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This book was written in lockdown, and my gratitude goes out to all frontline workers. My family had need of you more than once, and you never let us down.






July, 1940

The Battle of Britain has begun.

After a crushing retreat at Dunkirk, the remaining Allied Forces gather in Britain and prepare for invasion. From their bases in France, the Luftwaffe attack targets on the English coast and shipping convoys in the Channel, with the aim of devastating British air defences and supply lines. In the skies above a small village in Kent, RAF Spitfires and Hurricanes do battle with Luftwaffe fighters and bombers. But there are other dangers here, too. Ones of a magical kind…






THE MANY MERITS OF GEORGE FORMBY


Faye and Bertie were chatting on the bus home when a plane dropped out of the sky.

They had spent the day in Canterbury. Any other year and this would have been the Saint Irene’s Bell-Ringers’ Tower summer outing. A jolly old time visiting bell towers all over Kent, ringing their bells, trying new methods and, most importantly, quaffing local beers and ciders and scoffing homemade scones and cake. Alas, since the government’s ban on bell-ringing in June, their plans were scotched. It had been suggested by Mr Hodgson, the tower captain, that they still visit the towers, but ring handbells instead. This was greeted with much grizzling, not least from Faye.

‘Handbells ain’t proper ringing,’ she had said, with many murmurs of agreement from the rest of the tower band. ‘It’s like asking someone to play a concert on a grand piano and then handing them a bleedin’ accordion. It’s not the same.’

Mr Hodgson then suggested ringing tied bells – where the clapper is tied up so that it doesn’t make a sound – which they tried for a couple of practices at Saint Irene’s, but to pull on a rope and not even get the satisfaction of a bell actually ringing was deemed completely pointless by all concerned.

When it also transpired that there would be no beer, cider, cake or scones at the bell towers on the itinerary it was clear that the district outing needed a rethink.

Ideas were put into a hat, then put to a vote, and then ignored and argued over until a compromise was reached whereby Mr Hodgson pouted until he got his own way and they all went to Canterbury for the day. Mr Hodgson arranged for a tour of the bells of the cathedral, and he promised that the city would have plenty of beer, cider, cake and scones in its pubs and bakeries.

The day had been a success, topped off with the glamour of the silver screen when they all went to see the new George Formby flick, Let George Do It!, at the Friars Cinema. For Bertie – possibly the world’s biggest fan of the banjolele-playing comedy croonster – this was the cherry on top, and he didn’t stop jabbering about it all the way home.

‘I think my favourite part was the bit at the end when he went flying out of the torpedo tube,’ Bertie said, snorting a laugh. He and Faye were sitting in their favourite seats on the bus. Top deck, right at the front. Before the war they would sit here to enjoy the view, though these days all the windows on the bus were covered with anti-blast netting, a mesh that would protect any passenger from shards of glass if a Luftwaffe bomb dropped nearby. The only view passengers got now was one through a net curtain, though some of the netting had a clear little diamond shape in the centre for nosy parkers to peer through.

The bus was dotted with shoppers. Mr Hodgson and the other ringers were flopped around them. The Roberts twins were still polishing off slices of sponge cake, Mrs Pritchett snored like a blocked drain, and Miss Burgess and Miss Gordon were both knitting what looked like two ends of the same scarf. Faye was the only one paying attention to Bertie.

‘Or, no, no, it was the bit when he sang “Mr Wu’s a Window Cleaner Now”, that’s my favourite. No, no, it was the bit when he had that dream and knocked Hitler’s block off. That, now that was funny.’ Bertie gave a little sigh of satisfaction. ‘You ever have a day you wish could last for ever?’

Faye had, but she kept it to herself. Not long ago, she’d used magic to speak to her late mother. Well, she was fairly sure it was her mum. Just a simple candle ritual at the hollow oak in the woods. The birds around Faye replied with a giddy cacophony of chirps and whistles that came to her as words of love and reassurance.

It only worked that once. She tried it again the next day, and the day after, but the birds did not reply. Birds were quieter in July anyway, she told herself. Many of them were moulting, making flight cumbersome, and singing would only draw them to the attention of sparrow-hawks.

Besides, she had been warned about using magic unsupervised. Mrs Teach and Miss Charlotte were overseeing her magical tuition now, and the witches wouldn’t stand for any nonsense, so Faye put aside any thoughts of trying again. She told herself she was being greedy and to be happy with what she had. At least she was given the chance to say goodbye and to tell her mother that she loved her. Few folk got that, especially these days.

‘I think I’ll go and see it again,’ Bertie said, bouncing in his seat. ‘I ain’t never seen a flick twice, but I could watch this one over and over. I’ve never laughed so much in my life.’

Faye was happy to see Bertie so animated. He’d been less lively since the events of last month, when the village was besieged by the crow folk, a band of walking, talking scarecrows. Thanks to Vera Fivetrees’ obeah magic, no one could quite recall what happened with their leader Kefapepo, the demon scarecrow with a pumpkin for a head, but some remembered more than others. Faye reckoned that Bertie – who had been instrumental in helping the witches defeat Kefapepo – retained more memories than most. She remembered the shell-shocked look in the poor lad’s eyes when it was all over. He might not know exactly what he remembered, but the darkness of it haunted him like a bad dream. A bit of George Formby’s tomfoolery was just what he needed.

Faye had the tune of ‘Mr Wu’s a Window Cleaner Now’ in her head and began tapping out its rhythm on her thighs.

Then she started to whistle.

Then she started to sing.

