyway, some mothers did come before.’ She didn’t add that the previous year, when word had spread that the bus taking the children to the train station was about to leave, a group of women had run down the street trying to catch up with it. Children had become hysterical, the grown-ups’ distress adding to their own. A couple of women had fallen over and others had stood with their aprons to their faces to hide their anguish. It had been pandemonium.


‘I’m not coming, Cora,’ Nancy said firmly. ‘I don’t think it would be good for your sisters if I came. I know you’ll look after the others for me till you’re all back home again. You’re a good girl, pet.’


It was scant comfort.


Within the hour, five gas masks and five small cardboard suitcases had been placed out of sight in the front room and the door closed, and the luggage labels each of the children were required to wear round their necks had been duly written. Cora had been warned not to mention their imminent departure to the others when they came in.


‘Time enough in the morning,’ Nancy said firmly as the two of them walked through to the kitchen. ‘Not a word till then, mind. I don’t want your sisters carrying on and upsetting themselves.’


She didn’t include her son in this statement; Horace, at nine years old, was a tough, independent little boy blessed with a cheerful personality and resilient nature. He’d landed on his feet the year before with the family he had been placed with and had got on with them like a house on fire. She had no worries about Horace, Nancy thought fondly. Cora had some of this toughness too, in spite of looking as though a breath of wind could blow her away with her slender figure and mass of curly red hair that refused to be tamed by brush and comb.


Cora’s sisters were a different kettle of fish. Maria, who was ten, Anna, who was seven, and little Susan, the baby of the family at six years old, were shy and timid and easily reduced to tears. The three of them even looked the same, Nancy reflected. With their mousy brown hair and pale blue eyes they took after their da, whereas she liked to think Cora and Horace got their spirit, as well as their colouring, from her side.


‘What if we get separated again, Mam?’ Cora stared at her mother. It was all very well her mam saying she should look after the others but her mam hadn’t been there before. It had been horrible, her worst nightmare come true. Horace had been taken off to one place and Anna and Susan to another despite her loud protests, and probably because she had been so vocal and tried to prevent it happening, even going so far as to hold on to Susan as the woman who’d taken the younger two had tried to haul her sisters away, she and Maria had been left with others who hadn’t been selected. Maria had been crying and hanging on to her and one of the billeting officers had lost his temper with them and told them they’d never be homed if they carried on being so disruptive and naughty. The frightening ordeal had ended with the billeting officer, who had been sharp and terse, marching them and a few other unwanted children round the streets at ten or eleven o’clock at night, knocking on doors and demanding that unwilling householders ‘do their bit’ and take the tired, grubby and tearful small people into their homes. The experience would for ever be engraved on her memory.


‘Just because you couldn’t stay together before it doesn’t mean you won’t be able to this time.’ Nancy plonked the big black kettle on the hob; if ever she’d needed a strong cup of tea it was now. Not only was she losing her bairns to the war for the second time, but unbeknown to them she was starting work as a shipping clerk at the docks the next day. What her Gregory would say if he knew she’d got herself a job outside the home she didn’t know, but things had changed in the last months since the war. Women were being brought in to do all kinds of work which hitherto had been a man’s domain; with the menfolk away fighting, needs must. And a position in an office was a step up from the munitions factory or working on the buses or on a production line sewing uniforms. She’d tell him that.


Thoughts of Gregory brought the ever-present anxiety about him to the forefront of her mind, and when she turned round and saw her daughter’s woebegone face, worry expressed itself in anger and irritation. ‘For goodness’ sake take that look off your face, girl. The others take their lead from you and it won’t help matters if you look like a wet weekend when they come in. I expect you to be a help, not a hindrance. Now go and call them and act normal. That’s not too much to ask, is it?’


As Cora flounced out of the back door, banging it behind her, Nancy wanted to slap her, but in the next moment her annoyance had been washed away by a flood of guilt and despair. She shouldn’t have shouted at the bairn like that, it wasn’t fair, but somehow she and her eldest daughter always seemed to rub each other up the wrong way. Probably because they were so alike. Both strong-willed and fiery. She grimaced to herself. And like Cora, she’d always been top of the class at school, and even now, if she ever had a minute to herself – which wasn’t often – she liked nothing more than sitting down with a good book from the library.


While she mashed the tea she asked herself, as she did more and more of late, why she had let herself be talked into marrying so young. She’d been fifteen when she’d met Gregory and less than two years later, on her seventeenth birthday, she had walked down the aisle. Part of it had been the thrill of being loved so much; Gregory was six years older than her and for this tall, kind-natured man to be head over heels about her had been flattering to the girl she’d been then, especially because she had never known love at home. Her father had been killed in an accident down Wearmouth pit when she was just a toddler, and her four older brothers had always been the apple of her mother’s eye. Even on her deathbed her mother hadn’t been able to say ‘I love you’ to her, the way she had to the lads.


Nancy’s lips tightened as her mind touched on Gregory again. She’d fallen pregnant within a week or two of her wedding night and from that point on the pattern had been set. It had only been then, when the trap had closed, that she’d realized she wanted more. More than being a housewife and a mother. She’d told Father Grant this once at confession not long after Maria’s birth when she’d found out she was expecting again. The priest had told her such thoughts were wicked and from the devil and she must resist them. It had been following the arrival of Susan, just eleven months after Anna, that she’d made a stand against more bairns though. She would accommodate Gregory’s needs, she’d told him, but only if he ignored the Church’s teaching on the matter and made sure she couldn’t fall for a baby again. And his desire for her had been stronger than that of being a ‘good’ Catholic.


The children bursting pell-mell through the back door cut short her musing, and it was her son who caught Nancy’s eye. His cut lip and bloodied nose told their own story, and as she glanced from him to Cora, her daughter said flatly, ‘He’s been fighting with Archie Chapman.’


