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Chapter 1


‘Maggie Shaunessy, if I have to tell you again to get yourself back into this house, I’ll have no option but to let your father know. He’ll take his belt off to you when he gets home,’ Nancy yelled down the cobbled back street of the row of terraced red-brick houses that the Shaunessys called home. It was nearing dusk and Nancy worried that the slightest light shown from their humble home would at the least get the air-raid warden knocking heavily on their door or, even worse, show the Luftwaffe where Liverpool docks were, even though war with Germany had not yet been declared. All houses around the docklands had been given their orders not to show any light as they prepared for England to join the war that was inevitably coming.

‘Just another five minutes, Mam. We want to finish this game of hopscotch,’ eleven-year-old Maggie shouted back at her mother as she and Lizzie Taylor threw their stones into the squares chalked onto the cracked pavements of Marsh Lane.

‘Now, Maggie, you come now.’ Nancy folded her arms over her double-crossed apron and scowled as her daughter took no notice of her.

‘And you can get yourself in, Lizzie Taylor, and you can both do as your mothers say,’ Annie Taylor said as she came out of her house next door to Nancy’s after overhearing.

Both women leaned against their doors and looked at one another.

‘If I’d have said another five minutes to my mother, she’d have gone and slapped my legs and pulled me in by my ears. They have no respect as we had,’ Annie said, folding her arms as well.

‘I threaten her with her father’s belt, but he’d never lay a hand on her. It’s more likely to be me with a quick flick of my tea-towel around her legs. That usually does the trick,’ Nancy said and smiled at Annie. ‘Is Jack still at the docks, like my old man?’

‘That he is. They’re busy, run off their feet with all that’s going on in the world. I can’t say I’m not worried, now we all have to carry gas masks and adhere to the blackout rules. There’s a war coming our way; you can tell by the way the government’s panicking.’ Annie sighed. ‘Bloody Jerries, you’d think they would have had enough last time.’ Then she turned to the girls. ‘Hurry up and finish the game, you two!’

‘What do you think about this scheme they’re talking about? This Operation Pied Piper malarkey where we’re supposed to happily send our children to live with an unknown family in the country because of the bombing that they’re expecting to come our way?’ Nancy asked anxiously. ‘I can’t see my Maggie wanting to do that and besides, they could be going to anyone. I would never sleep of a night for worrying about her.’ She looked up at the two girls as they ran hand in hand together back to their homes.

‘It’s better than being bombed to hell, Nancy. My Jack says we’ll be targeted because of the docks and we’re right next to them here in Bootle. It only takes a stray bomb. They’ll not be bothered who they knock off – children, old folk . . . It’ll make no difference to them if they think it’s going to make them win the war.’

Annie put her hand on Lizzie’s head as she came and stood next to her.

‘You’d be all right if you two were kept together. It would be a nice holiday in the country for you, don’t you think, girls? It would only be for a week or so,’ Annie said, smiling as the girls looked at one another and grinned. They were both thinking of the countryside which on high days and holidays they visited with their parents.

Maggie and Lizzie giggled.

‘Yes, we could feed the hens and go for walks and all sorts; it would be a right adventure,’ Lizzie said, glancing up at her mother. But Maggie said nothing as Nancy looked at her and knew what she was thinking. She could not leave home, she was a home-bird, and she loved being with her mother and walking around the busy docklands with her father.

‘We’ll see. It hasn’t got that far yet. Germany might come to its senses and that Hitler might back down, no need to worry at the moment,’ Nancy said and ushered Maggie into the hallway of their small terraced house. It was bath night and the tin bath in front of the kitchen fire needed filling before the men of the family returned from the docks. ‘I’ll see you in the morning, Annie. Monday soon comes around – washing day. Let’s hope that the weather keeps dry.’

‘Yes, it comes all too soon; I’ll wash our bedding if nothing else in the morning. Goodnight. Let’s hope for better news in the morning. Perhaps Hitler will have his own washing day and not have time to invade anywhere if he’s anything like us two. I wonder if he uses Dolly Blue in his washing.’ Annie laughed as she closed the door behind her and Lizzie, leaving Maggie looking up at her mother with a lot of questions to be asked.

‘Mam, I don’t want to go and live in the country on my own. Why are folk talking about it all the time?’ Maggie said as soon as they were in the kitchen.

‘Well, love, people are worried that Liverpool is going to be bombed, as well as all the big cities in England. That’s what the barrage balloons have gone up for, which your da showed you when you went to the docks with him the other day. They make it harder for any aeroplane to drop its bombs. But the government wants you to be safe, that’s why they’re making plans for some children to go and live in the country, just for a while,’ Nancy explained as she filled the bath with warm water from the boiler in the outhouse. ‘Don’t worry about it, nothing has been done yet and your da hasn’t said anything at all about you having to go.’

‘Well, I don’t want to go. I want to stay here with you and my da and our Raymond. They’re not going to bomb our house, we’ve done nothing wrong,’ Maggie protested as her mother indicated for her to get a move on and undress.