Bertie smiled as he joined in, as did the Roberts twins, Miss Burgess and Miss Gordon. It wasn’t long before everyone on the bus was singing along.

Almost everyone. Mrs Pritchett was still asleep and Mr Hodgson – who compared Formby’s singing to a trip to the dentist – refused to come out from behind his newspaper, his fingers tightly gripping its edges.

The sun was dipping below the rooftops as the bus turned onto the Wode Road. They would be home soon. As the double-decker chugged slowly around a tight bend, Faye spotted something through the anti-blast netting covering the bus window. She peered through the diamond-shaped gap in the fabric to read a poster on a village notice board:


WOODVILLE VILLAGE SUMMER FAIR

For the benefit of our wounded boys

Tops for attractions, including…

Cake of the Year

Tin Can Alley

Sack Race

Punch & Judy

Morris Dancers

Miss Woodville, 1940

Horticultural displays and much, much more!

Hayward Lodge, Saturday 20th July from noon till dusk.



‘That’s this Saturday.’ Faye nudged Bertie, who took a break from singing to catch a glimpse of the poster. ‘Are you going?’

Bertie looked from the receding poster to Faye to the poster then to Faye again. He sputtered a series of vowels, ‘Oh, eh, I, oh,’ before nodding. ‘Will you be there?’

‘Dad’s running the beer tent,’ Faye said. ‘I’ll be helping out, but when I take a break we can have a go on the stalls. Mr Paine is running the coconut shy and he says he’s putting little Hitler moustaches on them. Good for morale, he said. You fancy that?’

‘Oh.’ Bertie nodded and blushed. ‘I do, very much.’

Why was he blushing?

‘In fact,’ Bertie continued, ‘I was thinking that you and me could, y’know, p’raps go together and…’

As he burbled on, his whole face flushed red. Something fluttered in Faye’s belly as she realised something that had been in front of her all this time.

Bertie was soft on her.

But they were friends. You didn’t get all mushy and romantic with your friends. And Faye had never thought of him in that way. To be honest, she didn’t think much of courting or romance generally. She skimmed those bits in books and pulled a face when actors got all smoochy in films, and she’d seen how daft girls like Milly Baxter behaved around boys and wanted nothing to do with it, thank you very much. And besides, there was a war on. All the lads were away fighting.

Except Bertie, with his one leg shorter than the other. He wanted to fight and had been first in the queue to volunteer, but they’d turned him away. He joined the Local Defence Volunteers instead. Doing his bit with the older chaps to defend the land.

‘What do you think?’

Faye blinked and noticed that Bertie had stopped talking and was looking at her with his big puppy eyes and waiting for an answer to a question she hadn’t quite heard.

‘Think?’ She played for time.

‘About us.’ Bertie was faltering. Having summoned the courage to ask Faye out once had all but exhausted him and she wasn’t sure he had it in him to do it again. ‘Going to the village fair.’

Faye had no idea what to tell him. If she said no, she would break his heart and never forgive herself. If she said yes… She knew how fast gossip travelled around the village and in the blink of an eye she’d be married with a little one on the way, and she definitely did not want that. She just needed a little time to think.

‘Well, er, it’s like this, Bertie—’

A shadow overhead blotted out the sun. Faye caught sight of black smoke, a flash of light reflected off glass and red flames boiling as a burning mass of engine, propeller, wings and tail rammed down onto Mr Allen’s garage on the corner of Unthank Road.






A FLAMING HURRICANE


‘What the blimmin’ ’eck is that?’ Faye managed to cry before the bus driver hit the brakes, hurling every passenger into the one in front. Faye and Bertie both butted their heads on the glass of the top-deck window then were thrown back in their seats, all thoughts of romance gone in an instant.

‘Looks like a Hurricane Mark One with a two-blade Watts prop and Browning machine guns,’ Bertie said, shaking his head clear.

Faye pushed her specs back into place and squinted at him. ‘How do you know this stuff?’

‘It’s in my scrapbook,’ Bertie said, pointing at the flaming wreckage sticking out of the garage roof. ‘And you can tell by the shape of the wing, and the wood-and-canvas structure of the fuselage. The interesting thing about the Hurricane—’

‘Later, Bertie, eh?’ Faye had already been well briefed by Bertie on his aircraft scrapbook and didn’t need a refresher now. She patted him on the shoulder, got to her feet and looked back along the length of the bus. The deck was full of dazed passengers. As well as Faye’s fellow bell-ringers, there were several folk in uniform, others in civvies and a few children wailing in fright. ‘Anybody hurt?’ Faye called.

Mr Hodgson shook his head, though he was wide-eyed, white as milk and his newspaper was scrunched into a tiny ball. The Roberts twins clung to one another tightly, and Miss Burgess and Miss Gordon were draped in loose knitting wool.

Mrs Pritchett snorted herself awake. ‘We there yet?’ Her eyes bulged when she saw the flames and black smoke. ‘What did I miss?’

‘A plane crashed on Mr Allen’s garage,’ Faye told her. ‘Let’s all exit the bus calmly and—’

She was cut off by Mr Allen’s garage exploding.

A fiery combination of aircraft fuel and burning wreckage all piled onto a petrol station forecourt will do that.

Every window shattered as the double-decker shook. The anti-blast netting saved Faye and the passengers from being lacerated with broken glass, but even so, countless tiny shards spun through the air and Faye instinctively snapped her eyes shut.

