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  For my granddaughter,




  Zara Elizabeth Robena Jean




  I love thee with the breath, Smiles, tears, of all my life!




  ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING




  







  One




  POPLAR, LONDON, 1 SEPTEMBER 1939




  Jenny sat on the battered sofa, shifting herself a little to avoid the spring that poked through the worn fabric. Her gaze was on her mother standing in front of the mottled

  mirror above the fireplace. ‘You goin’ out again tonight, Mum?’




  ‘No. Yer uncle Arfer’s coming here an’ I want yer to be nice to him.’ Dot Mercer finished painting the bright red lipstick on to her mouth, fluffed her dyed, brassy hair

  and turned to face her daughter. ‘There, how do I look?’




  ‘Very nice,’ Jenny murmured dutifully, absentmindedly scratching her own, rather dirty, blond curls. The contrast between mother and daughter was stark. The child was thin and small

  for her ten years. Her hair, if washed and cut properly, would have been pretty and there was no denying the beauty of the startling blue eyes in her pinched little face. Bathed and dressed in

  finery, she could easily have been a carnival princess, but Jenny Mercer would never have that chance.




  Dot Mercer was small too, but her figure was shapely and voluptuous. Her clothes were brightly coloured, the hems always two inches too high, the necklines two inches too low. Make-up was

  plastered thickly on her face, her eyes outlined with black, her lipstick always bright red. ‘Yer can go next door to Elsie’s and play with her lads, but be home at eight and then go

  straight up to bed. No coming into the sitting room.’ Dot nodded her head towards the front room, where she liked to entertain her guests. Jenny was rarely allowed in there except to pass

  through it to go out. The door from the street opened directly into Dot’s ‘best room’ and then through that into the kitchen, which the family used most of the time. Beyond that

  was a scullery with a sink and modern cooker.




  Jenny glowered and clenched her teeth. Sitting room? She’s having a laugh. The girl knew only too well that, by then, her mother and the latest ‘uncle’ in a succession of

  ‘uncles’ would already be in the front bedroom. Jenny would have to creep upstairs to the tiny back bedroom, closing her ears to the sounds coming from her mother’s room.




  A loud knocking sounded on the front door.




  Dot was suddenly flustered, like a young girl on her first date and not the twenty-seven-year-old who’d had more men in Jenny’s short lifetime than the young girl could count on her

  fingers. ‘Oh, is that him already? Go on, out the back way.’ She pulled Jenny off the sofa roughly and pushed her towards the back scullery. ‘You look like a scruffy street

  urchin. I don’t want ’im thinking I can’t look after me own kid.’




  They heard the front door being opened and a woman’s voice calling, ‘Hello, anybody home?’




  Dot relaxed. ‘Oh, it’s only Elsie.’ She raised her voice. ‘Come on in, Elsie.’




  Jenny beamed as their next-door neighbour came into the kitchen. Elsie Hutton was her idea of what a mother should be. She was married – properly married, because Jenny had seen the black

  and white wedding photo on their mantelpiece – to a hardworking man employed in the nearby East India Dock. Their three sons still lived at home. Ronnie, at fourteen, was now working. The

  second son, Sammy, was twelve and itching to leave school too. The youngest, Bobby, was a year older than Jenny and her best friend – in fact, her only real friend. They played together,

  walked to school side by side and it was always to Bobby that Jenny went when Dot’s men friends came round.




  Elsie came into the cluttered kitchen. She was small and thin with a careworn face that could break into a warm and loving smile and then her hazel eyes would twinkle with mischief. Her hair was

  smoothed back from her face into a loose bun at the nape of her neck and no one ever saw Elsie without her apron. Her life was simple; caring for her husband and her sons was all she wanted out of

  life, hard though at times that life could be. But however tough it got, there was love and laughter in their home and the Hutton family faced life’s difficulties together. And by the look on

  her face, there was more trouble coming to her door now. ‘Have you ’eard?’




  ‘’Eard what, Elsie?’ Dot’s mercurial attention was already flitting away again as she turned for yet another reassuring look in the mirror and smiled smugly at the

  contrast between herself and her drab neighbour. For the umpteenth time, Dot wondered what kept Sid Hutton faithful. Elsie never wore cosmetics, never dressed smartly; even her Sunday best coat had

  seen better days. It’d probably been second-hand when Elsie had got it, Dot thought uncharitably as she smoothed her new silk dress over her slim waist and shapely hips. She couldn’t

  wait for Arthur to see her in it. He’d given her the money and told her to get herself something nice. ‘And treat the kid, too. Buy her a pretty frock.’




  But all the money he’d given Dot had gone on the dress for herself. It’d been worth it, though. Low cut at the neckline and tight waisted, she knew Arthur wouldn’t

  complain.




  ‘About the kids being sent away?’




  ‘Eh?’ Dot’s head whipped round. Elsie had her full attention now. ‘What yer talkin’ about?’




  ‘Evacuated. They’re bein’ evacuated.’




  ‘Elsie, talk English, will yer? I haven’t a clue what you’re on about.’




  ‘Don’t you ever read the papers or listen to the news on the wireless, Dot?’ Elsie’s patience was wearing thin.




  Dot smiled and winked. ‘Got better things to do with my time.’




  ‘Didn’t you get the list?’




  ‘List? What list?’




  ‘We all had a list come round about what the kids should take with ’em.’




  ‘Don’t remember no list. Anyway, she ain’t got much worth taking on holiday. ’Sides, they’re starting back to school, ain’t they? Summer holidays is

  over.’




  ‘’T’ain’t no holiday, Dot,’ Elsie snapped. ‘Kids, old folk’ – she ticked them off on her fingers – ‘and invalids are all going to

  relatives or to be billeted with folks in the country if they’ll take ’em. And pets too if you’ve got any.’




  ‘Got a couple of rats in the roof.’ Dot gave a tinkling laugh. ‘I hear ’em every night. I wouldn’t mind gettin’ rid of them beggars.’




  Jenny shuddered. Whenever she heard the scuffling above the ceiling in her bedroom, she buried her head beneath the bedclothes. She hated the beady-eyed vermin. And to think they were scampering

  about just above her.




  Dot fluffed her hair again. ‘The country, you say? Sounds like a holiday to me.’




  Elsie cast her glance to the ceiling and shook her head. ‘I give up,’ she muttered and turned to go, but it was Jenny’s little voice that halted her. ‘Aunty Elsie, what

  d’you mean?’




  Elsie turned and her expression softened. She liked the little girl, who, she reckoned, had a rough time of it. Oh, Dot was right enough in her way, but Elsie had serious doubts that Dot loved

  her daughter – really loved her with a proper mother’s unconditional love. Dot had been scarcely more than a child herself when she’d got in the family way. And the father, not

  much older than Dot, had hopped it, leaving the seventeen-year-old to cope on her own. Elsie didn’t know much about Dot’s background, but she’d picked up snippets from the gossip

  about her and even from Dot herself when one drink too many had loosened her tongue. Dot had been illegitimate too, brought up by her single mother who’d never married and had drunk herself

  into an early grave. Talk about history repeating itself, Elsie thought. She hoped the same thing wouldn’t happen to Jenny. Despite her home life – and it was in spite of it –

  Jenny was a nice kid, a good kid. Oh, she got into mischief, usually alongside Elsie’s own Bobby, but the woman had a soft spot for Jenny. She’d always make time for her, which was more

  than the girl’s own mother did.




  They were both looking at Elsie now, the same question in their eyes. And it was Jenny who voiced it. ‘What do you mean “’vacuated”?’




  Elsie sighed, sat down beside Jenny on the lumpy sofa and put her arm round the girl’s shoulders.




  ‘Listen, darlin’, they reckon there’s going to be a war and that – that our enemy might – well, attack us in some way, so they’re sending all the kids out of

  the city into the country.’




  Jenny’s eyes widened. She’d never been out of London, not even on a day trip. She couldn’t begin to imagine what the countryside would be like. The only fields she’d seen

  had been in picture books and there were not many of those lying around the Mercer household.




