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				Chapter One
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 7, 1940
			

			
				6:00 PM
			

			
				 
			

			
				WHRRRRR, whrrr, WHRRR, whrrr
			

			
				 
			

			
				“’Urry, ‘urry!” Daddy pulled on me as he shouted. “Joyce, get out of bed now! Do you have your gas mask? We ‘ave to get to the shelter!”
			

			
				I shook my head. “But it’s full of creepy crawlies.”
			

			
				“Not now, Joyce. You’ll be fine.” Daddy’s face was drawn in tight. His eyes went blink blink blink as bombs whistled through the air, with thunderous explosions as they landed.
			

			
				We dashed out the back door and into the garden like panicked chickens. With Mum running ahead of me, I almost stopped, my stomach tightened. How could I have forgotten my tuck box in the kitchen? It held my photo of Nanny and Grandad and my baby rattle. It also had a beautifully engraved silver bangle that Mister Elstone, our neighbour, gave me when I turned eight in it. He always did nice things for the people in our neighbourhood. I suppose it’s because he never had a family of his own.
			

			
				Around us the sirens wailed, making everything seem more chaotic.
			

			
				“Down there, now!” roared Daddy.
			

			
				The urgency in Daddy’s voice grew, it sounded shaky as if he were in a horse drawn carriage on a bumpy road.
			

			
				“D-down there n-now!”
			

			
				“Wait, I have to go back. I left my tuck box. I ran past it.”
			

			
				Daddy grabbed my arm, hard. “It’ll be there when the raid is over. Now ‘urry up!”
			

			
				I prayed my tuck box would be safe.
			

			
				I let Daddy lead me, even though I really wanted to go back to the house.
			

			
				 
			

			
				WHRRRRR, whrrr, WHRRR, whrrr
			

			
				 
			

			
				Mum slid down the dirt wall, and I followed her. Gina clutched her doll named Dolly as Daddy lowered her to Mum. We dropped to our knees, put our heads on our laps and covered our ears. Gina cried. I bit my bottom lip and closed my eyes tightly. Mum pulled us close and patted our backs and even though it helped, I wanted the all-clear siren to go off so we could get out of this dark, damp, dirty trench.
			

			
				But it didn’t. And moments later Gina began to cry again.
			

			
				“It’ll be all right, girls,” Mum said, “it’ll be all right.”
			

			
				How on the earth did she think it was going to be all right? We’d never gone in the bomb shelter when the sirens were blaring and bombs were falling from above. Never in my lifetime had England been bombed.
			

			
				We all froze when Daddy leapt in and dragged a big piece of corrugated iron over the top of the shelter.
			

			
				Instantly it was pitch black. Blinding us immediately, but where one sense left another took over.
			

			
				The sounds…
			

			
				All of us breathing like it might be our very last breath.
			

			
				The smells…damp soil and smoke infused my nose.
			

			
				I held my breath. The muscle on the back of my leg kept twitching. I took my hands off my head to rub it and then…
			

			
				 
			

			
				KABOOM!
			

			
				 
			

			
				Gina screamed. “Make it stop, Joyce!”
			

			
				“I can’t.” Though I wished I could. The ground shaking beneath us was making the twitching in my leg worsen.
			

			
				And it seemed it would never stop.
			

			
				The explosions and wailing sirens went on for two hours. And for each second of these two hours, I clutched my gas mask. I hated carrying it around all the time. It bruised my hip, but I’m glad I had it. Daddy had explained why we always needed to have it. I hoped I’d never need to use it.
			

			
				Then everything went quiet, I took a deep breath and stood up and stretched, rolling my neck around trying to get out the soreness.
			

			
				Gina curled herself into a ball, with her head rested on Mum’s lap. Mum leaned on Daddy’s shoulder. They both frowned, especially Daddy. He looked up at the roof of our make-do shelter.
			

			
				He didn’t say anything, so I cautiously peeked through a crack on one side of the roof. Dust and debris blocked my view. With a silent prayer, I hoped our house hadn’t been bombed. At that moment, I couldn’t hold back.
			

			
				“I don’t think it’s fair that the war’s coming to London. That Mister Hitler is a real…a real rotter! If he were here, I’d…I’d punch him.” He wasn’t here, so calling him a rotter was the best I could do.
			

			
				“I’m sure everyone in England would agree with you, Love,” Mum said. “Now please don’t fuss and let your daddy think about our next step.”
			

			
				I nodded as another explosion rocked the ground. Falling to my knees, I covered my head and shielded Gina.
			

			
				It felt as though many hours had passed when the roar of the jets and bombers got quieter and then the all-clear siren blew.
			

			
				“We’re goin’ to stay ‘ere a bit longer,” Daddy said, trying to calm Mum, whose hands shook. Her breathing was short and loud.
			

			
				When she settled, he stood up and cracked the roof so we could get some air. Dust rolled on top of us, filling our nostrils. I was sure this would make Mum start shaking again, but it didn’t. Gina rested her head on my lap and fell asleep. Somehow, I calmed too, and eventually closed my eyes.
			

			
				When Mum shook my arm, I jumped. “Sorry, Love, but we think it’s over for now.”
			

			
				Daddy nodded at me, then stood up and pushed the corrugated roof off our make-do-shelter. Dusk had already turned into night. Through the smoke, I saw thousands of twinkling…
			

			
				 
			

			
				WHRRRR, whrrr, WHRRR, whrrr
			

			
				 
			

			
				Daddy pulled the roof back over us. We ducked and covered finally accepting that tonight’s sleep would come on the cold, damp dirt floor of our shelter.
			

			
				Mum leaned on Daddy’s shoulder. He frowned.
			

			
				Trembling, I tried to focus on what seemed to have been the longest day of my life. It began with me making a gas mask for Dolly out of a matchstick box and a string. Dolly being safe made Gina feel safer, too. We then removed all the burnable things from the attic while Mum covered the windows with tape and newspaper, so light wouldn’t sneak out after dark. We were following the home safety leaflets advice from the government. I’d carried buckets of dirt and water into the house, just in case there was a fire…
			

			
				I sighed, not knowing what tomorrow would bring or if my tuck box was safe, where I left it. The one thing I knew for sure is we’d do what we had to do to survive. And in no way did I want to end up being a Nazi Youth.
			

			
				I was English.
			

			
				And I planned to stay English.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Two
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 8, 1940
			

			
				6:00 AM
			

			
				 
			

			
				As the night disappeared, the German bombers went away, with it bringing in dawn. I was unsure if I wanted to see the destruction. Mister Churchill, the Prime Minister, told us there would be an all-clear signal.
			

			
				And once the earth stopped shaking and the air raid siren blew a solid blast for two minutes. The air raid was over…
			

			
				Then all was quiet.
			

			
				Daddy pushed the roof out of the way. We stood up, stretched and tried to rub the dirt off our legs.
			

			
				“I’ll ‘av to clear the way before you an’ the girls come up,” Daddy said as he climbed out.
			

			
				We heard loud thuds, perhaps Daddy was throwing things, and they were bouncing across the garden.
			

			
				Then his head popped into view. “Pass Gina to me. Nice en slow. It’s a bloomin’ mess up ‘ere.”
			

			
				Mum lifted up Gina, and Daddy pulled her out.
			

			
				“Stand right ‘ere, Love, and don’t move,” Daddy said. “Joyce, you’re next!”
			

			
				I climbed on top of an old wooden crate in the corner of the shelter and Daddy helped me out. The air was thick and brown, and I coughed a few times. I struggled to breathe.
			

			
				“Stand with Gina. Let me ‘elp yur Mum.”
			

			
				I nodded and wrapped my arms around Gina. She stood frozen next to me. The air was full of smoke and dust.
			

			
				I froze as well. Missus Madden’s house was… half gone. I could see into her sitting room. Her settee poked out from the rubble. I hoped they made it to their shelter. The half of her house still standing was attached to our house. Thankfully, our house seemed to only have broken windows. The knot in my stomach loosened until I turned to look at Mister Elstone’s house.
			

			
				Gone.
			

			
				Completely gone.
			

			
				Nothing left except a pile of bricks resting where his home used to be. Instantly, the knot moved up to my throat. Stone, brick, metal, and dust mixed in with our neighbour’s belongings lay on what had been the streets and gardens around our house.
			

			
				I held back my tears. Would we ever get back to normal after something like this? It wasn’t fair that the Nazi’s, in Germany, were able to make our lives so difficult.
			

			
				Daddy forced his way through the rubble. “Come ‘elp me, Janet. I ‘ear Missus Madden and ‘er boys. They’re under all this rubbish.”
			

			
				My breath caught as I asked, “W-what?”
			

			
				Daddy looked at me, his eyes saying more than I wanted to know and then he glanced at Mum.
			

			
				“Girls,” Mum said sternly, “You mustn’t move from this spot.”
			

			
				We both nodded. As they walked away, Gina squeezed my hand with all of her might. I gave her a gentle squeeze back. I would protect her no matter what. She was my little sister.
			

			
				Mum navigated her way over to the Madden’s air raid shelter. Then she turned back and smiled at me.
			

			
				“We can hear you, Mary. Are you and the boys all right? Wilfred and I’ll get you out.”
			

			
				“We’re bloomin’ filthy and tired, but we’re not hurt.” Missus Madden’s muffled voice drifted from under her shelter’s roof.
			

			
				The Maddens had luck on their side. They owned a real Anderson Shelter; it was much safer than our trench shelter. It had proper walls and a roof.
			

			
				Daddy helped Bill and Alex out. They were covered in dirt like Missus Madden had said. Mum helped Daddy get Missus Madden out. She was old and rather plump.
			

			
				Then we all stood together, waiting for the dust to settle so we could see what happened to our road. The lighter it got, the worse it appeared. Almost every house on our side of the road was damaged. People were still emerging from their shelters. Some shook the dust from their hair and brushed off their clothes. Others cried. Many froze in place as if they couldn’t understand what the Germans had done to our road or what they should do next. And the worst of it - the search and rescue started immediately - digging through the rubble for their friends, neighbours, and loved ones.
			

			
				It was a sight to see, and it made me want to help too.
			

			
				I left Gina standing by our shelter, clutching Dolly. She would be all right. After all, we were the lucky ones. Our house still stood. My tuck box might have been knocked off the counter, but it would still be in our kitchen.
			

			
				I wandered down the back row. It didn’t take long to find Mister Elstone. He was lying very still at the bottom of his shelter. Brick and glass lay all around him. The roof from his shelter was nowhere to be seen. Gone. Completely gone.
			

			
				“Mister Elstone, Mister Elstone,” My chest tightened when he didn’t answer me or move.
			

			
				I wanted him to be all right, but nothing about what had happened was all right.
			

			
				I was crying when Daddy rushed to me.
			

			
				I pointed to a shard of glass poking out of Mister Elstone’s side, then Daddy’s voice roared like the bombs had done…
			

			
				“Get the little uns out of ‘ere, Janet!”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Three
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 8, 1940
			

			
				8:30 AM
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Come on, Love.” Mum took Gina’s hand. I followed them back to our house with my heart broken in more ways than I could understand. Inside, my tuck box still sat on the counter. I picked it up and blew the dust off, and then flipped it open. Everything was perfect. Untouched. As if nothing had happened. But...Mister Elstone…
			

			
				Mum’s voice startled me.
			

			
				“That Mister Hitler is a horrid man. Attacking people who have never done a thing to him. He’s a vile, evil man… God will get him for this.” Mum shook her head in disgust. “You two to stay back while I clear up the broken glass.”
			

			
				Mum attacked the shards of glass like they were the enemy. Then she moved on to beating the dust off the furniture.
			

			
				Gina pushed Dolly towards me. “Look what happened to her!” Dolly was filthy. Tears began to build up in the corners of her big green eyes.
			

			
				As much as I was struggling with this, it must be harder for her. “Come on. Let’s give Dolly a bath.”
			

			
				Gina smiled and followed me. We traipsed through the dust over to the kitchen sink, and I turned on the tap. Something wasn’t right, so I turned it off and on again.
			

			
				“Mum, there’s something wrong with the tap. Brown water’s coming out of it.”
			

			
				“Oh, no! The bombs must have broken a pipe. It’ll be all right, we just have to make do for a while. At least we still have a house.” Mum rubbed her temples and gazed out of what once was our kitchen window. Bits of taped newspaper dangled from the window frame. The pamphlet suggestion hadn’t helped very much.
			

			
				I leaned on the counter and closed my eyes. How many nights of this could we take? How many nights of bombing had Hitler planned? Could anyone make him stop? It wasn’t fair. My head began to ache.
			

			
				A loud knock came from the back door, which made me jump backward about two feet, right into the china hutch. The hutch shook, but luckily nothing broke.
			

			
				“Come in,” Mum called out. Missus Madden, Bill, and Alex came in. Their arms filled with the belongings they gathered from the wreckage of their home. Brown streaks ran down Missus Madden’s cheeks, and she kept sniffing. They piled their meager belongings under the coat rack. Bill and Alex sat at the table. They were much older than me. Bill was sixteen and Alex seventeen. They both were pretty scruffy.
			

			
				“How will we ever manage? Our house and a meager pension were all we had. James barely left us enough to survive on when he died…without all of this.” Missus Madden punched towards Heaven.
			

			
				Mum set down the dustpan and broom and put her arms around Missus Madden’s shoulders. “It’ll be all right, Mary. You and the boys can stay with us until the wars over. We’ll figure out what to do after that. Don’t worry yourself about it right now.”
			

			
				“Ta, Janet. What would we do without you?” Her eyes glazed over, and she slowly nodded.
			

			
				“You’d do the same for us if it were our house. Let’s see if we can find a little something to eat.”
			

			
				Mum found three tins of rice pudding. She shared them fairly and added some currants. I hadn’t eaten it cold before. It didn’t smell warm and inviting, but I ate it and found it to be quite tasty. It would’ve been better if it had been warmed, but the rules stated no using electricity or gas after a bombing. We had to wait for the warden to come around and let us know if it was safe to start using it again.
			

			
				“I’ll help you clear up the rest of the house, Janet,” Missus Madden said.
			

			
				Mum and Missus Madden worked for hours sweeping and dusting the house. Dust kept rolling in our glassless windows, coating everything. By the time they cleaned the sitting room, it needed to be cleaned again.
			

			
				Bill and Alex went out to see if they could help Daddy and the other men clearing up our road, so that the fire brigade, police, and ambulances would be able to get through.
			

			
				“I have to go to the loo, Mummy.” Gina crossed her legs to prove it.
			

			
				“Well, what’s wrong with using the toilet?” Mum frowned.
			

			
				“It’s broken into bits and pieces.” Tears leaked from Gina’s eyes. “Nothing’s ever going to be right again. The war’s ruining everything.”
			

			
				“We won’t stand for it long. Love, Mister Churchill will resolve this soon.” Then Mum went to investigate the loo. We all followed her.
			

			
				“Well, good gracious!” Mum exclaimed. “All that’s left is a hole in the floor and a pile of crumbled porcelain. We’ll get the boys to clean this up when they come back. For now, you’ll have to use a basin.”
			

			
				“Ew,” I squealed.
			

			
				“I’ll use it,” Gina said reaching out for the big basin Mum had gotten out of the cupboard. Then she ran to our room.
			

			
				“Put it under your bed when you finish. We’ll have Daddy empty it later.”
			

			
				A shiver ran through my body. “That’s horrible, Mum.”
			

			
				“You have to be able to adjust to the situation, Dear.”
			

			
				Bill and Alex came back even grungier. “Ain’t no one got water in their ‘ouse, if they ‘av an ‘ouse,” Alex explained.
			

			
				“There was broken toilets all the way up the row,” Bill said. “I’m sure ‘appy you got a toilet, Missus Munsey.”
			

			
				“Sorry, William,” Mum thought people should go by their given names. “Ours needs to be carried outside too.”
			

			
				“This is batty, blowin’ up ‘ouses and toilets.” Bill grabbed his brother by the arm, and they went to fetch our crumbled-up toilet.
			

			
				“Mummy, when can we go back to bed?” Gina stuck her thumb in her mouth and held a very dusty Dolly with her other hand.
			

			
				“Very soon, Dear. Why doesn’t everyone change into clean night clothes while Missus Madden and I will make sleeping arrangements.”
			

			
				They spread out quilts for the boys to sleep on. Mum made me let Missus Madden sleep in my room.
			

			
				Gina and I went upstairs to get ready for bed. I carried my pillow and my nightgown into Gina’s bedroom. I’d be sleeping with her tonight and possibly until the war ended. My eyes felt heavy. Last night’s bombings blurred in with the events of the day.
			

			
				Gina sat on the edge of the bed. “Do ya think it’ll happen again, Joyce?”
			

			
				“I don’t know. I hope not.” We snuggled under the blanket, said our prayers, and tried to go to sleep. The day kept replaying in my head. Over and over again. I looked over at Gina. She was curled up like a kitten with Dolly. I rolled over and tried to sleep on my stomach. It didn’t help. I rolled back over and concentrated on closing my eyes and breathing slowly. Sleep finally arrived, but then…
			

			
				 
			

			
				WHRRRRR, whrrr, WHRRR, whrrr
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Four
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 8, 1940
			

			
				8:00 PM
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Come on everyone get to the shelter.” Beads of perspiration trailed down Mum’s forehead. She waved her arms vigorously towards the back door.
			

			
				Another night of bombings. How much could one take? We were fortunate in the last bombing, but would we be as lucky tonight?
			

			
				Gina and I were dressed in our nightgowns. We slid on our slippers and put our gas masks over our shoulders, then ran downstairs.
			

			
				This time I grabbed my tuck box as we rushed out the back door towards our shelter. The siren screamed, and the sky flashed from dark to light in the distance.
			

			
				 
			

			
				WHRRRRR, whrrr, WHRRR, whrrr
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Mister Hitler is a real rotter,” Missus Madden yelled as we ran through the back garden. “I hope he gets what he deserves.”
			

			
				“Where’s Daddy?” I shouted. “He needs to come to the shelter too.”
			

			
				“You’re right about that,” Mum shouted back.
			

			
				Gina grabbed Mum’s hand. “What about Daddy?”
			

			
				“He’ll be fine. He’ll go to the fire brigade station or to a public shelter.” Mum squeezed her eyebrows together and clenched her teeth. She wouldn’t want us to know if he was in danger. Missus Madden, Alex, and Bill rushed ahead of us.
			

			
				Bill jumped in the shelter first. Mum lowered Gina to him. I went next and then Missus Madden. Alex helped Mum and then jumped in. Bill and Alex pulled the roof over us, and we crouched down, again. The air to warm up quickly. With extra people made it a tight fit, no room for stretching out. Not that I wanted to lay on the dirt floor, but now it wasn’t even an option.
			

			
				“I wish we had a real Anderson Shelter, Mum,” I said. Daddy should have gotten us one, but he was too prideful to accept a handout. He thought making a trench shelter would work just as well. Mister Elstone had been in a trench shelter too. He lost his house and his life. Thinking about him dead in the bottom of his shelter made my stomach hurt. “Or better yet a Morrison Shelter.”
			

			
				“We have to make the best of what we have.” Mum stroked my back for a few seconds.
			

			
				The air raid siren screeched on and on. The shelter was cold and damp inside. I kept twitching uncontrollably. When I wasn’t twitching, I was shivering. It would be a long night. And where was Daddy?
			

			
				“We’ll be all right, Joyce,” Mum said.
			

			
				“It feels like spiders are crawling up my legs and on my back. I’m trying to get them off,” I said as I wriggled around.
			

			
				The darkness made it impossible to see anything, so Mum ran her hands across my back and legs. “I don’t feel anything on you or your nightie. I’m sure it’s all of the excitement.”
			

			
				“Can we bring a blanket next time? Perhaps it won’t be so icky if we are on something other than dirt,” I said.
			

			
				“That’s a brilliant idea!” Missus Madden said.
			

			
				“Wot ‘bout a mat?” Bill asked.
			

			
				“Even better! We’ll make our shelter into a holiday house,” Mum said. Everyone eked out an awkward laugh.
			

			
				“Did anyone else notice that the siren’s still blarin’, but there ‘aven’t been any explosions?” Alex asked.
			

			
				“I wonder what that means,” I said.
			

			
				Then we heard it. The roar of a German aeroplane. The air made a loud whooshing sound. A giant thud shook our shelter and dirt from the walls rolled onto us. Gina screamed. I shook. It felt as though all the blood rushed out of my face. Gravity seemed to pull my cheeks to my chin. The aeroplane hovered above us.
			

			
				Could this be the end, our end?
			

			
				And then…nothing.
			

			
				No one breathed. No one moved. Silence. We waited until the all-clear siren blew.
			

			
				“What do you think it was, Mum?” I asked.
			

			
				“I don’t know. But it must be safe to go up, or they wouldn’t have blown the all clear.”
			

			
				Bill and Alex pushed back the roof part way.
			

			
				“It’s jammed on somethin’, Missus Munsey,” Bill said. “We can’t move it anymore. We’ll ‘ave to climb out the other end an’ see wot the problem is.”
			

			
				Bill climbed out first, then Alex.
			

			
				“Wot the ‘eck is that?” Alex yelled.
			

			
				“It’s a bloomin’ bomb!” shouted Bill. “And it didn’t explode.”
			

			
				I got dizzy and sat down.
			

			
				“Well, wot are we goin’ to do ‘bout it?” Alex asked.
			

			
				“We’d best get everyone out of the shelter an’ then worry ‘bout the bomb.”
			

			
				Bill and Alex pulled us up and out.
			

			
				The greenish-gray bomb lay on the edge of our shelter roof. It was a huge canister with a pointed top and a cross-shaped tail. We all stood motionless staring at the unexploded bomb. If it had exploded none of us would have survived. If it’d landed a few inches to the side, it would have come down in our shelter. One of us or maybe more would have been crushed. No shelter would really protect us. I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out.
			

			
				I looked at Mum. Her face reflected how I felt inside. When she noticed me staring at her, she erased the expression on her face rubbed her hands together. “Right, I think the best thing to do is to go and get help. Boys you go to the house with your Mum, and I’ll take the girls with me.”
			

			
				I thought we all should have gone together. What if the bomb exploded while we were gone, and they got injured?
			

			
				Gina, Mum and I walked down the road. The air was full of smoke. It coated my throat and filled my lungs. A ruddy glow above the skyline of London lit the streets. People rushed about in all directions. Men dragged big chunks of brick from the center of the road to the edge. A fire brigade lorry rang its bell to get people to clear out of the way.
			

			
				“There.” Mum pointed to the fire brigade house “That’s where we’ll find help.”
			

			
				She walked straight up to the front door and entered without knocking. I’d never seen her be so bold. To Mum, manners were everything. Her upbringing was very proper.
			

			
				Mister George sat on a dusty brown chair listening to the wireless with his spectacles on the tip of his nose.
			

			
				“George,” Mum said. “We have a bit of a problem.”
			

			
				“Shush, Love, Mister Churchill is talkin’ on the wireless.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				“…One ought never to turn ones back on a threatened danger and try to run away from it. If you do that, you will double the danger. But if you meet it promptly and without flinching, you will reduce the danger by half.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				Mum tapped her foot.
			

			
				“George, I’m terribly sorry to interrupt, but we have an unexploded bomb in our back garden, and we don’t know what to do about it.”
			

			
				“Cripes, why didn’t ya say so?” Mister George jumped out of his chair. You would ‘ve thought he was twenty instead of being an old Grandad. He ran to the front door and rang a handbell. “Elp’ll be ‘ere shortly, and we’ll figure out wot to do with that bomb of yours.”
			