The blast wave tipped the bus over to one side. Faye’s ears rang as all around her the passengers joined in a terrifying chorus of ‘Whoooaaah!’ as the double-decker teetered at a perilous angle for what felt like for ever. Just as Faye was sure they would slam onto the road below, the bus righted itself, thumping all of its wheels on the ground, flinging the passengers about and sending splinters of glass sliding across the deck.

Black smoke billowed in through the empty window frames and heat pressed on Faye’s skin. She fumbled for the cardboard gas mask box that hung from a string over her shoulder. People were required to take these everywhere they went. Faye rarely bothered in the village, but you didn’t want to be caught without one on a trip to town, though she never suspected she would actually use the blooming thing.

Mr Hodgson was already leading the other passengers down to the lower deck. A few people had cuts from the glass, and one of the Roberts twins had a sizeable shard poking out of the top of his head like a wafer in an ice cream, though he looked quite oblivious to it.

‘I’ll see if anyone’s hurt,’ Bertie said, wriggling his own mask on. His first aid training with the Local Defence Volunteers had only seen him practising on his reluctant colleagues with fake wounds. Now he was about to put it to the test.

Faye made for the stairwell to the lower deck.

‘Where are you going?’ Bertie said, his voice muffled by the mask.

‘I’m going to put that fire out.’

Just last month, Faye had helped put out a barn fire, but that was in very different and very strange circumstances. For a moment, she almost wished for some of the demon Pumpkinhead’s magic that allowed him to extinguish fires with the clap of his hands. Any magic would do, but she didn’t know anything that could tackle a blaze like this. She looked around for Mrs Teach or Miss Charlotte, hoping to catch sight of them passing through the village, but they were nowhere to be seen. This would have to be done the old-fashioned way. On Monday, she had been training with Mr Paine as part of her Air Raid Precautions duties. Captain Marshall from the Local Defence Volunteers had shown them how to point a hose at a fire around a corner by threading it through a length of wood with a couple of holes drilled in it. Faye had asked what if there was a fire and she didn’t happen to have a length of wood with a couple of holes drilled in it? Or a hose? She was told to stop being so impertinent.

Faye’s specs and the gas mask’s goggles were misting over as she dashed from the bus across the road to where the street’s fire party volunteers were gathering, responding to whistles blown by those on watch. The garage wasn’t big, with only one pump station, which had already exploded, and a mechanic’s repair bay where Mr Allen did most of his work. It was obscured by black smoke and Faye hoped he was safe but didn’t think anyone could have survived this.

A stocky man with mutton-chops came running from the smoke-filled garage. It wasn’t Mr Allen, but Mr Baxter who lived opposite. He wore a grandfather shirt and red braces held up his trousers.

‘Mr Baxter.’ She hurried to his side, patting his back as he leaned forwards to cough the smoke from his lungs. ‘Did you see him? Mr Allen? Is he in there?’

‘Can’t see a thing,’ Mr Baxter said between wheezes. ‘Poor bugger must’ve bought it.’

Faye’s heart sank. Poor Mr Allen. She wondered if he had seen it coming. The skies had been streaked with planes dogfighting since what Mr Churchill called the Battle of Britain had begun. It was only a matter of time before one of them fell on some poor soul minding their own business. Mr Allen was a peculiar fellow. He talked to all the cars that came through his doors like they were people and always reassured them that everything would be fine. Now he was gone, Faye wondered with a pang of sadness who would reassure the villagers’ cars in the future.

‘That you, Faye Bright?’ Mr Baxter peered at her. ‘Take that mask off, it won’t do you any good here. Go and help Dotty with the stirrup pump.’

Dotty was Mr Baxter’s youngest daughter. A little younger than Faye, she dashed by with a pump and a length of hose.

‘You pump, I’ll point,’ she said to Faye, placing the pump and coiled hose on the pavement.

Faye took off her gas mask, happy to be free of its rubbery aroma, though she flinched as her cheeks and nose tingled from the heat of the flames. It didn’t seem to bother Dotty, who was a cheerful, big-toothed mess of freckles and blonde curls.

‘Jolly exciting, isn’t it?’ Dotty beamed as they both unravelled the hose.

‘Dotty, we’re going to need water at some point,’ Faye pointed out.

‘Right behind us,’ Dotty said, glancing over her shoulder. Faye angled her head to see Dotty’s older brothers Timothy and Simon carrying a tin bath under the railway bridge towards them. Dotty’s older sister Milly was nowhere to be seen. Faye recalled she had volunteered for the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force in the hope of meeting dashing airmen. ‘Daddy has been insisting we keep our bathwater every night for just such an occasion. He’s secretly delighted.’ Dotty added this last bit in a whisper as her brothers lowered the tin bath onto the pavement with a metallic scraping noise. It was three-quarters full and a toy submarine sloshed about in its water. ‘Keep it coming, boys,’ Dotty told them as they ran off for more.

Faye plunged the stirrup pump into the water and began pushing and lifting the pump’s handle. It was hard work to get going, but soon Dotty had water coughing from her end of the hose.

‘That’s it, girls,’ Mr Baxter called. ‘Keep attacking it, don’t let it spread. The fire brigade will be here soon.’

Faye’s arms were aching already, but she gritted her teeth and kept pumping as Dotty pointed the hose at the garage office wearing a grin of determination.

‘Help, help!’ A girl’s voice came from beyond the flames.

Faye looked up from the pump. ‘Did you hear that? There’s someone in there.’ Dotty was too focused on aiming the hose and Mr Baxter was busy giving orders to the other fireguard volunteers.