‘No, I know, love, it hasn’t come to that yet. Now hurry up, you don’t want your da and Raymond to catch you with nothing on and they’ll be back from the docks before long.’ Nancy sighed as she watched her daughter strip naked and climb into the tin bath. She didn’t want her to go anywhere, but at the same time, she needed her to keep safe. Hitler would not be bothered about who lived in fourteen Marsh Lane when it came to dropping his bombs on Liverpool Docklands, but how did you tell your eleven-year-old that?

‘Don’t forget to wash behind your ears. That carbolic soap is not good at making lather but at least you’ll be clean,’ Nancy said as she placed Maggie’s nightclothes on the chair next to her. ‘You look like a skinned rabbit, our Maggie. There’s not an inch of fat on you,’ she said, laughing as the girl climbed out of the bath and dried herself.

‘It’s better than being a fatty, like Ruth Moore. She’s always being picked on at school,’ Maggie said as she quickly dried herself and pulled on her winceyette nightdress.

‘That’s because her mam and da run the fish shop. It’s what they live on every day. She’ll lose it once she gets a little older and wants to attract the lads. Now, here’s your cocoa. Drink that up quickly and then away to your bed,’ Nancy said as she towelled Maggie’s long dark hair as dry as she could.

‘Why would she want to attract a lad, Mam? I hate them, especially the ones that go to St Joseph’s. They shout names at you and stick out their tongues.’

‘Aye, well, you’ll understand when you’re older. Now, look sharp. Your father and Raymond are back – I can hear the backyard gate opening. Let me get this bath out of the way and make them some supper,’ Nancy said, dragging the partially filled tin bath to the back door, making way for her son and husband to come into the kitchen and take their baths before tipping it up on its end and emptying the water across the cobbled yard.

‘My turn next, is it?’ Raymond said as he stepped into the kitchen and took off his donkey jacket. ‘We should be able to swim like a fish with the number of baths you make us have.’ He grinned at his younger sister.

‘Nothing wrong with keeping clean. Anybody would think you were allergic to bath water,’ Nancy said as she poured a full kettle of boiling water into the bath and watched her son strip off in front of them both without a care in the world. ‘Supper won’t be long. Fish paste sandwiches unless you’ve brought something back with you from the docks?’

‘You’ll not be getting much from the docks in the future, Mother. There’s talk of blockades, and U-boats out on the hunt between here and America. However, I have managed to get my hands on some bananas; they’re in my bait bag. Maggie, you can take one to school with you in the morning,’ Dan Shaunessy, the head of the house, said as he untied his sturdy boots and put them to one side after another hard day’s graft unloading and loading the cargo ships in Stanley Dock. Even on a Sunday, the docks were busy and no regard was given to folk’s religion.

Maggie went to her father’s bag, which often came back with a treat in it from some exotic location. It was a perk of the job. Just as Ruth Moore had fish and chips most nights, the Shaunessys lived on whatever was scavenged from the docks.

‘Bananas are better than nothing. A bit green they are, mind,’ Nancy said as Maggie pulled them out of her father’s bag and showed them to her mother.

‘You’ll be glad of anything I bring back in a bit. Things are getting worse,’ Dan said. ‘Half the ships that used to come into port from Europe are no longer arriving. As long as our American friends can keep supplying us, that’s all that matters.’ He looked across at his son for confirmation.

‘Aye, it’s a bit bad out there and it’s going to get worse yet,’ Raymond said as he sat down at the kitchen table after standing stark naked in front of his mother and young sister before drying himself and dressing.

‘Maggie, I think it’s past your bedtime. And Raymond, I think it’s time you stopped bathing in front of your sister. She’s at that age now.’ Nancy shot a warning glance for the men to stop their worrying conversation in front of her before telling her husband to empty the bath water out into the yard once he had bathed. ‘Come on, get up the stairs. It’ll soon be morning and school time.’

‘But, Mam, it’s still light,’ Maggie protested, pulling a face.

‘Bed, my lady. Now go,’ Nancy said forcefully, watching as Maggie reluctantly left the family kitchen and made her way to her small bedroom directly above it.

There Maggie lay in her bed and listened to the grown-ups in her family discuss the world’s problems in muffled voices. She tossed and turned and worried about what had been said about being evacuated and the looks on her parents’ and Raymond’s faces. She didn’t want to be sent to the country, away from her friends and family. She had never left her family home or even Liverpool. To be without her mam and da was unthinkable. She fretted and tried to pick up on what was being said down below in the kitchen. Eventually, she was so tired that sleep won the battle of the night and she found herself drifting off to the drone and smell of the family home that she could never envisage leaving, especially on her own.

‘What are those women doing, Nancy, giving out those leaflets? They’re from the WVS so they’re bound to be nosy old biddies. Just look at them in their grey tweed coats with their badges on their arms. Nobody like us can afford to dress like them, middle-class do-gooders.’ Annie let go of Lizzie’s hand and watched as she and Maggie went running through the school gates. The bell rang and all the children in the yard went trooping in past the teacher, who said good morning to each pupil.