  ‘Are we all going?’ She glanced up at her mother. ‘You too?’




  ‘I ain’t going nowhere,’ Dot vowed. ‘What? Leave Arfer to the tender mercies of that trollop at the end of our street? I’ve seen her in her doorway when his car

  pulls up. Well, she can think again—’




  ‘Dot,’ Elsie interrupted. ‘This is serious. Just forget your fellers for a minute, will yer?’




  Dot glared at her neighbour, but fell silent as Elsie turned her attention back to Jenny. ‘No, darlin’. Not the grown-ups, just you kids.’




  ‘Is Bobby going?’




  ‘Well . . .’ Elsie hesitated and bit her lip. ‘I’m not sure. Sid doesn’t want them to go. If there is a war, yer uncle Sid’s going back into the navy

  an’ he wants the lads to look after me. But,’ Elsie went on, ‘I’m trying to persuade him to let Sammy and Bobby go.’




  ‘What’s everyone else doing?’ Now Dot was interested. Elsie glanced up sceptically. Was she really thinking of her daughter’s safety or did she think that the

  girl’s absence would make life so much easier for her and her goings-on? Elsie smiled inwardly. Dot had some surprises coming. If Jenny was evacuated, her mother might well be drafted into

  war work. But for the moment, Elsie kept that little piece of information to herself. Better to let the child be sent to safety than have Dot keep her here as an excuse to escape work.




  ‘I don’t want folks thinking I don’t do right by my kid,’ Dot was saying.




  Elsie shrugged. ‘Most are going. We’ve to take them to their school in the morning with their clothes, gas mask and a packet of sandwiches for the journey.’




  ‘Where are they going?’




  ‘Mum—’ Jenny tried to interrupt.




  ‘Shut up. I want to know what’s going on.’ Dot turned back to Elsie. ‘It’s a bit sudden, ain’t it? War’s not even certain yet, is it?’




  ‘Looks like it’s going to happen. That’s what Sid says anyway.’




  Dot was thoughtful. Arthur had arrived yesterday rubbing his hands with glee. ‘If there’s a war,’ he’d said, ‘I’ll make a ruddy fortune.’




  Dot wasn’t too sure what Arthur Osborne actually did for a living, but he always seemed to have plenty of cash. She’d never enquired too closely how he earned it just so long as he

  continued to spend it on her. But he didn’t seem worried that there might be a war; he was revelling in the mere thought of it.




  ‘Right then, you’ll be goin’ an all,’ Dot decided, prodding her forefinger towards her daughter. ‘You’d better get yer things together.’




  ‘They’ve to have a label sewn on to their coat with their name and the name of their school on,’ Elsie added, getting up. ‘I’d better go and get the boys’

  stuff ready, ’cos I reckon Sid’ll let the two youngest go when it comes to it. He’ll not want them here when ’Itler starts dropping his bombs.’




  ‘Mum—’ Jenny began to wail.




  ‘Shut up and do as yer told. Go and get packed.’




  That’ll take the poor little scrap all of five minutes, Elsie thought as she left her neighbour’s house. At least my lads’ll have clean clothes and decent shoes. We might not

  be well off and their clothes aren’t new, but they’ll be clean and neat. And by the look of the way the child was scratching her head, Elsie thought, I reckon Jenny’s got nits

  again.




  For a brief moment, she felt sorry for the country folks who were going to have to take Jenny Mercer into their home.




  







  Two




  ‘I’ll take you to school in my car, Tich. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’




  Arthur was still there the next morning, sitting at the table and tucking into a huge plate of eggs, bacon and sausage. Dot was standing at the stove, still wearing her dressing gown. The

  previous day’s make-up was now caked and blotchy. A cigarette hung from the corner of her mouth and she screwed up her eyes against the smoke. Before Jenny could answer him, Dot said,

  ‘No, she won’t. She can walk with the rest of the kids from our street.’




  Jenny slid on to the chair beside Arthur, her mouth watering at the smell of his breakfast. He looked down at her and winked. ‘Like a bit?’




  She looked up at him, her bright blue eyes regarding him steadily. She’d never really liked him. From the first time her mother had brought him home, she’d been a little afraid of

  him. And Jenny Mercer wasn’t usually afraid of anyone. She was a street kid, born and bred in a poorer part of the city but amongst people with a proud tradition; hardworking men with

  homemaking wives who loved and cared for their families. That Jenny had been landed with a mother like Dot was her misfortune. Dot, slovenly and slatternly in her ways, was the exception in these

  streets, not the rule.




  ‘Wotcher, Tich,’ had been Arthur Osborne’s first greeting as he’d handed her a bag of sweets. And that had set the precedent; every time he came to their house –

  and it was often – he brought a little something for Jenny. Sweets usually, but occasionally a book or a jigsaw puzzle. Sometimes he gave her enough money for her and Bobby to go to the

  pictures, though she felt that was only to get her out of the house. But instead of pleasing Dot, his well-intentioned actions towards the child seemed to infuriate her. ‘You spoil her.

  She’ll be expecting presents every time.’




  But Arthur had only winked at Jenny and said, ‘No harm in that, is there, darlin’? I bring yer mam presents too, don’t I?’ Dot could not deny this and the gifts he

  lavished on her were certainly more expensive than the tokens he gave her daughter. But despite his generosity, there was still something about him that Jenny didn’t like, though she

  couldn’t put the feeling into words. It just felt as if he was trying to buy her approval and the harder he tried, the more Jenny was suspicious of his motives. He was handsome enough in a

  flashy way. He wore loud-check suits and a trilby hat and sported a thin, pencil-line moustache. He chain-smoked; there was a cigarette still smouldering now in the ashtray on the breakfast table.

  But she had to admit that he was kind to her, much kinder – and certainly more generous – than her own mother.




  ‘Don’t be giving her your breakfast, Arfer. She can have bread and dripping.’




  ‘Aw, go on, Dot, give the little lass a special breakfast. She’s going on a long journey.’




  A shudder of fear ran through Jenny. She didn’t want to go. Didn’t want to leave her mum and the familiar streets. She was sure she’d hate the country and everyone in it. This

  was her home. She’d even put up with Arthur, if it meant she could stay here. ‘Mum, I don’t want to go. I don’t have to, do I?’




  ‘Yeah, you do. Everyone else’s kids are going. Even Sid’s letting Sammy and Bobby go. I won’t have folks say I don’t do right by you.’




  Jenny cast a pleading glance at Arthur. She had the feeling that, deep down, he wanted her out of the way too, but maybe . . .




  ‘It’ll be all right.’ He patted her greasy curls and then wished he hadn’t. Jenny saw the look of disgust on his face and knew that her fate was sealed. Neither of them

  wanted her around any longer and now they’d a ready-made excuse to get rid of her.




  ‘Here, have the rest of this, Tich.’ Arthur pushed the half-eaten breakfast in front of her and handed her his knife and fork. He winked at her and said loudly for Dot’s ears,

  ‘Yer mam’s made me too much.’




  Jenny grabbed the knife and fork and began to shovel the food into her mouth, whilst Arthur lit another cigarette and watched her with a mixture of irritation and pity.




  Half an hour later, there was a loud knocking on the door and Elsie called out, ‘Is she ready, Dot? It’s time the kids were going.’




  Dot, still in her dressing gown, thrust a dilapidated small suitcase into Jenny’s hands. ‘Here, go and put your clothes in this. Arfer got it for you, so you say “thank

  you” nicely to him.’




  Jenny put her hands behind her back and scowled mutinously. ‘I ain’t goin’. I’m stayin’ here.’




  ‘Oh, no you’re not. If the other kids are goin’, then so are you. ’Sides, I could do with a bit of peace and quiet for a week or two. It’s only for a bit.

  It’ll be like a holiday.’




  Tears sprang to Jenny’s eyes. So, she’d been right. They did want her out of the way. Maybe Uncle Arthur was sick of feeling obliged to bring her presents to wheedle his way around

  her, tired of having to think of a way to get her out of the house for a couple of hours. This way, they’d be able to do what they liked. Go out every night, stay in bed till noon without a

  nuisance child to look after.