‘Help, help us!’ the voice came again. A break in the smoke and Faye caught sight of a black Austin 10 motor car tipped on its side in the garage. It was hidden again before she could blink, but she was sure she saw movement inside.

‘Oh, blimey,’ she muttered to herself, looking around for someone who could help. Bertie came limping around the front of the bus, ushering an elderly lady to the other side of the road where she could rest. ‘Bertie!’ she cried, and he looked up. ‘Come and help with this pump, quickly.’ Faye regretted the last word, as quickly wasn’t something that came to Bertie as easy as others. Faye watched as her plucky friend limped across the road as fast as he could.

‘Want me to take over?’ he asked, reaching out.

‘Please.’ Faye guided his hands to the pump. For a moment they both pushed and pulled up and down without losing the rhythm, then once he had the hang of it Faye let go and started putting her gas mask back on.

‘W-what are you doing?’ Bertie asked, and from his expression Faye knew that he wasn’t going to like the answer.

‘Do not stop pumping, do you understand?’ Faye commanded from inside the mask.

‘Faye, no, don’t do this.’

‘There’s someone in there,’ she said, before dashing into the black smoke.






A FUNNY TURN AT AN AWKWARD MOMENT


Faye’s goggles misted over as she stumbled blindly through the curtain of smoke. Her shoes kicked tools strewn across the ground, and she bumped into one of the iron girders propping the garage up.

‘Ow, bugger it.’ She staggered back, lost in the smoke and feeling the heat on her skin. Every instinct was telling her to turn back and run to safety. She wriggled a finger under her mask and wiped the goggles clear, finding herself perilously close to the wreckage of the Hurricane. Black and flaming, it had crashed through the garage roof, its nose crumpled, propellers bent, wings broken. It lurched to one side, sending countless orange embers spiralling into the shimmering air and Faye pitied any pilot who met such a hellish fate.

She backed away from it and turned to find the car she’d glimpsed tipped over on one side. She looked through the smashed windscreen to see a jumble of kicking limbs. Three children, piled on top of one another in the back seat, and an unconscious driver, blood trickling from a wound in his scalp.

‘Help!’ the girl’s voice cried again from inside the car.

‘I’m here, help is here,’ Faye called as she tried to clamber onto the bonnet. ‘Ow, double-bugger it.’ The car’s metal shell was too hot to touch. She looked around the garage and found a couple of oily rags on a worktop that she wrapped around her hands for protection. She scrambled back onto the car and grasped the rear passenger door handle. The frame was buckled and would only move a quarter of an inch. She pulled and pulled and it juddered back and forth, but simply would not open. Through the cracked window she could see three terrified faces, wide eyes willing her to open the door, little fingers grasping up at her.

The door handle snapped off in her grip.

‘Oh, fffff-fiddlesticks.’ She scowled at it before tossing it away. ‘Clamber across,’ she hollered, waving them to the front of the car.

The skeletal wreckage of the plane groaned as it shifted again. Faye glanced back to see the fuselage slowly tipping towards them. Any second now the car might be consumed in its fire.

‘Quickly, quickly!’ she cried, catching a glimpse of her masked face in the wing mirror and wondering what scared the children more: her or the fire.

She grasped the front passenger door handle and swung it open.

Faye reached down and took the hand of the closest child – the eldest – who pushed herself off the steering wheel, clambered out of the car and jumped onto the deck of the garage.

‘That way.’ Faye pointed through the smoke to the street beyond. ‘Deep breath and run.’

The girl did as she was told and vanished through the black curtain of smoke. Next was the older boy, who vaulted out of the car and followed the girl. The final child, a little blond lad, froze like a rabbit in headlights. Surrounded by shards of glass, he shook his head and wrapped his arms around his knees, curling into a ball.

Behind Faye, the Hurricane moaned in its death throes. There was a crash as part of the tail tumbled to the floor, fanning the flames around it.

‘Please.’ Faye leaned into the car to grab him, but he inched into the farthest corner, still shaking his head. ‘What’s your name, sonny?’

‘Nein, ich habe Angst,’ he said.

‘W-wot?’ Faye stammered. That sounded a lot like German. She didn’t know much, other than what she’d seen in newsreels and films, but this little chap wasn’t local, that was for sure.

‘Lass es verschwinden,’ the boy wailed, ducking his head down and kicking his feet.

Definitely German, Faye thought, and absolutely terrified. She didn’t blame him. The crackle of the flames was getting louder and the asbestos roof above started to pop. This whole place could come tumbling down any minute.

‘Hey, mister.’ She shook the unconscious driver. ‘Wake up, hey, wake up!’ He rocked back and forth and his eyelids flickered. He needed a little something to jolt him awake. Faye jabbed the heel of her shoe on the Austin’s horn. It honked over and over and the driver’s eyes bulged open. He gasped a breath, his head darting around as he tried to make sense of his topsy-turvy world.

‘Was ist passiert?’ he said.

‘Oh, blimey, it’s like a Nuremberg Rally in here,’ Faye muttered to herself. ‘It’s a fire, mate. Fire. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, yes,’ he said, then reached back to the frightened little boy. ‘Rudolf, komm her.’

The boy, Rudolf, shook his head.

‘Bitte, Rudolf!’

The boy threw his head back and began to howl.

‘Verdammt,’ the driver cursed and, with a groan, reached behind his seat, grabbed the wailing boy by the scruff of his neck and hauled him up to Faye, who took the lad’s hand.

The world swam around her.