‘Archie said we’re gonna be invaded by the Nazis and we’ll all have to speak German.’ Horace was fairly quivering with rage. ‘He said now the French have given up, we’re next, and Hitler’s gonna live in Buckingham Palace and we’ll all have to eat German sausages and do the Nazi salute, and I said he was a traitor.’


‘So Archie punched him,’ piped up Susan.


‘Aye, and I hit him back. Bawled his head off, he did, like a lassie.’


Nancy shut her eyes for a moment. Wonderful, this was all she needed. Ten to one she’d have Beryl Chapman coming round screaming blue murder. Archie was an only child and the apple of his mother’s eye, Beryl having had him late in life when she and her husband had given up on a family. Everyone had been thrilled for Beryl at first, but as the baby had grown into a screaming, petulant toddler and then a thoroughly unpleasant little lad, enthusiasm had waned.


Nancy drew in a long breath, then let it out slowly as she said, ‘Wash your hands and face, the lot of you, and then up them stairs. It’s already well past your bedtime.’


Horace stared at his mother in surprise. He’d expected at the very least a clip round the ear for fighting. Never one to look a gift horse in the mouth, he was the first into the scullery to wash his face and hands with the hard blue-veined soap that never lathered, leaving the bowl of cold water in the deep white sink a pale brown by the time he’d finished.


Cora was the last one to leave the kitchen, and she stood for a moment staring at her mother who was now sitting at the kitchen table with a pile of mending in front of her. Nancy returned her stare while her lips moved one over the other as if she was sucking something from them.


‘Will you –’ Cora paused, then tried again through the emotion that was blocking her throat. ‘Will you write more often this time? Not just every couple of weeks?’


‘Aye, lass. Aye, I will.’ The year before the two of them had had a barney once Cora and the others were home because Cora had accused her of not caring about them, citing the fact that she had written four letters to her mother’s one each time as proof. ‘Like I said before, I thought it best only to write if there was a bit of news or something.’


‘I don’t care about news. I just –’ Cora gulped hard – ‘I just like to hear from you.’


‘All right, hinny.’ And then as Cora’s face crumpled, Nancy said quickly, ‘Come on, lass, don’t cry. The others’ll cotton on something’s amiss. And it’ll be different this time. You won’t be with the Rileys for a start so that’ll be better, won’t it? Aye, course it will. You might even grow to like being in the country with the birds and animals and things.’


Cora didn’t even bother replying to this absurdity. Instead she said, ‘The Rileys were told by the billeting officer that they had to censor our letters and destroy them if we said we weren’t happy. I had to smuggle out any to you where I spoke the truth. I think it’s disgusting that they can treat people that way, don’t you?’


It was a loaded question, and Nancy was well aware of prevaricating when she said, ‘I suppose they were thinking it would be less upsetting for everyone concerned.’


‘Huh!’


The exclamation had been loud and as the door banged behind her eldest offspring and Nancy was left alone, she sat for a moment staring into space. Then she stretched out her arms on the table, rested her head on them and let the silent sobbing shake her body.




Chapter Two


The headmaster of Rowan School had been in the building since six o’clock that morning, and he had run his hands through his coarse grey hair so many times it was now sticking straight up on his head like the bristles on a brush.


This second wave of evacuation was perhaps even more of a headache than the first the year before, he thought wearily. Then the hundreds of thousands of women, children and disabled were bussed, trained, paddle-steamed or driven out of Britain’s towns and cities to the countryside over a period of four days, and on the whole, and certainly as far as the children from his school were concerned, the procedure had run relatively smoothly. In a purely statistical sense, he supposed Operation Pied Piper had been a success and certainly Whitehall had been pleased with itself, if the euphoria in the newspapers was to be believed. ‘Exodus of the Bible dwarfed: three million people on the move’, ‘A Great National Undertaking’, ‘Triumph of Planning’; he’d read them all. He shook his head. The chorus of self-congratulation had been all very well, but the government hadn’t taken into account the far-reaching emotional consequences on both children and parents, not to mention the foster parents and billeting officers on the other side of the coin.


Clarence Wood stood up from behind his desk that was littered with piles of paper, all to do with the legalities of evacuation, and sighed loudly. Paper, paper, paper – he was drowning in it. Reports, timetables, surveys, maps, but the whole question of billeting his children was done on a numerical basis by those on high yet again; nothing had been learned from the first time. Profiling little ones and trying to match background and characters was apparently not even considered by those responsible for the evacuation, in spite of the heartache and distress caused last year.


Walking to the window of his office, he pulled up the paper blind and stood staring out into the as-yet empty playground. When town met country and country met town the shock had been intense on both sides. From last September right until the present day a propaganda war about each other had raged. From the country had come a cry of horror that the mothers and children from the towns and cities were verminous, lousy, unsuitably dressed for the country and ill-mannered. From the town-dwellers had come stories about outside earthen lavatories, girls being used as unpaid maids, boys being kept back from school to work on farms, and children being forced to eat food to which they were unaccustomed and that had often been killed and plucked in front of them. Both sides had been pleased to see the back of each other when it had become clear that the predicted bombing wasn’t happening. And now it was going to start all over again.


He glanced at his wristwatch. Seven-thirty. Within a short while the playground would begin to fill with those of his pupils whose parents deemed it right and proper to evacuate them for a second time. In the letter he had sent to each family he’d made it clear that if any parents did not wish to avail themselves of this opportunity, their children would not be expected at school until after lunch. This edict was with the benefit of hindsight. The year before it had added to the strain and awkwardness for his teachers attempting to keep control when those pupils staying put had been somewhat vocal to the ones leaving, saying their parents loved them too much to send them away and that country folk still lived in the dark ages. Such comments had been less than helpful, to put it mildly.