  Jenny snatched the suitcase from her mother and ran up the stairs. She stuffed her clothes – precious few – into the case and then gently she laid Bert, her battered teddy bear, on

  the top. Then she closed the lid muttering, ‘Sorry, Bert, to squash you. Maybe it won’t be for long but I can’t leave you behind.’




  As she went down the stairs, Elsie was standing in the kitchen. ‘There you are, darlin’. Get a move on, we’ll miss the train.’




  Jenny stared up at her with wide eyes. ‘Train?’ she squeaked fearfully. ‘We’re going on a train? Where to?’




  Elsie shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea, but it’ll be all right. You’ll be with Bobby and Sammy’ll be there too. He’ll look out for both of you.’ She held out her

  hand towards Jenny, who took it reluctantly. Then Elsie turned to Dot. ‘Look lively, you’re the one holding us up now.’




  Dot pulled her dressing gown more tightly around her. ‘I’m not ready, Elsie. You take her with your lads. Off you go, Jen, and mind you’re a good girl.’ She made no move

  to kiss or hug her daughter. She just reached up to the mantelpiece for her packet of cigarettes.




  ‘’Bye, Tich,’ Arthur said and made as if to ruffle her hair but then thought better of it. Instead, he touched her cheek with a gentle gesture. ‘It’ll be fine.

  You’ll be all right.’




  But Elsie’s anxious frown did nothing to reassure the young girl.




  Walking beside Bobby towards the school was what she did every morning. But today was different. Today they would not be coming back home when afternoon school finished.

  There’d be no games of hopscotch in the street or kicking a ball through makeshift goalposts, whilst Bobby tried to prevent her scoring, or playing cricket with Sid Hutton’s weathered

  bat and ball. No simple game of tag with all the other kids from the local streets. Not even a trip to the nearest stretch of grass that passed for the closest thing to a park and a strip of

  countryside for the city kids.




  How Jenny longed to slip her hand into Bobby’s as she walked alongside him, but she knew it would provoke teasing from the other children if they were seen. Bobby wouldn’t like it

  but she felt that, actually, he wouldn’t have minded holding her hand. Even he was quiet and subdued this morning, quite unlike her cheeky playmate and friend. Red-haired and freckle-faced

  like his older brothers, there was always a ready grin on his face. The three Hutton brothers were very much alike and neighbours would say that you could only tell them apart because of their

  different heights. Bobby was constantly in the wars and permanently scruffy, however hard poor Elsie washed and mended his torn trousers and ripped shirts. But he was fun to be with and he never

  turned his back on Jenny when he was with his mates just because she was a girl and a year younger.




  ‘Come on, Jen, you can play with us.’ And even if the other boys pulled faces and grumbled, he’d say, ‘Good as any of you lot, she is. You just watch her dribble a

  football. She’d be good enough to play for the ’Ammers if she weren’t a girl.’




  And he was right; Jenny was fearless and fearsome and could hold her own in a game of football against any of the boys, even the bigger ones.




  But now those games were finished for, as the youngsters trooped to school on the morning of 2 September 1939, not one of them knew when they’d all be back together again and playing

  football in the familiar streets.




  







  Three




  They assembled in the school playground.




  ‘Are the teachers comin’ too?’ Bobby muttered as he saw one or two of the school staff with suitcases at their feet and clipboards in their hands marshalling the children into

  different groups around them. The boy was torn between feeling relieved that a familiar grown-up would be with them, and realizing that a continuation of lessons would inevitably follow.




  ‘Let’s hope so,’ Elsie said with feeling. ‘I’d be a lot happier if they are.’ She approached Mr Napier, Sammy’s form teacher, and repeated Bobby’s

  question.




  ‘Only to see them settled in, Mrs Hutton. Then we’ll be coming back. Once we’ve handed them over to the billeting officers where they’re going, then our job will be

  done.’




  ‘And where are they going?’




  The man shrugged. ‘Up north somewhere. That’s all I can tell you. But they’ll all be given a card and a stamp to write home to you when they’re settled. Don’t fret,

  Mrs Hutton. They’ll be well cared for.’




  Elsie glared at him for a moment and opened her mouth to retort, but Bobby pulled her away. ‘Don’t, Mam. You’ll show our Sammy up an’ he won’t like that.’




  Elsie sighed, understanding her son’s concerns. Boys didn’t like their mothers arguing with their teachers. She turned to Bobby. ‘Now listen, son. You write to me when you get

  there. You hear? An’ if yer not happy, you write at once an’ I’ll be on the next train to fetch you home, never mind what it’d cost. I’m not havin’ my kids

  unhappy – bombs or no bombs.’




  Listening, Jenny wished her mother had said something like that to her. Elsie Hutton was letting her children go because she believed it was the right thing to do to keep them safe, but it was

  obvious that for two pins she’d keep them here. She didn’t want them to go, whereas Jenny had the feeling her own mother couldn’t wait to see the back of her.




  They walked in crocodile formation to the nearest underground and eventually arrived at King’s Cross railway station. Now Jenny clutched Bobby’s hand tightly,

  afraid of losing him amongst the crowd of bewildered children from all over London thronging the platforms. Cardboard boxes holding their gas masks dangled from around their necks and labels

  flapped from every coat or jacket lapel. Some carried small suitcases, others – like Bobby and Sammy – carried their belongings in kit bags or even pillowcases. There were smartly

  dressed boys in school blazers and caps. They wore good, stout shoes, short trousers and knee-length grey socks. Girls, too, wore neat coats, white ankle socks and shoes. Their hair was neatly

  trimmed and freshly washed. But others were as scruffy as Jenny, with tangled hair, worn-out plimsolls and no socks.




  Sammy stayed close to Bobby and Jenny. Several parents, Elsie amongst them, had followed them to the station for last-minute hugs and tearful farewells. Already, the teachers were looking

  harassed; they would have preferred goodbyes to have been said in the schoolyard. This was just prolonging the agony. Several of the younger children were crying now and even some of the older

  girls too. A few boys looked suspiciously wet eyed, but were manfully holding back from actually shedding tears. Only one or two looked actually happy to be going, Billy Harrington for one. Billy

  was in her class and Jenny knew that his mother had died and now he was beaten regularly by his drunken father for any imagined misdemeanour. Anywhere would likely be better for Billy than his own

  home. But despite his harsh home life, miraculously the boy was always cheerful and friendly. Once at school, he seemed to be able to block out memories of last night’s beating or thoughts

  that more cuffs and knocks awaited him again that night at home. And today Billy was positively beaming. He was tall and thin for his age. His clothes were secondhand, too small for the growing boy

  and often torn; there was no one at home to mend them. His light brown hair was short, roughly trimmed by an impatient father.




  A whistle sounded and there was a sudden flurry of activity. Children were bundled aboard the train and doors were slammed by the guard walking along the full length of the platform shouting,

  ‘All aboard.’ Jenny giggled. It was just like she’d seen on the films; she hadn’t imagined it could be real.




  Mothers remained on the platform, standing on tiptoe to see their children one last time. Now a lot of the grown-ups were in tears too, waving handkerchiefs and shouting last-minute messages.

  And then the train, with much chugging and puffing of steam, began to move.




  ‘Where’s Aunty Elsie? Where’s yer mum?’ Jenny was overcome by a sudden panic. She had to wave to Aunty Elsie; it would mean she was coming back. Aunty Elsie was her

  good-luck charm. Bobby, leaning out of the window, was just as anxious. ‘I can’t see her. Oh, I can’t . . .’




  ‘There she is.’ Sammy put a hand on both their shoulders. ‘Look, she’s waving. Give her a wave, Bobby. And you too, Jen. Let her see us go off with a smile.’ He

  bent down and whispered, ‘We can have a good cry later when no one’s looking.’




  Sammy was twelve and feeling very responsible for the two youngsters who’d been put in his charge, but it didn’t mean he wasn’t feeling the parting from his mother just as much

  as they were.




