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For Nancy Kueffner and brave girls everywhere
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Remember, if you ever need a helping hand, it’s at the end of your arm. As you get older, remember you have another hand: The first is to help yourself, the second is to help others.

—AUDREY HEPBURN

The weak can never forgive. Forgiveness is the attribute of the strong.

—MAHATMA GANDHI









ENEMIES








BESS


Inside Out


It’s not safe inside.

It’s not safe outside.

I close my eyes

and try to turn off the noise

in my head.

Stop!

Shut it down,

shut it down.

But my brain

keeps replaying

all the reasons

I had to leave.






Targeted


They were always there,

around every corner,

taking aim

with pointing fingers

and side-eyed smirks.

Those girls.

I’d brace myself

for the rat-a-tat-tat

of their cheeky attacks.

“Just teasing,” they’d say.

I’d walk away,

ears ringing,

heart stinging.

Then one day

London shut down the schools.

Shut ’em down.

Shut ’em down.

Goodbye to all that!






Sideswiped


Just when

you’ve sidestepped

one batch of bullies,

a new bunch—

bigger,

bolder—

takes aim.

Dad said Paris had fallen,

and the Nazi bombers

were coming for London.

One night

air-raid sirens announced,

They’re here!

“Hurry!” said Dad,

racing us

to the bomb shelter

in the school’s boiler room.

Some of those girls

from school were there.

I raised a hand in greeting,

but shoved it in my pocket

when they didn’t respond.

They eyed me and my family

but didn’t say a word.

We hunkered down,

listening to the explosions.

Boom!

BOOM!

BOOM!

My throat felt dry.

The bombs

were getting louder.

Closer.

I glanced over

and realized

those girls were afraid too.

I could see it in their eyes.

Mum squeezed my hand

and I leaned

into her shoulder.

After a few hours,

it was over.

Another signal sounded.

All clear,

all A-OK.

I looked at the girls

and attempted a smile.

We survived,

we’re alive!

And look!

I wanted to say.

We’re all in this together—

all Londoners—

facing a bigger fight now.

One girl

saw my smiling face,

stiffened,

and whispered

behind her hand

to her friend.

They squinted at me.

Then they brushed by

and burst out laughing.

Stop!

This was never going to end.

Rewind.

Replay.

The bombers

would be back.

The bullies

would be back.

Outside and inside,

I was under attack.

Stop

Stop

Stop!

Rewind.

Replay.

Get away,

get away!

Mum! Dad!

There’s a ship.

I’ll take Louis.

I’ve got to get away!











EVACUATION








BESS


September Morning


Even before I wake up,

I know something is wrong.

My back, oof… so sore.

I open my bleary eyes

and sit up,

reaching round

to rub my aching muscles.

Where am I?

On the floor?

I peer out

at the shadowy figures

all around me.

Who are these people?

What’s happening?

I rub my eyes

and put on my glasses.

I’m nearly blind

without them.

As everything

comes into focus,

I remember.

Right—the orphanage.

We arrived late last night.

They led us into

an antiseptic assembly hall

with long white cloth sacks

on the floor.

“What are those?” I asked.

“They’re your beds, darling,”

said our escort.

We had to stuff them

with straw.

I’d never seen beds

like those before.

Dozens of girls of all ages

are still asleep on the mats.

A wee one beside me

cries out pitifully in her sleep.

Poor thing!

Is she having nightmares?

I reach out

hesitantly

and pat her back.

She sighs, rolls over,

and pulls her blanket

up to her chin.

At fifteen, I’m definitely

one of the oldest girls,

if not the oldest.

Dad said the rules

for the evacuation

were clear:

only children

ages five to fifteen

were allowed.

The wee ones

are so tiny.

Many of the others

seem about ten,

my brother Louis’s age.

Wait! Louis!

Where is he?






A Failure


I panic for a moment,

but then remember—

the orphanage director

separated the boys and girls

last night.

I’m the reason Louis is here.

Months ago, I heard

families were evacuating kids

to other countries,

and I wanted to go too.

Mum couldn’t bear the thought

of sending us so far away.

There was no point arguing;

we couldn’t afford the trip.

But when the government

offered free evacuation,

I talked my parents into

applying for the lottery.

Dad said that more than

two hundred thousand kids applied

to the Children’s Overseas Reception Board,

known as CORB.

There were twenty thousand spots;

almost no hope

we’d get in.

Then one day

a letter arrived, stamped

“on His Majesty’s Service.”

Louis and I had been accepted!

My father said,

“Right! That’s it then.”

Holding back tears,

Mum agreed.