He turned from the window and sighed again. He certainly wasn’t against the government-sponsored schemes to send little ones out of harm’s way to the countryside or coastal towns, or even to Canada, the USA, South Africa, New Zealand or Australia in some cases; the threat of invasion was all too real now France had fallen. And of course evacuation was voluntary, but enormous pressure had been, and was being, put on families to do the right thing by their children and allow them to go to the safety of the countryside and beyond, and he wasn’t sure if he agreed with all the propaganda involved. Government ministers making radio appeals imploring ‘responsible’ parents to get their children away from danger; the 1939 leaflet that had been sent to every home in the country claiming that ‘the main way to avert the enemy’s intention of creating panic and social dislocation is by removing children from endangered areas’; the poster campaign aimed particularly at women which featured a mother sitting beside a tree in the countryside with a town in the distant background, and frolicking before her two happy, robust little boys, but behind her, in ghostly outline, Hitler in uniform whispering, ‘Take them back, take them back.’ The woman had been anxious and confused, and the caption along the bottom in blood red read, ‘Don’t do it, Mother. LEAVE THE CHILDREN WHERE THEY ARE.’ No, he hadn’t liked that or the implication that women would be regarded as traitors if they ignored official advice and brought their children home.


Shaking his head, he said aloud, ‘Poor people,’ and he wasn’t sure if he felt sorrier for the children or their parents. He had never imagined before the war that he would be glad he and his wife had not been blessed with a family, but since September last year he’d thanked God for it. Their next-door neighbours had three sons and over the last couple of decades as he’d watched the lads grow up he’d had moments of bitter envy. But no longer; all three had been killed at Dunkirk and it had turned their poor mother’s brain. Even his Mary, the most dependable and level-headed of women, had announced that she no longer intended to listen to the news on the radio or read the papers, and he could understand why. The distress in Europe was horrific but worse still was the prospect of a German invasion, and fear of the unknown could dominate you if you weren’t careful. When the unthinkable had happened and France had surrendered, it had knocked everyone for six.


But we’ll win, he told himself in the next breath. We have to. Britons couldn’t live beneath a brutal power; they’d rather die fighting than succumb to the life of a slave. His Mary had said that last night over dinner and he agreed with her.


A knock on his door brought him out of his reverie and in the next instant it opened and one of the teachers popped his head in to say, ‘The first few children have arrived, headmaster.’


‘Right you are.’ He nodded briskly. No more navelgazing, Clarence, he told himself as he left the room. You’ve a job to do so get on with it. In times like this it was the only way, after all.


Cora had had a wretched start to the day and it wasn’t getting any better. As she had expected, her sisters had wept and wailed when they’d realized what was afoot and Susan had made herself sick before they’d even left the house. And now on the train the two youngest were still snivelling although Maria had pulled herself together. Horace, on the other hand, was full of beans, which was only just less irritating than Anna and Susan’s tears.


She had no idea where they were bound for. All one of the teachers had said when she’d asked was that it would be the country, which was a fat lot of help. This same teacher was sitting opposite, deep in conversation with an elderly matron wearing a badge stating ‘Rowan School Evacuation Assistant’. They were supposed to be whispering but Cora had no trouble hearing every word.


‘I couldn’t believe my eyes when I got that leaflet from the Ministry of Information,’ the older woman was saying in a tone of deep disgust. ‘I mean, what a load of old codswallop. If the Germans arrive by parachute like it said, it’d be no good trying to hide our food and bicycles and maps, or anything else. And “See that the enemy gets no petrol.” I ask you. And that picture showing a smiling mother in a housecoat secreting her biscuit tin at the back of the coal cellar made me laugh out loud, it did straight. Do them daft so-an’-sos in Whitehall really believe that a sweetly smiling little lady politely informing the Nazis that she can’t give ’em a biscuit will stop them beggars from doing their worst? My Eric’s nailed the pamphlet up in our kitchen; he says it’s better than a bottle of beer for cheering him up.’


The teacher’s voice was lower than her companion’s but Cora could still eavesdrop as she pretended to look out of the train window. In a tone that suggested disapproval of said Eric, she whispered, ‘I copied out the speech Churchill made to the nation on the eighteenth of June and put that on my kitchen wall where I can see it every morning when I have my breakfast. Now that is worth having up. “The whole fury and might of the enemy must very soon be turned on us. Hitler knows that he will have to break us in this island or lose the war. If we can stand up to him, all Europe may be free and the life of the world may move forward into broad, sunlit uplands. Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves that if the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still say, ‘This was their finest hour.’” I like that bit about broad, sunlit uplands. I can see it in my mind’s eye.’


The other woman clearly hadn’t appreciated the covert criticism of her husband because her voice was distinctly frosty when she said, ‘Aye, well, be that as it may, it’ll be our English sense of humour that keeps us going rather than speeches by them as never gets their hands dirty. I’ve nothing against Churchill, and even my Eric says he’s the man for the job and it was high time Chamberlain went in May, but Churchill’s no friend of the working class, war or no war.’ She sniffed a very pointed sniff. ‘When the bombing starts and the Germans invade, it’ll be the ordinary man and woman fighting the beggars in the streets and on the beaches.’


‘Shh.’ The teacher had noticed Cora’s interest. Turning from her companion, she looked at Cora as she said brightly, ‘We’ll soon be there, and don’t you worry, you’ll be nice and safe in the country.’


And what about her mam? Cora thought sickly. And her aunts and uncles who all lived in the town, and her grandma and granda, her da’s parents, in Monkwearmouth? They lived right by the docks; they’d be first in line when the Germans landed.


For a moment she seriously considered jumping off the train at the next station and making her way back home, but then reason kicked in. Her mam would only send her off again, besides which she had to look after Maria and the others.


Her thoughts drew her eyes to Horace who was sitting further down the carriage with a couple of his pals and Wilfred, their next-door neighbour. Wilfred was the same age as her and they had always been friends; she knew he was keeping an eye on Horace today to help her. He was like that. Last year when they’d been evacuated and she and Maria had been with the Rileys, it had been Wilfred who had persuaded his host family to let her and Maria come in out of the cold sometimes, and he’d surreptitiously stowed food away for her too because he knew they were hungry all the time. She’d hated the Rileys; at least they weren’t going back there, to the cold, cheerless house and Mrs Riley who had a permanent drip on the end of her thin pinched nose.