  Mr Napier was in charge of the carriage with Sammy, Bobby and Jenny along with several other children from his class. Billy Harrington was there too, bubbling with excitement and bouncing up and

  down in his seat.




  ‘Now settle down,’ the teacher said, as the train drew out of the station and gathered speed. ‘We’ve a long journey ahead of us. I hope you’ve all brought

  sandwiches.’




  Bobby whispered, ‘You can share mine, Jen.’ He didn’t even need to ask if she’d got any.




  Jenny’s smile trembled. ‘Ta, Bobby.’




  The carriage grew very hot and Jenny, unused to such a big breakfast, began to feel queasy.




  ‘I feel sick,’ she said at last to Mr Napier. The man looked down at her and pursed his lips. ‘I shouldn’t be having to look after little girls,’ he muttered.

  ‘You should be with your own class teacher. Have you got a towel in your bag?’




  Jenny shook her head.




  ‘I have,’ Bobby said. ‘Mam packed us some towels.’ He stood up, swaying with the motion of the train.




  ‘Sit down, boy,’ Mr Napier snapped. ‘I don’t want you falling and breaking a limb. I’ll get it. Which one’s yours?’




  Bobby pointed to the luggage rack. ‘The blue one, sir.’




  Mr Napier reached up to the rack, his hand already on the bag when Jenny spewed up her breakfast. Vomit splashed on to the floor of the carriage.




  ‘Ugh!’ the other children in the carriage cried in disgust. ‘You dirty little devil.’




  Mr Napier looked down at his trousers and sighed. His left leg was stained and the smell now permeating the carriage made everyone feel ill.




  ‘Open the window, Harrington,’ he said, motioning to Billy, who was sitting near the window.




  Jenny hung her head, embarrassed and angry with herself. She’d so enjoyed Arthur’s breakfast and now she’d lost it and there was a horrible taste left in her mouth too.

  ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ she whispered.




  ‘Your mother should have known better than to let you eat so much just before a long journey.’




  Surreptitiously, Bobby squeezed her hand. ‘It’s not your fault. We’ll use my towel to mop it up.’




  Sammy stood up and helped Mr Napier lower the heavy bag from the rack. ‘I’ll see to it, sir,’ he said, winking at Jenny. ‘No harm done, eh?’




  ‘I don’t know about that,’ the teacher muttered, glancing down again at his soiled trouser leg.




  Sammy bent and wiped away the offending liquid with an old towel he’d pulled from Bobby’s bag. Then he mopped the floor as best he could. Lastly, he rolled the towel up into a ball

  and shoved it under the seat. As he sat back in his seat, the boy sitting beside him muttered. ‘You stink, Sammy Hutton.’




  But Sammy only grinned. ‘No more than you do all the time, Bates. At least I wash every day and have a bath once a week, which is more than—’




  ‘Now, now, boys,’ Mr Napier remonstrated, but with little anger. He was grateful to Sammy for taking charge of the unpleasant situation. He’d noticed that the Hutton boys were

  taking care of the young girl. He didn’t know Jenny – she wasn’t in his class – but he knew Sammy well as a kind and helpful lad.




  The rest of the journey passed off uneventfully, though several of the children held their hands over their mouths and noses and cast accusing glances at Jenny, but Mr Napier noticed Billy wink

  and smile at the girl to reassure her. The train stopped at two or three stations, but each time Mr Napier shook his head to the children’s questions, ‘Are we there?’ ‘Is

  this it?’




  At last, as the train began to slow yet again, Mr Napier peered out of the carriage window and announced, ‘This is where we get off. At least—’ The flurry of excitement as the

  children tumbled thankfully on to the platform drowned the rest of his sentence.




  ‘Come on, Jen,’ Sammy said, getting up and pulling her case down from the rack.




  ‘What about my towel, Sammy?’ Bobby asked.




  ‘Leave it. It was only an old one anyway. Come on, get a move on. We don’t want to be left on the train. We don’t know where we might end up.’




  ‘We don’t know now,’ Bobby muttered, but he grabbed hold of Jenny’s case and leapt off the train, then held out his hand to help her.




  She scrambled after him and stood on the draughty platform looking about her and shivering even in the warm September sun. Some of the other children were standing about looking as lost and

  bewildered as Jenny was feeling, but others ran up and down the platform, shouting and laughing as if they were on holiday. Perhaps they felt as if they were. Removed from the control of their

  parents and put in the charge of a few teachers who could hardly cope with the number of children in such unusual circumstances, a few were running wild, Billy amongst them.




  A whistle shrilled and everyone stopped as if turned to stone. The children looked about them, wide-eyed and fearful. A big man in railway uniform stood halfway up a flight of steps. ‘Stop

  running about,’ he boomed in a voice that carried the length of the platform. ‘There’re trains coming and someone’ll get hurt. Now, line up properly for your teachers and

  behave yourselves.’




  No amount of shouting and gesticulating from the teachers could have achieved the same result. The children meekly formed themselves into groups around the teacher who had been put in charge of

  them. Jenny, clinging unashamedly now to Bobby, joined the group around Mr Napier. Catching sight of her, he said, ‘You, girl, whatever your name is—’




  ‘It’s Jenny Mercer, sir,’ Bobby piped up.




  ‘Yes, yes, Jenny – you’re to go to your own teacher’s group. Miss Chisholm, isn’t it? She’s over there.’




  Jenny began to move towards her own class teacher, dragging Bobby along with her.




  ‘No, Hutton,’ Mr Napier ordered. ‘You stay here. I know you’re in Miss Chisholm’s class, but we have instructions that families are to be kept together wherever

  possible. You stay in my group with your brother.’




  Bobby looked at Jenny apologetically and tried to release his hand from her grasp, but she clung on all the more tightly. ‘No,’ she cried. ‘I want to stay with Bobby –

  and Sammy. Why can’t I come with you?’




  ‘Because—’ the flustered man began. This was all too much. He’d entered the profession to teach not to nursemaid a bunch of uncontrollable children, who were treating the

  serious matter of being evacuated from danger as if it were a day’s outing to the seaside.




  Jenny’s voice rose in protest. ‘I want to stay with Bobby.’




  ‘You’re coming with me, young lady.’ Miss Chisholm’s firm grasp fastened on Jenny’s arm and hauled her away. The girl began to scream, but the middle-aged woman was

  well used to dealing with the likes of Jenny Mercer – and even with Jenny herself during the time she’d been her teacher.




  Mr Napier stood looking on helplessly, whilst Bobby and Sammy attempted to follow Miss Chisholm to plead Jenny’s case.




  ‘Hutton – stay here, if you please.’ Sammy, used to obeying the man, stopped at once, but Bobby went on.




  ‘Bobby, mate, it’s no use,’ his brother called after him. ‘There’s nothin’ we can do. They’re in charge of us. Let her go.’




  The last sight Bobby had of Jenny was of her being dragged away with tears pouring down her face. The sound of her cries echoing in his ears would haunt his dreams for several nights.




  







  Four




  Now they were put on different trains. Jenny, still crying loudly but held fast by Miss Chisholm, was forced to watch her friends get back on to the train they had just left.

  Jenny’s teacher and a colleague were left standing on the platform with the children from their classes.




  ‘We’ve to catch a connection to take us to where we’re going. It won’t be long,’ Miss Chisholm said, more gently now. She was a strict teacher and held her class in

  fear of her, yet beneath the stern exterior there was sympathy for those less fortunate children in her charge. And Jenny Mercer was one of them. She knew a little of the girl’s home life;

  had to deal with the child’s dirty appearance on a regular basis, and at this moment felt pity for the little girl who was being separated from the two boys who lived next door to her home

  and were her friends. Jenny didn’t make friends easily and her classmates avoided her. There was often a scuffle in the classroom by the children wanting to avoid sitting next to her. Only

  Bobby never seemed to mind. Although he was a year older than Jenny, he was still in the same class and Miss Chisholm had found herself allowing him to sit near her, even though it was normal for

  girls to be on one side of the room, the boys on the other.