‘I don’t know what they’re about but they’re heading our way and I don’t have time to waste my breath on them this morning. Let’s head off, Annie. You have your boiler on and I want to get my clothes out before all the washing lines down our street are taken,’ Nancy said. She started to head home but stopped in her tracks as one of the women approached her and shouted.

‘Ladies, ladies, just a minute of your time, please. It’s important. We are from the Women’s Voluntary Service and are under the government’s instructions to inform and impress the importance of their latest decision regarding the safety of your children.’ The taller of the two women smiled and held out her hand, which was holding a pile of leaflets. ‘Please take one. Because war is likely to be declared with Germany soon, there are plans to move children living in towns and cities that could be targeted to the country in the next few days. I’m sure that you’ve both heard about it and want your children to be safe.’

‘She’ll be just as safe at home. We’ll take care of that. Besides, we’re not at war yet,’ Nancy said sharply. She looked at the picture of the perfect family printed on the leaflet, with a mother smiling as she supposedly felt happy with her decision to send her children away from home.

‘I’ll take one,’ Annie said, looking at it. ‘I saw in the paper that Jack was reading this morning that Germany has invaded Poland and is now threatening France. They’ll soon be threatening us if they’re not stopped. Jack said we wouldn’t stand a chance with the planes and bombs they have this time.’ For once, Annie seemed worried as she started to read the leaflet.

‘You’re not thinking of sending Lizzie to the country? You don’t know who she’d be with and she’s never been away from home, just like my Maggie. Both would be so unhappy. My Maggie was fretting about it last night, I could tell.’ Nancy looked in disbelief as Annie read the whole leaflet.

‘I’d rather she was unhappy for a week or two than lying dead under our bombed-out house. Jack was saying that the docks are bound to be targeted. We discussed it last night and I think if there’s an assurance that she’ll go to a good family, we would send her.’

‘Let us assure you that no child will be at risk where we send them. As you say, better homesick for a day or two than being pulled out of rubble maimed or even worse,’ the smaller of the women said, with worry on her face. ‘Liverpool and all the ports will be targeted; I beg you to think of your child’s safety.’

Nancy shook her head and read the leaflet. ‘You want them gone by the end of the week and carrying only this amount of luggage? No toys allowed even! Maggie still takes her teddy to bed with her, although she’s eleven.’ Nancy gasped and could feel her heart beating fast. She had talked about this with Dan when they lay in bed and he, like Jack, had taken the view that Maggie would be better off in the country. All the dockers feared for their families and homes if Germany decided to bomb the ports and houses around them.

‘Yes, but you can write regularly and perhaps even go to visit if possible. New clothes could be posted, along with her much-loved teddy, once she’s settled.’ The woman pressed her hand on Nancy’s sleeve. ‘At least she would be safe.’ She stepped back and looked at both women. ‘I really do urge you to send your girls to safety and I hope to be able to register them and billet them. Give me their names and details in the morning. The special trains are due to leave Lime Street station on Saturday and all the names need to be on the list, and don’t forget their gas masks. You can never be too careful.’ Both women in their smart uniforms walked away, leaving Nancy and Annie looking at one another.

‘It’ll break my heart, and Maggie’s too, Annie, but what else can we do? I’d never live with myself if I lost her through not listening to sound advice,’ Nancy said, sighing.

‘If they’re billeted together, they would have one another. They’d be all right then,’ Annie said quietly. ‘I think we’ll have to do it, Nancy. It would break my heart too if I lost my girl and it was my fault.’

‘I know, you are right, but there’s going to be one hell of a lot of tears.’ Nancy sniffed as she wiped the first one of many away.






Chapter 2


‘This list is a bit basic. I’m going to put in an extra change of top clothes.’ Nancy looked at the list that the WVS ladies had given her as she brought out the only suitcase that they had in the house and started to fill it.

Change of underclothes, nightclothes, plimsolls, stockings, toothbrush, comb, towel, soap, facecloth, handkerchief and a warm coat. She read and checked off each item as she folded and placed it in the suitcase with love, along with the extra things that she knew Maggie would need: a tin of Spam and another of corned beef, and a packet of Rich Tea biscuits just in case she was to go hungry. There was no knowing where her daughter was to be living and Nancy was not going to let her go hungry for the first few days.

‘I don’t want to go, Mam. Please don’t send me away, I’m frightened,’ Maggie wailed as her mother closed the clasps of the suitcase and looked at her.

‘You’ll be all right. Stick with Lizzie and then you’ve got one another. I’ll write every day and you won’t be there long anyway. It’s for your own safety, Maggie. We would never be able to live with ourselves if this house was bombed and we lost you for the sake of not sending you on holiday to the country.’

‘But it isn’t a holiday, Mam; I might never see you again. I don’t know where I’m going and you don’t know either! Please, I don’t want to go.’ Maggie pulled on her mother’s arm as Nancy buttoned up her coat and hung her gas mask in its cardboard box around her neck.