Wilfred’s eyes had been waiting for her and now he smiled, raising his thumb and mouthing, ‘It’ll be all right.’


She smiled back but it was an effort. Wilfred didn’t understand that she was more worried about her mam and the others at home than about being evacuated again, but then how could he? She knew full well what Wilfred’s mam and da were like. Evil, her mam had called them once when she hadn’t been aware that she was listening. She knew Wilfred’s older brothers had scarpered the minute that they’d left school and were earning enough to take lodgings, and everyone in their road knew why. You only had to look at the boys and see the bruises and marks their da regularly left on their thin, scrawny bodies. Her mam had said she didn’t know what was worse – Wilfred’s da knocking the living daylights out of the bairns at the drop of a hat, or their mam starving them. And her mam said the Huttons’ house was filthy; certainly their privy stank to high heaven if you were in the back lane.


Anna and Susan had drifted off to sleep at last, lulled by the chugging of the train and exhausted with all their crying, and now Cora looked out of the window once more although she wasn’t really seeing the trees and fields they were passing. She was still thinking of Wilfred and what he’d said the last time they were evacuated. It had been on the day when she’d received the letter from her mam saying she was going to come and collect them and bring them home for Christmas, and, beside herself with happiness, she had gone straight round to Wilfred’s to tell him. He had stared at her in a strange way before saying slowly, ‘I thought it was too good to last.’


‘What?’ she’d answered, not understanding. ‘What’s too good to last?’


‘Being here.’


‘But don’t you want to go back and for everything to be normal again?’


‘No.’ It had been flat, stiff.


‘Well, you don’t have to go back anyway, not if you don’t want to. You can stay here.’ She had made to put her hand on top of his but he had pulled away jerkily, looking as though he was going to cry. ‘Wilfred—’


‘It’s all right.’ She could see the effort he had made to smile. ‘I shall come back with you. I – I wouldn’t want to be here without you.’


The conversation had made her feel uncomfortable although she wasn’t sure why, but once they were home again the old pattern had re-established itself and the feeling had melted away. Wilfred was often at their place, more than his own, and her mam fed him along with them – she always had. He was the only one of her friends her mam allowed in the house and she treated him differently from everyone else, as though he was one of the family. And he was, he was one of the family, Cora told herself. Even though he was the same age as her he was like an older brother and she’d always been able to tell him anything.


The teacher and her companion had started their whispering again but now it was about the payments made to host families. The teacher considered that the ten shillings and sixpence per week for the first child, and eight shillings and sixpence for each subsequent child, wasn’t nearly enough to cover board and lodging, but Cora thought it sounded like a small fortune. She soon lost interest as the two went on about the cost of clothes and shoes and medical expenses, and with Maria wedged at the side of her and also now asleep, her own eyes began to close despite her anxiety about the prospect ahead.


They had changed trains twice, and it was four o’clock in the afternoon when they arrived at their final destination which turned out to be a small market town deep in Northumberland. Hot and tired, the children were formed into a crocodile and marched out of the train station and along a lane to a field, clutching their suitcases and gas masks and wearing their now bedraggled luggage labels.


Cora and Wilfred kept the younger four children close to them, and although Cora was hoping the selection process wouldn’t be a repeat of the cattle-market of the year before, her worst fears were soon justified. The prospective foster mothers were waiting for them, and although Cora heard one of the adults say the hosts shouldn’t be allowed on the field at all, they soon invaded the space. They walked about, picking out what they considered the most presentable or suitable specimens before harassing the billeting officers for the registration slips which were essential if they were to get the necessary cash for food and lodging from the government.


As this was farming territory, it soon became clear to the children that boys of eight or nine and upwards were the most popular choice. Therefore it was something of a surprise when two women approached them, one looking at Cora and saying, ‘You four sisters then? Want to stay together, do you?’ at the same time as the other lady said to Wilfred and Horace, ‘I can take you two.’ And when Cora nodded, the woman pursed her lips before adding, ‘I dare say I can stretch to four.’


Cora and Wilfred stared at each other, the same thought in their minds. It was the best they were going to get and much more than Cora had hoped for.


‘Cora?’ Wilfred’s voice was low.


She answered the unspoken question by nodding as she said, ‘Look after Horace, won’t you,’ and to her brother, ‘You behave and do as Wilfred tells you, all right?’


The woman who was taking Wilfred and Horace said kindly, ‘Don’t worry, lass, you’ll all meet up at school every day and Stone Farm is the next one to ours so you won’t be a million miles away from your brothers.’


Cora didn’t bother to correct the lady’s assumption that both Wilfred and Horace were her brothers; she just nodded and smiled. At least she and Maria and Anna and Susan could stay together which was better than last time, and Horace was with Wilfred.


She looked again at her benefactor. The other woman was small and fat with rosy cheeks, the way she had always pictured farmer’s wives to be, but the one who was taking them was tall and thin with sparse brown hair pulled tightly into a bun at the back of her head and sharp features. Swallowing hard, Cora said quietly, ‘Th–thank you.’ The other foster mothers were selecting one child or at the most two; they were lucky this lady was prepared to take them all.


‘That’s our horse an’ cart over there.’ The woman pointed to a big brown animal standing patiently in the lane some distance away. ‘An’ I’m Mrs Burns.’


The four girls stared at the horse. They had seen others in fields out of the train window but at home the only ones they came across were the rag-and-bone man’s animal and the coalman’s, both of which would bite given half a chance. Mrs Burns’s horse appeared twice as big.


‘You go an’ wait while I sort things out with the billeting officer an’ I’ll be across shortly,’ Mrs Burns went on. ‘There’s some bales of hay in the back of the cart for you to sit on.’


