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To my mother















First this


There are three of us now.


At first, we were four, but one of us will die. It’s better you know this before we begin.


One of us dies, but that’s not all this story is about. Of course that changed everything. But this is also about the three of us who managed to survive.


The three of us went through it all: the bombs, the fires, the nights. We’re still alive.


Our lives are only just beginning…


There were four of us, but often we might just as well have been alone.


As you lie in the dark, hard iron girders poking into your back, while night after night the world above your head is smashed apart, what use are other people?


Sometimes none at all.


But other times they help.


The four of us were together and that helped.
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A boy is standing on the other side of the street. He’s leaning against a wall with his hands in his pockets. The sleeves of his old shirt are rolled up, his arms are streaked with grime.


He looks at me.


I’m standing in a queue with two hundred other people and still I’m convinced he’s looking at me.


He’s too young to be a soldier but too old to be a schoolboy. His trousers are dirty. His brown hair is so long it falls in front of his eyes.


Now he’s looking at Robbie, who is right next to me. We act like I’m taking care of my younger brother, but we all know it’s the other way round. Robbie is taking care of me.


I spent a year lying in bed, and all that time, Robbie was out in the city. He knows every market stall, every stray dog, every alleyway. No one winces when they see him.


The tall boy across the street whistles. It’s a short, bossy note. Robbie looks up and the boy beckons to him.


“Stay here,” I whisper. But Robbie had waited a whole year for the war to begin in earnest, and now it’s finally here. Each night bombs fall. All over London you can see massive fires and destroyed houses and sometimes even dead people. And what are we doing? We’ve been standing in a queue for more than four hours now, with a little cart full of blankets and pillows.


“Don’t go to him!” I whisper, but Robbie is already crossing the street.


I stay where I am, all on my own among strangers. I haven’t slept in days and it’s like the world is made of glass. One wrong move and the whole thing will shatter.


I stand there, frozen to the spot. I wrap my cardigan tightly around my summer dress. My legs are cold. The air smells of soot.


Newspapers aren’t allowed to write anything about the air raids. No one wants Hitler reading about the damage they’ve caused. But if you live within a few miles of the docks, you don’t need the news to tell you what’s happening. Every evening it’s like the sun’s setting on the wrong side. The sky to the east glows a fiery orange. We all know the docks are on fire. And you can smell exactly which warehouse is ablaze – shiploads of peppercorns that came halfway around the world before going up in flames. Burning syrup, tea, rum.


On the other side of the street, the boy is pointing at me. Robbie begins to grin, and for a moment the possibility flickers through my mind: is he talking to Robbie about asking me out?


My brother runs back excitedly. He’s almost mowed down by a double-decker bus. A fire engine filled with firefighters honks its horn loudly, but Robbie doesn’t care.


“Ella, that lad there needs you!”


A silence falls around us and heads turn in our direction. There are only women in the queue, a few children, the odd elderly man with a bent back and missing teeth.


But of course I can’t leave the queue – it would mean giving up our place. So Robbie pulls me to one side and I lean in towards him. I’ve no idea what happens on a date. And my blue dress with the daisies on it is too short. I’d need to alter it first.


“He saw your leg,” Robbie says quietly. “And he saw how pale you are and how poorly you look.” He gazes up at my face. “I know, sorry. But that’s what he said! Should I have punched him?”


I sigh. “No. Go on.”


“Well, he’s called Jack and he’s sixteen. And he’s got a plan. If we say to the guard on the door that you really can’t wait in the queue this long, we might be given priority. And then they’d let us in straight away and we could be the first to pick a sleeping spot.”


I feel dizzy but that’s nothing new.


“But I haven’t told you the best bit,” Robbie whispers. He’s beaming, and I wish I was nine years old. I wish I could race through the streets and feel the same happiness whenever I spotted a couple of our Spitfires flying over. “Jack says we could earn a lot of money. There are always people who turn up late. They have to work and when they finally get here, there’s no room. But if we lay down a few extra blankets, we could earn loads selling those spots.”


“Really?” I say. “He wants to charge people for a safe place to sleep?”