‘You’ll be safe. Now come on, that’s Annie and Lizzie knocking on the door. They’re waiting for you.’ Nancy tried not to show that her heart was breaking as she smoothed Maggie’s hair. ‘It’s because we love you that we have to do this.’ She kissed her daughter’s brow. ‘Now, best foot forward and no more tears.’ Nancy picked up the small leather case and walked out of the kitchen down the narrow passage to the front door and opened it to her best friend and neighbour.

‘I was starting to think that you’d changed your mind and that Lizzie was going on her own,’ Annie said as she looked at Nancy and then the tear-stained face of Maggie.

‘I don’t want her to go, but Maggie understands that it’s for the best. Now, let’s get this over and done with before I decide differently.’ Nancy smiled at Lizzie, who had not shed one tear and was regarding the whole affair as an adventure. A few weeks in the country with perhaps no school would be a brilliant experience as far as she was concerned.

‘Come on, Maggie; stop your bawling. We’ll have a grand time together. There will be cows and lambs and all sorts to see and do. It’s the country!’ Lizzie grabbed Maggie’s hand and held it tight. ‘We’ll stick together, we’ll be all right, I promise.’

Nancy closed the door to the family home behind her and heard Maggie draw breath as she looked longingly at it as they walked down the street, making their way to the busy Lime Street station and, from there, no one quite knew.

The streets became more and more filled with parents and their children carrying cases and bags with their belongings in them as they neared the Victorian ironclad station. Buses had been billeted from all over Liverpool for those unable to walk the distance and there was a mass of suitcases and children crying, hanging on to their mothers’ arms for dear life as the buses parked up and unloaded their unwilling passengers. Some, however, were hardly carrying anything and some, like Maggie and Lizzie, had more than they needed. It was a journey of despair and mothers and children all knew it.

‘There aren’t many fathers seeing their children off,’ Annie said. ‘We always get the dirty jobs. Although I know our Jack was broken-hearted when he kissed Lizzie when she was still asleep before he went to work.’

‘Dan has gone for a walk. He needed to be on his own, he said, and didn’t want to be here to wave goodbye. He said what he needed before he left. He’s a man of few words but I know he’s hurting just like us.’ Nancy entered the railway building and followed the signs for Evacuated Children to the end of three platforms where steam engines were waiting to take their precious loads. At each platform end, the women from the WVS were organizing name tags and assuring mothers that their children would be cared for and that they would know where they had been billeted as soon as possible.

Maggie felt a bit brighter. If all these children were going to the country, it must be all right. There were most of her friends, and hundreds more queuing and boarding the trains that were standing filling the air with steam and smoke and smelling of the coal that drove them. She had never been on a train before, so that was an adventure in itself.

‘I hope we go on that green one,’ Lizzie said as her mother queued to have her label put on her alongside Nancy and Maggie.

‘I’d just like to know where they’re going,’ Nancy said as she watched Maggie get her name tag with all her details placed upon it pinned to her coat. Maggie looked up and felt like crying again as she noticed the worry on her mother’s face. She clutched Nancy’s hand tight as all four were directed down a platform to where a claret-coloured train was letting off steam and was making ready to leave the station. Children climbed on board, leaving their mothers peering through the windows waiting for the very last minute to say their farewells.

‘You remember you are loved very much and I’ll write every day and make sure that you’re all right. You’ve got to be a brave girl; once it’s safe to come home, we’ll send for you.’ Nancy clutched Maggie close to her and fought back the tears as she hugged her tight. ‘Now, go on, get on the train. Look, there’s a window seat free just for you and Lizzie if you hurry,’ Nancy said, watching as Lizzie climbed on first and secured the seat and waited for Maggie to join her. ‘Go on, quickly. I love you, my darling.’

‘I love you too, Mam,’ Maggie sobbed but then she picked up her suitcase and put a brave face on and joined Lizzie to look out of the window. No sooner had she done so than the guard began walking along the platform, weaving in and out of the heartbroken mothers, slamming the train doors closed and then blowing his whistle for the train to move slowly away. The steam from the engine blew down on the grieving mothers hiding their tears as they ran along the platform edge and waved for as long as they could to say goodbye to the ones they loved.

Nancy and Annie linked arms, dried their tears and comforted one another. ‘Well, we can’t bring them back now. I only hope that we’ve done right. Your Maggie was truly heartbroken and I don’t think I’ll ever forget the windows full of unhappy faces looking out. It pulled on the heartstrings,’ Annie said to Nancy before turning to the station guard, who also looked heartbroken. ‘He’ll know where the train’s bound. Let’s ask him, then we have a rough idea of where they are in the country.’

‘Good idea. I’ll ask.’ Nancy walked over and tapped the guard on his shoulder. ‘Excuse me, can you tell my friend and me where that train is bound? Our children are on it and we would like to have some idea of their end destination.’