Cora nodded. For better or worse they had a new home and whatever was ahead of them they could face it together. Anna and Susan were huddled in to her and Maria was standing slightly behind her, and now she said briskly, ‘Come on, the lot of you, pick up your suitcases. We’re going for a ride.’


Wilfred stood, his arm round Horace’s shoulders, and watched as the horse and cart holding Cora and her sisters trundled off. This had turned out better than he’d expected. Cora’s farm was close to theirs and he was with Horace. He smiled down at the younger boy as he said, ‘All right?’ and Horace grinned back at him.


Their lady came bustling across from where she had been talking to the billeting officer.


‘Come on then, lads,’ she said brightly. ‘I daresay you’ll be wanting your tea?’


‘The farm where the girls are going,’ Wilfred said as he and Horace walked with the woman towards a similar horse and cart to the one Cora had disappeared in. ‘Have they got other evacuees there already?’


‘Two little lassies, I think, lad.’


Better and better. Wilfred flexed the tense muscles in his neck. He’d been wound up like a spring all day wondering who Cora would be billeted with and whether there would be any lads around. Last year he had made sure Cora and Maria came to where he was staying when the Rileys threw them out in the daytime and that had been fine. Of course, Godfrey Taylor had had his eye on her then but his host family had been more like the Rileys and there had been no chance of the girls going there for a meal.


Godfrey Taylor. Wilfred’s lip curled. He’d given him fair warning to stay away from Cora but Godfrey had just laughed at him. Well, he wasn’t laughing now and his days of muscling in when they were walking home from school and hanging around her all the time were over. One little push was all it had taken.


He climbed into the back of the cart with Horace and they settled themselves on a straw bale, chatting with the farmer’s wife who had introduced herself as Mrs Croft. She was a motherly sort but could talk the hind leg off a donkey, and he let her and Horace natter on as he gradually relaxed more and more.


Aye, he thought, raising his face to the sky, he’d been surprised how easy it had been to send Godfrey into the path of the tram but then he’d been following him for weeks off and on, making sure he was never seen and waiting for an opportunity like the one that had presented itself that day. A swift push from behind on a crowded pavement and then he had melted away. No one had noticed him, not with Godfrey screaming and the blood and mayhem. A ‘little runt’ Godfrey had called him, the last time he had warned him to keep away from Cora. Well, one of the advantages of being a little runt was that no one noticed him – he could be practically invisible when he wanted to be.


Wilfred smiled to himself. Who was the runt now with half his legs gone? No one was going to take his place in Cora’s affections, he’d make sure of that. She was his. End of story.




Chapter Three


The summer evening was glorious. The still air was heavy with the perfume of the hundreds of dog-rose bushes lining the country lane, and the blue sky above the trundling cart echoed to the cries of swallows as they circled, dipping and rising on the wing, hawking for flies and small insects. The area was much more countrified than the small town near Bishop Auckland where Cora and the others had been billeted the previous year, but also further away from her mother and home, and for this reason Cora was blind to the natural beauty as they bumped along.


They had travelled for a few minutes in silence before the farmer’s wife spoke from her plank seat at the front of the cart. She didn’t turn as she said, ‘You’re lucky I took the four of you – no one else would have done. You know that, don’t you? I did you a good turn, especially in view of the two youngsters not being good for much. You two older lassies will have to work twice as hard to make up for your sisters once you’re home from school and at weekends. There’s always too much to do on a farm and not enough hours in the day, and since our farmhand went off to war and his wife and family moved to stay with her parents, I’ve had my work cut out and so has Farmer Burns. Rob used to do the work of two men.’


Cora turned her head and stared at the back of Mrs Burns’s tight, upright body. Without thinking, she said, ‘Why didn’t you choose boys to help then?’


There was a moment’s pause and immediately Cora knew she’d said the wrong thing, even before the farmer’s wife said sharply, ‘You an’ your sisters would have been in a fix if I had, miss.’


‘Oh, I know,’ Cora said hastily. ‘I didn’t mean—’


‘Like I said, I did you a good turn and I expect some gratitude.’


‘I’m sorry, Mrs Burns, and I am grateful, we all are, and we’ll work hard, I promise.’


‘I should think so an’ all.’ There was another pause and then the farmer’s wife went on, ‘We’ve already got two lassies from last year, and my husband don’t hold with lads and lassies in the same house, all right? Not respectable, see?’


‘Yes, yes, Mrs Burns.’


‘With the government making us plough up pastureland for food crops and then the frost and heavy snow all through January and February meaning we lost the winter wheat, it’s been a trial all round, I can tell you. The cows and pigs and chickens still need to be fed, don’t they?’


‘Yes, Mrs Burns.’


‘Potatoes and carrots and leeks don’t jump out of the ground by themselves, and the wheat won’t harvest itself come August either. Ploughing, weeding and hoeing, dung-spreading and hedges to trim and ditches to clear out, it still all has to be done, war or no war. Milking the cows and making cheese and butter, that’s not going to be done by one of these ministry types who sits on his backside all day, is it?’


‘No, Mrs Burns.’


‘No, that’s right. So there’ll be no larking about and you’ll do whatever you’re asked to do whether you like it or not. That’s if you want to stay together. The littl’uns can feed the hens and collect the eggs an’ such and clean the coops – there’ll be stuff for them but not heavy work – but you two older ones look fit and strong enough to muck in. Enid and Maud’ll show you what’s what.’


Cora and Maria looked at each other and Maria was biting her lip to stop herself crying. Suddenly the Rileys didn’t seem so bad after all.


It was another half-an-hour before the horse turned off the dusty lane and passed through two big open wooden gates onto a farm track. They had journeyed through several hamlets, the last one, some minutes ago, being the largest and boasting a cluster of stone cottages, a small church, several shops and some other buildings. Mrs Burns hadn’t spoken for a while but as they’d trundled through she had pointed to a brick-and-timber building saying briefly, ‘The school.’