			
				Three gray-haired men, in olive green wool uniforms with funny round tin hats, sprinted towards us.
			

			
				“We’ve got a dud at Missus Munsey’s ‘ouse. We’ll need to disarm it for ‘er.” Mister George turned and winked at Mum. “Unless you’d rather do it yourself, Dear.”
			

			
				“I think I’d rather have you take care of it, Governor.” Mum’s forehead wrinkled. She wasn’t amused by Mister George’s attempt to be funny.
			

			
				Mister George coughed and straightened up. “Right, you lot stay ‘ere, and we’ll take care of it.”
			

			
				He and the other men gathered their tools and piled them up in wheelbarrows and left.
			

			
				Mum sat on a chair in front of the fire brigade house. Gina and I sat on a bench made from a couple big chunks of brick and a piece of wood.
			

			
				We waited. We listened. We watched all the people scurrying around the crumbling streets of London. I believed the war wouldn’t come to London. But it came anyway. Now, I wished it would end so life could go back to normal. Carrying our gas masks everywhere constantly reminded me we were in danger, even when we weren’t in the middle of an air raid.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Five
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 8, 1940
			

			
				12:00 AM
			

			
				 
			

			
				We sat in silence waiting. I hoped to see Mister George and his men wander back up the road. I closed my eyes for a second and put my hands over my ears. I didn’t want to see or hear it if things went wrong.
			

			
				Mum stood up. “Girls, they’re coming.”
			

			
				I felt my whole body relax; my shoulders fell, my fingers dangled beside my legs, and my toes unclenched. Mister George and his men were walking up the road with their wheelbarrows. My heartbeats slowed, and I could breathe again, but then...
			

			
				 
			

			
				WHRRRRR, whrrr, WHRRR, whrrr
			

			
				 
			

			
				I grabbed Gina’s hand. Mum grabbed mine. She yanked us up, and we ran across the road.
			

			
				“Where are we going?” I shouted. Being heard above the air raid siren seemed impossible.
			

			
				Mum didn’t answer. She pulled us towards the underground.
			

			
				“I don’t want to go down there!” I shouted. But I knew we had to. I hated going in the underground on a normal day, let alone in the middle of an air raid. What if all of London collapsed on top of us? It would be dark, and there might be rats. I dug my feet into the ground. Gina and I stumbled and fell to the ground. Mum dragged us a few feet before she realized we weren’t walking with her. My knees were bleeding and dirt stuck to them. Gina, being much younger than me, had trousers on. She tore a hole in one knee and scratched up her opposite hand.
			

			
				“Get up, girls!” Mum shouted as she pulled us up. “We have to go in the underground. We’ll be safe there. No bomb would go that deep.”
			

			
				Safe? Was anyone really safe? Mister Elstone thought he would be safe. That turned out to be wrong.
			

			
				We had no choice. Mum rushed down the steps to the platform, and we followed her. We got on our knees next to the wall, ducked our heads and wrapped our arms around them. I heard little children crying and their mums saying, “It’ll be all right.” I wasn’t sure if I believed them. How could we keep doing this night after night? Didn’t Mister Hitler have anything else to do with his time other than to bomb us every few hours?
			

			
				When the all-clear blew, we got up and tried to leave. The mums and children pushed past us rushing towards the steps. A few men remained in the underground with us. They stood back and watched. “Ladies first,” one of them said.
			

			
				“That wasn’t so horrible, was it?” Mum dusted off her knees and straightened her dress.
			

			
				“Well, I would’ve rather been at home,” I said. “I’m sure I felt a rat crawl across my shoes.” A shiver ran through me, and I gagged.
			

			
				Gina put her hands on her hips and thrust her chest out. “I’d rather have been on holiday.”
			

			
				Mum laughed. Gina and I dusted off our scraped up knees and climbed the steps out of the darkness.
			

			
				The street bustled with activity. Some men fought a fire from the tops of fifty-foot ladders. Sparks flew onto the street. They reminded me of the sparks from a sparkler on Guy Fawkes Night. A man rushed up to us and threw a Macintosh over us. Gina and I screamed. It was hot and dark, and I couldn’t see where we were going. Who had covered us up? Why was he making us run? The smell of smoke was strong and window panes crashed to the ground.
			

			
				“Come on, now. Let’s ‘urry up,” the man said.
			

			
				Once we were across the road, he took the heavy coat off us.
			

			
				“Can you get ‘ome from ‘ere?” he asked Mum.
			

			
				“Yes, we can. Thank you so much for your kindness. If there’s a way I can repay you for your help, I’d appreciate it.”
			

			
				“It’s the war, Dearie. We all ‘ave to do our bit. I’m too old to join up, but I’m not too old to ‘elp out,” he said. “Now I better ‘urry along and see if anyone is ’urt in the underground.” He threw his Macintosh over his head and shoulders, turned and went back towards the underground.
			

			
				“Who was that?” Gina asked.
			

			
				“I don’t know, Love,” Mum said.
			

			
				“I do,” I said. “He was a war hero. He saved us from getting splattered with glass and fire sparks.”
			

			
				“He certainly did,” Mum said. “Let’s try to weave our way back home.”
			

			
				I tried not to think about all the dangers as we walked home. We all did something that mattered to help England against Germany. The fireman fought fires and disarmed bombs. The stranger helped people when he was able. Daddy worked at the munitions factory. Mum did all the things on the lists to help conserve our resources because the military needed supplies. Gina and I helped Mum, and I gave Missus Madden my room. And I tried to not complain out loud. Everyone was suffering, and it didn’t matter how wealthy or how poor you were. We were all in the same boat.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Six
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 9, 1940
			

			
				7:00 PM
			

			
				 
			

			
				I hid behind the sitting room door and listened to Mum and Daddy talking in the kitchen. They still thought of me as a child and didn’t tell me everything, which was completely unfair.
			

			
				Daddy pulled back a chair at the kitchen table.
			

			
				“I have a can of corned beef, Wilfred, but I can’t heat it up,” Mum said.
			

			
				“That’ll be fine, Janet.” Daddy let out a sigh.
			

			
				The electricity and gas had been off since the first night of the blitz. Who knew how long it would be before Mum would be able to cook for us or even make a cup of tea?
			

			
				I heared Mum moving around the kitchen. Then she sat down.
			

			
				“We’ve bin preparin’ for the war for months,” Daddy said. “But it’s much ‘arder than I expected.”
			

			
				I knew what Daddy meant. It seemed that all of London was on fire. Nanny’s house had been bombed. Luckily, she was at work when it happened. She worked for Mister Churchill. The first night of the Blitz she cooked dinner for him and the group of men he was meeting with. Mister Churchill rushed into the kitchen unannounced and demanded Nanny and the other staff must get to the shelter. Within three minutes of Mister Churchill sending everyone out of the kitchen a violent shock shook the building. Mister Churchill saved Nanny’s life. The kitchen, pantry and some of the offices at Number 10 Downing Street were destroyed by a bomb.
			

			
				“I was just thinking.” Mum tapped her fingernails on the table. “What’s your mum going to do? Will she be moving in with us?”
			

			
				“No, Mister Churchill is letting her stay at The Houses of Parliament until it’s safe for her to go home. Even that rotter, Hitler, wouldn’t dare bomb Parliament.” I peeked around the corner and almost said it would be nice if Nanny stayed with us, but I saw Daddy. His hands shook, and he clenched his jaw. He looked as if he might explode. “Right now we ‘av to figure out what to do with the girls.”
			

			
				For a moment, all I could hear was the clank of Daddy’s fork on his plate.
			

			
				“We should ‘ave sent ‘em when they started Operation Pied Piper,” Daddy said. “The bloomin’ Germans ‘av bombed out most of London, and now I’ve been conscripted into the army.”
			

			
				I stifled a gasp. Daddy had been conscripted. He would be going to the war. What would happen to all of us without him? Would he be flying bombers or fighting on the ground? And just what did he mean about Gina and me?
			

			
				“I know. I don’t want to do it, but the headmistress sent a note today saying any children still here should go to Euston Station with their belongings first thing in the morning. From there they will be leaving for the countryside.” Mum sighed dejectedly.
			

			
				How could they send us away? I didn’t want to go to the country. I didn’t want to leave Mum and Daddy. Surely, they wouldn’t do it. They would miss us too much. What if something happened and we got lost from them, forever?
			

			
				“I don’t see ‘ow we can keep them ‘ere. It’s not safe. I’m goin’ to be leavin’ for France. You’re goin’ to ‘av to take my place at the munitions plant and deliverin’ coke, so you’ll ‘av enough money to survive this God-forsaken war.” Daddy made a loud snorting sound.
			

			
				I felt as if I had swallowed a skipping stone. “Don’t do it,” I shouted as I ran in the kitchen. “Don’t make us leave. Gina and I don’t eat much or take up much room. We’ll be good while you’re gone, Daddy. We won’t be a bother. I can help Gina with her reading and do the cooking while Mum is at work. Please don’t send us to live with strangers.”
			

			
				Mum put her arms around me. “It’ll be all right. You and Gina will spend some time in the countryside. It’ll be like you’re going on holiday. Imagine all the fun you’ll have. You’ve never been to the countryside before. Taking a little holiday from the war will be good for both of you.”
			

			
				I felt all the sooty air coming out of my lungs. I thought I might collapse. “I don’t want to go, and neither will Gina. We don’t like the countryside,” I shouted and pushed Mum away. “We won’t go! We aren’t leaving you here by yourself, Mum.” I stood firmly in case anyone tried to make me leave the room.
			

			
				“You don’t ‘av a choice in this,” Daddy said. “It’s our job to keep you safe. And London’s not safe for you and your sister. It won’t be safe ‘til we teach Hitler a lesson.” Daddy took a deep breath and his eyes narrowed. “You’ll be goin’ on the train in the mornin’, and that’s that.” He put his hands in his pockets and turned away from me.
			

			
				Mum wiped her face and sniffed. “Right, we need to find the list of what you must bring with you on your adventure.”
			

			
				“It won’t be an adventure, Mum. It’ll be horrid, simply horrid!” I shouted and dashed out the back door. I didn’t have time to decide where I was going to go because the air raid sirens shrill filled the air, again.
			

			
				 
			

			
				WHRRRRR, whrrr, WHRRR, whrrr
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Run for the shelter, Joyce!” Daddy yelled. “I’m gettin’ Gina.”
			

			
				I ran towards the shelter. Explosions rang out from all directions. I hurried as fast as I could. I didn’t wait for help to get in. I slid into the shelter as soon as I got to it. I looked up, waiting for everyone else to arrive. The ground shook, the air was turning brown, and I smelled smoke. What if no one else came? What if that last explosion had been a bomb on our house? What if…I gasped for air.
			

			
				“Mum! Daddy! Where are you?” I screamed at the top of my lungs.
			

			
				“I’m coming!” shouted Mum.
			

			
				She slid down into the shelter and pushed me against the dirty wall. “Duck and cover in the corner!” Mum groaned as she pulled on the roof. “I can’t move it anymore, it’s too heavy.”
			

			
				We ducked and covered. The air stood still. It was suffocating. Dust rolled in on top of us. Mum started coughing.
			

			
				I felt a lump swelling in my throat. “Where are Daddy and Gina?”
			

			
				“I don’t know. I’m sure they’ll be fine,” Mum said, although her voice betrayed her concern.
			

			
				I wasn’t sure if I should believe her. Her whole body shivered beside me. The ground shook again. The explosion that followed was deafening. The roof toppled over the edge of the shelter and landed between us. Mum screamed, and I burst into tears.
			

			
				Would it ever end? Where were Daddy and Gina? Was Mum hurt? What would happen to us now?
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Seven
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 9, 1940
			

			
				8:00 PM
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Mummy!” I screamed. “Are you all right?”
			

			
				She had been thrown across the shelter. The explosion rocked the ground around us and knocked loose the iron roof. It landed on top of Mum, trapping her. I heard her groaning. “I’ll get you out.”
			

			
				I tugged on the roof and lifted it up a little bit. I laid on my tummy and peeked through a gap. She had a nasty gash above her left eye. Blood dripped down the side of her face, along her cheek and into her dust-covered hair. I reached into my pocket and found my hanky. Luckily, I hadn’t used it yet.
			

			
				“Here, Mum. Take this.” I stuck my hand and the hanky through the opening.
			

			
				“I’m all right, Love. Thank you for the handkerchief. I’m sure the cut looks worse than it is. Give me a second, and I’ll try to move the roof.”
			

			
				I needed to help, but I didn’t want to do something wrong and hurt her more. I looked around my side of the shelter. I wished we had put a mat, a torch, and a toolbox down there.
			

			
				“I’ll be fine. My forehead’s stopped bleeding. Let’s figure out how to get out of this mess.”
			

			
				I glanced around again. There were a couple long pieces of wood and a brick on my side of the shelter.
			

			
				“Do you remember when we went on holiday to the Blue John Caverns?”
			

			
				“Yes, but what on the earth made you think about that?” she replied.
			

			
				“Remember that giant quartz stone we found with a bit of Blue John in it? Daddy made a seesaw with it and a plank of wood. There’s a brick and a couple of pieces of wood on my side. I can make a lever, like Daddy’s seesaw, and push up the roof a bit so you can crawl out.”
			

			
				“Brilliant idea, Love. Just be careful to not knock yourself in the head.”
			

			
				I moved the brick next to the roof and tried to shove the wood under the edge of the roof. It wouldn’t budge.
			

			
				“How’s it coming along?” Mum asked.
			

			
				“I have to find the right spot to put the brick. I had it too close, and couldn’t get the plank under the roof.”
			

			
				I moved the brick around and tried again, still with no success. Then it hit me. I should stick the wood under the roof first, then push the brick under it until so I could pull down on the board and lift the roof up.
			

			
				“Stay back,” I shouted. “I think it’s going to work this time.”
			

			
				I pushed on the end of the plank and the roof lifted a tiny bit.
			

			
				“Do you have anything on your side to wedge in the opening?” Perspiration coated my face and back.
			

			
				“I can’t see very well, but I think there are some broken bricks on this side. They may work.”
			

			
				“When I push on the plank and lift the roof as high as I can, you stick one of them in the gap. Then I’ll move my brick and the plank to lift the roof higher and make a bigger opening. Are you ready?”
			

			
				“As ready as I can be.”
			

			
				I groaned as I pushed the plank down with all of my strength. The roof edged up a bit.
			

			
				“Now!” I shouted.
			

			
				Mum shoved a brick in the opening. I moved the wood and the other brick farther into her side of the shelter.
			

			
				“When I lift it again, stack another brick on top of the first one.” I put all of my weight on the plank and lifted the roof up.
			

			
				“Now!” I shouted again.
			

			
				Mum stacked up another brick.
			

			
				“It’s still not big enough for you to get out. We need something bigger to balance the wood on. There’s nothing useful on my side. Do you have anything on your side?”
			

			
				“There’s a piece of a cinder block. It’s almost as tall as the two bricks.”
			

			
				“Let’s try and dig a bit of a tunnel under the roof. Then you can slide it to me. I’ll be able to lift the roof higher, and you can slide under it on your stomach,” I said.
			

			
				I began pulling the soil back. Mum’s hands were doing the same thing on her side. When the soil got too hard to move with my hands, I switched to a broken piece of brick.
			

			
				“Can you get under it if I’m able to lift the roof a bit higher?”
			

			
				“I think so,” Mum said. “It’s a good thing I’ve never eaten sweets.”
			

			
				She pushed the cinder block through the tunnel.
			

			
				“This’ll work. You’ll be able to get out, I’m sure of it,” I said.
			

			
				I shoved the cinder block behind my brick. I used all my strength to push down the wood and raise the roof. Perspiration ran in my eyes. My arms trembled. I had to rescue her.
			

			
				“Now!”
			

			
				Mum slid through the pathway into my side of the shelter. When her feet cleared the roof, I dropped the plank, and the roof plopped back on the ground.
			

			
				Mum wiped the mud off her hands and legs. She looked as though she’d been on the losing end of a mud pie fight.
			

			
				“You’ve been very brave, Joyce,” Mum said. “I can’t believe you were able to rescue me by yourself. Your daddy’s going to be so proud of you!”
			

			
				A sharp pain stabbed me in my side. I had forgotten about Daddy and Gina. I hugged Mum, and my nose began to run. Mum rubbed my back while I attempted to stop sniffling. A knot formed in my throat. I tried to swallow it away, but it wouldn’t go away.
			

			
				“It’ll be all right, Love,” Mum whispered. “We’ll find them. I’m sure they made it to safety.”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Eight
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 10, 1940
			

			
				6:00 AM
			

			
				 
			

			
				We climbed out of the shelter. I turned towards our house when I heard Daddy shouting. He and Gina ran and jumped over the rubble to greet us. My heart raced as I ran to them.
			

			
				“Where were you?” I asked as I clung to Daddy.
			

			
				“We got stuck in the ‘ouse. We couldn’t get to the shelter in time, so we ‘id under the stairs in the pantry,” Daddy said.
			

			
				Mum swooped up Gina. She gave her a kiss and a cuddle.
			

			
				“You’re all dirty, Mummy!” Gina said and pushed Mum away.
			

			
				“You’re not so tidy yourself, Dearie.” She laughed, kissed Gina again, and rubbed her mucky hair on Gina’s thin arm.
			

			
				“Ick, you need a bath!” Gina squirmed around trying to escape Mum’s hold.
			

			
				“That’d be lovely, if we ‘ad a bath and runnin’ water,” Daddy said.
			

			
				We all laughed. We were covered with filth. Mum looked like a snowman dusted with grey confectioners’ sugar.
			

			
				“Let’s see what’s left of our house.
			

			
				We walked towards our house. Part of the kitchen wall had been blown off. The back door lay splintered on the ground. You could see into the sitting room. The upstairs hadn’t been damaged. Our bedrooms would be fine. I loved my bedroom, even though Missus Madden currently used it. It had bookshelves built into the wall. I didn’t have many books, so I kept pretty rocks and the photograph of Nanny and Grandad on them.
			

			
				“Right,” Daddy said. “Everyone be careful. Mary, we need to put the black-out curtains over the ‘oles in the walls before it gets dark again. Covering that big ‘ole ‘ll be a challenge.”
			

			
				Mum nodded. “You two stay here while I get a spot cleared for you in the sitting room.”
			

			
				Gina and I stood and waited by the front door. People scurried around, dragging things to the curb. The fire brigade rushed up the road. The air was gray. Loud noises filled the air, but it didn’t sound like London. Not my London…
			

			
				“I don’t like it here,” Gina said.
			

			
				“I know it’s scary, but at least we’re with Mum and Daddy.”
			

			
				Gina wiped her forehead and put her hands on her hips. “I want to go on holiday!”
			

			
				“Everyone in London wants to go on holiday, but they can’t. No one can! It’s the war, Gina, no one likes it.”
			

			
				“I don’t want the war!” Gina stomped her foot and crossed her arms.
			

			
				“No one does,” I grabbed Gina’s hand. I wanted to scream at her, but she was trembling. “We’ll be all right. I think we’re going on a trip soon.” I had to be sensible about being evacuated. Gina needed me to be fearless. Going to the countryside would be safer than being here. At least Mum and Daddy would have one less worry.
			

			
				Gina looked up at me and smiled. “Is a trip a holiday?”
			

			
				“No, a trip’s not a holiday, but it might be better than the war.”
			

			
				Gina’s hand stopped shaking, her eyes brightened up, and she grinned at me.
			

			
				“Well then,” she said. “I want to go on a trip.”
			

			
				I tried to smile back at Gina, but I wasn’t successful. Where would we be going? What would the people be like? Would we be able to stay together? I hoped we would have a nice host family and hopefully, we wouldn’t have to stay there very long.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Nine
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 9, 1940
			

			
				5:00 PM
			

			
				 
			

			
				Daddy gathered extra black-outs. He hung them over the hole in the kitchen wall and over the doorways. Then he rolled down the blackouts in the windows. Mum dashed upstairs to do the ones in the bedrooms.
			

			
				Daddy lit the oil lamp which gave the room a gentle glow.
			

			
				We heard a loud knock. Daddy pulled back the blackout curtain. It was the warden. He wore a tin hat and brown uniform. His eyes were sad, his jaw clenched, and his cheeks were bright red. He asked to speak to Daddy in private. They stepped outside. I snuck over to the window and listened.
			

			
				“I’ve got a bit of bad news for ya,” he said.
			

			
				“Blimey, more bad news. Hitler is tryin’ to destroy our spirit isn’t ‘e?”
			

			
				“It’s about Missus Madden. She was near Covent Garden Market when the raid started. I’m sorry to say she didn’t make it to the shelter in time.”
			

			
				Daddy didn’t say anything for a few seconds, neither did the warden. I couldn’t stop myself. I pulled the blackout away from the edge of the window and peeked. Their faces were as gray as the dust that coated our house. It was hard to believe. She was gone. She watched Gina and me sometimes, and she played Tiddlywinks with us. The war kept taking people away from us. And if it was happening to us, it was happening to everyone.
			

			
				“I’m ‘opin, the boys can continue to stay with you and the Missus.”
			

			
				“Course they can. They’re good blokes.”
			

			
				I went back to the settee and sat. A sharp pain pierced my side. Gina snuggled up to me and asked what was wrong.
			

			
				“I hate the war. I’d like to tell Mister Hitler to bugger off.” I shouldn’t tell her what I overheard. After all, she was a little kid, one who should’ve been playing dolls or swinging outside, not coping with danger and tragedy.
			

			
				Gina’s eyes widened. “You’ll get in trouble for talking like that.”
			

			
				Daddy came in and looked for Mum. We sat and waited. It’s hard to know what to do during a war. Our old routines didn’t work anymore. No popping down to the shops to get milk and eggs whenever we pleased. No playing outside or even going to school.
			

			
				Mum and Daddy came downstairs. Mum wiped her nose with a hanky. Daddy sat on the settee. He breathed in and out slowly and loud enough that everyone heard him. I already knew why they were upset, but Gina didn’t, and they didn’t know I knew.
			

			
				“Right, let’s get some supper ready for when Alexander and William get home,” Mum said with a heavy sigh.
			

			
				“Can we help?” I pretended to sound cheerful, so she wouldn’t suspect I knew about Missus Madden. I vowed not to listen in on any more conversations. My side hurt, I had a knot in my throat, and my lungs were full of dust. If I heard one more piece of bad news, I might turn into a babbling mess.
			

			
				“Of course, you can,” Mum answered.
			

			
				We all went in the kitchen. Blackouts covered the gaping holes that used to be our back door and window. The coat rack lay on the floor in bits. Some of Mum’s best plates were broken. But at least we had most of a house and each other.
			

			
				Gina and I set the table. Daddy peeled the potatoes. Mum made fish cakes and cut up carrots. She cooked them after Daddy lit the stove top.
			

			
				“We’ll use the water from the potatoes and the carrots to make soup tomorrow, as long as the electricity and gas are still on. There’s always something nice and comforting about a hot bowl of soup and a nice piece of bread and butter,” Mum said.
			

			
				Alex and Bill came traipsing in as we were sitting down for dinner.
			

			
				“Where’s Mum?” Bill asked.
			

			
				“Boys, I need ya to have a seat,” Daddy said. “I ‘ave some real bad news about yer Mum.”
			

			
				Alex and Bill sat at the table. The colour drained out of their normally cheerful faces, and they stared at Daddy.
			

			
				“She ent here anymore, is she?” Alex put his elbows on the table and rested his forehead on his hands.
			

			
				Bill opened his mouth, but nothing came out. His eyes turned downwards. He whimpered.
			