We were going!

Our parents knew it was

the right thing to do.

When we said goodbye

at the train station,

my father’s last words

to me were,

“You must look after

that young man.”

Here at the orphanage,

I have to admit

I have no idea

where they’ve taken him.

Already I feel like a failure.










LOUIS


An Excellent Adventure


Louis stayed up talking

with the other boys all night.

All were knackered now,

but they still couldn’t believe

their good fortune,

chosen for this

brilliant adventure.

“We’re going on a ship,”

crows one boy,

“a right proper SHIP!—

sailing across the ocean.”

“And we’ll see

whales and sharks

and maybe pirates!”

says another.

“And maybe cowboys

in Canada,” says Louis.

“Nasty ol’ Nazis

can’t catch us there.”

“I’m going to grow up to be

a sailor in the Royal Navy,”

says a boy named Ken.

“Me too!” says his friend Billy.

“Me TOO!” says Louis.










BESS


The Bright Side


I lie back down

and stare at the ceiling.

It’s all right.

Louis is a smart lad.

Friendly. Up for anything.

Dad calls him “rambunctious.”

He’s with the other boys

and probably having

the time of his life.

I daresay

he’s turning handsprings

at the idea of

sailing on a ship.

And there’s so much

to look forward to.

This orphanage

is just a stopover.

In a day or so,

we’ll be boarding a ship

sailing for Canada.

Canada! Think of it.

Soon Louis and I

and the rest of us

will be far from the air raids,

sirens, and bombed-out buildings.

We won’t have to eat rations

or sleep in the boiler room.

Goodbye, Nazis!

Goodbye, Blitz!

Hello to a brilliant new world

across the Atlantic!






Introductions


“Good morning, young ladies!”

says a cheerful

middle-aged woman

smelling of lavender soap—

a headmistress type—

striding into the room.

“Time to look alive!

I’m Miss Day and

I’m the senior escort

on this trip.

I know you are

as eager as I am

to get going!”

She efficiently divides us

into groups of fifteen girls

and introduces us

to the woman who will

be our group’s escort.

“This is Mrs. Hillman,”

says Miss Day.

“Like a lot of your escorts,

she’s a teacher and

she will take good care of you.”

Mrs. Hillman has kind eyes.

“Are you excited, girls?”

she asks our group.

“I’m delighted

to be your escort,

and I can’t wait to go to Canada.”

Reading my name tag,

she shakes my hand and says,

“Pleased to meet you, dear.

Happy to have some

older girls like you

to help with the little ones.”

Her hand is as warm as her smile.

I stand a little taller and say,

“You can count on me.”







A New Friend


We have a quick breakfast

of porridge and milk,

and then Miss Day

directs us to line up by height

for medical checks.

Whispers go round

that if you don’t pass,

you’ll be sent home.

Oi, we already had

intelligence tests

at home.

Only the smartest,

germ-free kids

for Canada, I guess!

There’s a flap and fuss

as everyone tries

to sort themselves out.

I’m clearly the tallest,

so I head to the back of the line

and notice another girl

about my age.

She glances at the name tag

on the cord

around my neck.

“Elizabeth Walder?” she says.

“I’m Elizabeth too.

Elizabeth Cummings.

They call me Beth.”

“They call me Bess,” I say.

I don’t tell her

what else the bullies

call me back home.

Big Bess.

Beefy Bess.

Bulky,

chunky,

hefty,

husky.

I’ve heard it all.

And those are the polite words.

Those girls

are like minnows—

tiny, pretty,

flitting and swishing

around school.

They gang together

to look like a big fish

and make others feel small.

Then they meet me—

“a whale!”

“Nonsense,” says Mum

when I tell her.

“You’re not a whale.

You’re just big boned.”

Let’s just say

I wouldn’t blow over

in a breeze

like some girls

I’ve known.

I glance at Beth.

Here’s another girl

who’s as tall as I am,

as ruddy and

ready to take on the world

as I am.

“Looks like

we’re the oldest ones

on this trip,” I say.

“I’m fourteen,” says Beth.

“I’m fifteen.

Just made it

under the age cutoff.”

“Girls in the back,

no talking!” says Miss Day.

Beth and I

glance at each other.

Beth chokes back a laugh,

zippers her lip.

I smile at this girl

who seems so friendly.

I’ve always wanted

a chum like her,

someone ready to laugh,

someone to talk to….

Beth’s eyes

twinkle with mischief.

I think we might have

a lot to talk about.






Families


Beth and I spend

the rest of the day together

talking and exploring

the grounds.