A body lies among trees. The sun shines down through the canopy. It had rained, and the air was sweet.



Faye shook her head clear, but the garage tilted to one side.


The little boy stands over the body, shaking it, calling out a name over and over. ‘Klaus, Klaus!’



‘What are you doing?’ the driver’s accented voice cut through Faye’s vision. She was standing over the upturned car’s door, holding the little boy who wriggled in her grip.

‘Sorry, yes,’ Faye said, all but hurling the boy away from the car and onto the deck of the garage. He landed on his sandalled feet and, hearing cries of, ‘Rudolf, Rudolf!’ from his siblings, he ran like a whippet after them.

Faye leapt off the car and the driver clambered out, clutching his bleeding head, just as the wreckage of the plane came crashing down on the car.

‘Mr Allen! Mr Allen!’ Faye yelled as she took a quick last look around the garage, hoping to see the garage owner safely huddled in a corner, but the place was a hellish inferno.

‘This way.’ Faye waved the driver towards the street and they both staggered, coughing and wheezing, into the sunshine. Faye yanked the gas mask off and filled her lungs with fresh air.

She cleaned the lenses of her specs on her blouse, then pushed them back in place to find the three shivering children huddled together. The girl looked about eleven, her dark hair neatly tied in a clip. The middle lad was a year or so younger, also dark-haired and bespectacled, and the little blond boy had the mucky chops and scruffy hair of six-year-olds the world over. They gathered close to the driver, a tall chap who Faye was surprised to see was about her age.

Beyond them was the double-decker bus with all its windows blown out and shocked passengers being attended to by Bertie and other first-aiders, all in the shadow of a burning garage and RAF Hurricane. A gleaming fire engine had arrived and the firemen were aiming their powerful hoses at the shrinking flames.

A shadow flitted over the street and everyone looked up, gasping and half-expecting another aircraft to drop on them, but this was something altogether slower. A parachute drifted in an arc over the rooftops. An RAF pilot in a wool-lined leather jacket gripped the lines of the chute as it became snagged on the railway bridge. He dangled there, swinging back and forth like the pendulum of a clock.

‘Ah, hello,’ he said with a little wave. ‘Awfully sorry. Got caught short by Jerry and had to bail out. No choice, I’m afraid.’ He grimaced when he looked at the burning garage. ‘Oh, gosh. I do hope nobody was hurt.’

‘Dougie,’ Mr Baxter said, rushing to where Faye was coughing her lungs free of smoke. ‘Did you see Dougie?’

Faye could only cough, but gave Mr Baxter a look that said, Who the hell’s Dougie?

‘Mr Allen, it’s his garage. Did you see him?’

Still coughing, Faye fell to her knees and shook her head. Poor Mr Allen. She could only hope that he hadn’t suffered.

‘What the bloody hell is this?’ a Glaswegian voice cried.

Every head turned to see Mr Allen standing under the railway bridge. He held in one hand a half-eaten sausage roll. Faye was sure it was from Mrs Yorke’s bakery on the Wode Road.

‘I was only gone five minutes,’ Mr Allen said, baffled even further by the relieved cheers from the gathered crowd.

Faye saw the little blond boy tug at the driver’s sleeve. The lad sniffed, wiped a tear away, pointed at Mr Allen and asked a question in very loud German.

The cheering stopped and every head now turned to the little boy. The driver rested a hand on the boy’s shoulder in an attempt to gently silence him.

‘Klaus?’ the little boy persisted. ‘Klaus? Was ist los?’

Faye shivered. Klaus. The body in her vision.

‘I say,’ the pilot said from his harness. ‘Is that little chap a Hun?’

A harrumph of indignation swept through the crowd.

‘Krauts!’ someone shouted.

‘Narzees!’ yelled another.

The harrumph became a rumble of discontent. People started rolling up sleeves in anticipation of a fight. Cries of ‘Spies!’ and ‘Go back to Germany!’ followed.

The children clung together in a frightened huddle. The young man, Klaus, stood before them, shielding them from the patriotic anger, saying the same words over and over, ‘Kindertransport, Kindertransport, Juden, Juden.’

Somewhere in Faye’s mind a penny dropped as she recalled a newsreel she had seen before the war. She positioned herself between the simmering mob and Klaus and the children. She raised her hands for calm but got none.

‘They’re not Nazis,’ she said. ‘They’re Jewish.’

The crowd rippled, unsure if this was a good thing or a bad thing. Prejudice has a long and muddled memory.

‘They’re on our side. They’re being persecuted by the Nazis and have come here to—’

More villagers arrived, knowing only that some German speakers had shown up and there was a war on, fuelling the patriotic anger of the crowd.

‘Listen to me, you daft berks, just because they speak German—’

Faye ducked as an empty milk bottle was hurled over the crowd and smashed on the street by her feet. Another followed fast and smashed on a dustbin lid held by Bertie, who had rushed to her side, wielding the lid like a knight of old.

‘Thanks, Bertie,’ Faye said, and he flashed a smile. She gestured to the children to take cover behind him. They cried out and squeezed even closer together.

‘I reckon we can leg it to the pub,’ Faye told Bertie. ‘Dad can let us in and—’

‘Right, what’s going on here, then?’ Constable Muldoon’s booming voice announced his arrival, but even that wasn’t enough to quell the mob. Fortunately, the constable had a whistle. If there was anything the great British public understood, it was to obey the shrill call of an Acme Model 15 Metropolitan Police whistle. He blew it three times and the crowd fell silent.