			
				“No, she isn’t. She was on ‘er way to Covent Garden Market, and she got caught in a raid. The warden came around and told us just a bit ago. You can stay with us as long as ya want to. We’re family, ya hear.”
			

			
				Mum hugged each boy. Tears trickled down their cheeks, but neither made a sound.
			

			
				No one seemed very hungry. Everyone scooted their food around on their plates.
			

			
				“Come on,” Mum said. “Everyone has to eat their supper. We don’t know what’s in store for us tonight.”
			

			
				So, we did what we were supposed to do and ate. Being wasteful during a war is kind of like committing a sin. We had to be careful with our food since most of it came from other countries and now the Germans were bombing the food supply before it got to England.
			

			
				“We’ll need to contact the Council Engineer about the house, Wilfred,” said Mum. “I hope it’s repairable.”
			

			
				“I’ll do that first thing in the mornin’,” Daddy said. “Let’s clear up these dishes and get ready for wot Mister Hitler’s goin’ ta send us tonight.”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Ten
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 10, 1940
			

			
				9:00 PM
			

			
				 
			

			
				I grabbed my torch and went up to Gina’s room to get ready for bed. Mum said the boys would share my room. A lady warden came round to see what the boys needed. She said she’d make sure they got all the rations, clothes, and shoes she could find them. I moved all my things into Gina’s room. I even took down my poster of Winston Churchill. It said, “Let us go forward together.” Seeing it might upset Bill and Alex. I banged my foot into the fire bucket outside my bedroom door and spilled the water all over the floor.
			

			
				“Mum,” I shouted, “I spilled the fire bucket. What should I clean it up with?”
			

			
				“I’ll come up and do it, Dear.” Mum sighed as she came up the stairs with a dishcloth and wiped up the mess I had made. Then she came in Gina’s room and sat on the bed.
			

			
				“What’s wrong Mum?”
			

			
				She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. “Daddy and I decided that tomorrow morning you and Gina will be joining Operation Pied Piper. We can’t keep you here anymore. It’s not safe. I never expected so many people to be injured and killed in London. You must go for your own safety. I found the list of things you’re supposed to take with you. We’ll get it together in the morning and then go to Euston Station.” She looked at me, then at the floor. Her face changed to the colour of a rain cloud right before a downpour.
			

			
				“We’ll be fine, Mum.” I patted her back. “I promise to take good care of Gina, and we’ll write to you every week.” I took a deep breath and tried to sound brave. “I’m sure they’ll let us stay together. We are sisters after all.” I crossed my fingers behind my back.
			

			
				Mum put her arms around me and gave me a tight squeeze.
			

			
				“I’m so proud of you, Love. You’re so brave.”
			

			
				Then Mister Hitler ruined our last night together as a family.
			

			
				 
			

			
				WHRRRRR, whrrr, WHRRR, whrrr
			

			
				 
			

			
				I grabbed my torch as Mum and I zoomed down the stairs. I wasn’t getting back in the shelter without it.
			

			
				“Alex, take Bill, Gina, and Joyce to the shelter. Janet and I are goin’ ta get a satchel of things in case we’re there all night,” Daddy said.
			

			
				We zoomed to the shelter. The sky lit up in the distance. It was going to be a bad night in more ways than one.
			

			
				Bill jumped in first. Alex passed Gina to him. Then I climbed down. Alex stood at the top looking around.
			

			
				“I’m waitin’ fer ya Mum and Da,” he said.
			

			
				A loud whizz and an explosion shook the ground. Alex lost his footing and tumbled into the shelter head first.
			

			
				“That was bloomin’ close!” Alex said as he rubbed his head and stood up. “Is everyone all right?”
			

			
				“Just smashin’.” Bill rolled his eyes.
			

			
				“We’re all right,” I said. “Do you think Mum and Daddy will get here soon?” I didn’t want to be in the shelter without them. What if something happened to them? Then what would Gina and I do?
			

			
				“I’ll climb back up and ‘ave a look,” Alex said. “You lot stay down and protect your ‘eads if you ‘ear anything else.”
			

			
				I turned on my torch and looked around the shelter. It was much bigger than before. Alex and Bill dug all day to make the shelter big enough for us to move around in. They even brought us a big mat they found in the ruins of their house. It covered most of the ground. There was a little table and two chairs, a couple books, and an oil lamp.
			

			
				“I say,” I said, “are you two planning to move in here?”
			

			
				“Nah, we just thought it’d be a lot better if we made it a bit more roomy and ‘omey,” Bill said.
			

			
				“Well done!” I nodded my head and gave Bill my best smile.
			

			
				Gina stuck out her bottom lip. “Did you bring Dolly, Alex?”
			

			
				“I’m sorry, I didn’t,” Alex said. “Perhaps yer Mum’ll bring ‘er when she comes.”
			

			
				We heard Mum and Daddy coming across the garden.
			

			
				“Come on boys, lend us a ‘and,” Daddy said. He passed them two brown bags. Alex took one, and Bill took the other. They set them beside the little table.
			

			
				“By golly, you boy’s ‘ave done a bang-up job on the shelter. It’s a right ‘oliday ‘ouse now!” Daddy patted Alex on the back.
			

			
				“Lovely job, boys. We will be living in luxury for the last night before the girls go to the countryside,” Mum said.
			

			
				“Why don’t they have to go to the countryside with us?” Gina frowned.
			

			
				“They’re too old ta go. They’re goin’ ta stay ‘ere and ‘elp England and put that Mister Hitler in ‘is place,” Daddy said.
			

			
				Bill and Alex nodded.
			

			
				“We’re goin’ to get jobs at the ‘munitions factory,” Alex said.
			

			
				“Right, what’s for dinner, Love?” Daddy turned to Mum.
			

			
				“We’re going to have a real feast tonight.”
			

			
				She opened one bag and pulled out a blanket.
			

			
				Gina tugged on Mum’s dress. “Did you bring Dolly?”
			

			
				“No, Sweetie, I thought you brought her.”
			

			
				Gina went to the corner of the mat, turned her back to us and cried.
			

			
				“She’ll be fine, Gina. We’ll get her back first thing in the morning,” she said. “Tonight, we’re going to stay nice and warm.” Mum spread the blanket on top of the mat.
			

			
				Daddy opened the other bag.
			

			
				“Who wants Spangles?”
			

			
				Everyone wanted Spangles, even Gina. It was a real treat to have sweets. We rarely had them before the war and now even less. I loved Spangles. The square shape with the little circle in the middle felt wonderful rolling around on my tongue. I loved the fruity flavors. I never crunched them. I always sucked them until they were clear as a piece of coloured glass.
			

			
				Gina perked up as Mum and Daddy continued to get things out of the bag. They had a big loaf of bread, a lump of cheese, butter and six tiny apples.
			

			
				“Where’d you get all of the food, Mummy?” Gina scratched her head and then behind her ears.
			

			
				“Let’s just say I joined the right queue with our ration books and a bit of extra money today,” Mum said. “We’ll have a celebration before my two brave girls leave for their adventure in the countryside.”
			

			
				And feast we did. Everything tasted scrummy. Mum made sure we had enough left to take sandwiches with us on the train.
			

			
				The sirens still blared. Bombs still exploded, but we tried to ignore the war and be a family for one last night.
			

			
				After we finished eating, Mum read to us out of one of the books on the table. She’d read the book to us hundreds of times. It was a marvelous tale about a bear named Winnie-the-Pooh. He lived in the Hundred Acre Wood with lots of friends, and they went on adventures together. There couldn’t have been a more perfect book to read to Gina before we left to go to the countryside.
			

			
				“Are we going to have adventures like Pooh and Piglet?” Gina interrupted.
			

			
				“I certainly hope you are,” said Mum.
			

			
				After Mum finished reading, we all took the gas masks off our shoulders and placed them beside us on the mat, just in case we needed to get them quickly during the night. It seemed as if the all clear would never sound, so we curled up close to each other under the big blanket.
			

			
				Too tired to think about leaving Mum and Daddy and too tired to worry about the bombs, I fell asleep…
			

		



			
				Chapter Eleven
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 11, 1940
			

			
				6:00 AM
			

			
				 
			

			
				I hated pins and needles. I tried to wiggle my toes, but it made the pain even worse. I rubbed my legs, but it didn’t help. Daylight peeked through the edges of the corrugated iron roof. Dust seeped in through the cracks. I coughed and inhaled a mouthful of dirt. I coughed again.
			

			
				“Are you all right, Love?” Mum asked.
			

			
				“Yes, but my mouth feels like I’ve been eating mud pies and my legs are burning up with pins and needles.” I stretched my legs out and did circles with my feet, but it didn’t help.
			

			
				Mum pulled back the blanket and rubbed my legs. It made them hurt even more.
			

			
				“I need to stand up,” I said. I leaned on the cold dirt wall as I got up. I curled my toes and stretched my calves until the tingling stopped.
			

			
				“We must ‘ave slept through the all clear,” Daddy said. “I’m sure we can go up now.”
			

			
				Alex and Bill followed Daddy. Mum passed Gina up and gave me a boost. Daddy and Alex helped Mum out.
			

			
				We were dusty and smelled like musty damp rags left wadded up in a pile for days.
			

			
				“Let’s ‘ave a look at the ‘ouse,” Daddy said.
			

			
				We followed him past the debris in the garden. The house was still there. We went through the make-do back door.
			

			
				The dust inside seemed to be worse than outside. Dolly lay on the kitchen table in a pool of fine dust. Dust covered everything. It even managed to squirm its way into Mum’s china hutch.
			

			
				Gina ran over to Dolly, picked her up, and cuddled her.
			

			
				“Thank goodness Dolly is all right!”
			

			
				“It’s lucky she was in the kitchen, not in the garden,” Mum said. “Now we shall see if we’re able to put the kettle on and make a cup of tea. Then we’ll find the list of what you are supposed to carry with you on your adventure.”
			

			
				Gina grabbed her tummy and began to cry. “How can I go on an adventure? Just look at Dolly. She’s all dirty.”
			

			
				“Joyce, please take Dolly outside and dust her off. I’m afraid we can’t spare any extra time giving her a bath. We have to get to the train station by 9 o’clock.”
			

			
				Gina’s shoulders sagged. I grabbed her hand and took her and Dolly outside.
			

			
				“She’ll clean up fine for the train ride, Gina,” I said. “Everything is going to be fine. We’re going to go to the countryside to have our own adventure…away from the war.”
			

			
				Gina inhaled, squared her shoulders and looked me in the eyes. “You’ll stay with me in the countryside, won’t you?”
			

			
				“You’re jolly well right, I will.” I banged the dust out of Dolly. She looked a bit better, but still very dusty. “Let’s go in with brave faces and get ready for our adventure.” Perhaps it wouldn’t be as terrible as I expected it to be. If I could convince Gina we would be fine, perhaps we would.
			

			
				Gina followed me into the house. Mum boiled enough water to make a pot of tea. She got out six of her best china teacups and saucers. They were white with a ring of pretty green leaves above a tiny silver line. They’d been a wedding present for Mum and Daddy fifteen years ago. Everyone sat at the table. Mum poured the tea, Daddy passed us each a cup. We sat in silence sipping our tea. I wondered what everyone else was thinking.
			

			
				Mum went to the counter and brought a loaf of bread and a pot of rhubarb jam to the table. I kept thinking that this might be our last breakfast together for a long time. Possibly the last one…ever. I squeezed my feet and legs together. It helped. I didn’t cry. I had to show Gina I wasn’t scared or worried. I gulped down my fears with my bread and jam.
			

			
				Alex said he and Bill had an appointment at the warden’s office. Daddy went upstairs to pack. He was leaving for South Hampton in the afternoon. He would be patrolling the south coast or at least that’s what he told us. Mum sat lost in her thoughts at the table, her eyes dull and sad. Gina crawled into her lap and rested her head on her shoulder. The house felt as still as a graveyard on a winter’s night. I finished my cup of tea without crying on the outside but, inside I cried enough to fill a pond.
			

			
				Gina sneezed. I dropped a teacup on the floor, and it shattered. I burst into tears.
			

			
				“I’m sorry, Mum,” I blurted out. “I didn’t mean to drop it.”
			

			
				“No worries, Dear,” Mum said. “We’ll blame it on Mister Hitler. He’s the cause of all our distress.”
			

			
				I nodded my head, took in a deep breath, got the dustpan and broom, and cleaned up the broken cup.
			

			
				“Let’s go upstairs and pack for your trip,” Mum said. “I have that list around here somewhere.”
			

			
				She dug through a stack of papers on the counter and found the evacuation notice.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Parents are reminded that the children must take with them:
			

			
				An overcoat or mackintosh, and the following suggested changes of clothing:
			

			
				Girls: One vest or combinations, one pair of knickers, one bodice, one petticoat, two pairs of stockings, handkerchiefs, gym slip and blouse, hat, and cardigan.
			

			
				Boys: One vest, one shirt with collar, one pair of under trousers, one jersey or pullover, one pair of trousers, handkerchiefs, two pairs of socks or stockings, cap.
			

			
				In addition, they all must carry night-clothes, comb, and brush, slippers or sand shoes, towel, soap, facecloth, toothbrush and if possible, an extra pair of boots or shoes.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Right,” Mum said, “let’s see if we have everything you need.”
			

			
				Unfortunately, we did not have everything on the list. We didn’t have a bodice or a petticoat. We didn’t even own our own hairbrush or comb, Mum used hers on us. Our slippers were ruined from going to the shelter, and we’d never had a toothbrush, Dad said we didn’t need one until all our teeth were grown in. We each had one pair of shoes, and we would be wearing them. We packed what we had into two small white paper bags. Mum carried them downstairs. At least our bags wouldn’t be heavy. Gina followed her, with Dolly. I stood in the upstairs hallway and looked around. This might be the last time I saw our home. The bombings never seemed to stop, and it didn’t appear they ever would. What if we never saw Mum and Daddy again? What if Gina and I were separated? What if something terrible happens in the countryside? What if the Germans did release blister gas or invade us?
			

			
				My heart began to race. My head felt funny, my brain swirled around. My legs wobbled and I sunk to the floor. I sat there until I stopped feeling funny, then I stood up. I leaned on the wall, making a permanent picture in my mind of my room. I found my Bible and my cross and went downstairs, determined to face our evacuation with courage.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Twelve
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 11, 1940
			

			
				7:30 AM
			

			
				 
			

			
				I took my photo of Nanny and Grandad out of my tuck box, slipped it in my Bible and slid it into my bag. I put my silver bangle on my wrist. My heart still hurt for Mister Elstone.
			

			
				“I’ll fill out your identification cards,” Mum got a pen and filled in our names, ages, school name, our parent’s names and our address. Then she pinned them to our coats.
			

			
				“Pass me your gas masks, girls,” she said. She wrote our names on them. “You must carry these at all times, Mister Churchill said so. Even if you feel very safe in the countryside, you must keep them with you. Promise me you will.”
			

			
				“We will, Mum,” I said.
			

			
				“I’ll make some sandwiches for your journey. You might be on the train a long time.”
			

			
				Gina got the bread, and I got the butter and cheese. Mum made us each two sandwiches and wrapped them in paper. Then she brought out two small apples and a couple barley sugars. She put everything in two small bags and wrote our names on them.
			

			
				“We have quite a walk this morning, girls. We’ll be walking all the way to Euston Station,” Mum said.
			

			
				“Is that the big train station near where Nanny is staying?” It would be nice to see her before we left. It might be our last chance to see her.
			

			
				“No, Love, Nanny is staying in the Houses of Parliament. We’ll be closer to Buckingham Palace,” Mum said.
			

			
				“Can we stop and see King George?” asked Gina.
			

			
				“I imagine the King is a bit too busy worrying about the war to entertain guests, Dear.” Mum turned her head and winked at me. I stifled a giggle. Trust Gina to think we could see the King at the drop of the hat, or ever for that matter. People from our side of London didn’t see the King…ever.
			

			
				Daddy came downstairs with his bag packed. His face was gray, and his eyes had shrunk back into his head. The dark circles under his eyes made him seem sad.
			

			
				Gina ran up to him and hugged him tight. “Let’s don’t do it, Daddy. Let’s just stay here.”
			

			
				“I wish it was that easy, Love, but we all ‘ave to do our part. My part’ll be fightin’ fer England. Ya Mum’s part’ll be working in the factory making ‘munition. An’ you two, well yer part will be goin’ to the countryside to be safe. That way yer mum and me can do our part to ‘elp save England from them Germans and not be worryin’ so much ‘bout you ‘uns.”
			

			
				Gina sniffled and said, “I’ll do my bit, but I want the war to hurry up and be finished so I can come back home.” She clung tightly to Daddy’s waist. I would’ve done the same thing, but I needed to be the stronger, braver, older sister. At least on the outside.
			

			
				“That’s what we all want, Love,” said Mum. “We have a long walk ahead of us. Everyone get your coats and your bags. Perhaps we’ll see some of your school friends on our way.”
			

			
				The sky matched my mood. It was a miserable gray day. My bag felt like a cinder block dragging me down. My feet stuck to the pavement with every step we took away from our home. I loved my room and my house. Leaving it, knowing I might never see it again made my heart ache.
			

			
				Mum carried Gina’s bag, Gina held Dolly, and Dolly wore her gas mask box around her neck. Daddy carried his bag too. He was leaving after we boarded our train. No one said anything. We just walked, listening to the thumps of all the gas masks banging against our hips.
			

			
				We passed Hyde Park. If it hadn’t been for the war, we might have stopped in to feed the ducks, but not today. We didn’t bother to look for ducks. It surprised me that some places hadn’t been damaged by bombs. Some tall buildings stood proudly along our walk. Buckingham Palace was a fine sight to see on most any day, but today people surrounded it. They were cleaning up the debris from the bombing the night before. I wondered what the King was doing. Was he helping with the cleanup? Was he having meetings about the war? Did he know or care that we were being evacuated and might never see our parents again? I hoped he cared.
			

			
				The closer we got to Euston Station the bigger the knot in my throat got. I checked my neck for swelling, but there wasn’t any. Daddy started humming, Onward Christian Soldiers Marching Off To War…It was more than I could manage. I stopped in my tracks and dropped my bag to the curb.
			

			
				“I’m very sorry, but I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to go and live in the countryside with people I don’t know. I don’t want to do my part for the war effort. I want it to go back to how it used to be,” I said.
			

			
				Mum sat beside me. “None of us want this, Love, but we don’t have a choice. Think about Mister Elstone and Missus Madden, if they’d been in the countryside, they’d still be alive. Daddy and I can’t take the risk of losing you two. You must be brave. You’re the oldest. Gina looks up to you, and she will follow your lead, whatever it may be.”
			

			
				She put her arms around me and gave me a gentle squeeze.
			

			
				“You can do this. Just keep your mind focused on having a holiday. We’ll all be back together before you know it.”
			

			
				I bit my lip and tried to swallow the lump in my throat. “I’ll be brave, Mum. I won’t let you or Daddy down.”
			

			
				“’At’s my girl,” Daddy said as he swatted me on the back.
			

			
				We walked the rest of the way to Euston Station. I hadn’t been inside it before. It was an enormous building full of train tracks and people. Mum went to get our tickets and find out what platform we were to leave from. People scurried around with bags in their hands and gas masks on their shoulders.
			

			
				We found our way to platform three. Other children and mums stood waiting to get on a train too. Lots of them were crying. I was determined to not cry. I focused on the train tracks. Gina stuck Dolly under her arm and covered her ears.
			

			
				“When you get on the carriage, hurry and get a window seat, so you can wave to us,” Mum said. “You’ll be able to see the countryside all the way if you both sit by the window. Time will pass faster.”
			

			
				When the clock struck nine, the conductor shouted, “All aboard.”
			

			
				I took Gina’s hand from Mum’s. “It’s time for our not a holiday trip, Gina. Let’s give Mum and Daddy a kiss, then find a good spot on the train.” I knew Mum tried to hold herself together for us. But it was easy to see from her crossed arms, deep breaths, and flaring nostrils that she was really worried.
			

			
				My jaw felt rigid and tight. I knew a smile would be impossible.
			

			
				Gina nodded in agreement. I expected she had a lump in her throat too.
			

			
				We gave Mum and Daddy a cuddle and climbed on the train. We found seats facing each other beside a window, luckily, on the side where Mum and Daddy were standing. They held hands and waved at us. Daddy’s face struggled to make a smile. Tears streamed down Mum’s cheeks. Gina began to cry as we waved back.
			

			
				“Don’t let them see you cry, Gina. We need to look brave for them. We can have a good cry after we leave the train station.”
			

			
				Gina nodded and clutched Dolly. We waved goodbye. The whistle blew and a conductor closed the doors. The train began to slowly move. We waved harder and harder and finally our tears could not be contained. We saw Mum collapse onto the platform, and then she was gone. We were on our way to our unknown destination for an unknown amount of time to live with unknown people. Perhaps the war would end quickly, but that was wishful thinking. Hitler didn’t seem to be giving up.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Thirteen
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 11, 1940
			

			
				9:30 AM
			

			
				 
			

			
				A lady in a kelly green and cream uniform walked down the aisle and handed each of us a little bag. We opened them up and had a look. They contained a little packet of nuts and sultanas and an orange. Gina stuck her finger in the orange to make a hole and then sucked the juice out. I saved mine for later. My stomach felt full of rocks.
			

			
				We were quite lucky. Our carriage had a toilet and a corridor, so it wasn’t too cramped. A boy named Sam sat beside me. He had very messy hair, his clothes were dirty, and he smelled of a burnt wood and sweat. I turned my head away from him and sniffed myself. I didn’t smell anything too awful, just the smoky smell that everyone in London had.
			

			
				“How old are you?” he asked.
			

			
				“I’m eleven and a half.”
			

			
				“Oh, that’s wizardly good! I’m almost twelve too. Perhaps we’ll get off at the same stop.”
			

			
				He seemed quite friendly.
			

			
				“We might even end up at the same school.” I tried to smile at him, still not positive I wanted to end up anywhere with him.
			

			
				“I’m not so good at school. I’d rather be outside. Me mum don’t make me go to school much, cuz she thinks it’s a waste of time.”
			

			
				“Gosh, my mum would give your mum a stern talking to if she met her.”
			

			
				Sam laughed. “How come you’re so dirty?”
			

			
				My cheeks warmed up. “I’m not dirty!”
			

			
				“You must be daft!” he said. “You look like you’ve been drug through a rubbish tip.”
			

			
				I looked at my clothes and realized they were filthy. I wore them in the shelter last night, and they were covered with dust. I ran my fingers through my hair and they got stuck because of the knots.
			

			
				Gina had fallen asleep with Dolly clutched in her arms. She was a right mess too. We looked as though we hadn’t bathed once in our entire lives.
			

			
				I sneared at Sam. “We aren’t any dirtier than you!”
			

			
				Sam crossed his arms and glared at me.
			

			
				We sat in silence for a long time. I leaned on the window and stared out at the villages and the countryside. I glanced at Sam here and there, trying to not let him notice. He still seemed a bit unpleasant, so I didn’t talk to him. Our carriage was made of steel and had a big window for every four seats. The seats were soft and plush. I started worrying about Gina being asleep for so long. She might have an accident. She had a lot of them since the Blitz started. I nudged her with my foot. She moaned a little and rubbed her eyes.
			

			
				“Do you need to go to the loo?” I asked.
			

			
				“Oh, yes.”
			

			
				“Excuse us, please,” I said very politely to Sam.
			

			
				“I will not,” Sam smirked.
			

			
				I made a fist at him. “Then I’ll just have to give you a thick ear.”
			