  But now they’d been separated; they weren’t even going to the same destination. Goodness only knew when they would see each other again. And meanwhile, poor Jenny was thrust amongst

  the rest of her classmates, who flatly refused to befriend her.




  ‘I’m not sitting near “Sicky”,’ the teacher heard one girl mutter as she shepherded them onto the train.




  ‘Don’t call her that.’ Billy, who was also now once more under Miss Chisholm’s authority, pushed the girl roughly. ‘It could’ve ’appened to any of

  us.’




  The girl flushed but still turned her back on Jenny.




  ‘You sit with me,’ Miss Chisholm said softly. ‘I shall be staying for a day or two until you’re all settled. So come along, dry those tears and we’ll find you

  someone nice to stay with.’




  ‘I want to go with Bobby,’ Jenny wailed one last time, even though, as she watched the train carrying her friend move out of the station, she knew it was hopeless.




  ‘I know, I know,’ Miss Chisholm said, surprisingly kindly. ‘But it’ll be all right, I promise.’




  But even the powerful Miss Chisholm, who ruled her class with a rod of iron – or rather a wooden cane, if necessary – was no match for the billeting officers with their badge of

  governmental authority.




  They hadn’t been on the train many minutes, it seemed to Jenny, before it shuddered to a stop and the guard walked down the down the platform shouting, ‘Ravensfleet, Ravensfleet.

  Next stop Lynthorpe.’




  Miss Chisholm was suddenly galvanized into action. ‘This is it. This is our stop. Hurry, children, collect your belongings. I must tell them in the next carriage.’ She lifted her own

  suitcase down from the rack and opened the door.




  ‘Don’t leave us!’ Jenny screamed.




  ‘It’s all right, I’m just here on the platform. I’m not far away.’




  Seeing that the school parties were alighting, the guard came to help and lifted the smaller children down.




  ‘Where’s Miss Jones?’ Jenny heard Miss Chisholm ask. ‘My colleague?’




  The guard pointed. ‘Two carriages further along, miss. Now, come along, you lot. Get back from the edge of the platform, there’s good kids.’




  ‘Doesn’t he talk funny,’ one boy said.




  Jenny stood feeling lost and lonely. She shivered again. The afternoon sun was dropping low in the sky and there was a chill in the air on the draughty platform. And there was something else

  too. The air smelt funny. Sort of salty.




  Miss Chisholm hurried back to the children standing huddled together. ‘Miss Jones and her party are going on to Lynthorpe, but this is our stop. Now—’ she looked around her

  – ‘I wonder who’s here to meet us.’




  As if on cue, a small, thin man, with a receding hairline and wearing spectacles, came hurrying along the platform towards them.




  ‘You must be the party from London.’ He held out his hand to Miss Chisholm. ‘I’m Mr Tomkins, the billeting officer for Ravensfleet. Now, come along, we have refreshments

  waiting for you in the school. Of course, it’s still closed for the summer holidays at the moment so you’ll be bedded down there for the night. And then in the morning we’ll start

  getting you all sorted out.’ He beamed round at the children. ‘Welcome to Ravensfleet. I hope you’ll be happy with us. We’re all anxious to make you feel at home.’




  Twenty-three solemn little faces with mistrustful eyes stared back at him. He cleared his throat nervously. ‘Come along, then. Follow me.’




  They trooped after him out of the station and along the street walking two by two, though Jenny still walked beside Miss Chisholm. Along the narrow street, through a market square and round

  another corner until they came to a school building.




  ‘Here we are,’ Mr Tomkins said cheerfully. ‘Come along in. The good ladies of the town have got a meal ready for you.’




  The children trooped into a large classroom where trestle tables had been set with knives, forks and spoons. Several women at one end of the room ceased their chatter and turned to stare at the

  newcomers. One rotund woman came towards them with a beaming smile. ‘Now then, my little loves, you come and sit yarsens down and we’ll get you summat to eat.’




  The children shuffled uneasily and stared at her, but said nothing. They weren’t exactly sure what the woman had said. Her way of speaking was so very different to their own.




  ‘That would be most welcome,’ Miss Chisholm said politely. ‘Thank you.’




  ‘Dorn’t mention it, duck. We’ve all got to do our bit till this lot’s over. Sit ya down.’




  Within minutes, enamel bowls of mashed potato and vegetables with a little meat had been placed in front of each child.’




  ‘What, no chips?’ Billy said.




  ‘Now, Billy,’ Miss Chisholm remonstrated gently. She knew the boy’s diet consisted mainly of chips from the local shop. She doubted he ever had a proper meal. ‘Just try

  it, there’s a good boy.’




  She smiled at him, knowing that if Billy would lead the way the other children would follow. She glanced at Jenny beside her. The child, though still with a tear-streaked, grubby face, had

  lifted her fork and was trying the food in front of her. She chewed it and then nodded across the table at Billy. ‘It’s nice, Billy. Give it a try.’




  Billy Harrington wrinkled his nose but did as she suggested. After a moment, he, too, nodded. ‘’S’all right, is this. Ta very much, missis.’




  The large lady, who seemed to be in charge of the others, laughed and nodded, her several chins wobbling. ‘Ya welcome, duck, I’m sure.’




  When they’d finished eating, Mr Tomkins stood at the end of the room. ‘It’s too late now to get you to your billets, so your foster parents will come for you in the morning.

  You’ll stay here tonight. We have mattresses and blankets for you to sleep on the floor and Mrs Clark’ – he gestured towards the large friendly woman – ‘is the

  caretaker at this school. She’ll show you where the toilets and washbasins are. Perhaps’ – he looked towards Miss Chisholm for her help – ‘some of the older boys would

  help Mrs Clark move the trestle tables out of the way. Then in the morning . . .’




  His words were lost as Billy leapt up from his seat and began directing his classmates to move the forms they’d been sitting on and to fold up the tables. There was a lot of noise –

  chatter and scraping of furniture – but soon Mrs Clark, still beaming, led them to the next room where there was a pile of straw mattresses and grey blankets.




  ‘The girls will sleep in here and the boys in the other room. Now, lads, tek a mattress and a blanket each.’




  It took an hour or more before the children began to settle down, tiredness and the emotion of the day catching up with them. Jenny lay on the scratchy straw palliasse, snuggling beneath the

  coarse blanket and clutching Bert tightly. She lay there listening to the sounds of the other sleeping children and her heavy eyelids began to close. It had been a long and traumatic day for all of

  them, but for no one more so than Jenny, who’d not only left the only home she knew, but also had been dragged away from her friend. ‘I wonder where Bobby is now’ was her last

  thought as she fell into a troubled sleep.




  Heavy-eyed and feeling as if she’d only been asleep for a few minutes, Jenny woke to the sound of Miss Chisholm’s voice and her clapping hands. ‘Rise and

  shine. Come along, children. Time to get up.’




  The children washed hurriedly in the school’s cloakroom and Mrs Clark and two other ladies served them porridge and a drink of weak tea on the tables the boys had set up again. When

  they’d all finished, the long trestle tables were set to one side of the hall and the children stood in rows facing Mr Tomkins. The three ladies, who had served breakfast, went down the line

  handing a paper bag to each child.




  ‘These are provisions for you to give to your foster mother,’ Mrs Clark explained. Inside each bag was a tin of meat, a bottle of milk, some biscuits and a bar of chocolate. One or

  two of the children grinned cheekily; the bar of chocolate would never reach their foster parents. Mrs Clark, intercepting some of the glances between the children, merely smiled to herself and

  made no attempt to remind them that the goodies were not for them. Poor little mites, she was thinking.




  When all the bags had been handed out, Mr Tomkins cleared his throat. ‘Now, children, you are to be billeted with people in the town. We’ll try to keep families together where

  possible, so if you’d stand in rows on either side of the hall, the people who’ve volunteered to take you in will be here at ten o’clock and will make their choices.’




  ‘You mean we’re going to be picked?’ Billy piped up. ‘Like at the Battersea Dogs Home when folks choose a stray?’