‘That’s more like it.’ Constable Muldoon’s scrubbing-brush eyebrows shifted closer as he held up the whistle like a cowboy with his revolver. ‘If I have to blow it again, names will go in my notebook.’

That settled it. No one in the village wanted their name in Constable Muldoon’s notebook. It was a life sentence with no chance of parole.

He turned to Klaus and the children. ‘Morning, folks, let’s have a shufty at your papers, shall we?’

‘Mein Herr,’ Klaus said, handing the constable his identity papers. ‘I am Klaus Schneider.’

The police officer took a moment to read them, his moustache bobbing as he moved his lips.

‘Very good,’ Constable Muldoon said, handing the card back to Klaus, then turned to address the waiting crowd. ‘These children are guests in this country as part of the Kindertransport organisation, and this young man is their guardian. They’re here to stay with Lord and Lady Aston up at Hayward Lodge. We are to show them every courtesy. So, if you don’t have any business here, I suggest you move along before my boot makes short and sharp contact with your rear end.’

There were nods and murmurs of understanding from the crowd, which began to disperse.

Faye stood, hands on hips, quite baffled. ‘That is exactly what I was just tellin’ ’em, and they never took a blind bit of notice.’

Constable Muldoon gave her a wink. ‘Ah, but did you have a whistle?’

‘No, but I might have to get one,’ Faye said.

‘Impersonating a police officer is a crime,’ Constable Muldoon said, patting her on the shoulder. ‘Might I suggest a kazoo instead?’ He turned to Klaus. ‘Now, young lad. Why don’t you lot come to the station and we’ll give her ladyship a call.’

Klaus took the officer’s hand and shook it till it blurred, thanking him over and over. His big blue eyes bright, his skin dotted with acne, the lad grasped Faye’s hand next, thanking her, too.

Once more, Faye’s world swirled around her.


Tree trunks reach up to blue skies dotted with little white clouds, then tumble away. A limp arm flops to the ground. The little blond boy weeps on his knees. ‘Klaus, Klaus!’



Faye snatched her hand back and the vision was gone. Klaus took a step back, probably wondering what he had done wrong.

‘Sorry,’ Faye told him. ‘I need… I need to have a bit of a sit down.’

And that’s when everything went black.






MAX


Max just wanted to play chess. It was after dark and they were still at the police station, speaking to the officer with the big moustache who wrote everything down. Lots of phone calls and checking documents. Their cousin Klaus did all the talking for them. He was the only one with good enough English. Magda spoke a little – she knew enough to call for help, thank goodness – but she had said nothing since they were rescued from the burning garage. Rudolf would be fine for a short while, then he would burst into tears and call for Mama.

But Max just wanted a game of chess.

He loved chess. Once he was inside a game, he never wanted to come out again. Everything about it made sense. There were rules. Good rules established thousands of years ago. If you followed those rules, it made the game more exciting. You had to think harder. You had to think ahead. There was a sweet logic to the rules that made Max happy.

Now there were no rules. Not in real life, anyway.

Everyone in real life cheated. Everyone did what was best for them. There was no thinking ahead, no one cared about other people, they just did what was easy here and now and the hell with the future. It started with the Nazis. They cheated. They lied. Max’s cousin Klaus was old enough to remember when it started. When the Nazis said that we took jobs from others, that we hoarded our money, that we were greedy.

Max remembered the day when the other children changed. Former friends now told lies. Max used to play chess with a boy called Walter. He was a little older than Max and a good player, they were evenly matched. One day at school, Walter told the others that Max was a dirty little Jew, and that all Jews were devils, lazy and that they drank the blood of Christian children. Their classmates gasped and called him names, and Max wondered how they could be so stupid as to believe such lies. He got into a fight with Walter. They were not evenly matched. Max got a bloody nose and was sent home, but not until his teacher, Herr Schmidt, humiliated him in front of the class. Herr Schmidt used a word to describe him that Max did not know. Subhuman. Max had to ask his parents what it meant, and it made Mama cry.

Not long after, the Nazis came to their home. The storm troopers kicked in the door and smashed their windows. They were allowed to take one bag. Mama said they were going on a big adventure to see friends in Munich where they would be safe, but they had to leave right now. There was no room for Max’s chess pieces.

Since then, they’d hardly stopped moving and some days even one bag felt like too many.

All Max ever wanted to do was play chess with his father. He could never beat him. He had come close a few times, but even in his dreams Max would always be outfoxed by Papa. When Papa won, he always explained how he did it. Every time Max lost, he learned something new. That was another thing he loved about chess. No two games were exactly the same, because no two players were alike. The way someone played told you all you needed to know about them, and Max knew that his father was kind and wise and patient. The thought of never playing with his father again stoked a furnace in Max, and he knew that if he let his anger out it might never stop. And so he kept silent. If he had something to say, he would whisper it in Magda’s ear and she would speak for him.

The police officer was typing something now, and the clatter of the typewriter made Max’s ears hurt. Rudolf began to cry. Again. Klaus kept telling them they were safe. He had been saying that since Rotterdam. He said it when they pulled into the garage, just before a plane fell from the sky in a ball of flame.

Even now, he kept saying it. They were going to stay with a friend of Mama’s. Lady Aston. Klaus said she had a big house and they would stay there until it was safe to go home again. But Max knew the truth. She would be like all the others. For months they had gone from friend to friend to friend. At first, they were welcomed with smiles and open arms and friendship, but when they heard the howl of the Stukas, the rumble of the Panzers, they told them to leave. For your own safety, they always said. Lady Aston would be like all the others. War would come here soon. It hunted them like a wolf. And Rudolf, Magda, Klaus and Max would have to pack their bags again, cursed to walk the Earth for ever, like the Wandering Jew, never finding anywhere to call home.