‘That train belongs to the LMS; it’s bound for Skipton in the Yorkshire Dales. I’ve got my only lad on it so I know how you’re feeling.’ The guard got out his handkerchief and blew his nose. ‘It’s the best and safest place to go, that’s why my lad is on it. That’en goes into Wales and the other goes to Lancashire, so your children will be well out of the way. But it hurts, doesn’t it, losing them and not knowing if you’re ever going to see them again?’

‘Yorkshire? That’s miles away!’ Nancy and Annie looked at one another in disbelief.

‘Yes, but the safest place, as I say. So don’t fret and just hope that they all get billeted to good families that will look after them. My missis is a bag of nerves and heartbroken. She couldn’t bear to wave him off. They’ll be all right. Better in Yorkshire than left for bloody Hitler to kill. Have you seen a newspaper today? He’s invaded France and we’re giving him an ultimatum that he’s to withdraw in the next twenty-four hours. Believe me, you’ll not regret sending your children to the country. I certainly won’t,’ the guard said, leaving both women standing on the platform feeling gobsmacked.

‘Yorkshire! And we’re about to go to war. Oh, my Lord!’ Nancy sighed and looked at her best friend. ‘Please, good Lord, keep them safe, and us too in that case.’

Maggie sat back in her seat and watched out of the train window as it left Liverpool and the built-up sprawling towns of Merseyside. She didn’t feel like talking to Lizzie, who seemed to be overtaken by the chattering bug as she kept gazing out of the window at the passing countryside. However, Lizzie had plenty of other people to talk to as the carriage was filled with four boys, as well as another girl, who, like Maggie, sat quiet and sombre, worrying about leaving home. The four boys didn’t seem to care that they were leaving home and Maggie looked at them with slight disdain. They were all badly dressed in near-ragged clothes, with shaven heads and scabby knees, and, worst of all, they didn’t smell very nice. But that didn’t stop Lizzie from talking to them.

‘I’m going to learn to milk cows and play with lambs. It’ll be lovely,’ she said as the crowded inner-city streets and buildings made way for green fields and woods and streams. Maggie and Lizzie peered out of the window and squashed their noses next to the glass. Neither had ever been out of Liverpool before and they were awe-inspired as the train left the grime of the station behind and raced through the outskirts of the city. The smell of the steam was new to both of the girls and their bare legs itched slightly on the hardwearing striped material of the train seats.

‘Well, I’m going to hunt tigers and bears and learn to shoot a proper gun,’ said the oldest of the boys with a grin. ‘You can stick with your lambs; everybody knows sheep are a bit thick.’

‘Sheep aren’t thick; it’s you that’s thick. Everyone knows there are no tigers and bears in this country. They’re in Africa. Anyway, you’re too young to have a gun so you can’t shoot anything.’ Lizzie sat back down next to Maggie. ‘Come on, Maggie, we’re going to have plenty of adventures. Cheer up.’

‘I want to go home. I’m not bothered if Hitler drops his bombs on us, I want my mam and da.’ Maggie glared across at the lads that were making fun of her, pulling faces and pretending to cry.

Then the other girl in the carriage started to cry and Lizzie turned to her. ‘Don’t you start as well. Look, we’re all in it together, and we’ll all be all right if we stick together,’ Lizzie said, not wanting to admit that she was as frightened as the rest of them. But then they all started to think of the family and the lives they had left behind them, and when the reality that they might never see their parents again hit them all, a silence fell over the carriage as the train made its way deeper into the countryside. They passed hedges, remote stations that they had never seen the likes of before, and eventually the wild open moorlands and the fields of Yorkshire. They were entering a whole new world, very different from the one that both girls had been brought up in.

‘The train is stopping! It’s stopping!’ one of the lads shouted as the feel of the brakes being applied was felt throughout the train. ‘We must be here!’ All of them gazed out of the window and looked at the station that they had arrived at. There were three women and two men on the platform and they watched as children were made to file in an orderly pattern from the first three carriages. Nobody came near the carriage they were in and a sigh went up from all of them.

‘Well, nobody has come for us; they must not want us to settle at Settle,’ the oldest of the lads said, making the girl in the corner cry yet again as the train jerked back into action, leaving the sleepy market village behind and making its way further into the Dales. The same happened again at the next two stations and still, nobody was needed from the carriage they all sat in.

‘Surely, it will be our turn now?’ Maggie said as the train rolled into a larger town and a warden could be heard opening the carriage doors into the corridor of the train.

‘Now then, you gang, last but not least. Only the best children for Skipton,’ he said, smiling as he watched the carriage of children queue with two more full carriages all clutching the few possessions they had with them. ‘Line up and then the ladies on the platform will take you to the waiting room where you will be billeted to your new homes. Did everybody get everything, gas masks and cases?’ he asked, looking at the cross-section of city children that were going to find it hard to mix in with country children, and getting no reply. ‘Right then, this station is called Skipton. The town has a market and a castle for those of you who will be staying here, but some of you might be lucky enough to live on farms. Now, that will be a novelty for you.’ The tall man in a grey suit smiled at the raggle-taggle band of children and felt nothing but sympathy for them as they were miles from home without any family. ‘Right, all of you jump down off the train. Those ladies will show you to the waiting room and they have drinks and sandwiches for you before you are told where to go and with whom.’