  Mr Tomkins blinked. ‘Er, well, not quite like that, I hope. You’ll find that the local farmers will want strong lads like you, young man,’ he added with a smile. ‘And the

  girls will be able to help in the house. Now, I’m sure you’ll all be good children and grateful to the people who are going to take you into their homes.’




  ‘Huh!’ Billy muttered, so that only those closest to him could hear. ‘Sounds like cheap labour for ’em to me. Bed and board and a lot of hard work, that’s what

  we’re in for.’




  ‘But you’ll be going to school too, of course,’ Mr Tomkins went on a little nervously. He and his wife had no children and confronted with these raggedy, solemn-faced

  youngsters, poor Mr Tomkins was out of his depth. He turned towards Miss Chisholm. ‘Will you be staying to take your own class?’




  ‘Only for a day or so to see them settled in. We have to return home. Not all the children in our school have been evacuated and those left behind still need teaching.’




  Mr Tomkins nodded. ‘I just wondered. I’ve been told we’re to expect a further batch of children tomorrow, so the school won’t be able to cope with such a number all

  attending at the same time. We’ll have to work out some sort of rota for attendance.’




  At his words, Jenny pushed her way to the front. ‘Another train coming tomorrow? Will it be Bobby’s train, Miss? Will Bobby be coming here?’




  Miss Chisholm looked down at the grubby little girl with pity. Gently, she said, ‘I don’t expect so, Jenny. Bobby and the rest will already have arrived wherever they’re

  going.’




  Jenny’s face fell.




  The children stood waiting, not knowing quite what was expected of them and wondering what was going to happen next.




  







  Five




  At three minute past ten the first of the locals arrived. A farmer followed by his wife strode into the hall and down the length of the lines of children. Billy was the first

  to be picked.




  ‘You look a good, strong lad.’ The farmer smiled. ‘A’ ya coming to work for me? You’ll be well fed.’ He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. ‘My missis

  is a good cook and there’ll be plenty of food on my farm, no matter what shortages are going to happen. What d’ya say, lad?’




  Billy blinked. He couldn’t understand every word the man had said. The farmer’s accent was unfamiliar, but he caught the gist of the man’s meaning. ‘Just me?’ he

  asked.




  ‘Ah well, now, I could do wi’ two, ’cos one of my lads ses he’ll be volunteering for the army if there is a war. And if there isn’t, well, you lot’ll all be

  going back home, won’t you? So no harm done, eh?’




  He seemed a chatty, friendly man, dressed in sturdy hobnailed boots, corduroy trousers with his shirtsleeves rolled up under a black, unbuttoned waistcoat. His cap, which he’d removed on

  entering the room, was now twirling between his work-callused fingers. Behind him his plump wife with brown curly hair, liberally flecked with grey, smiled kindly. Billy took a step towards him,

  emboldened to ask, ‘You won’t beat us, will yer, mister?’




  A silence fell over the room as the man and the young boy regarded each other. Billy saw a friendly man, jovial at the moment, but the boy’s eyes had alighted on the wide leather belt

  around the man’s waist. The farmer saw a tall lad, too thin for his height. Good food and a healthy, outdoor life would soon build the youngster up, he thought. But the boy’s question

  had startled him and now he looked closer he could see that though the lad gave an outward show of bravado, there was something in his eyes that belied the swagger. There was a fear and an

  experience of things that a youngster of his age should not have known.




  Miss Chisholm held her breath and Mr Tomkins frowned. She was about to step forward when the farmer held out his hand and said, more gently now, ‘Me name’s Joe Warren of Purslane

  Farm, young ’un, and this is my wife, Peggy. And no, I don’t beat my workers or guests in my home. In fact, I don’t reckon I’ve ever beaten anyone in me life, not even me

  own lads. Mebbe the odd smack on the back of the legs when they was young. Scallywags, they were, at times.’ He’d seen Billy’s gaze on his belt and now Joe forced a laugh as he

  touched it and added, ‘But this is just to hold me trousers up.’




  The tension in the room eased and one or two children giggled nervously. They’d never have dared to voice such a question, yet it had been in the back of some of their minds. Just how were

  these strangers going to treat them?




  Now, without any hesitation, Billy put his hand into the farmer’s and said, ‘Billy Harrington. I’d be pleased to come with yer, guv’nor.’




  Miss Chisholm sighed with relief. Billy was a ringleader amongst his peers and if he led the way with his polite acceptance of the man’s offer, then others would follow his example.




  ‘A’ ya got a brother to come wi’ ya?’ Joe Warren asked.




  Billy blinked, trying to work out what the man had asked. ‘No, I’ve no brothers or sisters. There’s only – only Dad and me. Me muvver’s dead.’




  Joe nodded. ‘I’m sorry, lad. Yar dad’ll likely miss ya.’




  Billy shrugged dismissively and the farmer could see that whatever the father was feeling, the son certainly wasn’t going to miss his home. Joe turned and raised his eyebrows to his wife.

  She gave a little nod and moved forward. ‘We can take two, Joe.’ Peggy Warren spoke in a soft, gentle voice. ‘Perhaps Billy would like a friend – someone he knows – to

  come along with him.’




  ‘My best friend’s Frankie Mills.’ Billy pointed to a boy standing at the back of the group of children. ‘But he’s lame, guv’nor. He had polio when he was

  little and he has to wear a leg iron.’ He beckoned to the boy. ‘Come and meet Mr Warren, Frankie.’




  The farmer looked down doubtfully as the children parted to let Frankie through to the front. He limped forward, his leg iron clanking on the wooden floor. Peggy touched her husband’s arm

  and whispered, ‘We’ll take him, Joe. We’ll look after him. There’ll be little jobs he can do. Best to let friends stay together. They’ll likely settle

  better.’




  ‘Aye, aye, you’re right, Peg. We’ll look after ’em both. Come along, you two. Let’s get you home.’




  He put his arm around Billy’s shoulders and held out his hand to Frankie. He glanced across the room at Mr Tomkins, who was busily writing down the details of the first placement on his

  clipboard. ‘Thank’ee, Mester Tomkins.’




  Mr Tomkins looked up and nodded. ‘I’ll be along in a day or so to see how things are.’




  ‘You’ll be welcome any time, Mr Tomkins, but you’ve no need to worry about these two. They’ll be fine with me and the missis.’




  Lucky Billy, Jenny thought, as she watched the two boys leaving with the farmer and his wife. Bet I don’t get anyone as nice as them.




  More folk were coming into the hall and moving down the lines of children. More choices were made and soon there were only three left without a billet. Jenny was one of them. She was standing

  alone now. The other children had moved away from the girl whose coat still reeked of vomit, whose hair was lank and greasy and who kept scratching her head every so often.




  The other two were picked and led away and now there was only Jenny left. Mr Tomkins conferred with Miss Chisholm in whispers, but Jenny’s sharp ears picked up every word.




  ‘I’ve only one place left for yesterday’s arrivals,’ Mr Tomkins said. ‘The two Miss Listers,’ he glanced worriedly at Jenny, ‘but I don’t think .

  . .’




  ‘She’s a good child really, given a bit of understanding. Nothing that a good bath and a change of clothes won’t sort out.’




  ‘Mm.’ Mr Tomkins was still doubtful. ‘Well, it’ll just have to do. There’s nowhere else at the moment and with another batch due tomorrow . . .’




  The three of them walked along the street. Jenny slipped her hand into Miss Chisholm’s. It wasn’t something she’d normally do. You just didn’t hold your teacher’s

  hand, but the girl couldn’t remember ever feeling so fearful. She’d never felt so lost and alone in her life; not even when she’d been shut in her bedroom for hours on end away

  from her mother and whatever ‘uncle’ was visiting. She’d always known that Aunty Elsie and Bobby were just next door. But now . . .




  ‘Here we are.’ Mr Tomkins stopped in front of a small cottage with a thatched roof. The door opened straight on to the road and white net curtains veiled the front windows. Dark

  green ivy covered most of the wall. It was very quiet, with no sign of life except for a tiny wisp of smoke curling up from one of the chimneys. They seemed to wait an age before anyone came in

  answer to his knock. Then they heard a shuffling behind the door and it creaked a little way open.