			
				“Well, you don’t have to get all grizzly,” he said. “I was joking with you.” He pulled his knees to the side to let us pass.
			

			
				I took Gina by the arm and led her past him. We walked down the corridor and found the loo. I opened the door, and a terrible stench greeted us, like someone, well more than someone had missed the toilet. We carefully stepped in and used it.
			

			
				When we got back to our seats, Sam was sitting in my spot.
			

			
				“Look here, Sam, you can’t go taking other people’s seats when they go to the loo. Let me have my spot back.”
			

			
				“Oh, for goodness sakes, I was just looking out the window while you were gone. Don’t be such a beast.”
			

			
				Gina and I both laughed.
			

			
				“A beast. Is that the best you can do? I’m certainly not impressed,” I said.
			

			
				Sam sneered as he slid over into his seat.
			

			
				Gina and I sat back down and gazed out the window.
			

			
				Sam wiggled around in his seat and grinned. “I say, what’s in your bag?”
			

			
				“Mum sent us something to eat on the train,” I said.
			

			
				Sam wetted his lips. “Cor, I wish my mum had sent me something. I already ate the fruit and nuts they gave us, and now I’m starving. If you share with me, I’ll buck up and be your mate for the rest of the trip.”
			

			
				“I expect the polite thing to do would be to share with you.” I frowned at him. Not quite sure if I wanted to do the polite thing.
			

			
				“You can have one of my sandwiches,” Gina said.
			

			
				She unwrapped a sandwich and passed it to him. He gulped it down as if he hadn’t eaten in days.
			

			
				“Are you still hungry?” Gina asked.
			

			
				“Yea, I’m always hungry,” he said. “Ever since the rationing started, there’s been barely enough food for our family. My uncle’s been staying with me mum and me, and he’s been sneaking some of my share.”
			

			
				“That’s horrid!” I crossed my arms in disgust. “He should be ashamed of himself. What an ogre! I read in my ration book that grown-ups should not take children’s food because they need it to grow and develop their brains.”
			

			
				“My uncle only cares about his growling stomach,” Sam said. He looked away from us. He let out a long, slow, deep breath and then shook his head.
			

			
				Gina opened her bag and handed Sam her apple. “I don’t really like apples.”
			

			
				That was a lie. Apple crumble was one of her most favorite things in the world.
			

			
				“Thanks, Mate,” Sam said.
			

			
				Seeing Gina being so kind made me beam with pride. Perhaps, I should follow her lead and be a bit friendlier to Sam.
			

			
				Sam wiped his mouth on his sleeve and looked at me with earnest eyes. “What was it like in your part of London?”
			

			
				“It was terrible. Air raids every night, bombs blowing up houses, and sleeping in our shelter. Never a moment’s peace.”
			

			
				“Don’t forget the bomb on our shelter that didn’t explode,” Gina interjected.
			

			
				I closed my eyes and took a long slow breath. “Two of our neighbours were killed in bombings.” My chest felt heavy. “Could we talk about something else?” I wanted to curl up into a little ball and forget all we had seen.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Fourteen
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 11, 1940
			

			
				12:00 PM
			

			
				 
			

			
				The train trapped in the heat and it felt like we were breathing in each other’s air. The loo’s stench crept out into the carriage. Some little ones were crying. Some older ones were fighting.
			

			
				“Sam, will you sit on Gina’s side instead of mine, so no one else sits by her?” I asked. “I don’t want anyone to bother her.”
			

			
				Sam nodded and slid beside Gina. He seemed to have a soft spot when it came to her but still wasn’t sure if I liked him.
			

			
				“What’s your dolly’s name?” he asked.
			

			
				“Dolly.” Gina’s eyes lit up. She loved talking about Dolly.
			

			
				Sam cocked his head to one side. “Your dolly’s name is Dolly?”
			

			
				“Yep, that’s what my Nanny called her, so that’s what I call her.”
			

			
				“She needs a bath just as much as the rest us do,” he said.
			

			
				They laughed. I had to smile.
			

			
				“Do you think everyone is getting off at the same stop?” I asked.
			

			
				“I hope not. That would be a lot of new children in one spot. But I hope we get off at the same town. It would be nice to start out with some mates,” Sam said.
			

			
				I didn’t say anything.
			

			
				A billeting officer walked through the corridor and bellowed out an announcement.
			

			
				“If your surname starts with the letters A through F, you will need to find a teacher because you’re getting off at the next stop. Once you find a teacher, she can tick off your name and document the name of the village you’ll be staying at. You need to make sure you get all of your belongings off the train because if you leave it here, it’ll be gone forever,” he said.
			

			
				I heard him walk into the next carriage and say the exact same thing. You would’ve thought if they were going to make us get off the train by our surnames, they would have made us sit in order when we got on.
			

			
				“What’s your surname, Sam?”
			

			
				“Purdy,” Sam replied.
			

			
				“Our last name is Munsey,” I said. “There’s a chance we’ll be getting off at the same station.”
			

			
				Sam nodded in agreement. “That would be brilliant.”
			

			
				Gina grinned from ear to ear.
			

			
				If Gina liked him this much, perhaps I should give him a chance.
			

			
				A group of seven children dragged their feet along the corridor.
			

			
				“Have you seen any teachers?” one scruffy boy asked.
			

			
				“They’re in the next carriage,” I replied.
			

			
				The scruffy boy grunted, and the group followed him to the next carriage.
			

			
				The train let out an enormous whistle. The wheels screeched as the steam engine pulled into a village. Gina covered her ears and hid her head in the space between her and Sam. I looked out the window.
			

			
				The train began to slow down. A big clock hung above the platform. It was one of those fancy clocks with Roman numerals instead of real numbers. It said 12:15. We had been on the train for three hours and fifteen minutes, and this was our first stop. A group of grownups gathered together on the platform. The carriage became silent, other than the rustling of peoples’ belongings.
			

			
				Dirty and soiled children with gas masks across their shoulders, identification tags pinned to their coats, and bags or suitcases in their hands, climbed off the train. Not one child smiled. Why would they smile? They left their family and their lives to go to a strange new place in the countryside. I didn’t smile either.
			

			
				The billeting officer lined them up against the wall of the train station. People walked past, looking at them. Prodding and poking their potential evacuee. I even saw one lady make a boy show his teeth. It looked like something from a history book back when slaves were sold and bought at a market square. Surely, we wouldn’t be treated the way slaves were treated. Their owners were vile and cruel.
			

			
				A conductor closed the doors again, another whistle blew, and we were on our way.
			

			
				I crossed my fingers behind my back and said a quick prayer asking God to make sure all the evacuees found good host families.
			

			
				“I say,” said Sam, “what lovely cottages! I bet everyone who gets off here will be quite happy.”
			

			
				“Look, they have gardens to play in,” Gina said.
			

			
				“Did you see that?” I asked. “What was it? I couldn’t tell what kind of animal it was.”
			

			
				“I know what it was,” said someone from the seat behind me. “It was a bear. They have lots of bears in the countryside, and they like to eat little children. Probl’y why they’re sending all of us to the countryside…to feed the bears.”
			

			
				Gina burst into tears. I stood up and faced the brute.
			

			
				“You’re batty!” My hands shook. “We don’t have bears in England! Why would you tell little children such a horrid fib?”
			

			
				“Ent a fib, me mum told me so,” he said.
			

			
				“Then your mum told you a fib!” I felt my heart beating in my head and hands.
			

			
				“You callin’ me mum a liar?”
			

			
				“I suppose I am. If you ever read a book about animals in England, you would know the most dangerous animal we have is the badger.”
			

			
				Then he jumped up and punched me in the eye. I fell backward into the corridor and crashed into the side of the train. Sam helped me up. But I must have screamed because the billeting officer came running.
			

			
				“Who done this to you, Love?” he asked.
			

			
				I pointed at the beast in the seat behind me.
			

			
				“You’re coming with me, young man.” The billeting officer grabbed the hair on the back of the head of the boy who hit me. He took him down the corridor and into another carriage.
			

			
				“You were very brave,” Gina said. “He was horrid.”
			

			
				Sam’s shaggy brown hair covered his eyes as he gently placed his hand on my arm. “You jumped up before I had time to think about what to do. Are you hurt?”
			

			
				His gentleness took me by surprise. “My eye hurts and so does the back of my head. Would you feel it and see if there’s a bump?”
			

			
				“Oh, Joyce! Your eye is swelling up and turning red,” Gina said.
			

			
				Sam lightly rubbed the back of my head. “Yep, you’ve got a goose egg back here. Hopefully, we won’t be on the train too much longer.”
			

			
				I rested my eyes, as Nanny would say. I pressed my cheek on the cool window. Perhaps its coolness would help with the swelling around my eye. I could neither lean back or lie down because of the knot on my head. I hoped we would arrive at our destination soon.
			

			
				The billeting officer came back to check on me, and so did a teacher. I dozed on and off for a bit. A whistle blew and woke me up.
			

			
				The billeting officer made another announcement. “We’re pulling in to Birmingham next. No one’ll be getting off, but more children’ll be getting on. We’ll have no more fighting. Does everyone understand?”
			

			
				“Yes, Sir,” echoed through the carriages as he made his announcement in each one.
			

			
				Birmingham was a big city, perhaps as big as London. As we approached it, I saw lots of railway tracks and crowded rows of houses covered with soot. They didn’t even have small garden patches behind the houses.
			

			
				“I wonder what happens to the surname thing when these other children get on.” Sam scrunched up his nose and stared out the window.
			

			
				“I hope someone nice sits next to us. I couldn’t stand another nasty bugger sitting near me,” I said.
			

			
				As the train slowed, I saw a platform filled with children and mothers.
			

			
				“I want to go home. I want Mummy,” Gina said in a whisper.
			

			
				“We have to be brave, especially for these new children. They haven’t had time to let it sink in yet.” I rubbed her knee trying to comfort her.
			

			
				“Keep your chin up, Gina,” Sam said.
			

			
				The new children boarded the train. I kept a sharp eye on them.
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				“Do you want to sit with us?” I asked a girl with short brown hair, who seemed to be about my age and appeared as nervous as I had been when I first boarded the train.
			

			
				“That’d be lovely.” She plopped down next to me. “My name’s Molly, what’s yours?”
			

			
				“I’m Joyce, and this is my sister Gina,” I said.
			

			
				“And I’m Samuel, but you can call me Sam,” Sam said. “What’s your surname?”
			

			
				“It’s Neal.” Molly scrunched her eyebrows together. “Why?”
			

			
				“Oh, that’s brilliant!” I said. “You’ll most likely get off at the same town as we do.”
			

			
				“How do you know?” asked Molly.
			

			
				“They’re putting us off by our surnames,” I said. “Our last name is Munsey. Sam’s is Purdy, so there’s a good chance we’ll all be together.”
			

			
				“That’ll be smashing!” said Molly. “I’m twelve. How old are you all?”
			

			
				“I’m eleven and a half,” said Sam.
			

			
				“I’m eleven and a half too and Gina’s five,” I said.
			

			
				The train whistle bellowed through the station, the doors were closed, and we were on our way again. All four of us stuck our heads out the window and waved at the people on the platform.
			

			
				“Do you see your mum?” I asked Molly.
			

			
				“Nah, she dropped me at the station and went to work. I think she’s glad to be rid of me for a bit.” Molly cleared her throat and turned away from us.
			

			
				I patted her on the shoulder.
			

			
				“I’m glad I sat here,” Molly said as she wiped her eyes. She pulled out a hanky and gave a very loud blow.
			

			
				“Umm, does anyone have anything left to eat?” Sam asked.
			

			
				I rolled my eyes and smiled at Molly.
			

			
				“I have a biscuit and a piece of bread and jam,” Molly said. “I’m not hungry. You can have it.”
			

			
				“We’re going to get along famously.” Sam slapped his knees.
			

			
				Molly passed her bag to Sam, and he gobbled up the food faster than you can say “bubble and squeak.”
			

			
				“I think Sam has a hole in his tummy,” Gina said.
			

			
				Everyone giggled. Then we sat quietly and looked out the window, again.
			

			
				Gina rested her head on Sam’s shoulder. Her head bobbed around until she finally fell asleep. Sam turned out to be a pretty good mate, much better than I expected. He showed Gina a lot of kindness, which made me like him more.
			

			
				“Are you nervous about being an evacuee?” Sam whispered, trying to not wake Gina up.
			

			
				“It’s rather odd to be going to live with people you don’t know, isn’t it? The most important thing to me is that Gina and I stay together. She’d be a right mess if we were separated. What about you, are you nervous?”
			

			
				“I mostly hope I don’t end up with someone who is unpleasant or conks me on the head if I don’t do as I’m told,” Sam said. “I get enough of that at home.”
			

			
				“Oh Gosh, Sam, couldn’t you tell someone your parents were hitting you?” I asked.
			

			
				Sam shrugged his shoulders. “Wouldn’t do no good. I’d probably get it worse if I did. I hope whoever takes me in likes boys and makes a nice tea.”
			

			
				“I hope so too, Sam. Perhaps you’ll end up with a wonderful family who’ll treat you fairly and feed you every time you’re hungry.”
			

			
				“That would be brilliant.” Sam’s face brightened up as he rubbed his stomach.
			

			
				Molly stared out the window while Sam and I chatted.
			

			
				Molly sighed. “I hope I don’t have to live with Mister Gloom and Missus Misery. I can’t bear people who aren’t cheerful.”
			

			
				“I expect anyone who picks you will be as cheerful as a robin on a spring day,” I hoped we all would find kind host families.
			

			
				The billeting officer marched down the corridor, shouting. “If your surname begins with G through K, you need to find a teacher because you’ll be getting off at our next stop. Once you find her, she’ll check off your name and document the name of the village you are staying at. Make sure you get all your things before you get off the train. If you leave it here, it’ll be gone forever.”
			

			
				“Well, that’s some good luck,” Sam said. “They did five letters this time, so if they do five next time, we’ll all be in the same village.”
			

			
				“That would be jolly good,” Molly said.
			

			
				“I hope we’re in a village that’ll give us with some smashing adventures,” I said. “Perhaps one with a mystery that needs to be solved.”
			

			
				“Perhaps one with a nice sweet shop,” said Sam.
			

			
				“Or one with a lovely lake, for bathing,” said Molly.
			

			
				Gina’s head rolled off Sam’s shoulder and banged on the window.
			

			
				“OUCH!” Gina said. “Why’d you do that, Sam?”
			

			
				“I didn’t do anything, Gina. Your head slipped.”
			

			
				Gina rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. “Are we there yet?”
			

			
				“No, but the next group of children are getting off soon,” I said.
			

			
				“Awww, that’s not fair,” Gina complained. “I’m tired of being on the train.”
			

			
				“I expect it won’t be long. We’ve just come through Stafford. We’re quite a long way from a big city now, so we should be safe.”
			

			
				The train whistle screeched as the train slowed. It appeared to be a lovely village. The train station was made from beautiful sandy coloured bricks. A massive clock hung under the awning. Cast iron decorative braces hung under the roof. I suspect they would have held baskets of flowers if it wasn’t wartime.
			

			
				Three ladies dressed in tan trousers and pine green blouses waited on the platform. They looked very official in their uniforms.
			

			
				When the carriage doors were opened the children climbed off. The ladies directed them to stand in a line. The oldest lady went to the beginning of the line, the youngest one with blonde hair pulled back in a bun went to the end, and the one with a scowl on her face walked to the middle of the line. The lady in the front shouted, “Follow me and stay in line.”
			

			
				Gina gulped. “Gosh, they sound rather bossy.”
			

			
				“I’m sure they’re lovely ladies, they’re doing their jobs trying to keep everyone in order,” I said.
			

			
				“They seemed bossy to me too,” Sam said.
			

			
				I was glad we didn’t get off there. Perhaps our village would have nicer teachers.
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				The train quieted. All that was left were L through Zed, plus a few A-F children who boarded the train in Birmingham. All of a sudden, a ghastly smell filled our carriage.
			

			
				Molly pinched her nose. “Oh, that’s horrid!”
			

			
				“What do you think it is?” Sam asked.
			

			
				“I’ll have a look. You two stay here with Gina,” I said.
			

			
				I slipped my gas mask back over my shoulder and walked along the corridor. Then I saw it…someone had gotten sick all over the seat. I heard someone crying farther down the carriage, so I squeezed my nose with my fingers, looked in the other direction as I passed the smelly spot, and walked until I found out who was crying.
			

			
				A little boy, no more than four, stood in the corner of the carriage sobbing.
			

			
				I bent to his eye level. “Are you all right?”
			

			
				“I feel poorly,” he said.
			

			
				“If you tell me your name, perhaps I can find someone to help you feel better.”
			

			
				“I’m Leslie, but most people call me Les,” he said. “I lost my sister. I couldn’t f...find…find her I got…got sick all over my seat,” he stammered.
			

			
				“Well, the good news is you probably aren’t poorly. You probably got sick because you were scared to be without your sister. Let’s see if we can clean you up a bit and find a teacher.”
			

			
				“Ta,” Les said.
			

			
				I pulled out my hanky and spit on it a bit, just like Mum does, and wiped his face clean. I helped him take off his cardy. Somehow, I managed to not gag. At least his trousers were still clean.
			

			
				“Good as new!” I said as I tapped him on the nose. “Why don’t you come and have a sit with my sister while I look for a teacher?”
			

			
				I put out my hand, and he took it. We walked back to Gina, Sam, and Molly.
			

			
				“This is Les. I think his sister got off the train in Stafford without him. I’ll find a teacher. Will you keep him company while I’m gone?”
			

			
				Sam and Molly nodded.
			

			
				“I’ll let him hold Dolly until you get back,” said Gina.
			

			
				“Smashing idea, Gina! I’ll get cracking and find a teacher.”
			

			
				I walked to the end of our carriage and peered through the window into the next carriage. I saw two teachers sitting together, chatting. I knocked on the glass, and they both jumped. They must have been having a serious discussion. The younger teacher got up and came to the doorway.
			

			
				“Can I help you?”
			

			
				“I hope so. There’s a little chap in our carriage who’s lost his sister. She got off the train in Stafford without him. He’s dreadfully upset.”
			

			
				“Oh my! I’ll get Miss Peters. She’ll know what to do.”
			

			
				Miss Peters looked much more like a Missus than a miss. She must have been a hundred years old. Her hair was white and her skin frail, like old paper.
			

			
				“What seems to be the problem?” Miss Peters demanded.
			

			
				I explained about Les, again.
			

			
				“Right, let’s go and sort this little one out,” she said.
			

			
				She marched down the corridor to where Les, Molly, Sam, and Gina were sitting.
			

			
				“Which one of you lost your sister?”
			

			
				Les pointed to himself and then jammed his hands under his arms.
			

			
				“Buck up, young man,” she said. “We’ll find you a nice spot in the next town. You’ll be better off without your irresponsible sister.”
			

			
				Les began to shake, and before I could calm him, he got sick all over Miss Peters’ frock and shoes.
			

			
				“You horrid child!” she shouted. “I think you did that on purpose. Get off at the next stop and manage on your own.”
			

			
				Miss Peters pulled out her hanky, started wiping up the mess on her frock, and stormed out of the carriage.
			

			
				“Oh my,” said the other teacher. “This is quite a terrible situation.”
			

			
				“What is Les going to do? He’s just a little boy. He can’t manage on his own.” I was horrified by the way that wretched Miss Peters treated Les. He had done nothing wrong. Clearly, she should have made sure he got off the train with his sister.
			

			
				“When we get to your stop have Les go with you. Ask someone there what to do about him. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what else to do.” She turned and walked into the next carriage.
			

			
				Les cried again. Gina put her arms around him.
			

			
				“Everything will be fine,” I said. “We’ll find someone in charge when we get off, and they will help you get back to your sister.”
			

			
				Les snorted and sniffled.
			

			
				“I say,” said Sam. “If they won’t help you get back to your sister, we can pretend you’re my little brother.”
			

			
				I gave Sam the look Mum gives me when I’ve done something terribly stupid. Sam looked at his feet.
			

			
				“We’ll make sure you find your sister, Les.” At least I hoped we could.
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				As I looked out the window, I wondered where we were going to end up. Would it be with someone kind or someone horrid? Would we be in a village or in the countryside? Would Gina and I be able to stay together? She couldn’t survive without me. Her heart would break if we were separated and I would be sick with worry. We had to stay together at any cost.
			

			
				The railway ran beside a river. Country farmhouses dotted the bank. Fields of animals grazing on grass stretched as far as the eye could see. In the distance, there were mountains. They were dotted with red, yellow and brown trees. They had big patches of grass on them. They didn’t seem as steep as the Blue John Mountains, which we climbed a lifetime ago. Perhaps we could live in the mountains if no one took us. Sam, Molly, and I could build a house out of fallen branches. Les and Gina could fill in the gaps with mud. We would weave mats to make a covering for the floor and use grasses to make blankets. We could collect berries and dandelion leaves. We’d have to dry some of them for the winter. Mountains always have streams, so we would have fresh water and perhaps even be able to catch fish. It would be a grand adventure. Yes, we would manage just fine even if no one picked us.
			

			
				The train pulled through another station without stopping. The billeting officer walked down the corridor again and announced the next stop would be where anyone with the last names starting with L through O would be getting off.
			

			
				Sam’s face turned the colour of a weak cup of tea. “Oh, this is terrible! I don’t want to go on to another town without you lot.”
			

			
				“I have an idea,” I said. “Does anyone have a pen or pencil?”
			

			
				Molly reached in her bag and pulled out a pen.
			

			
				“I can solve this problem easily,” I said. “Pass me your identification card, Sam.”
			

			
				I carefully made the P into an N. The black ink matched perfectly. “When the teacher checks her list say your name is Sam Nurdy. If she says it’s not on the list, say your middle initial is P and perhaps it is listed in the P section instead of the N section. Then she’ll think the list was written wrong. After all, you’re old enough to know your own name.”
			

			
				Everyone had a giggle. I felt rather pleased with myself for coming up with the plan. We would all be getting off together. I would find someone to help us with Les, hopefully. If not, we would have to find him a host family too. It’d be jolly good if we all lived on the same road and went to the same school.
			

			
				“Oh,” sighed Molly. “Look at that lovely house.” She pointed to a beautiful white cottage with four windows and a brick fence. Red roses climbed up the side of the house almost reaching the tiled roof. A flower bed full of different coloured roses ran all the way across the front of the house. The front door had a tiny window in it and basket of flowers hung on a black hook to its side. I’d never seen such a lovely home in my whole life. The people who lived there must be very lucky indeed.
			

			
				“Gosh, it even has a stream running beside it!” exclaimed Sam. “Wouldn’t that be a brilliant place to end up?”
			

			
				Everyone nodded in agreement.
			

			
				The train ran beside a lovely lake. The row of mountains grew closer. They weren’t as big as I expected, but they would still work if we had to live on them. We were approaching a village. It had several church spires and looked to be a busy place.
			

			
				The shrill of the train whistle made us all jump out of our seats.
			

			
				The billeting officer came through and announced that we must find a teacher and get our names checked off before we left the train at the next stop.
			

			
				Sam stared at me with wide eyes. He bit his bottom lip.
			

			
				“Be confident,” I said. “We’re all terribly fond of you, and we need you to pull this off.”
			

			
				He nodded.
			

			
				We picked up our belongings, checked under the seats to make sure nothing was “lost forever,” and walked to the next carriage to see the teachers.
			

			
				Gina clutched Molly as tightly as a tree holding onto its last leaf before winter comes.
			

			
				“We’re supposed to get off at the next stop,” I said.
			

			
				“Right,” said grumpy old Miss Peters. “Let’s have your names then.”
			