‘Will there be any toffees, mister?’ the youngest of the four boys asked just before he alighted from the train.

‘Aye, there will be some toffees waiting for you, son, and a whole lot more,’ the warden said. He smiled as the troupe were met and taken to be fed and logged in the waiting room, which was doubling up as a reception and billeting hall, with local people waiting to see and choose who they could take.

Maggie and Lizzie stood on the platform and looked around them at the country station, with flowering geraniums in planters and tended gardens and station staff staring at them, as well as the women of the WVS who encouraged the group to go into the waiting room, where at the far side a long trestle table was laid out with sandwiches and cakes. It all looked too inviting to turn down, no matter that their stomachs felt knotted in turmoil at the thought of leaving home and not knowing what the future held, so Lizzie and Maggie filled the LMS embossed white plates they were handed with a selection of what was on offer.

‘Oh, bless them. How could their parents let them out of their sight?’ said one of the ladies that were pouring orange squash into tumblers as the line of children passed by.

‘I don’t know but some seem to be carrying hardly anything and look a little ragged. Just look at that little lad – his eyes are nearly popping out of their sockets as he looks at the table filled with food. I don’t think he could crush any more scone in his mouth if he tried,’ the other serving lady said and watched as all the children, hungry from their journey, ate and drank.

‘If this is what we’re going to be fed like when we’re living here, I don’t think I’ll ever want to go home,’ Lizzie said as she tucked into another egg sandwich and grinned.

‘Mmm . . . it is good. But I’d still rather be at home with my mam,’ Maggie said, glancing at the adults who were all looking at them with pity. ‘Who do you think will choose us? I hope that it’s somebody kind.’ She looked over at the woman serving the orange squash and thought that she had a particularly kind face and she wouldn’t have minded going home with her.

‘I don’t know, but we’ll soon find out. Look, that man is getting ready to check all our names against our tags. He has a clipboard by the looks of it and will have the place we’re to be billeted too, I bet,’ Lizzie said. She sat back in her chair and watched as the young lad she now knew as Archie, after seeing his name tag, filled his pockets with a handful of home-made toffee wrapped up in greaseproof paper.

Maggie grinned. ‘Well, he’s making sure he’s not going to go hungry wherever he’s going to. I only hope that we’re billeted together. Link your arms into mine when we walk out of here, and then they’ll hopefully know that we want to be together.’

‘Yes, I wouldn’t want to be with him. He’s got more holes in his pullover than there is a jumper, and he smells,’ Lizzie said as the accounting officer asked if everybody had eaten enough and, if so, could they line up to be taken to the nearby community hall so as not to fill the waiting room for awaiting train passengers. There, they would be introduced to whoever would provide them with a new home for the length of time they were to be there.

‘Here goes. Please let us get a nice home together,’ Maggie said and held Lizzie’s hand tightly as the labels on their coats were checked and they were told to walk out of the station to a long, low hut that had SKIPTON RAILWAYMEN’S CLUB above the door and a lot of people waiting outside for their arrival. ‘I feel sick,’ Maggie said, and felt her legs shaking as she entered the hall and looked at all the expectant faces.

‘Me too. I wish I hadn’t had so many sandwiches now,’ Lizzie whispered. She smiled at the people who looked at them all and went quiet as a tall man dressed as a vicar came and stood next to her with the billeting officer.

‘Ah, Vicar, we’re so grateful that you and your wife will be taking one of our children. Now, let me see, we thought that you might make Archie here welcome in your home,’ the billeting officer said, urging the vicar to move on to the young lad with bulging pockets that stood next to Maggie. ‘He’s aged ten and he comes from a very large family that he has had to leave behind in Wallasey.’

The vicar looked Archie up and down and shook his head. ‘No, no, my wife specifically said not to bring a boy home. Neither of us is used to children so we could never handle a boy, but we could make a girl welcome. Now, this girl looks from a good home and appears to be well cared for,’ the vicar said and looked at Lizzie. ‘Yes, she would fit in well with us. She could help my wife with the numerous events that we hold and would not look out of place in the vicarage. My wife has always wanted a daughter to spoil.’ The vicar smiled at Lizzie and looked at the billeting officer before turning back to the girl.

‘What’s your name, child? I am Reverend Arthur Brown and I’d like to make you welcome in my home at the vicarage in Gargrave.’ He ignored the fact that the billeting officer was trying to tell him that she and Maggie would like to stay together if possible.

‘I’m Lizzie Taylor, sir, and this is my friend Maggie. We are best friends and would like to stay together if you please, sir,’ Lizzie said quietly.

‘I’m afraid I can’t take two of you but I can assure you that you will want for nothing at the vicarage and perhaps you will be able to see your friend at school each day anyway.’ The vicar stopped smiling and turned to the billeting officer and whispered, ‘This girl is perfect for the vicarage. Where was she billeted for?’ Then he turned again to smile at Lizzie.