  ‘We don’t use this door, Mr Tomkins. Please go round to the back. My sister is waiting for you.’




  ‘I’m sorry, Miss Lister. Of course. I do beg your pardon.’




  The door closed and Mr Tomkins cast his eyes heavenwards before gesturing them to follow him down the side of the house, through a dilapidated gate and into a backyard, beyond which was a small,

  badly overgrown garden, the flowers choked with weeds.




  ‘What a shame!’ Miss Chisholm murmured.




  ‘The Miss Listers are too old now to manage gardening.’




  ‘Are you sure they’ll be able to manage a child?’




  Doubt crossed Mr Tomkins’s face. ‘I hope so. They want to “do their bit”, as they’ve put it. They lost two nephews – young men who were very dear to them

  – in the last war and they’re appalled that it’s all going to start again. They do have a young girl living with them – a maid. No doubt she’ll look after, er –

  ’ He consulted his clipboard.




  ‘Jenny Mercer,’ Miss Chisholm reminded him.




  ‘Yes, yes, quite so. I’m sure she’ll be all right and my wife, Mabel, will call in often just to see . . . And you’ll be staying for a day or two, you said, so . .

  .’




  They had arrived at the back door and an elderly woman stood there dressed from head to toe in black. She stooped a little and her small face was covered with lines and wrinkles. Her white hair

  was a wispy cloud around her head. She did not smile a welcome, but held the door open for them to step inside.




  They crowded into the small sitting room, the three visitors and the two Miss Listers. It was dingy and uninviting, the only natural lighting coming from one of the small front windows.




  ‘So, this is the girl you want us to house,’ the elder of the two women – the one who had opened the back door and ushered them in – began. They saw now the other sister

  for the first time. She was taller than her sister, thin and straight-backed. Her grey hair was scraped back from her face into a bun. She, too, was dressed completely in black.




  ‘Yes, Miss Lister.’ Mr Tomkins almost bowed with respect. ‘Her name is Jenny Mercer and she’s – er – ’ Again he consulted his clipboard. ‘Ten

  years old.’




  The taller of the two sisters – Miss Agnes – looked the girl up and down. ‘Rather young. We were hoping for someone older, Mr Tomkins. Someone who could help Christine about

  the house.’ She sniffed. ‘This child is going to be more of a hindrance than a help.’




  ‘Jenny’s a very willing girl,’ Miss Chisholm put in. ‘I’m sure she’ll help with whatever jobs she can.’




  Jenny was growing more anxious by the minute. She didn’t like the look of these two old women. The house was dingy, the room cluttered with ornaments and the horsehair sofa, she knew,

  would scratch the back of her bare legs.




  She tugged on Miss Chisholm’s hand. ‘I don’t want to stay here. I don’t like—’




  ‘Hush, Jenny, there’s a dear.’




  Mr Tomkins cleared his throat. ‘I’m afraid there are no other billets left. If you could just—’




  ‘I see,’ Miss Agnes said primly, her mouth pursed. Although the younger of the two sisters, she now seemed to speak for both of them. ‘We’ve been given the dregs. The

  child no one else wants, have we?’




  ‘Miss Agnes—’ the hapless man began, but the woman’s tirade was not finished yet. She held up her hand. ‘My sister and I take it very personally, Mr Tomkins, that

  you did not see fit to choose a more suitable evacuee for us to welcome into our home. I doubt this little – ’ she paused, searching for the appropriate word – ‘urchin even

  knows the meaning of the word “gentility”. Still, perhaps whilst she is with us, we may be able to instil into her a modicum of respectability. Never let it be said that the Miss

  Listers shirk what they know to be their duty, however – ’ again there was a pause – ‘arduous that duty might be.’




  Jenny didn’t understand all the words the woman was using, but she felt the animosity, the disgust in the woman’s tone and in her manner.




  ‘Miss Chisholm – ’ Again she tugged at her teacher’s hand. ‘Please . . .’




  Miss Chisholm bent down and whispered in the girl’s ear. ‘Now, you must be a good girl and do exactly what you’re told. I’ll come again in the morning and see how you

  are. I promise.’




  And that was all that the teacher could offer. She was helpless to question Mr Tomkins’s authority, though once outside, she promised herself silently, he would certainly hear her thoughts

  on the suitability of handing over a city streetwise kid into the care – if it could be called that – of two prim spinsters.




  Once Mr Tomkins and her teacher had gone, Jenny felt bereft of all that had once been familiar. She’d been plunged into an alien world. In her own environment, she was a feisty, spirited

  little girl, who would fight her own corner with her fists if necessary. But here, she was lost. She had no idea how to behave or what was expected of her.




  For the first time in her short life, Jenny was afraid of another human being. No one had ever made her feel like this before. Not her mother nor any of the ‘uncles’ who had passed

  through her life. But as she stood in front of this tall, thin, imposing woman who was backed by her witch-like, wispy-haired sister, Jenny began to shake with fear.




  







  Six




  Jenny felt a little better when Miss Agnes pulled on a cord at the side of the fireplace and a young girl came scurrying into the room. She was round faced with shiny red

  cheeks. She wore a spotless white apron and a mob cap. When she entered the room she bobbed a curtsy. Jenny stared in astonishment. Who were these ‘Miss Listers’? Royalty?




  ‘Christine, this is our evacuee. Take charge of the bag of provisions she’s been given.’ The old woman’s eyes gleamed for a brief moment. ‘They’ll come

  in very handy. Now, take her into the kitchen and fetch the tin bath out of the shed.’




  The maid’s eyes widened. ‘The bath, Miss Agnes? But it isn’t Friday.’




  ‘I know that, but the girl needs a bath. And a bath she’s going to have. And mind you wash her hair – thoroughly.’ Miss Agnes glanced down at Jenny’s straggly locks

  with distaste. ‘You, girl,’ she went on, addressing Jenny directly for the first time. ‘Go with Christine and mind you do as she tells you.’ She turned back to her maid.

  ‘You can give her something to eat – when she has bathed.’




  In the kitchen, Jenny watched with mounting horror as Christine tugged the zinc bath into place on the hearthrug in front of the range. Then, taking up a jug, the maid began to draw water from a

  tap at the side of the range and tip it into the bath.




  ‘I’m not getting in there,’ Jenny muttered.




  ‘Won’t hurt ya,’ the girl smiled, ‘we’ll get you looking all clean an’ pretty and then . . .’ she paused, watching as Jenny scratched vigorously at her

  head.




  ‘’A you got nits?’ Christine asked bluntly. She set down the jug on the hearth. ‘Come here. Let’s have a look.’




  ‘Nah . . .’ Jenny moved backwards until she was pressed up against the dresser. Christine, strong from her daily work, grabbed the younger girl by the shoulders and turned her round.

  Still holding Jenny fast with her left hand, she parted the child’s hair at the nape of her neck. There was a moment’s silence before Christine released her hold suddenly and leapt

  back. ‘Ugh! You dirty little tyke. You have got nits.’




  Jenny turned slowly to look at her, noting the expression of horror on the maid’s face. Jenny grinned happily, suddenly seeing her way out of this austere and miserable household. The

  red-cheeked country girl might like it here, but the city child most certainly did not. ‘Oh aye, I often get ’em. Half my class at school have got ’em.’




  Christine’s mouth dropped open. ‘You mean – you mean, all those kids that’ve come here, they’ve all got nits?’




  Jenny pretended to think, wrinkling her forehead. ‘Not all of ’em, but a few.’




  ‘Ugh!’ Christine said again and pulled a face. Then she pointed her finger at Jenny. ‘Stay there and don’t move. I’ll have to fetch Miss Agnes.’ She left the

  kitchen but not many seconds had passed before she returned, both the Miss Listers following her. They stood facing Jenny, accusing and disgusted. ‘Is this right? Have you got head

  lice?’




  Deliberately now, Jenny scratched her head.




  ‘Stop that at once. Turn round and bend forward.’