Robbie nods. “He did it yesterday – he knows how to. If your leg can get us in early, we’ll split the profit. That’s what he said!”


I take a deep breath.


The air-raid siren could go off again at any moment. We’re all on constant alert. People are putting on a brave face but London feels like a UXB. I learned that term last week. An unexploded bomb.


“Well?” Robbie asks.


I clear my throat. “No.”


“But—”


“Out of the question.”


Suddenly, there’s movement in the queue. The gate to the Underground has opened. Finally, we can go inside.


The flock of people quickly grab their bundles of bedding and pillows, bags containing sandwiches and thermos flasks of tea, prams filled with belongings. Everyone waits their turn, but you can sense they are impatient to storm down the steps, away from the sunlight and open streets, into the depths.


Now I’ll have to hobble the entire stretch to the entrance knowing that Jack is still looking at us. My body is stiff from queuing for hours. I feel the pressure of the people behind me.


I start to walk.


My left leg is slower than the right; I drag my foot with every step I take. The doctors said I was incredibly lucky. I don’t need crutches or a brace, just special shoes.


UXB, I think to myself, as if it was a swear word.


How incredibly lucky!


I’m fourteen now. How many pairs of special shoes will that add up to?


Robbie is walking beside me, pushing the cart with our belongings. Everything about him seems indignant. His coarse, spiky hair, his grazed knees, his shorts held up by braces.


“It’s so unfair!” He sticks out his chin. “I’ve almost saved enough money for a new plane. Jack said he earned seven shillings yesterday. That’s loads of money!”


I grab his arm.


“Don’t you understand?” I whisper.


“I understand more than you do,” he whispers back immediately.


I shake my head. “If we lose the war, it will be because of cheats like Jack. Think about it! People who’ve worked hard all day – you’re going to make them pay for a safe place to shelter? While a fella like him just loafs about all day!”


“Why doesn’t he work then?”


“Well, exactly,” I say. “That’s my point.”


Before we enter Liverpool Street station, I take another look around me. I see the black cabs, and the groups of soldiers, and the pub with sandbags in front of it. It’s four in the afternoon. We won’t go outside again until the morning. I’ve no idea whether the city will still be standing then.


Suddenly, I hear a cheerful voice behind me. “Shall I give you a hand with that cart?”


I turn round.


It’s Jack.
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He’s a head taller than me. His arms are muscular and his eyes are the same colour as the barrage balloons, the silvery giants above our heads. They fill London’s skies, tied to the ground with heavy cables.


All summer we’d gazed up happily at the massive balloons. It felt like every neighbourhood had its own pet. The obedient creatures in the sky would protect us from aeroplanes.


But the new bombers fly higher than the highest balloons.


“Leave us alone,” I say to Jack.


The people behind us push forward. There are at least a hundred of them, and they can’t see that we’ve stopped here. I look at the steep steps and realise I can’t help Robbie with the cart. And except for Jack, everyone has their hands full.


Each family sends a scout out ahead: an elderly grandad or aunt, or a girl with a bad leg like me who has nothing better to do. The rest follow later.


“How kind of you,” Jack says as he takes the front of the cart. “That’s what you say when someone tries to help you.”


There’s a trace of dried blood on his cheek. He grins at me. He hasn’t spent a second in the queue and he’s still getting into the station. Nobody says anything because he’s helping a poor wretch and her little brother.


I clench my teeth and make my way down the stairs, step by step. I hope Jack doesn’t look back, and at the same time I tell myself that’s ridiculous. Why should I care if he sees my face? What does it matter if he knows I’m in pain?


Below ground, there are long queues of people in front of the ticket machines and the ticket booths. It doesn’t matter whether you’re travelling to another tube stop or spending the night down there: no one gets through without a ticket.


I stumble and Robbie gestures at a narrow bench next to the wall. “You can go and sit down. I’ll buy the tickets.”


It’s strange, I know, but after all those months in bed it feels as though the world is turning faster than it used to. People move quicker, the light is brighter, sounds are shriller. I sit down on the bench and look at my hands. I’m still in black and white and the world is suddenly in colour.