			
				“Joyce and Gina Munsey.” I twisted my shoulder, so she could clearly see my identification tag.
			

			
				“Molly Neal,” Molly said.
			

			
				“Sam Nurdy,” Sam said.
			

			
				“And Les James, who was supposed to get off with his sister at the last stop, but didn’t,” I said. Les stood beside me like a lost little duckling.
			

			
				“Munsey, tick. Munsey, tick. Neal, tick. Nurdy. I don’t have anyone by that name.” Miss Peters cocked her head to one side and glared at Sam.
			

			
				Sam shuffled his feet. “Umm, perhaps the list has me in order by my first name or my middle initial.”
			

			
				“Give me your whole name,” Miss Peters grumbled.
			

			
				“Samuel P. Nurdy.”
			

			
				“Hmmmmm, here it is. Someone wrote it wrong. Useless people!” A bit of saliva dripped out of her grimacing mouth.
			

			
				“What about Les?” I asked. Les was hiding behind me. His shaky hands hung on tightly to my skirt.
			

			
				“Try and find someone who can help him get back to his sister,” Miss Peters ordered.
			

			
				“Yes, Miss,” I replied.
			

			
				“Don’t forget to keep your gas masks with you at all times,” the other teacher said.
			

			
				“We won’t.” I said. We had to be prepared. Those stinking Germans might unleash gas on us at any time.
			

			
				The train slowed to a stop. The carriage doors were opened. The five of us stepped onto the platform along with what seemed to be a hundred other children.
			

			
				I’d never been so scared in my entire life. Not even the bombings in London were as scary as this. My heart raced, and my knees turned to jelly. I promised Mum I would be brave and take care of Gina, but it was harder than I thought. Who would choose us? Would they be kind? And most importantly, could Gina and I stay together?
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				I took Gina and Les by the hands. We found a lady wearing a green and tan uniform. Sam and Molly followed us. We all wore our gas masks and identification tags and carried our meager belongings.
			

			
				“Excuse me, Miss,” I said.
			

			
				“Yes, Dear.”
			

			
				“This is Les. His sister got off in Stafford, but she forgot him. Can you help him get back to her?” Les squeezed my hand so tightly that my fingernails turned red.
			

			
				“Oh my! What a muddle.” She stood with her hands on her hips shaking her head. “Right, Young Man, let’s find someone who can help get you back to your sister.”
			

			
				Les sniffled. We each gave him a cuddle and watched him walk away with the uniformed lady.
			

			
				“I hope they find his sister,” Gina said with a somber face. “I don’t want to lose you.”
			

			
				“You won’t lose me. We’ll stick together like paste and paper.”
			

			
				Most of the children were walking down the main road. I led the way for our little group. We joined the back of the evacuee parade. I worried about getting picked.
			

			
				We watched as the children in front of us were pulled to the side, questioned, examined and either chosen or told to walk on. It was a long road, paved with cobblestones. Shops lined the road. I could see several church steeples. It must be a good Christian village. Surely, we would find kind people who were willing to take in two evacuees.
			

			
				An elderly man called out to Sam. “Young Man, come here and have a chat with me.”
			

			
				Sam looked at me, with eyes the size of saucers, and his face ashened. He took a deep breath and walked over to the gentleman.
			

			
				“Afternoon, Governor.”
			

			
				“What nice manners you have young man. Are you always this polite?”
			

			
				“I try to be Sir. Me mum would give me a good thrashing if I didn’t be.”
			

			
				“Are you a hard worker or a lazy city child?”
			

			
				“I’m a hard worker,” Sam straightened up and thrust out his chest. “I’ve always helped at home. I carried our coal in and worked in the victory garden.” Sam stepped backwards. “I always did what I was told.”
			

			
				“Hmmm,” the old man scratched the back of his head. “How would you like to live with me? I have a small cottage on the edge of the village. I need a lad to help me while my sons are fighting in that horrible war.”
			

			
				“I’d like that very much.” Sam let out a huge breath and waved goodbye to us. A smile crept across his face as he and the elderly man walked off together.
			

			
				“Oh, that’s good,” said Molly. “It seems Sam found a nice home.”
			

			
				“It does indeed.” I crossed my fingers and hoped the man didn’t plan to work him too hard. It sounded like he wanted a helper more than he wanted to help an evacuee.
			

			
				The number of children walking down the road dwindled and so did the number of people picking.
			

			
				“Keep your chin up and keep smiling,” I said.
			

			
				An elderly lady approached us.
			

			
				“You,” she said pointing at Molly. “Are you Christian?”
			

			
				“Yes, Missus. I’ve been going to church as long as I can remember.”
			

			
				Then Molly did something that surprised me.
			

			
				“Are you Christian?” Molly asked the lady.
			

			
				The lady roared with laughter. “You’re a cheeky thing, aren’t you? I enjoy people with a bit of humor. Would you like to stay with me?”
			

			
				“I believe I would,” Molly said.
			

			
				Molly gave Gina a cuddle and squeezed me tightly.
			

			
				Gina sighed and looked at me with sad eyes.
			

			
				“It’s all right,” I said. “Someone will pick us soon.”
			

			
				We kept walking. Some of the shops had signs in the windows that said, “Closed For The War.” A queue of people came out of one shop and ended at the end of the road. Perhaps they were signing up to join the war effort? Or perhaps that shop had rashers of bacon for sale.
			

			
				I glanced at each side of the road. No one looked our way. I tried to put on a pleasant smile, but the perspiration running down my back made it hard. We were both a filthy mess. Perhaps no one would take us. Perhaps they thought we had no manners or were ruffians. I certainly looked like one with a black eye. But perhaps because we were holding hands, they knew we needed to stay together, and no one wanted to pick two evacuees.
			

			
				“Keep your chin up, Gina,” I said. “We’ll find a host family soon.” We kept walking.
			

			
				On the side of the road, a lady stood holding hands with a girl. The girl’s red hair curled around her ears, and she had lots of freckles. She wore a lovely blue pinafore dress. The lady was small in stature. Her hair had been pulled back into a tight bun. She wore a plain green dress with tiny pleats across the top. Her sparkly eyes and laugh lines made me confident that she would be the one to pick us.
			

			
				She looked at me and smiled. I blinked and smiled back. Then she and the red-headed girl walked up to us.
			

			
				“My name is Missus Wood, but everyone calls me Ma,” she said. “Are you sisters?”
			

			
				“We are.” I tried to smile. I needed to impress this lady. She was the only person who’d showed any interest in us. “We’re hoping we can stay together during the war. Gina’s rather little and I don’t think it’d be good for her to be alone with strangers.”
			

			
				“My goodness, you have a solid head on your shoulders,” Missus Wood said. “Grandpa Wood said we should take in one evacuee, but…,” she rested her hands on her hips. “What do you think Phyllis? How could Grandpa Wood refuse these two lovely girls?”
			

			
				Phyllis shook her head. Her eyes sparkled like the morning dew on the grass.
			

			
				“If you took in both of us, I promise we would behave. We’d help you around your house. We’d make good marks at school. We wouldn’t be a bother to you or to Grandpa Wood.”
			

			
				“How old are you?” Missus Wood asked.
			

			
				“I’m eleven and a half. Gina is five. Her real name is Regina, but no one calls her that.”
			

			
				“You haven’t told me your name yet,” Missus Wood said.
			

			
				“I’m Joyce.”
			

			
				“Well, Joyce, this is my Phyllis, and she’s ten.” Missus Wood turned to Phyllis. “What do you think?”
			

			
				“It would be smashing to have them live with us until the end of the war.” A smiled crept across her entire face. “I’d have someone to play with all the time.”
			

			
				I hoped Grandpa Wood was as pleasant as Missus Wood and Phyllis. Surely, he would let us both stay.
			

			
				Phyllis took Gina’s bag. Missus Wood took mine. We walked hand in hand towards our new home.
			

			
				I closed my eyes and let all the air out of my chest. Everything would work out. Gina and I would be together if Grandpa Wood agreed to it…
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				“I hope you aren’t going to get in trouble with Grandpa Wood,” I said to Missus Wood.
			

			
				“Grandpa has a kind heart. I’m sure he’ll welcome you with very little convincing.”
			

			
				We turned off the road and onto a small path. The path ran alongside an old stone wall. Wild roses climbed over the wall in places. They had white blossoms with yellow centers and a lovely scent. Groups of sparrows flew out of them.
			

			
				“Please don’t think I am loopy, but the air here smells better,” I said.
			

			
				“Oh, I’m sure it does. All that bombing in London must have the air full of dust and smoke,” Missus Wood said.
			

			
				“That must be it, but I can smell things I’ve never smelled before. I think I can even smell the grass, but that’s silly. Grass doesn’t smell.”
			

			
				“What you smell is the fresh green countryside. It’s bound to be different than in London, even before the war began.”
			

			
				Gina grinned. Her eyes began to smile. “Dolly and I like it here. There are no ruined houses, and it’s quiet.”
			

			
				“Is your doll’s name Dolly?” Phyllis asked.
			

			
				“Yes, Nanny gave her to me for my last birthday.”
			

			
				“Well, she certainly needs a bath.”
			

			
				“Everyone will have a bath when we get home,” Missus Wood said.
			

			
				“That would be lovely. It feels as if it’s been ages since we’ve had a good washing up. We lost our toilet when the bombing started. We were lucky to have water in the kitchen.” I brushed off my blouse and tucked my tangled hair behind my ears.
			

			
				“Well then, it’s about time. Isn’t it?” Missus Wood said.
			

			
				Gina nudged me and then glanced at Dolly.
			

			
				“Dolly can have a bath too,” I whispered.
			

			
				We strolled along the path for a long time. I spotted a cottage at the end of the path. It had lovely gray bricks, and green vines grew up the walls. There were bushes and trees in the garden. I crossed my fingers behind my back.
			

			
				“Is that your house, Missus Wood?” I asked.
			

			
				“It is. Do you think you can be happy living in such a small country home?”
			

			
				“Oh, yes. It will be lovely.” I didn’t want to seem ungrateful, but I’d rather have been back home. Our road looked and felt very different than hers did.
			

			
				Missus Wood opened the gate to the front garden. Beautiful yellow roses grew beside the fence. We walked up the stone pathway to the front door. A black number eleven hung on the door, just above the letterbox. The door was white and arched at the top. I’d never seen a lovelier doorway.
			

			
				We wiped our feet on the doormat before we went in. Getting the floor dirty the first time we went in the house would not leave a good impression. We needed to make a good impression so Grandpa Wood would approve of us.
			

			
				“Well, the first thing we should do is have a cuppa and something sweet. What do you think, Phyllis?” Missus Wood asked.
			

			
				Phyllis nodded. “I’ll get the cups and saucers.” She dashed over to the cupboard.
			

			
				“What should we do, Missus Wood?” I asked.
			

			
				“Today, you are guests, so you shall do nothing other than rest. Tomorrow, you’ll be family, and then you can help. And when you’re comfortable with it, you can call me Ma or Ma Wood.”
			

			
				Gina and I sat at the table. It felt funny not helping. I always helped at home. Missus Wood opened a big door on the front of the stove and put in a piece of wood. On the top of the stove, there were lots of copper pots, and on the side, there was a tap, which made no sense at all. Why would a stove have a tap? Missus Wood didn’t have a hutch or many cupboards to keep things in. She had tins stacked up in lines on the counter.
			

			
				To my surprise, she poured water out of the tap on the stove and into a lovely white teapot with green leaves and little red berries on it. She covered it with a red and white tea cozy. Phyllis got out the cups and saucers and some small plates. She gave us each a spoon and a knife. Missus Wood opened a big round tin on the counter and pulled out four scones.
			

			
				“I hope you all like fruit scones,” she said.
			

			
				She poured everyone a cup of tea. She did it differently than the way Mum did it. She poured the tea in first and then the milk. Then she and Phyllis sat at the table with us.
			

			
				“Please pass the butter,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				I passed the butter. Gina and I gobbled up our fruit scone without any butter on it. My stomach still grumbled, but it would have been greedy to ask for more. Not the kind of impression I wanted Missus Wood or Grandpa Wood to have of me.
			

			
				Gina slurped her tea. I kicked her under the table and gave her the look that Mum gives her when she does that at home. She straightened up in her chair and stopped slurping.
			

			
				“I believe,” Missus Wood said, “we should give you two and Dolly a bath before Grandpa comes home. Does that sound good to you?”
			

			
				“Yes, Missus Wood,” I said.
			

			
				Missus Wood picked up a big bucket and filled it with water from the tap on the side of the stove. Then she went out the kitchen door and dragged in a big tin tub.
			

			
				“Aren’t they going to have a bath outside?” Phyllis asked.
			

			
				“Not this time, Dear. I expect they’re not used to bathing in the garden.”
			

			
				My jaw dropped. They took baths in the garden. What a strange thing to do. I wondered what other strange things people did in the countryside.
			

			
				Missus Wood poured some cold water in the tub and then added the hot water. “Who wants to go first?”
			

			
				Gina jumped out of her chair. “Me, and Dolly too!”
			

			
				Gina flung off her gas mask and stripped. “Can I get in now?”
			

			
				Missus Wood chuckled. “Yes, you can. Do you want to play a bit before we wash your hair and give you a good scrubbing?”
			

			
				“Oh, yes,” Gina said.
			

			
				“I’ll get her some toys,” Phyllis said. “Why don’t you come with me, Joyce?”
			

			
				I followed her into the other room and up the narrow stairwell. The walls were a pale blue colour. Framed photographs hung above the handrail.
			

			
				“Are those your relatives?”
			

			
				“Some of them are,” Phyllis said. “That’s my dad. He’s off at war.”
			

			
				“My dad’s at the war too,” I said. “It’s rather scary to think about, isn’t it?”
			

			
				“My stomach knots up like a ball of wool when I think of him being near those mean old Germans. I try not to think about it too much. I do say a prayer for him and my uncles every night.” Phyllis put her hand on the photograph of her father. I felt her sadness.
			

			
				“I don’t like thinking about it either. Some people on our street died in air raids. War is a nasty business.”
			

			
				Phyllis whispered, “Gosh.” Then she pushed open a door. “This is my room.”
			

			
				“Oh, my. It’s lovely!”
			

			
				A single bed sat in one corner with a desk opposite it. The room was that same gentle blue colour as the hallway. The most beautiful bedspread covered Phyllis’s bed. It had blue and green vines with tiny purple flowers. The curtains were made of the same material. A big wardrobe stood opposite the bed. A little lamp with a blue shade hung above the bed. A long thin shelf ran alongside the bed. It had books, rocks, and dolls on it. I would have to talk to Gina about not touching things in Phyllis’s room unless she was given permission.
			

			
				“You and Gina will be in the other bedroom,” she said. “It’s a bit bigger than mine, so it’ll be perfect for the two of you.”
			

			
				Phyllis opened the wardrobe and pulled out a yellow duck and a small blue and white sailboat.
			

			
				“I bet Gina will enjoy playing with these in her bath. They were mine when I was little.”
			

			
				Sharing her toys with Gina showed me how kind Phyllis was. She would be the perfect friend for us. We’d do just fine here, as long as Grandpa Wood allowed us to stay. I certainly hoped he would.
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				I was thankful Missus Wood said we both would take our baths inside. Being outside without my clothes on sounded rather odd. I hadn’t noticed the old decorative tile on the kitchen floor until I slipped on it when Phyllis and I came back downstairs. They must have been smashing a hundred years ago when the cottage was built. Gina splashed around, having a jolly good time.
			

			
				“Gosh,” I said, “Gina’s bath is going to give your floor a wash too.”
			

			
				“Nothing to worry about, Dear. I’ll mop it up when we’re finished with bath time.”
			

			
				Missus Wood knelt beside the bath and began to wash Gina’s long red hair.
			

			
				“Oh dear! I’m afraid you have some nits in your hair. We’ll need to work very hard to get them out.” Missus Wood turned to me. “Have you had an itchy head?”
			

			
				I blushed. “I hadn’t thought about it before, but maybe I have. We must have caught them from the rats in the underground.”
			

			
				“Never mind, if I can’t get them out tonight, we’ll pop into the chemist’s shop tomorrow to buy something to get rid of them.”
			

			
				Thinking about the nits made my head itch even more. What would Grandpa Wood say if he knew we had nits?
			

			
				Gina and Dolly cleaned up quite well. Missus Wood wrapped them up in a big towel.
			

			
				“Mum,” Phyllis said. “Would Gina fit in some of the clothes that don’t fit me anymore?”
			

			
				Phyllis’s kindness continued to amaze me. She didn’t even seem to care that we had nits.
			

			
				Missus Wood opened Gina’s bag. “She very well could. Let’s have a look in your bag first and see what you brought with you.”
			

			
				I began nervously twirling my hair. “We didn’t have everything on the list. We didn’t ever have some of the things they said we should bring.” I wondered if it showed that we were poor. I didn’t realize we were poor until we came here.
			

			
				“Well, don’t worry about that.” Missus Wood’s calming voice indicated she wouldn’t judge us based on our possessions. She pulled a pair of knickers, a pair of stockings, a blouse, a pair of short trousers and a nightgown out of Gina’s bag. “This will be fine for now. We’ll have a look at your bag after your bath, Joyce.”
			

			
				She handed my sister the pair of knickers, the stockings, her blouse, and short trousers. “You get dressed, while I dry Dolly.”
			

			
				Gina put on her clothes, and Missus Wood filled the container on the side of the stove with more water. She added more wood to the fire.
			

			
				“I can comb through your hair, while I heat some fresh water for your sister’s bath,” she said.
			

			
				Gina climbed into a wooden chair and sat with a straight back. Missus Wood began combing Gina’s hair.
			

			
				“Goodness, there are a lot of tangles and nits in here,” she said. “We might have to cut it a bit. Would that be all right?”
			

			
				Gina shrugged. “I don’t like how my hair gets in my eyes all the time. Can you cut it the same as Phyllis’s hair?”
			

			
				“I’ll do my best.” Missus Wood found a pair of scissors in a drawer. I crossed my fingers behind my back. I didn’t want her to cut my hair.
			

			
				Missus Wood snip snip snipped and then stepped back from Gina. “You look lovely. Goodness gracious, you and Phyllis could be sisters. Would you like to see what you look like?”
			

			
				“Yes, Missus Wood,” Gina said.
			

			
				Missus Wood held up a small mirror for Gina. She turned her head from side to side. She squealed. “I love my new hair!”
			

			
				Gina’s bright red hair bounced off her shoulders as she flipped her head from side to side. It suited her, and there would be no more tangles to comb out.
			

			
				Missus Wood and Phyllis carried the bathtub outside and emptied it. They carried the empty tub back into the kitchen for me to have my turn.
			

			
				Missus Wood added some cold water from the tap and the hot water from the hot water tank into the tub.
			

			
				“We’ll all go in the sitting room while you have your bath, Joyce,” she said. “Can you wash your own hair?”
			

			
				I nodded. “Yes, thank you.”
			

			
				I undressed and eased into the big tin tub. What a different experience than how we washed up at home. Mum poured water into a big basin, and we washed up with soap and a flannel. Mum would wash our hair once in a while in the kitchen sink. It always hurt my neck and soap got in my eyes. This was much nicer.
			

			
				I lay all the way down in the tub and let my hair float around my head. I thought about Mum being alone and Daddy being at war. I felt a bit guilty. Staying at Missus Wood’s house felt like we were on holiday. Mum called it a holiday to make us feel less nervous, but this lovely, clean, safe house and Missus Wood and Phyllis made it feel like we were at a posh holiday camp. When I sat up, I rubbed the soap in my hands and scrubbed it into my hair. I laid back in the tub and rinsed the soap out. Not a drop of soap got in my eyes. I would have to tell Mum about this in my first letter.
			

			
				I finished washing up and dried off. I reached into my bag to get clean clothes. I found a lovely surprise in my bag. Mum packed our book, Winnie the Pooh, in with my clothes. I knew reading it to Gina at bedtime would help her sleep better.
			

			
				I slipped on my clean clothes and went into the sitting room.
			

			
				“We’ll let’s have a look at you,” Missus Wood said. “Lovely and clean. Can I comb your hair and check it for nits?”
			

			
				“Yes, thank you, Missus Wood. I hope I don’t have any. I don’t want to get my hair cut. I like it when it’s long.” I bit the inside of my cheek and crossed my fingers.
			

			
				“I hope so too,” she said.
			

			
				Missus Wood combed out my hair and found a few nits. She didn’t suggest cutting it. It was a huge relief. I loved my long hair, and now with taking baths and washing it more, it would be beautiful all the time.
			

			
				“Phyllis, will you take the girls outside for a little bit? You can show them around the garden. Grandpa will be home from the factory soon, and I need to talk to him in private.” Missus Wood pinched the bridge of her nose, ran her fingers up her forehead, and put on an awkward smile.
			

			
				“Come on then,” Phyllis said. “I can show you the privy and where the old witch lives.”
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				Gina’s eyes grew to the size of saucers. “There’s a witch!”
			

			
				“Well, my friend Dorothy says a witch lives in the old shed that’s on the way to the privy. I always walk past it quickly during the daytime and try not to look directly at it, just in case she’s there. At night we use the portable pot Grandpa put in the little shed by the house, then we don’t have to go near the witch’s house after dark.” Phyllis squinted and then made a funny smile. “That’s when witches are most active, you know?”
			

			
				“She’s pulling your leg, Gina. There aren’t any witches around here.” At least I hoped not.
			

			
				“I can prove it to you!” Phyllis said.
			

			
				“Fine, I like adventures. Let’s go find your witch,” I said.
			

			
				“I don’t want to,” Gina said. “I don’t like scary things. I want to pick flowers and watch the funny animal eating grass in that field.”
			

			
				“What funny animal?” Phyllis asked.
			

			
				“The big creamy coloured one with sticky up ears.” Gina pointed to a giant but gentle looking creature munching on grass in the middle of a field.
			

			
				“That’s not a funny looking animal...that’s Betsy, our milk cow.”
			

			
				“A milk cow?” Gina asked. “I thought milk came from the milkman.”
			

			
				Phyllis rolled her eyes and stifled a laugh. “For goodness sakes, don’t you know anything? Milk comes from cows, and sometimes people get it from goats. The milkman just delivers it.”
			

			
				“Do they kill the cow to get the milk?” Gina asked.
			

			
				“No! That’s a horrid thing to say. No one kills milking cows,” Phyllis said using a rather cross voice. “When milking cows have babies, they take the babies away when they are big enough and then keep letting the Mum cow make milk. We put it in jars for us to drink.”
			

			
				“Oh, I don’t know if I’ll be drinking milk ever again. I don’t like the idea of taking a baby cow away from its mum and then having its milk. It sounds mean, if you ask me.” I said.
			

			
				“It’s not mean, that’s what milking cows are for,” Phyllis explained. “You’ll have to drink some fresh milk from Betsy, and you’ll see…you’ll never want milk man milk again.”
			

			
				We walked towards the stone wall and leaned on it. Phyllis picked a piece of grass and stuck it in her mouth and started chewing on it. It’s one thing to drink milk straight from a cow, but it’s another thing to eat grass. I bent down and picked a handful of daisies.
			

			
				“Let’s take these back to your mum,” I said.
			

			
				“She’ll like them,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				Gina stared at the cow and wouldn’t move.
			

			
				“How do you get the milk out of the cow?”
			

			
				“Well, I don’t do it, but I’ve watched Grandpa lots of times,” Phyllis said. “First you sit on a little chair, you put a bucket under Betsy’s back legs, then you pull the udders, the things that are hanging from her tummy, and milk squirts in the bucket. The milk is hot when it comes out. On a cold day, the milk makes steam.”
			