As they approached the farm in the distance, the fields either side of the track were full of grazing cows, and then they reached the farmyard, which had a large stone barn forming one side of a courtyard of other farm buildings under mossy mellow-tiled roofs. On the far side of the yard an archway through the buildings led Cora’s eyes up a long, straight path to the heavy front door of a three-storeyed farmhouse which was much larger than she had expected. They scrambled quickly out of the cart, clutching their suitcases and gas masks; Mrs Burns was already walking towards the archway. As they followed her, passing an octagonal stone structure in the centre of the yard, its walls perhaps three feet high with big, age-bleached oak uprights supporting the tiled roof, Cora realized where the terrible smell was coming from. The structure was used for storing dung from the cow houses surrounding the cobbled yard. This, combined with the run of corrugated-iron pigsties with their own small yards which had been built on the outside of the farmyard, with one of its walls forming the back of the sties, made the stench overpowering to their uninitiated noses, and little Susan was heaving by the time they’d left the yard.


‘I don’t want to stay here.’ Susan clutched hold of Cora’s sleeve, her bottom lip quivering. ‘I don’t like it.’


Neither did Cora but she couldn’t very well say so. Her voice low but fierce, she whispered, ‘If you want to be with the rest of us you have to stay here and you don’t want to be somewhere on your own, do you? It’s a farm – you’ll soon get used to the smells and it won’t smell so bad inside. If you start carrying on, Mrs Burns will send you back to the billeting officer and you could end up anywhere. You heard what she said – no one else would take the four of us. They didn’t last time, did they?’ And at Susan’s small forlorn shake of the head, she added, ‘Come on, you’ll feel better when you’ve had your tea.’


Mrs Burns didn’t enter the house by the front entrance but followed the path round to the side of the building, and as the children filed through the door which she’d opened they found themselves standing in an enormous, stone-flagged kitchen. The biggest iron range Cora had ever seen took up a large part of the far wall with built-in cupboards either side of it, and a huge number of pewter pots and copper pans filled shelf after shelf. Two deep white sinks stood under two windows and these had a long wooden table between them, but the main table was in the centre of the room. A great wooden chair with fancy arms was positioned at the head of it, and down its two sides were eight-foot-long wooden benches.


Cora stared about her in awe. This one room was far larger than the whole of their downstairs at home and held everything, and more, that she could imagine a kitchen would need.


‘This is the kitchen,’ said Mrs Burns, as though it wasn’t perfectly obvious, ‘and through there –’ she pointed to an open doorway – ‘are the back rooms. The scullery and larder first, then the wash house with the copper and sinks, and beyond that the salting house and the dairy. The copper has to be filled using buckets of water from the pump – all the water for the house comes from our well. That’ll be one of your jobs. Enid and Maud have been doing it but I daresay you can do it every other day between you. Wash day is a Saturday and we need plenty of boiling water then. There’s a door out of the dairy into the rear yard, so you don’t have to bring pails of milk through my kitchen. Understand?’


They all nodded dazedly, trying to take it in.


‘None of you venture into the parlour or dining room or Farmer Burns’s office at the front of the house without permission. I used to have a girl from the village who came to do the cleaning once a week but she’s hightailed it off to a munitions factory somewhere, so Enid and Maud take it in turns. You two older ones can do that an’ all so it’ll be once a month for each of you. There’s four bedrooms all told but the top floor’s not used. Your bedrooms are in the attics and aren’t reached by the main staircase.’ So saying, she opened a door into a long narrow corridor. ‘That’s the door into the main house,’ she said, pointing to the end of the whitewashed passageway, ‘and there’s the staircase to the attics.’


They looked at the steep narrow winding staircase in front of them. It looked unwelcoming and forbidding.


‘Enid and Maud have one room and you’ll have the other one, all right? There’s a bed big enough for you two older ones and the littl’uns can have the smaller one. Take your things up and put ’em away and no dilly-dallying.’


In spite of the whitewashed walls the corridor was dark once Mrs Burns shut the kitchen door behind her after ushering them into the passageway, practically shoving Susan out when she was a little slow. They stood for a moment, and then Cora said, ‘Come on, follow me. Maria, you come last in case Anna or Susan slip on these steep stairs. Here, give me your suitcase, Susan, and Maria, you take Anna’s.’


They climbed the worm-holed wooden treads carefully, up and up until they came to a kind of tiny landing, a narrow slot of a window casting a meagre dusty ray of sunlight over the bare floorboards. There were two doors in front of them but when Cora opened the first one she saw the little room held one bed with rumpled covers and some clothes in a heap on the floor. Shutting it quickly, she said, ‘That must be Enid and Maud’s.’


The second room was larger, its slanted ceiling joists coming right down to the top of the small window which was only a couple of feet from the floorboards. One bed was slightly wider than the other but both were really only singles, and apart from a dilapidated small chest of drawers that looked as though it had been cobbled together from different types of wood and a row of pegs on one wall, the room was devoid of furniture.


Cora walked over to the bigger bed and plumped down. The flock mattress didn’t give an inch. Nevertheless, the sheets and blankets were clean and although the eiderdown was old and patched in several places it looked thick and warm. As did the one on Anna and Susan’s bed.


Forcing a bright note into her voice, she said, ‘Well, isn’t this nice, our own room where we can be together. Mam’ll be pleased when I tell her we haven’t been split up and that Horace is with Wilfred.’


‘It’s hot and stuffy in here.’ Maria wrinkled her nose. ‘And fusty.’


‘It’s summer, what do you expect?’ Cora had already noticed the window didn’t open. ‘And in the winter you’ll be glad it’s snug and warm.’


‘I don’t like Mrs Burns. She nearly pushed me over.’ Susan had begun to snivel. ‘I want Mam.’


So did she, oh, so did she. ‘Mam sent us here to be safe and we can’t go back till the war’s over so we’ve got to make the best of it.’ Cora’s voice sounded flat now.