I rest my head against the wall, exhausted. The sound of explosions replays in my mind.


Last night, Robbie and I spent ten hours hiding in the cupboard under the stairs. Mum didn’t fit. She sat on the floor in front of the cupboard door and refused to swap places with me.


We didn’t say a word for hours. Anti-aircraft fire popped all around us, planes roared, dull explosions resounded through the city.


And then there was that bomb. A shrieking whistle came straight towards us, and I knew for sure: this was it.


Then I thought: Who cares. Come on then, stupid bomb!


But the bomb wasn’t for us. It landed two streets away. And the children squashed up inside the cupboard under the stairs, like us, were pulled out of the rubble today, dead.


So that’s why we’re here.


When Robbie returns with the tickets, we head to the escalators. Jack has abandoned us, so I don’t have to pretend I’m bravely bearing my tragic fate any more. We can manage fine without him now. On the escalator, I use one hand to stay the cart and the other to clasp the handrail.


I stare at the posters that slowly pass by on the wall beside me. A photo of two rosy-cheeked children with a warning underneath: Children are safer in the countryside… Leave them there. An advert for a headache tonic. A poster urging people to grow their own vegetables.


And then I make the mistake of looking into the depths.


It’s like a scene from a nightmare. Without moving a muscle, we glide down a giant tunnel into the belly of the earth, a world of zooming metal and electric light. The last time I was here was a year ago. After leaving the hospital, I didn’t dare venture here and now I remember why.


At the bottom of the escalator, the crowds push us further into the white-tiled tunnels. We turn a corner, then another, until we reach the long, narrow platform of the Central Line. The rails charged with electricity run alongside us. If you tumbled on to them, you’d be fried.


“Look!” Robbie’s tone is excited, as though we’re on a Sunday outing. “There’s still a space free next to the wall.” He runs towards it and pulls out the bedding from the cart. “Dad can go here, Mum here and me here. Uncle and Aunty can go there… Where do you want to go?”


I clench my fists.


For a whole year I’ve done stupid exercises and bitten my cheeks to pieces every time hot compresses were laid on my body. The plan was to come out the other end ready for adulthood. I’d look for a job, I’d secretly write stories, I’d bake war cakes with my friends.


A hot and stuffy platform packed with strangers who’ve brought along half of their belongings wasn’t my plan. Sleeping right next to my whole family each night wasn’t the plan either.


But I don’t have a choice. I sit down and stretch out my skinny legs on the blanket. A platform attendant shouts sternly that we need to leave space for tube passengers. The trains will still be running for hours.


Perched next to me, Robbie devours an egg sandwich made with margarine. Suddenly, he starts waving. Five blankets away, a dusty boy waves back.


“He goes to our school,” Robbie says with his mouth full. He gets up. “I’m off to see him, Ella.”


The school’s been closed for a year already and I’m not even a pupil any more, but he calls it “our school” all the same.


“Be back by six,” I tell him. “That’s when the others are coming. And you have to stay on the platform!”


He doesn’t look back and I slowly exhale.


I grab the notebook I hid at the bottom of the cart this morning. My mother says I need to stop making up stories. What good are words if you can darn a sock instead?


But I want to get out of here. The notebook in my hands is a ladder. It’s a rope of sheets knotted together, a hot-air balloon.


The smell of mothballs rises from the bedding around me. I don’t want to hear tube trains thundering through dark tunnels. I don’t want to be stared at by passengers who have to weave their way around the hordes of people camped out on the platform, all hiding from the bombs that will fall tonight.


I don’t want to look at every man who goes past to see if he’s Jack.


I take my pencil and begin to write.
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I thought I disliked my own body, but that first night in the Underground, I come to the conclusion that other people’s bodies are even worse.


Here we lie, three hundred strangers on a brightly lit platform. It always smells musty but after so many hours with so many people there, it’s horrendous. A suffocating mixture of stale smoke, sweat and pee.