			
				“Ewww!” I said.
			

			
				“Can we watch Grandpa milk Betsy?” Gina batted her big green eyes at Phyllis.
			

			
				“I’m sure he’ll let you,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				“That is, if we get to stay,” I added.
			

			
				Phyllis shook her head. “I don’t think he’ll be cross with Ma for choosing both of you instead of just one evacuee.”
			

			
				“I certainly hope not. Would he send one of us back if he didn’t like us or thought two of us would be too much work?”
			

			
				Phyllis patted me on the back. “You shouldn’t worry. I’m sure he’ll let both of you stay.”
			

			
				We walked back to the house. My stomach squirmed around so much I thought I might get sick. What if Grandpa Wood didn’t approve of us? If one of us had to be sent back, I would go. Missus Wood was a nice lady. She would take great care of Gina. There had to be another family nearby that would take me in.
			

			
				We walked up the path to the kitchen door. Phyllis reached for the doorknob when the door popped open.
			

			
				“Oh!” Phyllis shouted. “You scared me silly, Grandpa!”
			

			
				Grandpa Wood was a small framed man, with wispy silver hair and an impish grin. He shoved his hands in his pockets and wiggled his lips. He wore brown trousers and a dark green collared shirt with a carnation pinned to it. He knelt down and smiled. “Well, now, who do we have here?”
			

			
				“Grandpa, this is Joyce and Gina. They’re our evacuees.” Phyllis shoved us forward.
			

			
				“Now who said you had permission to pick two evacuees?” Grandpa Wood twisted his neck to the side and squinted at us.
			

			
				Gina reached for my hand. She was as nervous as me.
			

			
				“It’s all right, Mister Wood. If you can’t take both of us, just keep Gina. I’ll be fine with some other family, as long as I can come and check on Gina at least once a week,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt.
			

			
				Grandpa Wood chuckled. “Now what kind of man would I be if I kept one sister and sent the other one away? You’ll both be staying with us as long as you need to.” He stood up and looked me square in the eyes. “Providing, you promise to be good.”
			

			
				Gina jumped up and down shouting, “We can stay! We can stay! We can have milk from Betsy!”
			

			
				If I had known Grandpa Wood better, I would have put my arms around him and cuddled him tightly. Instead, I closed my eyes and sighed in relief. “We’ll do our very best, Sir.”
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				“It seems we’ll have a few things to sort out tomorrow,” Grandpa Wood said. “But for now, let’s go inside and have our supper.”
			

			
				“What’s Mum cooking?” Phyllis asked.
			

			
				“I’m not sure, it will depend on what she was able to buy at the green grocers and the butchers today,” Grandpa said.
			

			
				“I hope it’s chicken. We haven’t had that in a long time,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				We all wiped our feet on the doormat as we went back in the kitchen. Ma busied herself putting bowls of food on the table. One bowl was full of runner beans, and another had cooked carrots in it. A strange, long, fat, green thing sat on a bright blue plate. It must have been fifteen inches long, and bits of meat and onions were oozing out of both ends.
			

			
				Grandpa sat at the head of the table, just like Daddy did at home. Ma Wood sat next to him. Phyllis sat next to her. Gina and I sat together on the other side. There was an empty spot at the far end of the table. Probably Phyllis’s dad’s spot. I hoped our dad and Phyllis’s dad weren’t in harm’s way.
			

			
				“Oh, Mum, is that from our Victory Garden?” Phyllis pointed to the strange green thing.
			

			
				Missus Wood straightened up in her chair. Her soft blue eyes brightened up, and her pale skin glowed. “It is. It’s a marrow stuffed with lamb and onions.”
			

			
				Gina pinched her nose. “It smells bad.”
			

			
				I kicked her under the table and gave her the look. “But you’ll give it a try, right Gina?”
			

			
				“Yes, I’ll try it, but I don’t think I’ll like it.” Gina pursed her lips together. I kicked her again.
			

			
				Ma filled everyone’s plates, and we began to eat. I must admit, Gina wasn’t the only one who was nervous about eating the marrow. Thankfully, Ma only gave us each a little piece of it. We both tasted it. It was rather sour and very slimy. The lamb and onions tasted nice, but the marrow was disgusting.
			

			
				“It’s interesting,” I said when Ma asked me what I thought about it. Gina said she liked the carrots best.
			

			
				After we finished our supper, we went into the sitting room to listen to the wireless. London was still being bombed. I worried about Mum and Daddy. Gina played with Dolly on the mat in front of the wireless, clearly not concerned. My forehead started hurting. I rubbed it, but it didn’t help. I lay beside Gina, put my head down, and closed my eyes. Was Daddy alive or captured? Had Mum been hurt in the bombings?
			

			
				“Are you all right, Dear?” Missus Wood asked.
			

			
				“My head started hurting, and I’m worried about how Mum and Daddy are doing without us.”
			

			
				“I’m sure your Mum and Dad are safe. Why don’t you write them letters?”
			

			
				“That’s a jolly good idea.” I sat up. Perhaps writing a letter would make me feel better.
			

			
				“We can tell her about milk.” Gina’s eyes lit up, and she grinned.
			

			
				Ma passed me a pen and paper. She gave Gina a pencil and paper. I wrote Mum and Daddy a long letter explaining about the train ride, the friends we had made, about getting picked and being able to stay together. And of course, I told her about the bath.
			

			
				Gina drew a picture of a cow.
			

			
				As I watched Gina draw, I thought about Molly and Sam. I hoped their host families were as kind as ours.
			

			
				Grandpa Wood leaned back in his wooden rocking chair and yawned. “I expect you need to go to the shops and get these girls a few things. There’s a bit of money in the biscuit barrel.”
			

			
				“Are you sure we can use it, Dad? I know you’ve been saving for a new wheelbarrow and spade for quite some time.” Ma squeezed her hands together in her lap, which made me wonder how much they needed a new wheelbarrow and spade. I didn’t want to be more of a burden to them.
			

			
				“I’ll make do with what I have. It’s served me well for the last ten years, I’m sure it can manage another year or two.” Grandpa rolled his neck around until it made a popping sound. “Pick out some fabric so you can sew the girl’s school dresses. Phyllis might have some old play clothes that need some mending. I expect Phyllis will have them wandering through the countryside in no time.”
			

			
				“You’re going to make us brand new clothes?” Guilt hovered over me like a rain cloud. Using Grandpa’s wheelbarrow money on us was beyond kind, but the thought of having brand new clothes was rather exciting. “We’ve never had anything brand new before. We usually got castoffs from the neighbours or from Daddy’s boss’s children.”
			

			
				“Well, we want you to be able to put your best foot forward when school starts,” Ma said.
			

			
				I hadn’t thought about school starting. Would we see our old teachers or any of our old school friends from London? Or did they get off the train somewhere else? What about that grouchy teacher from the train? I certainly hoped she wasn’t in Leek. Would Molly and Sam be at the same school as us? It would be nice to see someone I knew. Well, sort of knew.
			

			
				“Grandpa’s right, there are lots of places to explore here. We’re going to have lots of fun together until school starts.” Phyllis smiled.
			

			
				“Not tonight, though. Up the stairs you go, girls,” Ma said. “It’s time to get into your nightgowns. Girls, I put your bags in the room opposite Phyllis’s room.”
			

			
				“I’ll show you,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				We followed Phyllis up the stairs. She opened the door to our room. A big bed stood in the corner and a big wardrobe. The walls were a soft pink colour with little red roses painted around the edge of the ceiling. A pink and peach blanket covered the bed, and the curtains were made from the same material.
			

			
				“How did you get the curtains and the blanket to match?” I had never seen curtains and blankets matching before today. It made the room feel warm and safe.
			

			
				“Mum made them. She’s very good at sewing. She even made a wedding dress for my Auntie Christine.”
			

			
				“Gosh, you’re lucky to have such a clever mum.”
			

			
				“I’m going to get in my nighty. I’ll meet you back in the kitchen,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				“Why do we need to meet in the kitchen? We already had our tea,” Gina said.
			

			
				“So, we can flannel ourselves off before we go to bed.” Phyllis frowned, walked out of our room, and across to hers.
			

			
				“Gosh, they do wash a lot,” Gina whispered.
			

			
				I shrugged my shoulders. “It must be a country thing.”
			

			
				We got out our nightgowns and put them on. I studied the bed in the corner. I didn’t want to share a bed with Gina. She might wet it. And it would be terrible if she messed up Ma and Grandpa Wood’s bed.
			

			
				“Gina, I think you should sleep on the floor.”
			

			
				“I don’t want to sleep on the floor. I want to sleep on that lovely bed.”
			

			
				“Don’t you remember?”
			

			
				“Remember what?”
			

			
				“About the accidents?”
			

			
				Gina put her hands on her hips and frowned at me. “I won’t have them anymore. There won’t be any bombs here, will there?”
			

			
				“I don’t expect there will be, but what if you had an accident and it made Ma upset. She might send us away.” It hurt my heart to say this out loud, but it had to be said. I loved Gina, but I didn’t want to give Grandpa and Ma a reason to send us away. Or worse yet, just send Gina away.
			

			
				Gina scrunched up her forehead and whispered, “I don’t want to be sent away.”
			

			
				“Then it’s set. You’ll sleep on the floor until you can prove you won’t have any more accidents.”
			

			
				Gina looked at the floor and nodded.
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				We flannelled off and went back in the sitting room for a cup of tea before bed.
			

			
				Grandpa Wood put his newspaper in his lap. “It’s been quite a day for you two, I expect.”
			

			
				“It’s been quite a day for all of us, Grandpa,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				Gina yawned.
			

			
				Which caused me to yawn.
			

			
				This caused Phyllis to yawn.
			

			
				Which caused Ma to chuckle.
			

			
				“I believe everyone is ready for a good night’s sleep.” Ma said. “Phyllis, will you show the girls where the night time toilet is?”
			

			
				Gina shivered. “We don’t have to walk near the witches house, do we?”
			

			
				Grandpa slid his glasses down to the end of his nose and peered over them. “Phyllis, what have you been telling them?”
			

			
				Phyllis shrugged and looked at the ceiling. “Nothing, Grandpa. Come on, let’s all use the loo before we go to bed.”
			

			
				We followed Phyllis through the kitchen and out the back door. It was pitch black, blacker than I’d ever seen. There were no lights on the roads. The only light came from the crescent moon and stars overhead, and the sky was partially covered by clouds. We made our way more by feeling with our feet than by sight.
			

			
				Phyllis led us to the little tin shed attached to the side of the house. It had a latch. No door handle. Phyllis wiggled the latch until the door swung open. There stood a big black pot with a toilet seat on it. The shed didn’t smell very pleasant.
			

			
				“I’ll go first,” Phyllis said. “Joyce, can you hold the door open a bit, so it’s not so scary?”
			

			
				I nodded and held it open. A small crack of light from the moon shone in the shed.
			

			
				When Phyllis came out, Gina took a turn, and then I went. The little room was pitch black. Using the bathroom in a shed, rather than in the house, was rather strange. Country life was going to be different. In some ways, they seemed fancy, but not having an inside toilet seemed old fashioned. Perhaps some of our ways seemed backward too.
			

			
				“What do you do if it is raining or you are too scared to go outside by yourself?” I asked, thinking of Gina.
			

			
				“If it’s raining, you put on your coat and hood before you go outside,” Phyllis replied. “If you are too scared to go by yourself, wake up Mum or me and we’ll take you.”
			

			
				We closed the latch on the door and went back inside.
			

			
				Ma asked if she should tuck us in bed or if we were used to doing it ourselves. I said we were used to doing it ourselves. I didn’t want her putting Gina in that lovely bed and having her fall asleep before I was able to move her.
			

			
				“I’ll read a little bit of Winnie the Pooh to Gina before she goes to sleep. Mum put it in my bag,” I said.
			

			
				“Good night to all of my girls.” Ma kissed Phyllis on her forehead.
			

			
				I was relieved when she didn’t try to kiss me. We were starting to warm up to country life and to being without our parents. Calling Missus Wood “Ma” came quite easy. She mothered us from the moment she picked us out of that horrid parade.
			

			
				“Good night, Ma,” Gina and I said.
			

			
				“Good night, Mum,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				Grandpa shouted from the other room, “Sleep well, girls!”
			

			
				Phyllis led the way up the stairs and walked us to our room. “If you need something, you can wake me up.”
			

			
				“Gosh, I don’t think we’ll need anything,” I said. “Our room is smashing!”
			

			
				Phyllis went to her room and closed the door. I was relieved she closed her door because it meant I could close ours.
			

			
				“Let’s get a bed made up for you on the floor, Gina.”
			

			
				Gina huffed. I gave her the look.
			

			
				I found a large towel in the wardrobe. I laid it beside the bed and put a pillow at the top for her. I used a small blanket from the end of the bed to cover her up.
			

			
				“Keep your stockings on so your feet don’t get cold. If you wake up during the night and need to use the loo, wake me up right away. Don’t wait until it’s too late.”
			

			
				I tucked Dolly under the blanket with Gina and sat on the floor to read Winnie the Pooh to her. By the time I finished reading the first page she had fallen fast asleep. It had been a long and exhausting day for both of us.
			

			
				I stood up quietly and crawled into that beautiful bed. I said my prayers, asking God to keep Mum and Daddy safe and to not let Gina have an accident. Then I dozed off to sleep.
			

			
				The door creaked, and it gave me quite a start. I jumped out of the bed. Reached for my gas mask. My heart raced out of control. Could it be an air raid?
			

			
				“It’s all right,” Ma whispered. “I was just checking on you two. Why is Gina sleeping on the floor?”
			

			
				I hadn’t expected her to find out. I was too tired to come up with a fib, and I didn’t want to lie to her. I avoided her eyes and shook my head. “If I tell you, you might not want to keep us.”
			

			
				Ma put her arms around me. “Come on, Love, let’s go down to the kitchen and have a cuppa and you can tell me all about it.”
			

			
				Ma heated the water and got out the cups and saucers and two small plates. “We’ll have a little something with our tea and then you can tell me why Gina is sleeping on the floor.” Ma poured the tea and some milk in the cups. “One lump or two?” she asked.
			

			
				“I like sugar cubes, but I not in my tea.”
			

			
				Ma laughed and handed me a cube. I popped it in my mouth. She put a biscuit on each plate.
			

			
				“Now what has you so upset?”
			

			
				I sighed. “I was scared to tell you because you were so nice to take both of us. I understand if you won’t want us when you know.”
			

			
				“Now what on the earth could possibly make you think we wouldn’t want you to stay?”
			

			
				“Ever since the bombing, Gina’s wet the bed. I had her sleep on the floor, so she wouldn’t ruin your bed.” I stared at the floor, waiting for Ma to say we had to leave.
			

			
				“Oh my, I’ve heard this can happen to children when they’re in a lot of turmoil. Having sirens and bombs going off every night would definitely count as turmoil. It might even make me wet the bed.”
			

			
				My mouth dropped open. “Does that mean you won’t be sending us away?”
			

			
				“Heavens, no! When we said you could stay with us until the end of the war, we meant it. But we’ll have to find a better way for Gina to sleep. Sleeping on a towel on a hard wooden floor might be very uncomfortable for her. Tomorrow when we go into the village, I’ll find something for her to sleep on until she can join you in the bed.”
			

			
				I squeezed Ma tightly. No words could express how thankful I was for her kindness and generosity. If everything went this well, perhaps living in the countryside until the war ended would be bearable.
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				I cleaned up Gina’s make do bed. She did have an accident during the night. I carried the wet towel and blanket downstairs and brought a clean dishcloth up and washed the floor. Ma said she would wash the towel and blanket. I brought Gina a fresh damp flannel too, and she cleaned herself up before she got dressed.
			

			
				“Breakfast time, girls,” Ma shouted.
			

			
				All three of us bounced down the stairs. It was going to be a grand day. A trip into Leek to buy brand new clothes and other things we needed. We had gotten lucky indeed. I thought about Sam and Molly. Hopefully, they’d gotten lucky too.
			

			
				“Good morning, girls.”
			

			
				“When are we going shopping, Ma?” Gina’s eyes were bright with excitement.
			

			
				“Goodness, you certainly are in a hurry this morning.”
			

			
				“I’ve never had brand new clothes. I’m very excited.” Gina jumped up and down.
			

			
				My cheeks flushed, and I tried to hide my embarrassment by shaking my long, clean smelling hair across my face. I knew they didn’t have much money, but they knew we didn’t have enough clothes. We showed up in Leek dirty and without the proper items. What must they think of Mum and Daddy?
			

			
				“We’ll have to clean up the breakfast dishes and make a list before we go,” Ma said.
			

			
				Phyllis and I cleared the table when everyone finished eating. We began washing and rinsing the dishes in the sink. Ma sat and watched us.
			

			
				“You two are getting on famously, just like Rupert the Bear and Snuffy.”
			

			
				We smiled at each other and finished the dishes. Rupert and Snuffy were very good friends and had lots of adventures together in books.
			

			
				“We’re ready,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				“I must make a list before we leave,” Ma said. “I noticed you didn’t have slippers or toothbrushes. Would you like them?”
			

			
				Gina stood up and stretched. “I want slippers. Pink ones with bows on them.”
			

			
				“Our old ones were ruined by going to the bomb shelter,” I said. I immediately thought of Mum and Daddy. I hoped they were safe.
			

			
				“How do you brush your teeth?” Gina asked. “My teeth don’t have any hairs.”
			

			
				Gina opened her mouth real wide so we could see there was no hair on her teeth.
			

			
				I grimaced. Another indication of how poor we were.
			

			
				“You’re right, there’s no hair in there.” Ma winked at us. “I’ll show you how to brush your teeth. We’ll get a tub of tooth powder for you to share.”
			

			
				“Why do you want to put powder on our teeth? I don’t want powder in my mouth.” Gina crossed her arms. “I’ll just have the slippers…please.”
			

			
				“Oh dear, I’m not explaining this very well,” Ma said. “The powder is for cleaning your teeth. You get your toothbrush wet, dip it in the powder, and then scrub your teeth with it.”
			

			
				“We didn’t do that at home.” Gina shrugged.
			

			
				“You’ll get used to it, Gina. In fact, your mouth will feel horrible when you don’t do it, once you are used to it.” Ma smoothed her hair.
			

			
				“Joyce, do you have your ration books?” Ma asked. “I’ll need them, so I can buy more rations at the market and sewing supplies at the fabric shop.”
			

			
				“I’ll get them,” I said. “Mum put them in my bag.”
			

			
				I zoomed up the steps and into our room, our room with lovely pink roses painted on the walls, and I stopped for a minute…Why did Ma and Grandpa have an extra bedroom one pretty enough for any girl to live in? Did someone live here once that’s now gone? What happened to them? I must remember to ask Phyllis when no one is around.
			

			
				I found our ration books and our identification cards and carried them downstairs.
			

			
				“Ma, I have our identification cards too. Do you want them?” I asked.
			

			
				“We should keep them in my tuck box.”
			

			
				“I didn’t know you had a tuck box, Mum,” said Phyllis.
			

			
				Ma chuckled. She wrote some more things on the list and then put on her bonnet and cardy. “Right, we’ll bring some empty carrier bags with us, as I’m sure we’ll have a lot of shopping to bring home.”
			

			
				Gina smiled so big it almost covered her entire face.
			

			
				The fresh, brisk air was filled with the scent of flowers and grass. We followed the rock wall all the way up the road to the village. This time I noticed the mountains in the distance. “How far are those mountains?”
			

			
				“About four miles from here,” Ma said. “They’re called the Roaches. They’re more like hills with giant rocks on them than mountains. There are some old caves near them. The Romans dug into the earth and took out copper.”
			

			
				“Gosh, that’s exciting!” I said. “Are the caves still there?”
			

			
				“They are, but they aren’t safe to go in. The caves were abandoned hundreds of years ago.”
			

			
				Phyllis smiled at me, and I smiled back. I’m pretty sure I knew what she was thinking.
			

			
				“Mum,” Phyllis asked, “could we pack a picnic and go to the Roaches one day? It would be so much fun for me to show Gina and Joyce around.”
			

			
				“It probably would be to far for Gina to walk, but if you found some other older friends to go with you, it would be all right.”
			

			
				I grinned. I knew the perfect people to go with us…Sam and Molly.
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				People hustled and bustled in and out of the shops in Leek. Saint Edward Street had several beautiful Tudor style buildings. They were white with dark brown pieces of wood on the outside of them. One had a lovely circular design on it, right below the roof. Another one’s windowpanes were shaped like diamonds.
			

			
				Ma stopped at a cobbler’s shop. “In we go, girls.” She held the door open for us.
			

			
				“Alo, Missus Wood,” said the gray-haired man behind the counter. “Wot can I do fur you today? Does Miss Phyllis need a new pair of shoes fur school?”
			

			
				“No, Mister Johnston, Phyllis isn’t a concern today. Joyce and Gina will be needing shoes for school and slippers. Poor dears, they lost theirs in the blitz in London.”
			

			
				“Aye, you’re a good woman. Takin’ in two evacuees. How did your Da’ feel about that?”
			

			
				“We’ll have to stretch our pounds a bit, but we’re grateful we are able to do it. We’re lucky to have these lovely girls staying with us,” Ma said.
			

			
				“Let’s have a look at your feet, young lady.” Mister Johnston gestured to me.
			

			
				My cheeks grew warm as I stuck out my foot. Daddy always worked hard. Even with his two jobs, we struggled to get by. My ragged shoes were another indicator of our life back in London.
			

			
				“We’ll have you good as new in no time.” Mister Johnston patted me on the leg. Then he pulled out an odd tool from under my chair and had me stand on it. He squeezed my toes and the sides of my feet. “There we go. I’ll have some shoes ready fur you before school begins. What colour would you like? Black or brown?”
			

			
				I looked at Phyllis.
			

			
				“She’ll take brown,” Phyllis said. “So will Gina. Then we’ll all match.”
			

			
				I’m glad she answered for me. I didn’t want to choose the wrong colour or chose a colour that cost extra and be more of a burden.
			

			
				“I want red,” said Gina.
			

			
				“Sorry, Dearie,” said Mister Johnston. “I only have two colours. We’ve been short on lots of things since the war started, but I can give you a different colour for your slippers. I sew them together with thick fabric, and I have lots of colours to choose from.”
			

			
				Gina looked at the shop floor and pouted. I frowned at her. We must always remember to be grateful. I vowed to talk to her about how much Ma and Grandpa were doing for us.
			

			
				“Come along girls, everyone come see what I have. You too, Phyllis. I’m going to make an extra pair of slippers fur you. No charge, Missus Wood. Consider it my thank you gift fur you doing your part fur the war effort.”
			

			
				“Well, thank you so very much, Mister Johnston,” Ma said.
			

			
				I smiled at Phyllis, relieved she would be getting something new too, and it would not cost anything.
			

			
				We followed Mister Johnston into the back room. Piles of different coloured fabric filled every corner of the room and a big workbench stood in the middle. It was covered with tools and scraps of leather.
			

			
				“I want this one,” said Gina pointing to a bright red fuzzy fabric.
			

			
				“I like this one,” Phyllis said. She was pointing to a brilliant blue fabric.
			

			
				“It appears I should choose white, so we’ll have all the colours of the Union Jack represented in our slippers,” I said.
			

			
				Gina and Phyllis giggled.
			

			
				“I’ll have them finished in a few weeks,” Mister Johnston said.
			

			
				Ma handed him the clothing ration books, and he took out what he needed. “We’ll check back with you before school starts,” Ma said.
			