Max didn’t care. All he wanted was to play chess.






CLOGS


Faye woke in her room. She was still dressed in the dungarees she had worn to Canterbury and was lying on top of her sheets. It was dark, the steady tock of the longcase clock downstairs the only sound. Her father Terrence slumped asleep in an armchair close to the bed, his hands clasped across his belly which gently rose and fell with each snore. His face, wrinkly when he was awake and alert, folded in on itself like a bulldog’s when he was asleep.

A lit candle, Faye’s glasses and a mug of tea sat on the drawers by the bed. Faye’s mouth was dry, and just the sight of a cuppa set off all kinds of excitement which was dashed the moment she placed her hands around it to find it cold.

‘Buggeration.’

Faye put her specs on as the clock chimed the three-quarter hour. Quite which three-quarter hour, Faye couldn’t be sure, but if Dad was here then it was after closing time. Tuition started at midnight and there was a strong possibility she was late, and that wouldn’t go down well with Miss Charlotte or Mrs Teach. Faye swung her legs off the bed and placed her toes oh-so-gently on the floorboards.

Faye and her father lived above the Green Man pub, an establishment that had stood in the village since 1360. The building didn’t have a single straight edge within its walls and every door, hinge, handle and floorboard creaked like a galleon in a storm. The board that Faye trod on was no exception.

‘Ah, good, you’re awake.’ Terrence’s eyes blinked open, circled around in their sockets as they focused and then fixed on his daughter. ‘How are you, girl?’

‘Just had the best kip ever,’ she said, and it was true. She felt bright and refreshed. She stood and stretched, making an odd squeaky noise at the back of her throat as she did so, then found her boots at the foot of the bed. She loosened the laces and wriggled her feet in.

‘You gave us all a bit of a fright,’ Terrence said.

Memories of the afternoon’s excitement came flooding back. The plane, the fire, the children, the terrifying portent of doom. ‘Sorry, must’ve been the smoke.’ She had seen a vision and it had snuffed her out like a candle, completely knocking her for six. She’d had them before, but never as powerful as this.

Faye wasn’t sure how much her father remembered of last month’s little adventure, so she kept this disturbing development to herself. Though he was privy to the family’s magic streak and not so easily fooled, telling him now that she was having grim visions of death would only make him worry all the more.

‘The Hurricane pilot was in here earlier, the one whose plane crashed. Him and few others told me you saved those nippers.’ Terrence’s lips drew into a small smile. ‘I’m proud of you, Faye, but—’

‘Oh, it weren’t nothing. I was closest, that’s all. Anyone else would’ve done—’

‘No, let me finish.’ Terrence raised a finger. ‘I’m proud of you, but don’t you ever do anything so stupid again.’

‘What do you expect me to do? Stand there like a lemon as they burned to death?’

‘The fire brigade were on their way.’

‘That’s as maybe, but it couldn’t wait. Anyways, I told you, it weren’t no fuss. I was in and out.’

‘And then you fainted.’

‘I’m awake now, ain’t I?’ Faye pulled on her bootlaces and tied them tight. ‘Blimey, you’d think I’d set meself alight or something.’

‘Lor’, you don’t half sound like your mother,’ Terrence said, softly shaking his head.

‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’

‘It was.’ Terrence heaved himself out of the armchair, scruffing his receding white hair into a curly halo. ‘I know we haven’t really talked about what happened with you and that thing in the graveyard.’

‘Not much to say, is there?’ Faye replied with a sinking feeling in her belly. At least now she knew that he remembered something. She wondered just how much he recalled of their fight against the Pumpkin-headed demon Kefapepo. Whenever she thought of that thing bearing down on her, it gave her the shakes. ‘What’s done is done.’

Terrence nodded. ‘That’s true enough. But I was with your mother when she was about your age, and she would have these little funny turns. Sometimes… she had visions.’

Faye tensed, but kept tying her bootlaces.

‘Reckoned she could see the future,’ Terrence continued. ‘Not that much of it made sense. She always said she never understood what she’d seen till it was happening or had already passed. She would feel guilty if she couldn’t help folk, and when a vision turned out to be true and something bad happened and she missed it… It weighed on her.’

Faye felt a chill as the memory of the vision returned. The little boy weeping over the body of the older lad, Klaus.

‘There’s a war on, Faye,’ Terrence said. ‘Bad things happen every day and I don’t want you thinking that you – with all the things that you can do – should be the one to fix everyone’s problems. You’ll go half-barmy if you do.’

Faye slipped on a cardigan, buttoning up the front. ‘I know I can’t fix the world’s problems, Dad, but I will do what I can. If someone needs help and they’re right in front of me, I ain’t gonna ignore them.’

‘Yup,’ Terrence said, ‘as I thought, just like your mother.’

‘I’m off out.’

‘Where? It’s nearly midnight.’

‘It’s Tuesday. You know where I go on Tuesdays at midnight.’

‘Oh.’ Just one word, but coming from Terrence it was saddled with all kinds of disapproval.

‘Don’t be like that.’

‘How’s it going? They teaching you anything useful?’