‘Hawith Hall, Vicar. Lord and Lady Bradley said they would take two children, so I had placed Lizzie and Maggie there together,’ the billeting officer said, noticing the worry on the girls’ faces.

‘You see, my dear, you would be able to see your friend Maggie each and every day. The Bradleys are only a field or two away from the vicarage. Perfect!’ The vicar held out his hand for Lizzie to take. ‘Lizzie Taylor, please come home with me and we will endeavour to make the vicarage a home for you. My wife won’t be able to contain her happiness at having a daughter to look after for a while.’

Lizzie looked at Maggie and didn’t want to leave her even though they would be, as usual, next-door neighbours. She looked with pleading eyes at her friend to rescue her from the vicar but Maggie, knowing that her friend would have a good home with him, released her hand and let her go.

‘There now, don’t cry. We have a lovely room waiting for you and we have a dog and a cat.’ The vicar bent down and comforted Lizzie as he saw the tears falling. ‘And your friend Maggie . . . I assure you, Hawith Hall is only a stone’s throw away. All will be well. Now, give me your suitcase and we will go and see Mrs Brown, who will, I am sure, be delighted to meet you.’ The vicar picked up Lizzie’s case and took her hand as the billeting officer changed his list. He wasn’t going to argue with Reverend Brown and he was just glad that another of his wards had found a home.

Maggie watched as her friend turned around in the doorway and glanced back, wondering if she would ever see Lizzie again despite the assurance the vicar had given them. She heard Archie sob and turned to him to give him comfort.

‘Nobody ever wants me. Even my mam was glad to get rid of me and often tells me she wishes she’d never had me.’

Maggie took pity on the small underfed lad and put her arm around him. ‘Yes, somebody will soon come for us. The Bradleys will not have forgotten about us, I’m sure,’ Maggie said positively as she watched other children being led away to their new homes, leaving her and Archie standing alone in the room with the billeting officer and Archie still crying.

‘Don’t worry, children, you do have a home to go to tonight. It would seem that the Bradleys, as usual, are making us wait.’ The officer glanced at his watch and then sighed deeply as the sound of a car drawing up outside the hall could be heard. ‘See, this will be them now.’

Maggie looked up and Archie stopped crying as a tall, short-haired, immaculately dressed man in a grey suit carrying a chauffeur’s cap under his arm entered the room.

‘Sorry, there were cows on the road. It’s milking time and the Brewsters’ herd held me up,’ the man said and looked at Maggie and Archie. ‘These two for the hall then?’ he said to the officer, who looked displeased.

‘Yes, this is Maggie and Archie. I thought the lord and lady would grace us with their presence, but obviously I was wrong,’ the officer remarked snidely. ‘They are charming children and I’m sure that everyone will make them welcome at Hawith, or so I hope.’

‘Aye, they’ll be all right with us. There are plenty of us to keep an eye on them and they’ll not go hungry. You’ll be better with us than in Liverpool, littl’uns,’ he said as he lifted Maggie and Archie’s possessions up. ‘Come on then, let’s go back to the madhouse. I’m needed all night as there’s a party to be held tonight at the hall and I’m busy ferrying folk about.’ He winked at Archie. ‘I bet you’ve never ridden in a car like mine before.’ Maggie and Archie walked behind him quietly and wondered if they truly were going to a madhouse and what sort of a party it was as they crossed the hall and headed out into the dying light of the evening.

‘Wow!’ Archie said as he looked at the black Rolls-Royce parked up outside the club and watched as the chauffeur placed their luggage into the boot.

‘Aye, you two are the lucky ones. You’ll be going back to Liverpool right little toffs,’ the chauffeur said and opened the door for them both to climb into the poshest car either of them had ever seen. If this was the car, what was their new home to be like? Maggie thought as she sat back deep into the corner of the leather seats and looked at Archie almost lost in the shadows. If it was all that posh, would they be able to care about her and Archie? she wondered. Lord and Lady Bradley had obviously not bothered to come and pick them up and see them like other hosting families. Perhaps Lizzie had the better home with the vicar and his wife as at least she knew whom she was staying with. Only time would tell, she thought as she watched fields and hedges go past and night replace the evening. Money wasn’t everything, her mam always said, it’s family that you remember. She held back the tears.