			
				“Cheerio,” Gina said.
			

			
				“Ta.” Mister Johnston waved and then turned back to his workbench.
			

			
				We walked down Derby Street to a row of shops.
			

			
				First, we went in the chemist’s shop. Ma bought us each a comb, a brush, a toothbrush, and a tub of tooth powder to share. I wondered what tooth powder tasted like, but I didn’t want to ask. It seemed there were lots of things I didn’t know about, and I didn’t want to look foolish again.
			

			
				Then we went into a fabric shop and looked at all the different pieces of fabric. I slid my fingers across a bolt of creamy silk with tiny pink flowers on it, but it was far too posh for a school dress. Plus, I would never ask my mum for something so posh, let alone asking Ma for it.
			

			
				Ma picked out some dark blue and brown fabric to make our dresses. She found some white fabric for our blouses. She also got blue and brown thread and a huge piece of pink and white striped fabric and some padding.
			

			
				She winked at me as she put it on the shop’s counter.
			

			
				“What do you need all this for?” asked the lady behind the counter.
			

			
				“I’ve been blessed with these two lovely evacuees, and I can hardly wait to make them some new clothes.”
			

			
				“Did they bring money and ration cards to pay for their keep?” she asked.
			

			
				“Here are their cards.” Ma held them out. “And they brought me something much better than money. They brought friendship for my Phyllis. Our house is full of smiles and giggles.” Ma smiled sweetly at the gruff lady. I wanted everyone in Leek to be like Ma, but it appeared not everyone would welcome us Londoners.
			

			
				The lady behind the counter made a little huffy sound and put out her hand. Ma placed the money and the ration cards on the counter and put everything in the carrier bags. She continued smiling sweetly to the rude lady, never once losing her composure. We had gotten lucky. Ma, Grandpa Wood, and Phyllis seemed to be a great host family. I hoped Molly and Sam found good hosts too.
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				“Where are we going next?” Phyllis asked.
			

			
				“We have to pop in one more shop, drop by the house and then walk to the Mermaid Inn for a cup of tea and a sweet.”
			

			
				“Are mermaids real?” Gina raised an eyebrow.
			

			
				“Well, that depends on whom you ask.” Ma smiled.
			

			
				I loved mermaids. We had seen a statue of one when we visited the seaside with Nanny. Gina was still young enough to believe in magical things, but I was far too old for that.
			

			
				“It’s quite a long walk to the Mermaid Inn,” Ma said.
			

			
				Gina’s eyes shone with excitement. “Do you think we’ll see any real live mermaids?”
			

			
				“I don’t expect we will,” said Ma.
			

			
				“Perhaps if we camped out by Black Mere Pool, we might see one during the night.” Phyllis flashed me a secret wink.
			

			
				“Thanks for entertaining Gina,” I whispered. All the distractions seemed to be helping Gina cope with being away from Mum and Daddy.
			

			
				Phyllis waved a dismissive hand. “She’s the little sister I always wished for.”
			

			
				“Could we camp there, Ma?” I asked.
			

			
				“I don’t think so. These are dangerous times,” Ma said. “But perhaps we’ll have a family picnic there one Sunday afternoon.”
			

			
				I cleared my throat. “Would be all right if we asked Molly and Sam to go with us?”
			

			
				“Who are Molly and Sam?” Phyllis asked.
			

			
				“They’re our friends from the train. They got off in Leek too.”
			

			
				“Sounds like a wonderful idea.” Ma smiled broadly.
			

			
				Phyllis said, “I can’t wait to meet them. Sometimes it gets lonely when you live in the countryside.”
			

			
				A splash of sadness crossed Ma’s face. It made me wonder about our beautiful bedroom. Had someone else once lived there?
			

			
				“We have to find Molly and Sam,” I said.
			

			
				“We can do that on our way back from the Mermaid Inn. We’ll stop by the warden’s office and see if they can tell us who Molly and Sam are staying with,” Ma said.
			

			
				Phyllis and I smiled at each other.
			

			
				Gina giggled. “I like Sam.”
			

			
				“It sounds as though you two made some good friends on your way here,” Ma said. “Tonight, I plan to make you a bed out of the pretty pink and white striped fabric I bought.” Ma patted Gina on the head.
			

			
				“Are you going to make it ‘specially for me?”
			

			
				“Yes, it was going to be a surprise, but perhaps you can help me make it.”
			

			
				Gina frowned. “I’ve never sewn anything before.”
			

			
				Ma patted her on the back. “Then it’s probably time you learned.”
			

			
				Gina’s face glowed like the sun at high noon on a July day. Relieved that Ma planned to make Gina something better to sleep on, my heart felt lighter and did a little flutter. I didn’t like her sleeping on the floor, but I didn’t know how to stop her from having accidents.
			

			
				When we got back to Ma’s house, we helped put away the shopping and then readied ourselves for the three-mile walk to the Mermaid Inn for afternoon tea.
			

			
				“Everyone needs to put on a cardigan and a coat before we go,” Ma said. “It gets a bit brisk walking out on the hilltops. There aren’t many trees to block the wind.”
			

			
				“We don’t have cardigans, Ma,” I said. My face flushed. It seemed we needed something at every turn. Ma must be at her wit’s end with us.
			

			
				“Phyllis can find you one of hers, it might not be the exact size, but it’ll keep you warm.”
			

			
				Phyllis found a lovely pale blue cardy for me and a mint green one for Gina. Mine fit fine, but Gina’s sleeves covered her hands, so I helped her roll them up. Gina stroked the sleeve of her cardy with glee. I was thankful it didn’t cost anything extra to wear Phyllis’s clothes. We slipped on our coats and left for the Mermaid Inn.
			

			
				“They say no animals will drink out of Black Mere Pool because of the mermaid,” Phyllis said in a croaking voice.
			

			
				“And no bird will fly over it or land in it,” Ma added.
			

			
				“That’s batty!” I giggled. “I can’t wait to get there and see it. Perhaps we’ll see a mermaid today.” I winked at Phyllis.
			

			
				“The legend says she can only be seen at midnight,” Ma said. “I’m sure they’ll be able to tell us the whole story when we get to the inn.”
			

			
				“I can’t wait!” I said.
			

			
				“Can we go swimming in the pool?” Gina asked.
			

			
				“Not unless you want to be dragged under by the mermaid,” Phyllis said with wide eyes and a serious face.
			

			
				I could see she was teasing, but Gina’s face went very serious. I almost burst out laughing.
			

			
				Her face turned the colour of a gourd that had been left in the sun to dry out. Ma patted her on the shoulder.
			

			
				“No one swims it,” Ma said. “The water is black. If you swam in it, you would come out a filthy mess.”
			

			
				“That sounds horrid,” Gina said.
			

			
				“I’m going to dive in and find that old mermaid,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				Gina gasped.
			

			
				“You’ll have to promise you’re not going to do that or we won’t be having a picnic there any time soon,” Ma said.
			

			
				Phyllis shrugged. “I was just pretending. It would be exciting to see the real mermaid, though.”
			

			
				“I bet she’s pretty,” Gina said.
			

			
				“I expect she’s probably very sad,” I said. “Imagine if you are the only mermaid living in a pool of water on top of a hillside.”
			

			
				We could see the inn in the distance. It appeared to be a big farmhouse. The walls were a sandy colour. Small white framed windows were set deep inside the stone walls. They reminded me of the windows at Buckingham Palace.
			

			
				“Straighten your hair, girls,” Ma said as we approached the doorway.
			

			
				We all tried to, but it had been a windy walk.
			

			
				“Remember your manners,” Ma said as we sat down at a round table near the fireplace.
			

			
				“What can I bring you?” asked a lady wearing a faded floral dress and red high heeled shoes.
			

			
				“A pot of tea and four scones, if it’s not too much trouble,” Ma said.
			

			
				“Not a problem at all. Would you like some homemade strawberry jam and clotted cream with those scones?”
			

			
				“That would be lovely.”
			

			
				The fire was cheery, and after the long windy walk the warmth radiated through my cardy and warmed me up. The wooden floor was dark brown and had lots of scrapes in it. The walls were painted snow white. Dead birds were mounted on the walls. A huge painting of a beautiful mermaid with long red hair and a silvery blue tail hung above the fireplace. A mermaid statue sat inside an alcove above the well.
			

			
				“Is that the mermaid?” Gina asked when the lady came back with our afternoon tea.
			

			
				“Aye, they say she’s so beautiful she can call to a young man, and he’ll follow her to his death. Black Mere Pool has no bottom, and once she reaches for you, you’re caught in a trance and cannot escape her.”
			

			
				Gina got out of her chair and stood beside Ma.
			

			
				“How did she get there?” I asked.
			

			
				“Oh my, it’s a long sad story…Over a thousand years ago a beautiful young woman was accused of being a witch. A man named Joshua Linnet took the poor girl to Black Mere Pool to execute her. They drowned witches in those days.” She shook her head.
			

			
				“So, she was a witch, not a mermaid?” I asked.
			

			
				“It’s said she turned into a mermaid when she was drowned. And as Joshua drowned her, she cursed at him and promised him the same fate. Three days later he was found drowned in the same pool with his face torn to pieces.”
			

			
				Gina climbed on Ma’s lap and covered her ears with her hands.
			

			
				“Ever since then, it’s been said she calls to travelers in the dark of night and draws them into her pool of death.”
			

			
				“Do you still want to have a picnic there?” Ma asked.
			

			
				“Oh, yes,” I said.
			

			
				“I’m not scared,” said Phyllis.
			

			
				Gina held tightly to Ma’s cardigan. “I don’t want to go there.”
			

			
				“Don’t worry, you don’t have to, Gina.” Ma turned to Phyllis and me. “Let’s finish our tea and go find your friends.”
			

			
				I watched Phyllis and copied what she did with her scone. I heaped strawberry jam and clotted cream on it. It tasted better than anything I had eaten in my entire life, but I wished everyone would hurry up so we could find Molly and Sam. I was uncomfortable enjoying myself when I wasn’t sure of their fate.
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				The warden’s office stood behind Saint Edward Church.
			

			
				Ma marched inside, and we followed. The gentleman behind the counter leaned back in his chair, scratched his stomach, and stretched like a cat.
			

			
				“Wot can I do for you today, Missus Wood? Are you looking for news on Mister Wood?” he asked.
			

			
				“No, I had a letter from him last week. He’s struggling along through France.” Ma put her hands on her hips. “That Hitler’s really something. Taking over countries and killing people.” She shook her head. “God’ll get him for that.”
			

			
				“I’m hopin’ someone gets him soon, so he can answer to God or to whoever he goes to,” he said.
			

			
				“I’m looking for two children,” Ma said. “They’re friends with my two evacuees. Do you have a list of where all the evacuees went?”
			

			
				“I don’t, but Mister Platt up the road at Home Guard will know. The Local Defense Volunteers are housed under Saint Edward Church. You stop by there, and they can help you.”
			

			
				“Ta,” Ma said.
			

			
				We followed Ma out of the warden’s office and back to Saint Edward Church.
			

			
				“We’ve never been in a church, Ma.” I grimaced. “We never had fancy church clothes.” Again, another failure. “We do have a Bible though. Mum read it to us sometimes when she tucked us in at night.”
			

			
				“Saint Edward’s isn’t that kind of church. Everyone is welcome…as long as you’ve bathed in the last few weeks.”
			

			
				“I hope God’s there,” Gina said.
			

			
				“God is always there, but we won’t be going in the chapel. We’ll go downstairs to find out about your friends.” Ma pulled the handle of the huge wooden door. It creaked as she opened it. A blast of cool air hit us in the face as we entered the church. A damp smell filled the air.
			

			
				“It’s creepy in here.” Gina shivered. “It feels like we’re in a bomb shelter.”
			

			
				“Saint Edward’s is a very old building,” Ma said. “Sometimes old buildings made of stone are dark and damp.”
			

			
				We followed the steps into a small room at the end of the dimly lit hall.
			

			
				“Excuse me, Mister Platt,” Ma said. “I’m looking for two evacuees. The warden said you’d know where they are.”
			

			
				“Why’d you need more evacuees? Don’t you have enough already?”
			

			
				“Oh, my! You have a grand sense of humor, don’t you? I’m trying to find them, not trying to get more of them.”
			

			
				“Well, if you were a bit more careful perhaps you wouldn’t have lost them in the first place,” Mister Platt said.
			

			
				Ma took a long slow breath and shook her head slowly. “Do you have a list of the evacuees and the host families in Leek?”
			

			
				“Of course, I do. It’s my duty to know where everyone is.” Mister Platt tipped his hat.
			

			
				Ma took another slow deep breath. “Please show me that list, so I can find out where two specific children are staying?”
			

			
				Mister Platt shook his head like a dog shakes after he’s been in the water. “Why didn’t you say so? Here, have a look.” Mister Platt handed Ma a stack of papers. Ma thumbed through them.
			

			
				“Here we are. Molly Neal is staying with Leah and Moses Stone and Sam Nurdy is staying with Mister Badderly. Oh my…Mister Badderly took in an evacuee.”
			

			
				“What’s wrong with Mister Badderly?” I asked.
			

			
				Phyllis twisted her hair around her finger.
			

			
				“He doesn’t have much experience or patience with children. I’m rather surprised he hosted anyone. Pretty sure his sons left home as soon as they were old enough. The Badderly house hasn’t been very happy since Missus Badderly died.”
			

			
				“Aye, he’s an odd one,” Mister Platt said. “But if yer needin’ something that’s hard to come by, he’d be the person you’d go to.”
			

			
				Ma sighed. I didn’t know what Mister Platt meant, but I thought it sounded as if Sam’s host was not a pleasant person.
			

			
				“Can we find Sam first?” Sam had been battered around enough already. I crossed my fingers behind my back and hoped Mister Badderly was nice to Sam.
			

			
				“What about Les?” Gina asked.
			

			
				“Who’s Les?” Ma asked.
			

			
				“A little boy who was on the train with us, he got lost from his sister. She left the train without him.” I said. “We took him to a lady in uniform at the train station. She said she’d find his sister. Do you think the list might say something about him? His full name is Leslie James.”
			

			
				“Let me see.” Ma flipped through all the pages until she turned to the last page. “Oh, there’s a note about Les. It says: Les James was returned to Stafford and reunited with his sister.”
			

			
				“That’s good news. Can we go check on Sam?” I walked towards the door.
			

			
				“Phyllis, why don’t you and Joyce go to Mister Badderly’s house? Gina and I have a couple more errands to run,” Ma said. “I believe Dad’s plans to sign up for Home Guard later this week, Mister Platt,” Ma said as she ushered us out of the office.
			

			
				“That’d be wonderful. We can always use another hand to fight those stinkin’ Germans.”
			

			
				Phyllis led the way down the road to Mister Badderly’s house.
			

			
				“No one dares step foot in his front garden.” Phyllis took my hand. “He’ll tell you to bugger off. He’s not very nice.”
			

			
				I quickened my pace. Sam wasn’t the bravest boy in the world. He didn’t deserve someone being ghastly to him after all he’d already been through.
			

			
				As we turned the corner, we saw a lovely cottage with a small stream in front of it. Pretty yellow and orange flowers grew in a freshly weeded flower bed. Two ducks swam in the stream. If Mister Badderly’s house indicated anything, he must be a good host. Maybe everyone misunderstood his temperament.
			

			
				“Such a pretty house,” I said as Phyllis opened the white gate. She frowned and dragged her feet. I cautiously followed her.
			

			
				She knocked on the door. No one answered. “We should go around the back to see if they’re out there.”
			

			
				Around the back, we discovered Mister Badderly sitting in a chair and Sam working in the Victory Garden.
			

			
				“He…Hello, Mister Badderly,” Phyllis said. “Your V…V…Victory Garden is looking wonderful. How did you ever get it to grow so well?”
			

			
				Mister Badderly scowled. “What are you children doing back here?”
			

			
				“We went to the front door, but there was no answer,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				“Children are to be seen not heard,” he grumbled. “Shouldn’t you be with your parents instead of interrupting hard-working people?”
			

			
				“We came to see your evacuee, Sam. He’s my friend.” I interjected. Perhaps he wouldn’t be as rude to me. I stood four inches taller than Phyllis, so he might think I was a lot older. “We hoped he could come and play with us.”
			

			
				Mister Badderly jumped out of his seat. “He doesn’t have time to play childish games with you lot. I need him here. We need to be ready for it if those Germans try to invade. I, for one, don’t want to run out of food. All this rationing concerns me. How would I eat if England ran out of rations?”
			

			
				“I can’t imagine you running out of food. Why look at those carrots and those runner beans, they’re growing like Heather on a Scottish hillside.” Phyllis put on that same sweet smile her mum had used with the rude lady at the fabric shop.
			

			
				“Aye, we’ve been working hard on them. Sam’s not afraid of a bit of hard work. Not the strongest boy I ever met, but he’ll do ‘til me boys get back.”
			

			
				Sam kept on working as perspiration covered his forehead. His cheeks were bright red against his pale skin. He flashed me a crooked smile as he pulled up a clump of clover.
			

			
				“Could spare him for a few hours?” I asked.
			

			
				Mister Badderly scratched the back of his neck. “I suppose so, if he finished the weeding and hoeing, but he can’t be gone long. He’ll need to start chopping wood soon.” He pulled out a hanky and blew his nose so loudly you would’ve thought a goose lived in his garden.
			

			
				“What if we helped Sam finish the weeding?” Phyllis asked. “Then would he be able to go with us for a bit longer?”
			

			
				Mister Badderly stood back up and jammed his spade into the ground and leaned on it. He pulled out a pipe and a box of matches. He lit his pipe. He breathed in the smoke and blew it out in little puffs.
			

			
				“We don’t mind helping,” I said.
			

			
				“All right then.” He nodded his head. “But you better do a bang-up job on the garden, or he won’t be goin’ with you. I have business to take care of this afternoon, and I don’t need all you pesky children around.”
			

			
				We began pulling weeds with Sam.
			

			
				Mister Badderly towered over us. His nose flared. He was worse than not nice. He scared me, and I’d survived the Blitz.
			

			
				Phyllis knelt beside me pulling weeds. “Let’s ask him if we can have something from the garden for lunch,” she whispered under her breath.
			

			
				“No,” I whispered back. It was easy to see that this was not the kind of man you asked favours of.
			

			
				Phyllis breathed slowly and looked directly into Mister Badderly’s eyes. “Perhaps, we could pick a few apples from your trees. Then eat them this afternoon.”
			

			
				“Aye,” Mister Badderly grumbled. “I knew you’d be wanting something else from me.”
			

			
				The look on his face made me shudder.
			

			
				Mister Badderly huffed. “You can have one apple each. Mind you…That’s three and only three.” He pulled out his hanky and blew his nose again.
			

			
				“Ta. That would be lovely,” I said.
			

			
				He didn’t return my smile. Had he been this cold to Sam or worse?
			

			
				“And…they better be little ones. I need the big ones for…never you mind why I need ‘em. I’ll be watching to make sure you don’t take the big ones.”
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				I didn’t like Mister Badderly. Not one bit. Sam looked like a factory worker who hadn’t seen the light of day in months, and this was only his second day here. Once we got him away from Mister Badderly, we’d find out the truth about how he’d been treated.
			

			
				“Gosh, he’s a horrid man!” I said.
			

			
				Phyllis nudged me. “We’ll finish faster if your other friend, Molly, is helping us.”
			

			
				Sam straightened up. “If you two go find her, I’ll keep working. Mister Badderly won’t come back out again.” Sam turned towards the house. “He’ll be watching out the kitchen window to make sure I’m working and that we only take three little apples when we’re done.”
			

			
				“We’ll hurry. Molly, Leah, and Moses aren’t far from here,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				Phyllis and I turned onto a narrow road lined with prickly bushes. A pasture on the right had horses in it and a big posh house at the top of the field.
			

			
				“Is that where Molly lives?” I’m sure my mouth dropped open. The house had perfectly groomed hedges designed into a maze. An enormous water fountain stood in front of the house. It must’ve been as big as any home I had ever seen in London, perhaps even bigger than Buckingham Palace. Molly was lucky indeed. “It’s giant! Look there’s even a horse to ride.”
			

			
				“Molly doesn’t live there. She lives there.” Phyllis pointed to a small cottage with a little chimney on top and a coal house beside it. Beyond the cottage stood a quarry.
			

			
				“What a sweet cottage,” I said. “I hope Molly’s host family is more pleasant than Sam’s.”
			

			
				“They are,” Phyllis said. “I’ve known Mister and Missus Stone my whole life. They’re the kindest people in the whole village.”
			

			
				Phyllis banged on the door with a lion head brass knocker.
			

			
				Molly answered the door. She rushed past Phyllis and squeezed me tightly. “I’m so glad to see you. You were so kind to me on the train.” She cuddled me again. “Is this someone from your host family?”
			

			
				Phyllis smiled and nodded.
			

			
				“This is Phyllis,” I said. “Her mum and Grandpa picked Gina and me. They’re smashing.”
			

			
				“We came to ask Mister and Missus Stone something.” Phyllis peeked around the edge of the front door.
			

			
				“Oh, do come in. I’ll put on a pot of tea. Mister Stone is at work, but Missus Stone is home.”
			

			
				“We don’t have time for tea,” I said. “Sam’s in a bit of a bishy mess. We need to get back to him.”
			

			
				“Oh, dear!” Molly exclaimed.
			

			
				We followed Molly into the kitchen. It resembled Ma’s kitchen. It had a coal fireplace, a black stove and a square sink with a tap in it. Molly rushed down the hall to find Missus Stone.
			

			
				“Hello, my dear Phyllis,” Missus Stone said as she came in the kitchen. “And who do we have here?”
			

			
				“This is Joyce. She’s one of our evacuees,” Phyllis said, proudly. “We picked her and her little sister, Gina.”
			

			
				“Leek certainly has gotten lucky, getting such nice children. I’ve heard chatter in other villages about how rough the evacuees are.” Missus Stone pursed her lips.
			

			
				“We stopped in to see if Molly could come help us help our friend Sam in Mister Badderly’s garden. Then we’ll have time to play together,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				Missus Stone gasped. “Oh, my! Mister Badderly took in an evacuee. What a surprise.”
			

			
				“Please let Molly go with us, Sam really needs our help,” I said.
			

			
				“I suppose it’ll be all right,” said Missus Stone. “Just stay out of Mister Badderly’s business. He’s not someone I completely trust.”
			

			
				We all nodded.
			

			
				Missus Stone shook her head. “It’s very surprising that he took in an evacuee. He doesn’t usually do a thing to benefit others.”
			

			
				It confirmed my fears. We had to help Sam.
			

			
				I had to get Sam alone. Once away from Mister Badderly’s steely eyes, he would tell us everything.
			

			
				“Can Molly come with us now?” I tapped my hand against my leg impatiently. The more work we could do, the more relief for Sam.
			

			
				“As long as she’s home by supper time,” Missus Stone said.
			

			
				“I will be, Missus Stone,” Molly said.
			

			
				The walk back to Mister Badderly’s house seemed to take forever. Anxious to get there, I challenged everyone to a race. I reached the gate first. Molly came in second, and Phyllis came in last.
			

			
				“I won!” I shouted. It felt freeing to run and to not worry about anything for a few minutes.
			

			
				“Not fair!” Phyllis protested. “I have the shortest legs.”
			

			
				We nipped round to the back. Sam sat knee high in the pile of weeds he’d already yanked out.
			

			
				He wiped his forehead, leaving a dirt streak across it.
			

			
				“We’re here to help,” I said, “and look who’s with us.”
			