We lie side by side like skinny sardines in a massive tin. Our heads are close to the wall; our feet point at the tracks. The people who arrive last are the unluckiest: they have to lie sideways where all the feet are.


I’ve got a flowery bedspread over me and a rolled-up cardigan under my head. Close by, a toddler is being put to bed in an open suitcase; a little further away, a newborn baby is being nursed by its mother. She sits in the middle of the platform, a breast half bared, but nobody complains.


The trains stop running at half past ten but even after that, there isn’t a moment’s peace and quiet. People cough and turn, sniff and clear their throats. They itch with such a frenzy that after a while I’m sure I’m covered in fleas too.


And then there’s my family.


I didn’t notice my mother until a shadow fell over my notebook. She licked her finger, leaned in and cleaned something from my cheek. I silently closed my notebook and picked up the stocking that still needed to be darned.


And now they’re lying around me. My giant of an uncle who is always happy, my shy aunt who never says a word. My father, who looks grey with exhaustion even when he’s asleep.


Ever since the bombing began, he’s worked every night as an ARP warden. ARP stands for “air raid precautions”. He patrols the streets while everyone else takes shelter. He checks that there are no chinks of light coming through any windows; he puts out incendiary bombs; he’s the first to arrive at houses that are hit.


It should feel so safe, the city filled with wardens walking around at night. Except that it’s my own father out there when the bombs fall. This is his only night off; tomorrow he will be out there again.


Robbie is sleeping next to me with his knees pulled up, his spiky blond hair shining in the glaring light. At home we share a bedroom, and I thought he put up with me the same way he puts up with so much stuff: lice, holes in his shoes, lumpy porridge, a big sister in his bedroom.


But without saying a word, he came to lie down next to me.


*


I don’t sleep a wink that first night.


Bombs fall above ground while the tunnels below ground echo with snores. Just after midnight two people begin to kiss. I can clearly hear the noise they make and even though I don’t want to, I keep on listening. I feel a tingling in my lips, which makes me furious because I know I’ll never be kissed.


At ten to two in the morning, an old man pees on the rails. Not quietly in a corner, but right under the big station clock. My forehead is clammy with sweat, my eyes burn. I want to scream but of course I don’t. Screaming wastes too much oxygen: I learned that in the hospital.


And then, at quarter past three, I see Jack.


He walks towards me along the narrow strip of the platform that is kept clear. His hair is sticking up all over the place. Sometimes he has to step over an arm or a leg; once, he bends down to cover a little girl’s shoulders with her blanket.


And then he sees me and stops.


He’s just covered up that little girl, and for a second I have this crazy hope that he’s watching me more closely than the rest of them.


That he can see who I used to be.


That he can see me in colour.


He slowly takes something out of his pocket, and I hold my breath. I don’t know what I’m expecting. A ladder? A rope of sheets knotted together? A hot-air balloon?


They are shiny coins. He holds them up triumphantly and gives me that same smile he did at the top of the station steps. The smile that says, I can get away with anything.


So he did it again. Made ordinary people pay for a safe place to sleep. I want to say something or give him a scornful look at least, but he walks on.


His footsteps echo off the bare, curved ceiling. And then it happens. He turns his left foot inwards and pretends to walk with a limp.


He whistles as he disappears into a corridor. I sit there in total silence.


*


When we exit Liverpool Street station, I can finally breathe again.


The platform attendants sent us packing as soon as the all-clear was sounded. Now they’re quickly scrubbing the station clean before the tubes start running.


It’s like I’m seeing London for the first time. It’s quarter past six in the morning and dawn is breaking.


The sky is grey velvet; the bombers are gone. The anti-aircraft fire has stopped. People trudge home through the silent streets with their bundles and carts. Anyone who doesn’t have to start work straight away goes back to bed for a little extra sleep.


It’s a ten-minute walk to our house from the station. We’re getting used to the faint smell of burning. We pay no attention to the clouds of dust in the distance. Now we sniff the air for fresh fires, scan for suffocating billows of smoke, listen out for sirens in the neighbourhood.


The closer we get to our own street, the faster we walk. Until we turn the final corner.