She’s proud to be a Scouser

(born and raised in Liverpool).

I spot my brother

with the boys.

“Louis!” I call.

He waves and

sticks his tongue out at me,

clearly preferring

to stay with his new friends.

“Your little brother, eh?”

says Beth.

“He’s full of beans,

i’nt he, though?”

“Dead right. He’s ten

and I’m supposed

to watch over him,” I say.

“He’s a good lad

but can be such a bother.

What luck!

He doesn’t seem

to want any part of me.”

We walk across the lawn,

dodging little boys

kicking a ball around,

and sit in the grass,

soaking up the sun.

“I have two older brothers,” says Beth.

“I miss them.

One’s in the army,

and the other is training to be

a gunner in the navy.

I haven’t seen ’em in a while.”

“Is your dad in the army too?”

I ask.

Beth looks away.

“I don’t have a dad.”

I’m not sure what to say.

Beth quickly changes the subject

to her mum.

“Yeah, it was just me

and me mum

at home,” says Beth.

“We’re good chums.

I know this trip

is the right thing to do,

but now she’s all alone.”

Both of us grow quiet

as we think of

our parents,

all the parents,

all the families back home,

still facing the bombs of the Blitz.

I shudder, remembering

the blinding explosions

that blot out the moon and stars,

raining hate

on our streets,

on our homes.

Our poor parents.

Night

after night

after night.

No rescue ship for them.






Bombs Away


I thought I could dodge the bombs

hundreds of miles from London,

but they still take aim at us

that night.

“Everyone up!” shouts Miss Day.

Sirens wail

as we race to the bomb shelter

near the orphanage.

Huddling inside,

we hear the drone

of the airplanes—

a low thunder,

then the pop-pop-pop

of the antiaircraft guns,

then the whistle

of the bomb dropping.

Every muscle in my body

tenses as I think,

Where will it land?

Is it coming for me?

Is this my last moment on earth?

BOOM!

Even though

we are far enough away,

the shock of the explosion

hits us hard,

like a gut punch.

A metallic smell

fills our nostrils,

mixed with

the odors of earth,

smoke, and burning oil.

The little girls start to cry.

“I miss me mum,” wails one.

“I want to go home,” says another.

For Beth

this night is nothing new either.

“We’ve had air raids

in Liverpool since July,”

she says.

“We were spending whole nights

in the air-raid shelter.

We’d bring warm clothes,

food and drink,

and our schoolbooks.

All our neighbors would be there.

Until me grandfather built us

a brick shelter.”

I tell her,

“Our bomb shelter

was at the school

where my dad works as caretaker.

We used to carry

our dog, cat, kittens,

and cages of birds

down to the big boiler room

in the basement.”

“It was scary,” says Beth.

“Two houses

up the same road as us were hit.

Completely demolished.”

Beth tries to hide it,

but her face grows flushed,

and she starts to fidget.

“Are you all right?” I ask.

“I’m just hoping…

that the bombs aren’t falling

anywhere near me mother.”

“Your grandfather

will take care of her,” I say.

Then a bomb explodes nearby,

and I jump like I’ve been scalded.

“Miss Day,” says another girl,

“when can we leave?

When can we get out of here?”

“Tomorrow, girls,” she says.

“First thing tomorrow.”

I know Beth is hesitant to leave,

but for me, our departure

can’t come soon enough.






Down to the Docks


Just as Miss Day promised,

the buses are here

when we wake

the next morning.

We assemble outside,

quite the crowd.

Miss Day says

there are ninety of us CORB evacuees

on this trip.

I look for Louis,

but he boards the bus

with his new friends.

Beth and I climb into our bus

and sit together in the back.

Vroom!

The bus driver starts the engine

and revs us up for

the adventure ahead.

Miss Day starts singing,

and the whole bus joins in:

“We’ll meet again,

Don’t know where,

Don’t know when,

But I know we’ll meet again some sunny day…”

No one sings louder than Beth.






Questions


The bus buzzes

all the way to the docks

with questions bouncing

from friend to friend.

How big will the ship be?

Do we get to room together?

Wonder if the food is any good?

Will I get seasick?

How long will the trip take?

What will we do onboard?

Are the sailors handsome?

Will we see whales?

Icebergs?

What’s Toronto like?

Where will we live?

Where will we go to school?

How long will we stay?

I peer out the window,

remembering

my mother’s last words to me.

She said,

“Grow up to be a… good woman.”

Grow up?

I hadn’t known

what to make of that.

But now one last question

bounces round in my head.

I don’t want to upset Beth,

who’s already

missing her mum so much.
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