‘She’s going to work us every minute we’re not at school, Mrs Burns, isn’t she?’ Maria said quietly. ‘She’s got it all worked out. That’s why she took the four of us, not out of the kindness of her heart.’


There was no denial from Cora, only a downward movement of her head.


‘And she probably wanted only girls ’cause she thinks she can bully us better than boys.’


‘You don’t know that, Maria, and don’t put ideas in the little ones’ heads. Listen, the three of you. We’re here and here we remain unless Mam sends for us, and she’s not going to do that until any bombing is over. If any of you play up you won’t go home to Mam but to someone else, and you’ll be on your own. We can look after each other here – I’ll look after you, all right? And you heard what the lady said who took Horace and Wilfred, their farm is next to this one and we’ll see them at school every day. Things could be a lot worse, believe me. And there’s always plenty to eat on a farm, don’t forget that. Everything’s going to be fine, you’ll see.’


Three faces that were as alike as peas in a pod stared at her, and the weight of the responsibility she’d been feeling all day became heavier. But it would be fine, it had to be, Cora told herself. Whatever was in store, she had to make this work so they could remain together. Failure simply wasn’t an option.


An hour later Cora was reminding herself of this. The four of them were sitting at the kitchen table with the farmer and his wife, and Enid and Maud. It appeared that Enid was a year younger than herself and Maud was nine years old, but the two looked very different. Enid was small, plump and stocky, and Maud was as slight and ethereal as a will-o’-the-wisp. The two sisters had arrived at the farm the year before after being evacuated from Newcastle, but apart from this Cora had been able to get little out of the pair. It had been difficult enough to have a conversation in the short time which had elapsed between Enid and Maud arriving back from school and Farmer Burns entering the kitchen, but once the farmer had taken his place at the head of the table the two sisters hadn’t said a word.


Cora glanced at Farmer Burns under her eyelashes, continuing to devour the plateful of food in front of her as she did so. True to her prediction, it appeared Mrs Burns wasn’t going to be a stingy cook. Several big crusty cottage loaves and a round pat of golden butter, along with thick slices of ham, a great slab of creamy cheese and a large bowl of hard-boiled eggs, adorned the table, and Mrs Burns had encouraged them to help themselves to as much as they wanted.


The food was heavenly, and there wasn’t so much as a whiff of rationing. If it hadn’t been for the farmer himself, Cora would have been congratulating herself that they had landed on their feet this time, in spite of the smells outside and their bedroom and the work they were clearly expected to do.


Farmer Burns was a big man, in height as well as breadth, and he smelt of the farmyard and stale sweat. His bulk was emphasized by the way his head and neck flowed into his shoulders and he was extremely hairy, like a gorilla. His arms and hands were covered in thick black hair and his open shirt collar sprouted a growth that suggested his chest was the same, unlike his head that was practically bald. But it was his eyes that had caused Cora’s gaze to fall away from his when he had walked into the kitchen. Small and bullet-shaped under beetling brows, they had caused a shiver to slither down her spine. She had seen a photograph of a great white shark once, in a geography lesson at school, and the creature’s black cold stare had chilled her blood. Farmer Burns’s eyes were like that.


He must have noticed her covert gaze because he suddenly spoke to her. ‘So, what’s your story then?’


‘Story?’


‘Aye. Any more of you in the family? Brothers? Sisters? And what of your mam an’ da?’


‘We’ve got a brother, Horace, he’s at the next farm.’


‘Older than you?’


‘No, younger.’


‘An’ your da? Fighting, is he?’


‘In France, yes.’


‘An’ your mam, liable to want to visit, is she? We don’t encourage that, too disruptive. You can tell her that when you write. Told their mam the same.’ He nodded at Enid and Maud who were eating with downcast eyes. ‘Enough to do here without pandering to visitors, all right?’


Cora made no comment to this. She certainly wasn’t going to tell her mother not to come and see them; not that she expected her to do that anyway. Their mam had made it quite clear the last time that she considered it would upset the little ones too much. But something deep inside warned her not to explain this to the farmer although she couldn’t say why. Instead she said, ‘My mam will do what she wants to do, she’s like that.’


‘Is she? Is she now?’


‘Feisty, my da calls her.’


This clearly didn’t sit well with Farmer Burns. He stared at her for some moments more and she stared back, determined not to be intimidated even if she was all butterflies inside.


‘Strikes me someone needs to know their place,’ he said after the silence became excruciating, and Cora didn’t know if he was referring to their mother or to her. Either way she didn’t like it and as her chin lifted and her lips tightened, her body language spoke for itself.


It was Mrs Burns who spoke hastily into the tense atmosphere. ‘Finish what’s on your plates and I’ll fetch the apple crumble an’ cream, and then you, Enid, can show Cora and Maria how to milk the cows, and Maud, you take the two little ones to the chicken coop and collect any eggs before getting them in for the night. The fox was about early last night, I saw it with me own eyes when I left the milking parlour. Bold as brass, that one.’


It was a moment more before Cora did as she was told, and only then because the farmer’s gaze had dropped from hers and he’d begun to shovel food into his mouth again. She ate quickly but not through hunger; funnily enough her appetite was quite gone and the butterflies in her stomach were making it churn. There was something wrong here. She couldn’t put her finger on it but she was sure there was something very wrong. But if Farmer Burns was like Wilfred’s da, if he thought he could knock them about and treat them rough, he’d got a shock coming. She wouldn’t put up with that and she’d tell him so. They would work their socks off doing what was required of them and she would see to it that the farmer had no complaints on that score, but she wasn’t going to stand for any ill-treatment and it was as well he knew that from the beginning. If he was like that, handy with his fists. And he might not be – she might be reading this all wrong but she didn’t think so.


She thanked Mrs Burns for the bowl of apple crumble topped with thick cream which the farmer’s wife had just placed in front of her, and began to eat with every appearance of enjoyment although in truth she was barely tasting it.