It’s still standing. We still have a house.
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I wake up hours later in a quiet house. Straight away I spot a note beside the bed.


My mother is already back in the queue for the station. I need to swap places with her at half past two so she can go off to a Women’s Voluntary Service meeting.


She can finally attend one again.


When I came out of hospital, my mother took care of me for months. No one dared to visit. The doctors said I wasn’t infectious any more, but what do doctors know? Maybe there was something bad floating about my room. Maybe it was better not to breathe my air into your lungs.


For months I saw only my parents and Robbie. I read everything in the library. I wrote stories in my notebook. In the early days I missed my friends, but later I didn’t.


I wash my face and hands in the kitchen sink, eat leftover cold porridge from the saucepan and stuff my notebook into my cardigan pocket. Then I go outside. It’s cloudy and windy. Autumn is coming.


Before I reach the entrance to the Tube, I have to pass the overground station. A line of small children are on their way to catch a train, swinging their teddy bears, suitcases and gas masks excitedly as they go.


A group of young soldiers can’t stop laughing, a woman pushes a rattling cart filled with apples, the paperboy shouts, “Read all about the king’s radio broadcast! New medals for war heroes!”


And then someone stops in front of me.


“Excuse me, sorry to bother you.”


The first thing I notice is her legs. She’s not wearing a skirt or a dress, but a brown pair of men’s trousers cinched in with a belt. The trouser legs are rolled up so she can’t trip over them.


From the waist upwards the girl looks like a film star. She’s wearing a pale blue blouse, she has dark curls and a little hat perched sideways on her head. On her arm she has a bag that is so stuffed it looks like she’s just robbed a bank.


“I’m looking for a hospital,” she says. “Could you point me in the right direction?”


She talks like people on the radio do. I’ve never heard anyone speak like that in real life. I quickly brush a strand of hair out of my face.


“Do you need a doctor? If you turn left at the corner…”


She begins to laugh. “Today is the one day I don’t need a doctor. My sisters find it highly amusing that I’m never ill and yet the doctor has to be called out for me more than anyone else. In fifteen years, I’ve fallen off three horses, nearly drowned in a home-made boat, tumbled from the roof twice and been bitten by a moody rat. Sorry, where’s the hospital?”


I can’t keep my eyes off her. She looks totally different from the tired, grey people around us. This girl doesn’t look like she’s bravely ploughing on. She seems genuinely excited about the day ahead.


“There’s the London Hospital in Whitechapel,” I say. I feel more excited about the day ahead now too. “It’s a half-hour walk.” I point eastwards.


“Aha,” the girl says. “That way. Thank you.” She doesn’t move.


I see her looking down Artillery Lane. The street bends almost immediately, and alleys behind it are even narrower and cross each other at funny angles. She’ll get completely lost.


I hesitate.


My mother’s still waiting in the queue. She’s counting on me to relieve her. If I don’t go, she won’t be able to attend her meeting.


And still I say to the girl, “I’ll come with you.”


“How kind of you! But…” She looks at my leg. “Isn’t it too far for you?”


“No,” I say bluntly.


She carries on staring at my leg. “Were you born that way?”


“A year ago I could run faster than all three of the greengrocer’s lads.”


“Might it still get better?”


“No. No more races for me.”


“I’m sorry,” she says in a serious tone. She holds out her hand. “I’m Quinn.”


I pretend not to see her hand. For months nobody wanted to touch me. Now I’ve forgotten how it works.


“I’m Ella.”


We set off down Artillery Lane. When Quinn walks, it’s like the pavement is made of rubber. Or she’s made of the newest kind of elastic. Passers-by stare at her trousers and a skinny, barefooted boy shouts out something about “a fella with knockers”, but Quinn just gives him a friendly wave.


“I thought a pair of trousers would be essential in the war,” she says to me. “The stable boy lent me these, so they smell of straw and horse sweat, but if a bomb drops, nobody will be able to complain about my skirt lifting up.”


She looks around. “Why isn’t anything damaged here? It wasn’t all propaganda on the radio, was it? If there aren’t any bombs, I might as well have stayed at home.”