Chapter 3


Maggie lay in her bed and looked around her. The sun was shining in through the window and it felt warm on her skin. The sheets smelled clean and ironed and all around her were pieces of furniture that her mother would have called antiques but her father would have called old-fashioned. She had barely seen anything on arriving at her new home as it had been dark, although she had noticed that there was a lengthy drive to Hawith Hall and that it was large with pillars and stone steps at the front. Still, they had not been allowed to enter by the front door. The chauffeur, who she now knew to be called Jeff Robinson, had bundled both her and Archie out of the car and taken them directly into the kitchen quarters, where they had been given a drink and another lot of food before a maid called Alice had taken them up what she called the back servant stairs to their bedrooms. There Alice had watched her wash in the jug of water on the washstand and then undress before telling her to climb into bed and that if she heard a lot of noise from downstairs, not to be worried as there were guests in the house. Once in bed, Maggie had lain for a little while thinking about the family she had left behind and the long journey to the poshest house she had ever seen, but then sleep and weariness had overcome her and she had felt her eyes gradually becoming heavier and heavier, before she eventually drifted off to sleep. Alice need not have worried about her hearing any noise from the guests downstairs as she had been too exhausted to hear anything, but now, after a good night’s sleep, she was more alert as she propped herself up in bed and surveyed the room. A woman dressed as a Victorian servant feeding some hens stared at her from a plain wooden frame, and she looked at her and thought how beautiful she was even though she was clearly a servant. Had she gone to sleep with the curtains undrawn? she wondered. She could have sworn she remembered Alice, the maid, drawing them before she got into bed. She swung her legs out of bed, sat on the edge and looked at her clothes neatly folded and waiting for her upon a small padded bedroom chair. Somebody had already been in her bedroom that morning but she had been too dead to the world to hear them, she thought as she walked across to the window on the bare wooden floor and looked out at the view. She gasped, holding her breath as she stared out across the parkland that Hawith Hall stood in. Landscaped when the hall was built, there were aged oak trees and a stream and a lake with a fountain in the middle, while the wide spotless steps leading from the hall led down to the gravel path that she remembered treading on last night. It was a scene from a fairy-tale book. She thought she could just make out the spire of a church through the trees and the roofs of a village in the distance. Lizzie must be there, she thought, sighing and hoping that she wanted for nothing either where she was placed. She turned suddenly as she heard a gentle knock on the door, and saw Alice entering the room.

‘Ah, our sleeping beauty awakes,’ Alice said quietly and smiled as she came over to her. ‘I came in earlier, but I think if Hitler had dropped a bomb directly on our house, it probably would not have woken you. Bless, you were so tired.’ She placed her hand on Maggie’s shoulder. ‘Now, you wash. There’s some water in the jug that I brought up before, it should still nearly be warm, and then if you get dressed while I make your bed, then I’ll take you down to the kitchen for some breakfast. Your brother, Archie, is already there. He’s a bit of a live wire.’

‘He’s not my brother,’ Maggie said quickly. ‘I hardly know him. We were just on the same train together and then we found we were to come here.’ Maggie dropped her head and remembered the selections that had taken place and now realized how an animal must feel when it was looked at and poked and prodded at an auction.

‘Oh, I should have guessed. He didn’t seem like your brother, although he didn’t say that he wasn’t when I told him you were still asleep. Anyway, he’s tucking into a good breakfast; the cook is making sure of that, even though it’s nearly ten and if anybody else had asked for breakfast at that time, she would have gone mad. She can be a dragon but she’s got a heart of gold really,’ Alice said as she pulled the bed-sheets back and ran her hand over the bed, making sure there had been no night-time accidents, as in Archie’s bed, before plumping up the pillows and making the bed while Maggie got dressed.

Maggie said nothing as she pulled her nightdress over her head, stepped into her skirt and jumper, and pulled up her socks and knickers before putting her brown sandals back on her feet. She quickly took a wash in the bowl, pouring in the water from the jug and using her face flannel and soap that had been unpacked the previous night, before brushing her long dark hair.

‘Tonight and tomorrow you need not wash in your room if you don’t want. Further along the corridor, a bathroom and toilet are shared between the servants that live here, and you and Archie while you are with us. Now, we’ll go down and see to you having some breakfast and then Lord and Lady Bradley would like to meet you both before they go to lunch with some of their friends. That is, if Lady Bradley is feeling well enough. The number of bottles thrown out this morning could sink a battleship,’ Alice said quietly and then smiled at Maggie. ‘But that’s none of our business. I’m afraid you’ll have to get used to the comings and goings at the hall, as all of us have. Let’s say the house is never quiet.’ She opened the bedroom door for Maggie to follow her.

‘How many live in this house?’ Maggie asked as they passed several bedroom doors before they got to the door that led them from the servants’ quarters down the stairs and into the main rooms of the Bradley family.

‘There are only four in the family: Lady Rebecca and Lord Maurice, and when they’re both home, there’s Michael, their son, who is courting a young lady, and Charlotte, their daughter, so there’s always one or the other of them here. Plus, of course, there are four live-in servants: myself, Mrs Perceval, the cook, Baxter, the butler, a snooty old devil, and Millie, the parlourmaid. You’ll meet them all over the day, plus there’s the chauffeur who brought you last night, and because his lordship won’t get rid of his horses, we have old Tom, the groundsman, who lives in the farmhouse with his wife Ethel. None of us bites, but we’re not used to children running around the hall so just take care, especially with the cook. She can be a bit temperamental under pressure,’ Alice said, smiling as they reached the bottom of the stairs and opened a door to the busy well-run kitchen of the hall.
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