Chapter Four


During the month of July the children became familiar with the way the farm operated and with what was expected of them. And that was a lot.


Stone Farm was a dairy farm, and Mrs Burns demanded that Cora, Maria and Enid rise at five o’clock in the morning to present themselves in the cow yard where Farmer Burns had already brought in the cows for milking. Once they’d pulled thick smocks over their clothes, the three of them, along with Mrs Burns, washed each cow’s udders with warm water and disinfectant, and then squirted a little milk from each of the animal’s four teats into a small can to check for any signs of mastitis or other problems that would mean keeping that cow’s milk separate. Then sitting on their stools, the bucket between their legs, they would begin the milking proper, as Mrs Burns called it.


Mrs Burns had been surprisingly patient in showing Cora and Maria exactly how to sit on the low, three-legged stools, the exact position of their legs and the right way to balance the bucket between them. They watched as she pushed her head well into the flank of the cow she was milking, keeping her left side against the animal’s leg and one arm ready to ward off a kick. Not that the herd were difficult on the whole; they were used to being handled twice a day and accustomed to human company, and they were a rather matronly bunch. There were two or three that could prove awkward and deliver a stinging blow with their long muscular tails across the milker’s face when the mood took them, but Mrs Burns handled these cows.


On the first morning she explained the correct way to hold the cows’ teats, showing how fingers and wrists had to work together to draw the milk, but for three or four days it refused to flow for Cora and Maria and all they had to show for their efforts was the sweat of frustration and fingers that were stiff and aching, along with a dribble of milk that barely covered the bottom of the bucket. But then, on the fifth day, there was suddenly the wonderful sound of milk rhythmically thrumming into the bucket with a frothy head like a glass of beer. They went into the house for breakfast that morning on the crest of a wave, and even the farmer’s brooding dark presence at the table couldn’t dampen their joy. Admittedly, Mrs Burns milked twice as many cows as the three girls, but as the lady said herself, she’d had plenty of practice.


Cora found that she liked the cows; they were peaceful, placid creatures, and one in particular always screwed her great head round to watch the milker intently with her dark, heavily lashed eyes and liked nothing more than having her nose rubbed every so often. The plough horses were gentle giants too in spite of being the muscle power on the farm. The stables had an airy loft to insulate the animals against extremes of heat and cold as well as storing hay and bedding straw. There were head-high hay racks in the stalls and low feeding troughs, along with a tack room where harness equipment was hung on stout pegs and a wooden corn bin for the horses’ fodder. Farmer Burns saw to his precious plough horses and it was clear he valued them more than the other animals, probably more than Mrs Burns too if it came to it. Certainly the farmer and his wife had a strange relationship in Cora’s opinion; only speaking to each other when they had to and in a way that was devoid of even a hint of affection.


Much to Susan’s dismay, she and Anna took over Maud’s job of feeding the pigs their whey and other waste products, as well as looking after the chickens and collecting any eggs each day. Susan cried and sulked at first – the smell of the pigs made her feel sick and the chickens frightened her when they flapped and squawked – but Mrs Burns was adamant that she needed more help in the dairy, and thus Maud joined the three older girls. Susan, realizing she had met her match in the farmer’s wife, accepted defeat.


It was a tough life on the farm and the daily routine was grim, especially at weekends when there was no school. The house had no running water or electricity and as the oldest evacuee it fell to Cora to empty the chamber pots onto the fields every morning, which was a filthy task. In the day the household used the outside privy at the end of the rear yard, and this was nothing but a narrow brick hut with a rickety door and a wooden structure holding a plank of wood with a hole in the middle of it. The stench was overpowering and there were always big fat bluebottles buzzing around inside. Farmer Burns only cleared it out once every two or three weeks and the ashes from the range that were dumped down the hole daily did little to disguise the smell. Cora and the others visited the privy before they went to bed and then tried to last until morning, but the farmer and his wife had no such compunction. They made full use of the chamber pots under the beds.


The first morning that Mrs Burns led her along the corridor and into the main house, Cora stood amazed in the wide tiled hall that had a great grandfather clock ticking away in one corner and framed pictures on the walls. She followed the farmer’s wife up the wide staircase and on to a landing, whereupon Mrs Burns opened the first door, saying, ‘This is Farmer Burns’s room. Before you bring the pots down I expect you to make the bed.’


The room was full of heavy dark furniture and the bed was a big one, but it was the stench coming from the pot under the bed that took Cora’s attention. It was the same in the next room which was a smaller version of the previous one and was where, apparently, Mrs Burns slept. Again the smell knocked you backwards when the door opened, but Mrs Burns appeared impervious to Cora’s distaste beyond saying, ‘On a fine day open the window before you leave.’


Compared to this task, which she undertook every morning just before she left for school, milking the cows was a pleasure. Certainly they smelt a lot sweeter. And in the first week or two at the farm, many was the time Cora thought she was going to bring up her breakfast of home-cured bacon and eggs, toast and porridge, which she’d devoured so eagerly after the milking, as she carried the stinking chamber pots to the fields. It was Farmer Burns’s pot that turned her stomach the most, not that it smelt any worse than Mrs Burns’s. It was the fact that it was his, that he had parked his massive backside on it and sat there squeezing out the contents of his bowels, knowing that she would have to empty the pot, that made her feel somehow unclean. And she knew the moment she had begun to feel that way. It had been the first Saturday at the farm when they had been there five days.


She and Maria, along with Enid and Maud, had spent most of the morning after milking washing the household’s dirty linen and clothes, carrying pail after pail of water from the pump to the boiler. That had been the easy part. Then had come the pummelling and scrubbing in the wash tub with blue-veined slabs of home-made soap that wouldn’t lather, the rinsing, the mangling, then carrying basket after basket outside to hang on the three lines in one of the fields close to the house where the laundry could blow in the wind and the sun.
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