Faye grinned and raised a finger. ‘Watch this.’ She moved across the room to her wardrobe and opened the door, revealing a half-length mirror inside. Leaving the door ajar, she took the candle from the bedside drawer and walked across the room. She took off her specs, holding them up to the candlelight and angling them at her own face like a make-up mirror.

‘What are you—?’

‘Look over at the mirror,’ Faye told her father.

‘Bloody hell,’ he said, taking a step back. ‘How’d you do that?’

Faye’s face appeared in the wardrobe mirror. A floating apparition trapped in glass, wreathed in the glow of candlelight, it grinned at her father.

‘A bit of candle magic,’ the apparition said.

‘Blimey.’

‘Just don’t tell anyone,’ Faye said, her voice a whisper. ‘I’m not supposed to do this unsupervised, and if Mrs Teach and Miss Charlotte knew, they’d have a fit. But it’s good, innit?’

‘What use is it?’ he asked.

‘No idea.’ Faye lowered her glass and the candle. Her face vanished from the mirror. ‘But it’s something.’

‘Yeah, it’s something all right,’ Terrence said with a grumble. ‘I know this is all fun and games to you, but you don’t have to do this. You could have a perfectly quiet life here, learning a trade. When I pop me clogs, this pub could be yours.’

‘I don’t want you to pop your clogs.’

‘I have no intention of popping me clogs any time soon, but when I do—’

‘Don’t be so morbid.’ Faye hurried over to her father and pecked him on the cheek. ‘And stop talking nonsense. I’m off. I’ll see you in the morning. Get some rest and keep your clogs on.’






MAGICAL PUBERTY


‘Next thing I knew, I woke up in my room. Dad had made me a cuppa, but it was cold.’ Faye finished her story, brushing away nettles as she moved through the wood.

‘And you would describe it as a vision?’ Mrs Teach followed Miss Charlotte who led them along the path. The amber glow of a waxing gibbous moon could be seen through the canopy. ‘What sort of vision?’

‘I’ve had them before,’ Faye said, trying to keep up with the two older women as they navigated a steep path. It had rained in the afternoon and the moisture hung in the air with a scent of honeysuckle. White moths fluttered around and mozzies buzzed in to nip the bare skin on Faye’s arms. She slapped them away, though she was already bitten to buggery as she scratched at fresh bumps on her elbows.

‘You never mentioned them,’ Charlotte said, turning her head, her long white hair glowing as it caught the moonlight.

‘It never came up,’ Faye said. The ferns they trudged through grew thicker and tugged at her shins. ‘Besides, I didn’t think anything of it at the time, just a funny turn, that’s all.’

‘Describe it to us,’ Mrs Teach said between puffs. She was not a woman predisposed to midnight hikes. Though her pear-shaped body moved swiftly and daintily through the wood, she had made it clear several times that she preferred flat surfaces and slingbacks to slippy hills and sensible shoes. ‘When did you first have one?’

‘Last month, when…’ Faye hesitated. They hadn’t really talked about the strange events of June, when a group of scarecrows came to town led by a demon in disguise. The three of them had all made mistakes and none wanted to dwell on how it had almost gone horribly wrong. ‘Y’know, all that business when Mr Craddock went missing? Me and Bertie went looking for him. And I found Craddock’s boots and when I touched them, well, I don’t know how else to say it, but the world went all topsy-turvy and I saw what happened to him. In me ’ead. Like a vision.’

‘And it happened again at the garage?’ Charlotte asked.

‘Twice,’ Faye said. ‘When I took the boy’s hand, and then his guardian’s. I saw the guardian, Klaus, dead. And he was surrounded by trees. I have no idea where he was, but I reckon it’s here in the wood.’

‘It’s a big wood,’ Charlotte said.

‘Exactly.’ Faye threw her hands wide. ‘What am I supposed to do?’

‘Do-o?’ Mrs Teach broke the word into two syllables, rising in pitch. ‘Young lady, you do nothing.’

‘What?’

‘Visions like that are next to useless,’ Mrs Teach continued. ‘You could try and warn him, but what would that achieve? Spook the poor fellow into a state of agitation that might well cause the very calamity that you want to avoid. No, I should ignore the thing if I were you. What will be, will be.’

‘I can’t ignore it. He might die.’

‘He will die,’ Charlotte said with her usual level of cheer. ‘We all do. Eventually.’

‘And what happens when he does? How am I supposed to live with that?’

‘If you didn’t kill him, you have nothing to worry about,’ Charlotte replied. ‘They’re someone else’s problem now.’

‘What she’s trying to say in her own perverse manner,’ Mrs Teach said, ‘is the children are in good hands. They’re at Hayward Lodge now, yes?’

‘I suppose so. I was planning to pop over there in the morning to see how they’re doing.’

‘Hayward Lodge? Lord and Lady Aston. Really?’ Charlotte turned to Faye, an eyebrow raised.

‘That’s what Constable Muldoon told us.’ Faye shrugged. ‘Why the eyebrow?’

‘Was Lord Aston there with the children? How did he look?’

‘Did you miss the bit of the story where I blacked out?’

Faye couldn’t recall the last time she had seen Lord Aston. Lady Aston was always galloping about on her horses, or cutting the ribbon at some charity do, but Lord Aston rarely left the grounds of Hayward Lodge.

‘When you do see him, tell me how he looked,’ Charlotte said.

‘Well, he’s a stout fella, isn’t he?’ Faye shrugged. ‘Huge mutton-chops and very shiny boots from what I can recall.’

‘Not what he looks like,’ Charlotte said, ‘but how he looks – is he fit and healthy?’
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