“Really?” I ask. “You’ve come to see the bombs?”


“Do you think that’s mad?” she replies calmly. “Of course I’d rather there weren’t any bombs. But if there are, I want to be here.”


We walk along an ancient alleyway so tight that cars and horse-drawn carts can’t fit. The shops have colourful fronts, signs with gold lettering swing above our heads.


“How delightfully picturesque!” Quinn cries enthusiastically. “The peeling paint and that tailless cat and those smelly slop buckets…”


“Welcome to the posh part of the neighbourhood,” I say.


“How old are these houses then?” Quinn asks after a pause. “Might they be Georgian?”


I really have no idea. I’m out of breath and every step I take is a step further away from my mother.


She’s going to be furious. And terribly worried. I know this and still I carry on walking.


She has to learn that she can’t keep stuffing me into a cupboard under the stairs, I tell myself. She has to learn that I’m not a child any more.


I just need to work out what I am now.


At my side, Quinn is still acting like she’s Princess Elizabeth seeing a normal street for the first time in her life. “Oh, just look at that teeny-tiny little house! And those crooked shutters…”


And then she’s silent.


There’s nothing quaint about the next street. Just a great big hole.


An entire terraced house has gone completely. The front of the house next to it has been ripped away. You can see inside all the rooms: on the first floor, a wrought-iron bed is balancing on the edge while stockings hang to dry on a collapsed clothes horse.


The street is filled with bricks, splintered beams and dust. Men wearing helmets are clearing away rubble. Further up the street, two women are sweeping up glass.


A man holds hands with two little girls and stares at the gap in the row of houses. His clothes are torn, his hair is covered in plaster dust. The girls are crying.


That’s what it looks like then: a family with a hole in it.


“It wasn’t propaganda,” Quinn says quietly. “Bombs really are falling.”


I glance at her and see that there are tears in her eyes.


“Those bloody bastards.” She balls her fists. “If I was a boy, I’d join the army right now!”


“But you’re only fifteen, aren’t you?”


“What does that matter? I don’t have a todger – that’s the biggest problem for them.”


I gawp at her.


“I don’t get it at all,” Quinn says. “The whole world revolves around whether or not you’ve got a todger. If you’ve got one, they give you a gun and you can shoot down the rest of them. If you don’t have one, you have to stay at home and wait. That’s hardly an efficient way of winning a war, is it?”


I’m still gawping, and she begins to giggle. “Sorry. Does it bother you, me going on about private parts in the middle of the street?”


“It’s uh…” I try to imitate her plummy voice. “It’s a little awkward.”


“I’ve got three older sisters who discuss absolutely everything,” Quinn says, “and I read a lot.”


“I read too,” I say, somewhat breathlessly. “But different books from you.”


“Come on,” she says, making a beeline through the dust and shards of glass. “We’re off to the hospital. At least I can do something there. Tomorrow I’ll start work as a nurse.”


“But you’re fifteen!”


“So what? My governess told me exactly what to expect. You begin with the dirty jobs, of course. But you do get to live all together in a splendid nurses’ home. I’m going to sign up now, and I’ll pick up my suitcase later.”


“But…” I stop.


I don’t get it. Just now, at the station, she didn’t ask about the London Hospital. She just asked for the nearest hospital.


“Do they know you’re coming?”


“No,” she says cheerfully. “But I’m going there now to tell them, you see. There’s a war on. I’m ready to empty chamber pots and clean wounds and tell off sobbing soldiers.” She looks at me. “Will you wait for me? We’ll get a taxi back afterwards. Then you won’t have to walk all the way and I can pick up my suitcase. I left it with a young man who looked like he’d just survived a terrible air raid. There was even a streak of blood on his cheek.”


I stop. “What?!”


“It was so handy! I got off the train with my heavy suitcase and the boy appeared immediately. The left luggage at the station was completely full, he said. But he knew another place to store my belongings.”


“And you believed him?” I ask indignantly. “I know that boy. He’s nothing but a crook!”
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