  Jenny stopped scratching and stared at the woman. ‘What you gonna do? Hit me?’




  ‘Of course not, child. I – I just want to see for myself.’




  ‘Oh Agnes, dear. D’you think you should?’ Miss Lister said, her voice quavering. ‘Ought we to get Dr Bennet to look at her?’




  ‘There’s nothing the matter with her that a good bathing and hair washing won’t put right, Hetty. But her hair’s too long. It needs cutting short.’




  ‘You ain’t touching my hair,’ Jenny shouted, growing red in the face.




  ‘If you want to stay in this house, then—’




  ‘I don’t want to stay here. I don’t like it and I don’t like you. None of you.’




  ‘Now, now, I won’t have such rudeness—’ Agnes began but Jenny opened her mouth and screamed, the sound rending the air and startling the elderly women and even making

  Christine jump.




  Hetty clutched her sister’s arm. ‘Send her back, Agnes. We can’t cope with her. Send her back to Mr Tomkins. He’ll have to find her somewhere else.’




  Miss Agnes seemed to ponder for a brief moment before saying loudly above the noise Jenny was still making: ‘Christine, fetch her suitcase from the sitting room and take her round to Mr

  Tomkins’s house. I’m afraid my sister’s right. We cannot cope with such a child. As billeting officer, he should have known better.’




  Jenny stopped screaming abruptly now that she had got her way. She stood staring at the two women whilst Christine fetched her case and held it out towards her, distaste written on her face.

  ‘Here, you can carry it yarsen. Come on, I’ll take you back.’ She turned to her mistress. ‘I’ll try not to be long, Miss Agnes.’




  The woman merely nodded, not caring for once what time the girl took just so long as she got this dirty little urchin out of their home.




  ‘She’s got head lice, Mrs Tomkins,’ Christine explained when her loud knocking on the door of the Tomkins’s home was answered. ‘And when Miss

  Agnes said she’d have to have her hair cut off, she threw a right old tantrum, I can tell you.’




  ‘Oh dear. What are we to do? Mr Tomkins isn’t in and I understand there’s no other place for her at the moment. And we’re expecting more children to arrive some time

  today. My husband’s out now trying to find billets for them.’ Mabel Tomkins bit her lip and then sighed. ‘Well, there’s nothing for it. We’ll just have to have her

  here for the time being.’ She forced a smile at the young girl, trying not to show revulsion at the stained coat and the greasy hair that evidently housed creepy crawlies. ‘Come along

  in, dear.’ She reached out her hand to take Jenny’s case but the child held on to it.




  ‘Are you goin’ ter make me ’ave a bath?’




  ‘It would be best, dear. We ought to try to – to try to get rid of your – er – of what’s troubling you.’




  Jenny scowled.




  ‘I’ll leave you to it, then,’ Christine said, backing away thankfully.




  Mabel sighed as she was left alone with the child, wishing heartily that her husband would hurry home.




  The argument raged for the rest of the morning. Whilst Mabel Tomkins gave her milk and biscuits and began to prepare lunch, the child flatly refused even to wash her face. She sat at the table,

  drinking the milk and leaving a white ‘moustache’ on her upper lip. She munched on the biscuits and scratched her head often. Mabel shuddered inwardly, but tried to keep a bright smile

  on her face. She avoided broaching the delicate subject of the girl’s hygiene. She was waiting until her husband came home.




  ‘Hello.’ Len Tomkins stopped in surprise as he entered the back door and saw Jenny sitting at the kitchen table. ‘What’re you doing here?’




  Mabel, her eyes anxious, beckoned him towards the door leading further into the house.




  ‘You needn’t whisper. I know what you’re goin’ ter say,’ Jenny piped up. ‘Them ’orrible old women say I’ve got head lice and they don’t want

  me staying wiv ’em.’




  ‘Oh dear.’ Mr Tomkins glanced helplessly at his wife. ‘I haven’t another place for her. I’m already having a job finding billets for the next lot of arrivals.

  I’m sorry, love, but we’ll just have to keep her here for a day or two until—’




  Jenny sprang up from the table. ‘I ain’t having a bath or my hair washed.’




  Len held out his hand, palm outwards, placatingly. ‘No – no, all right.’




  ‘But—’ Mabel began, but Len shook his head. ‘I’ll find her somewhere,’ he promised and then lowered his voice, ‘And they can deal with the – er

  – problem.’




  Behind her glass of milk, Jenny smiled.




  







  Seven




  Two days passed before Len had an idea. Two days that passed so slowly for Mabel. The child ate heartily – that was no problem. But getting her to wash even just her face

  was a battleground. ‘I don’t reckon even an army drill sergeant could deal with this one.’




  ‘Maybe we should send her to the front,’ Len joked. ‘She’d likely repel the enemy better than our lads.’




  Mabel couldn’t see the funny side but glared at him as she delivered her ultimatum. ‘You’d better find a place for that child and be quick about it. How I’m ever going to

  fumigate that bed after she’s gone – the whole room, if it comes to that – I just don’t know. Maybe even the whole house. Ugh!’ She shuddered.




  ‘Mabel, love, don’t be so hard on the poor kid. It’s not her fault.’




  ‘What sort of parents has she got? That’s what I’d like to know.’




  ‘According to Miss Chisholm—’




  Mabel looked puzzled.




  ‘Her teacher,’ Len explained. ‘She’s only got a mother and – well – not to put too fine a point on it, the child has to put up with a succession of

  “uncles”, if you get my meaning.’




  Mabel stared at him, appalled, before saying, ‘Well, it’s still no reason for her to be so dirty.’ But her tone had softened and she was beginning to understand her

  husband’s reasoning. It wasn’t the poor child’s fault. She sighed. ‘I suppose we’d better resign ourselves to keeping her, then. But if we do, Len, somehow we’re

  going to get her into a bath.’




  ‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said slowly. ‘I saw Miles Thornton on Sunday. He and his family had listened to Mr Chamberlain’s declaration of war on the

  wireless.’




  ‘Him at Ravensfleet Manor? Charlotte’s husband?’




  ‘The very same.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘He and Charlotte are offering to take an evacuee.’




  ‘Why didn’t you say so before? Let’s get her bag packed and on her way.’




  ‘Whoa, there. Hold your horses, love,’ Len laughed. ‘We ought to think this through. This is the manor we’re talking about. Miles Thornton became the local

  “squire” when he came here in – when was it?’




  Mabel wrinkled her brow thoughtfully. ‘It must be twelve or thirteen years ago.’ Her expression softened. ‘Do you remember when they arrived? How little Georgie – he must

  have been about six – marched up the aisle of the church and announced to the congregation who he was.’ She was smiling fondly now. ‘ “I’m Georgie,” he said.

  “I’m six and we’ve come to live at the manor.” I’ll never forget it. Such an adorable little boy. A blond, blue-eyed little cherub. We all fell in love with him and

  Charlotte most of all. She adored him. Still does.’




  Len nodded and his voice was husky. ‘Yes, and he’s grown into a fine young man and now’ – he paused and met his wife’s gaze – ‘he’s in the RAF.

  And it’ll be in the hands of young men like him that our salvation lies.’




  Mabel wiped her eyes with the corner of her apron. ‘Poor Charlotte and poor Miles. What if all Miles’s boys go to war? Philip and Ben too.’ Philip, the eldest Thornton boy, was

  a solicitor with a law firm in London. Ben, the middle son, now ran the Ravensfleet estate and, in particular, Home Farm. ‘What if—?’




  ‘Don’t, Mabel. Don’t even think about it.’ There was a pause before Len cleared his throat and said more briskly, ‘But I think Miles and Charlotte are looking for

  something to take their minds off what their sons might do.’




  ‘They’re not Charlotte’s sons, though, are they?’ Mabel murmured.




  Miles Thornton had been a widower with three young sons when he’d bought the Ravensfleet estate and moved into the manor thirteen years earlier. Two years later he’d married

  Charlotte Crawford, the only child of an embittered man who resented her for being a daughter and not the son he’d craved.
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