			
				Sam stood up. His face lit up like a torch in the night. “Molly, it’s great to see you. Jump in and help me for a bit, then I’ll be finished.”
			

			
				We got on our hands and knees and pulled weeds until the garden appeared to be weed free.
			

			
				Sam picked up the hoe and worked his way up each row. “Mister Badderly shouldn’t find fault in any of the work we’re doing.”
			

			
				When he finished, he went to the back door and knocked. It seemed rather strange that he didn’t just go inside.
			

			
				“What now?” Mister Badderly shouted.
			

			
				Sam stuck his hands in his pockets and stared at the ground. “W…w…we think the garden is f…f…finished.”
			

			
				Mister Badderly strolled out of the back door into the victory garden. “There!” He pointed to a tiny blade of grass we’d missed.
			

			
				Sam rushed over, almost on his knees before he reached it. He yanked it out of the ground and stuck it in his pocket. He sat back on his knees, hunched over, avoiding eye contact with Mister Badderly. “Is it all right now, Sir?”
			

			
				Mister Badderly sneered. “It’ll have to do.”
			

			
				“Can we go play now?” Sam put on a fake smile but still didn’t look directly at Mister Badderly.
			

			
				“You can, but don’t let me catch you sneaking anything from my Victory Garden. I only gave you permission to take three small apples.”
			

			
				“Th…thank-you Mister Badderly.” Sam backed up as he spoke.
			

			
				Mister Badderly slammed the door behind him as he went back inside.
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				Sam picked up his gas mask and slung it over his shoulder.
			

			
				We followed him to the bottom of the garden to Mister Badderly’s fruit trees.
			

			
				“Gosh, he has a lot of apples and plums,” Phyllis said. “Have you eaten any yet?”
			

			
				Sam shook his head. “Mister Badderly said they’re for something special.”
			

			
				Everyone picked an apple. Everyone, but Molly.
			

			
				“Did everyone get a small one?” Sam asked. “He’ll take it out on me if he suspected we even thought about taking the big ones.”
			

			
				“I didn’t pick one,” said Molly. “He said we could only have three.”
			

			
				“Thank goodness you remembered!” said Sam. “He was probably watching us.”
			

			
				We cleaned our apples on our breeches and munched on them as we walked through the village. Living in Leek felt like a safe haven after the bombings in London. The only visible signs of the war in Leek were the long queues for rations.
			

			
				“Let’s go to the old quarry,” Phyllis suggested. “We can climb to the top of the slag piles and slide on them if we can find some cardboard.”
			

			
				“That sounds fun,” Molly said.
			

			
				Sam stopped walking.
			

			
				“Are you all right?” I put my hand on his shoulder.
			

			
				“I’m kind of worn out,” Sam said. “I worked in the sun for a long time. I probably should’ve had more water.” Sam rolled his head around and stretched his shoulders. “Could we sit for a spell?”
			

			
				“Of course, we can,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				I liked her more and more each day. She had the same protective spirit for Sam that I had, and she barely knew him.
			

			
				We sat on the curb. Sam eyes were sunken in. Scratches covered his arms and a nasty gash was above his left eye.
			

			
				“Sam,” I dared to ask, “how did you get that gash?”
			

			
				“I hit my head going into the cellar. When I’m not working outside or cleaning, he keeps me there. It’s like being locked in a bomb shelter. The room is cold, damp, and really dark. He gave me a torch but told me he wasn’t giving me new batteries if I use ‘em up, so I don’t use it much. There’s a mat on the floor for me to sleep on and another mat to cover up with.” Sam took a deep breath. “He feeds me when my work meets his standards. Yesterday, I forgot to carry the weeds to the brush pile at the end of the garden. Well, it cost me.” Sam stuck his hands in his pockets. “I only got a piece of bread and butter for dinner. He gives me plenty of milk though. He says I need it so I can work harder.”
			

			
				Molly and I sat with our mouths open. Never in my wildest dreams had I thought something this horrible would happen to one of us.
			

			
				“We’ll figure out how to get you away from him,” I said. “No one deserves to be treated that way.”
			

			
				“Should we tell my mum?” Phyllis asked. “Maybe she can help.”
			

			
				Sam shook his head vigorously. “No, you can’t tell anyone. It’ll get worse for me. I shouldn’t have told you.” A black cloud covered his face.
			

			
				I looked at Phyllis.
			

			
				“We won’t say anything, but we’re going to find a way to help you,” I said.
			

			
				Sam rubbed the dirt off his hands. They were covered with blisters. I couldn’t stand the thought of him living in those conditions for a moment longer. We had to help him. Living alone in the woods, searching for berries would be better than this.
			

			
				“Trying to escape would be impossible.” Sam’s head hung low. “He has men who come to the house every day, and he brags ‘bout keeping me locked up when I’m not doing anything useful.
			

			
				“Who are they?” Molly asked.
			

			
				Sam shrugged. “Never see ‘em. Mister Badderly locks me in the cellar when they come. They laugh about me. I can hear them through the floorboards. They talk about how much money they’re making and how the war’s making them rich. I’ve even heard them counting money. They’re pretty scary blokes. He’d have them after me, as quick as a fox slips in and out of a hen house, if I tried to leave. It’s useless to even try. I just have to do what I’m told and keep my head down while I wait for the war to end.” Sam sighed. “I thought I had it bad in London, but this is much worse.”
			

			
				“We’re going to help you.” I felt as strongly about this as I did about Gina and me staying together before we got picked by Ma and Phyllis. We’d find a way to help Sam.
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				We strolled along the dusty road, past Molly’s house, until we reached the quarry grounds. A tip full of rubbish stood near the giant hole in the ground.
			

			
				“We can explore the tip,” Sam said. “You can usually find some jolly good bits in them.” The cloud over Sam’s face lightened.
			

			
				We dug around in the tip until we found some old cardboard.
			

			
				“Let’s slide,” Molly said.
			

			
				Phyllis pointed to a huge mound of soil and rock on one side of the quarry.
			

			
				“I’m first,” shouted Phyllis. She ran full speed, jumped on the cardboard and slid down the slag pile.
			

			
				“How was it?” Sam shouted.
			

			
				“Absolutely brilliant!”
			

			
				Phyllis dragged the cardboard up to the top for someone else to have a turn.
			

			
				“Who’s next?” she asked.
			

			
				Molly cleared her throat. “Can I?”
			

			
				“Of course, you can,” Phyllis said as she handed her the cardboard. “It’s a shame we don’t have more cardboard, then we could have races.”
			

			
				“What about looking around that old hut and seeing if there’s any over there?” I said. The hut stood at the top of the quarry rim. It was almost hidden by trees. It looked like it hadn’t been used in years. The grey paint flaked off it. One of the window panes had a hole in it. Several of the roof tiles were broken and laying on the ground.
			

			
				Phyllis stayed and watched Molly slide. Sam and I went over to the run-down hut to search for cardboard.
			

			
				“I say,” Sam said, “here are a couple pieces of cardboard.”
			

			
				“That’s super. Now we need one more piece, and then we can race.”
			

			
				We wandered around looking under bushes and under the hut. I stood on my tippy toes and peeked in the broken window and saw a lot more than I was expecting.
			

			
				“Sam, come round here, quickly.”
			

			
				Sam looked in the window. “Is that what I think it is?”
			

			
				“It is. We better get the girls,” I said.
			

			
				“Molly…Phyllis…come up here,” I shouted. They took forever to climb up the heap.
			

			
				“We found something odd at the bottom of the quarry,” Molly said.
			

			
				“We found something strange up here, too,” Sam said. “Since we’re all up here let’s look at what we found first, then we can go to the bottom of the quarry and see what you found.”
			

			
				“Have a look in the window,” Sam said.
			

			
				Molly and Phyllis stood on their tippy toes and peered in.
			

			
				“I can’t believe it!” Phyllis shook her head in disbelief.
			

			
				Through the dust covered window, we saw boxes and crates stacked on the floor. The walls were lined with shelves. The shelves had more boxes stacked on them. The boxes had labels on them, but I couldn’t make out what most of them said.
			

			
				“Do you see the crate in the corner?” I asked. “It says sugar on it.”
			

			
				“Cor, I wonder what else is in there,” Sam said.
			

			
				“I’m more worried about who this stuff belongs to,” Molly said.
			

			
				“Phyllis, you’ve been here before, do you know who might be keeping all this stuff here?” I asked.
			

			
				“I don’t know, but I do know one person can’t get all that sugar, even with a ration card and extra money,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				“Did either of you try the door?” Molly asked.
			

			
				Sam and I shook our heads.
			

			
				“It could belong to black market thiefs,” Sam said.
			

			
				“They’re probably hiding it way out here because no one ever comes out this far,” Phyllis said. “I bet they come at night, so no one sees them.”
			

			
				“We should try the door and see exactly what they have,” I said. “Perhaps we should get the police.”
			

			
				“Let’s go in first,” Sam said. “We might find somethin’ good to eat.”
			

			
				I walked up to the door. When I turned around everyone had gathered close behind me. They all turned their heads from side to side and back again like a fox in the middle of a hunt. I reached for the door handle and gave it a little push. It was unlocked. “Quick!” I said. We zoomed in and closed the door. Everyone dropped to their knees on the dusty wooden floor.
			

			
				Rabbit pelts dangled from the ceiling above us. The shelf above me had boxes of ration cards on it. A pile of stockings was on another shelf. Cigarettes were on the shelf above Sam. In the corner, stood a small table and two chairs. A box full of Brandy bottles sat on the table.
			

			
				“We better get out of here.” I glanced through the grimy window. “We could get in a lot of trouble if whoever owns this stuff catches us.”
			

			
				Everyone ducked below the window sill and crept out the door.
			

			
				“What about what we found?” Phyllis asked.
			

			
				“Let’s come back another day and look around down there. It’s getting dark, and I don’t want to be here if anyone’s coming to check out their cache,” Sam said.
			

			
				I dusted the knees of my breeches. “Right, if it’s agreed, we’ll meet at Sam’s house again and help him get his chores done, so we can come back and explore together.”
			

			
				Sam sighed. “That’ll be the only way I’ll be able to come with you. I don’t know why Mister Badderly is so stingy and mean.”
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				We met up at Mister Badderly’s house, Gina tagged along to help Sam with his chores.
			

			
				“Who’s going to knock on the door?” Molly put on a false smile.
			

			
				“I’ll do it,” I said. I wanted to get to Sam as fast as possible. We hadn’t seen him in several days. No telling how he was doing. I hoped Mister Badderly hadn’t changed his mind about letting us have those apples and taken it out on him.
			

			
				I held my breath and rapped on the door twice.
			

			
				Mister Badderly cracked the door open. “What do you bloomin’ children want?”
			

			
				“We were hoping to help Sam with his chores again, so he could have some time to play this afternoon.” I stuck my hands in my pockets so he wouldn’t see them tremble.
			

			
				“Well, he’s already out back chopping up wood.” He scratched his chin. “You can help him by picking up all the fallen branches and carrying them up to my kindle pile.” His mouth curled up with dislike. “That is if you really want to help him.”
			

			
				Phyllis straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. “Of course, we want to help Sam. He’s our friend.”
			

			
				Gina stood quietly behind me.
			

			
				“How long will Sam have to do chores?” Molly asked.
			

			
				“Depends how hard you work to help him.” He rubbed his chin and scowled at us. “When he thinks it’s done, he can come and knock on the back door. I’ll have a look and see wot I think.”
			

			
				With that, he closed the door in our faces.
			

			
				“He’s not very nice,” Gina said.
			

			
				“I know. That’s why I thought you should stay with Ma,” I said. Gina shouldn’t be around Mister Badderly. I’d have her pick up kindle with us until she got tired, then one of us would take her home. We didn’t need her hanging around all day. Going to the quarry would be far too dangerous for her…and for us. Plus, she couldn’t keep a secret if her life depended on it.
			

			
				We walked around the back and along the path to where Sam was splitting logs. Thank goodness they weren’t logs from a giant chestnut tree. Sam wouldn’t have the strength to split them.
			

			
				“’ello, girls!”
			

			
				“Mister Badderly says if we help you get done, you can come play with us,” Molly said.
			

			
				“Wizzo! I thought he’d keep me here all day.” Sam placed another small log on top of a tree trunk and whacked it with the ax. It went partway through the log and got stuck. “It usually takes me two or three chops to get through each log.”
			

			
				“That’s smashing,” I said.
			

			
				“Yeah but look at the size of the pile I have to chop, plus I have to pick up kindle too.”
			

			
				“We’ll pick up the kindle for you, Sam,” Gina said.
			

			
				“Ta, Gina. You’re the best mates anyone could ask for.”
			

			
				Gina put her arms around Sam’s waist and gave him a cuddle. Sam’s ears turned red. I found it sweet how he was always so gentle with Gina. I needed to make sure we didn’t speak of Sam’s situation in front of her. She’d just stopped wetting the bed and started playing with Phyllis’s old toys, like a child of her age should be doing.
			

			
				Sam went back to chopping. Molly, Phyllis and I picked up kindle and carried it up to the pile by the cottage. Gina stayed with Sam. Once he chopped a log in half, she carried it to the wood pile. Sam chopped faster than she carried, so when we finished picking up all the kindle, we pitched in with the log carrying.
			

			
				“I have a brilliant idea,” Molly said. “If we take the woodpile and make it into stacks, we have a better chance of getting Mister Badderly’s approval on our work. Then we can go…umm…then Sam can be finished sooner.”
			

			
				“Smashing idea! Who should be in charge of stacking?” Phyllis asked.
			

			
				“I don’t want to,” Gina moaned. “I’m tired. Can I go back to Ma’s?”
			

			
				“Phyllis, will you take her back and I’ll start the stacking?” I thought Phyllis would be the best choice, as she knew the route better than Molly or me.
			

			
				“Yes, and while I’m there I’ll see if Ma can give us a bit of lunch for the afternoon.”
			

			
				Sam grinned. “We can have a bit of a pic…”
			

			
				I cut Sam off. “We can dole out the lunch and keep working until Mister Badderly is happy.” I widened my eyes and tried to send a message to Sam to not say anything about going to the quarry.
			

			
				“Sure,” Sam’s head drooped, “we’ll keep working till he’s happy.”
			

			
				Phyllis and Gina walked hand in hand out the front gate and down the road.
			

			
				“Sam, we don’t want Gina to know about your troubles or about the quarry. She might let the rabbit out of the hutch if you know what I mean?” I said.
			

			
				“Golly, I didn’t realize she didn’t know about Mister Badderly.” Sam paused. “Thanks for not telling her ‘bout my problems. She’s too little to understand.”
			

			
				Molly and I smiled.
			

			
				“No worries, we should get back to work so we can get to the quarry sometime today,” I said.
			

			
				Sam chopped, Molly carried, and I stacked the wood. By the time Phyllis got back, with a nice-looking sack of lunch, the work was finished.
			

			
				“I’ll hide our lunch behind a bush, so Mister Badderly doesn’t know we have it,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				“I’ll go knock on the back door and see if he thinks we are finished,” Sam said.
			

			
				Sam carried the ax with him as he walked to the back door. He knocked, and Mister Badderly cracked it open. He shushed someone in the house and came out.
			

			
				“It’s fine.” His eyes darted back and forth from the wood stack to the back door. “Go on, you lot, find somewhere other than here to spend your afternoon.” He sneered. “I don’t need no nosey children in my business today.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Mister Badderly,” Sam said. “Could we, perhaps, have some apples for our lunch?”
			

			
				“You can ‘ave one apple each…one each, if you hurry up and get going.” With that, he went back into the house and slammed the door.
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				We each picked the biggest apples we could find. He had no way of knowing what size we took since he wasn’t watching us this time.
			

			
				Phyllis grabbed our sack of food, and we zipped out of the garden.
			

			
				“I’m starving! Let’s have our lunch before we go to the quarry,” Sam said.
			

			
				“You’re always hungry,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				I gave her a stern look. It was obvious that Mister Badderly wasn’t feeding him enough.
			

			
				“I reckon a country graveyard would be a nice quiet place to have a picnic.” Phyllis’s cheeks pinkened in the sunshine.
			

			
				We bustled along the road and across the countryside. Wild rose bushes with lovely red blossoms grew along the sides of the road. Cowslip bloomed in the fields on the other side of the rock walls. A couple rabbits scurried into holes as we approached them.
			

			
				It took forever to get to the church. The small brick church appeared abandoned. Tall grasses grew into the yew bushes. Bird nests rested on the window sills and weeds grew in the pathway leading up to the sanctuary door.
			

			
				We dashed past the church and into the graveyard.
			

			
				“Cor, I wish we had a big blanket to sit on,” Molly said.
			

			
				“I’m sure we can find something to sit on.” I walked to the far end and saw two stone benches with four feral cats on them. “Have you ever noticed that cats like to be in graveyards?”
			

			
				“It must be because they have a good chance of catching a bird landing on a gravestone or a mouse in the grass,” Sam said.
			

			
				“Or perhaps they like being around dead people,” Phyllis added.
			

			
				We shooed the cats away, and Phyllis opened the sack. She spread out a tea towel on a bench and revealed what our lunch would be. Ma packed us each a jam sandwich, a chunk of cheese and a big bottle of fizzy lemonade to share. Plus, we all had big apples. It would be a jolly good lunch for Sam.
			

			
				“Wouldn’t some cold chicken be smashing?” Sam commented as he finished up the last bite of his lunch. “Or a sticky bun?”
			

			
				“Do you want my cheese, Sam? I’m rather full after the sandwich and apple.” I hoped he would take me up on it. Ma fed us well. I knew we’d have a nice dinner at home tonight, but Sam never knew. It was odd how easily I could call it “home.” Gina and I had so much to be grateful for. We were safe here. Ma and Grandpa took great care of us. The war hadn’t come to Leek. If only we knew about Mum and Daddy, and if Sam lived with someone other than Mister Badderly, we’d have no worries.
			

			
				“Awww, that’s bloomin’ nice of you.” A slow grin emerged on Sam’s face.
			

			
				We finished lunch. Then we walked towards Molly’s house.
			

			
				We walked around the back and followed the trail to the quarry. Our cardboard lay right where we left it.
			

			
				“What shall we do first?” Molly asked.
			

			
				“Let’s go in the hut and see if anything’s changed,” Sam said.
			

			
				We walked the long way to the hut, hiding in bushes to make sure no one would see us. It appeared no one was there. We snuck up to the window, and I peered inside.
			

			
				“It’s all clear,” I said.
			

			
				We crept up to the door and slowly opened it. The door creaked. The steps creaked. The floorboards creaked.
			

			
				“I say,” Sam said, “there’s a barrel of oranges in here. Where would you get oranges from this time of year and why would you keep them here?”
			

			
				“I heard Grandpa and Ma talking about buying things on the black market, last night. It might be connected to the stuff in the hut and what Molly and I found in the quarry,” Phyllis said. “Let’s slide down and have a look around. We didn’t know what to make of it before, but now it’s all making sense.”
			

			
				We left the hut, grabbed our cardboard, and rode doubles to the bottom of the quarry.
			

			
				“Do you see all those little caves round the edge?” Molly pointed at five small cave openings. “Phyllis and I looked in one of them before you called us up to the hut.”
			

			
				“It had a cage full of chickens in it,” Phyllis said. “Live chickens, all cramped up together. But there was a tray of food and a pan of water with them, so someone is caring for them.”
			

			
				“Which cave was it?” Sam drew lines in the dirt with his very worn plimsolls.
			

			
				Molly and Phyllis lead us to the mouth of a cave. We laid on our tummies and looked inside. I smelled the chickens before I saw the cage packed full of them.
			

			
				“Ewww, they smell horrid.” I pinched my nose.
			

			
				“Oh!” Phyllis said pointing to a tray of eggs. “That wasn’t here before. Someone’s been here.”
			

			
				Phyllis, Molly and I all looked at each other.
			

			
				Oblivious to the potential danger, Sam said, “If I had a pan, I’d do a fry up right now.”
			

			
				We should’ve taken one of the oranges for him, but that would be stealing. Is stealing still wrong if someone is desperate? Perhaps just taking one for Sam wouldn’t be such a horrid thing to do.
			

			
				“That sounds delish, but we don’t have a pan or a way to cook, plus what if we got caught stealing,” Molly said.
			

			
				Sam’s shoulders slumped. “Yeah, we’re not theifs.”
			

			
				“No, we’re not thieves,” I said, “we don’t want to be like whoever is hiding all this stuff.”
			

			
				We crawled back out of the cave opening and went to the next one. It contained a rabbit hutch in it. The hutch was full of white rabbits. White rabbits are tame rabbits, not the kind you catch when you go hunting. It seemed we had come across something rather serious.
			

			
				The third cave was deeper than the others. We couldn’t see in it by crawling in the opening. So, we made a people-rope. Phyllis held Molly’s feet. Molly held my feet, and I held Sam’s feet, and he leaned in as far as possible.
			

			
				“It’s cold in here,” he called out. “And it’s full of butter and cheese wheels.”
			

			
				We pulled him back out, and he dusted himself off. “I think whoever put this stuff here must have stolen it from someone.” He patted his growling stomach. “They won’t miss a wheel of cheese or a bit of butter. After all, who are they going to tell? They stole it first.”
			

			
				Sam made a good point. But we didn’t take anything. It would’ve been wrong.
			

			
				The fourth cave was wide and shallow. At first glance, it appeared to have nothing in it but molehills. I stomped on one and lost my balance. My ankle made a horrid snapping sound, and I fell to the ground. My ankle stung. I stopped breathing.
			

			
				“Are you all right?” Phyllis asked.
			

			
				I bit my lower lip and shook my head. Tears leaked out of my eyes without my permission.
			

			
				Molly pulled off my shoe and sock. I yelped. I tried to be brave and not cry. “Oh dear, Joyce, your ankle looks terrible!”
			

			
				“It feels as though I’ve been stung by a thousand bees,” I said. “I don’t think I can walk.”
			

			
				Sam kicked the mound of dirt I tripped on. Out popped a cigar box. He picked it up and opened it. It had a big stack of ten-pound notes in it.
			

			
				“We might be getting into some big time trouble,” Molly said.
			

			
				“Let’s get out of here. We should take the cigar box with us,” I said between gasps.
			

			
				“Phyllis, you smooth out the dirt and cover our footprints. I’ll help Joyce try to stand up and get out,” Molly said.
			

			
				Sam grabbed the box of money and shoved it in the waistband of his breeches then he and Molly tried to help me up. I yelped out in pain, and they dropped me. My foot and ankle were throbbing. The pain radiated up my leg and into my arm. Tears exploded from my eyes. It was no use. I couldn’t stand, let alone walk.
			

			
				“Please, I need to sit for a minute,” I said. I slowed my breathing in an attempt to control the pain.
			

			
				“Could drag me out of here on the cardboard?”
			

			
				“Brilliant idea!” Sam said. “I’ll get it.” Sam ducked out of the cave and collected our make-do sleds.
			

			
				“We should get help,” Phyllis said. “Doctor Haskell has a son. He’d help us and not tell. Once we get you to the doctor, we can say you tripped on a tree root while we were playing chase. Peter’ll go along with it.”
			

			
				“You can’t leave me here, alone, while you’re gone. What if someone comes?” I reached down and tried to move my leg. “I can’t exactly run and hide.”
			

			
				“We’ll find you a place to hide,” Molly said.
			

			
				I lifted myself as Sam slid the cardboard under me. Pain shot through my foot, up my leg, and through my whole body. Tears erupted, again. Each time they pulled me over a bump I winced, and they slowed their pace.
			

			
				“Now for a good hiding spot,” Molly said.
			

			
				We all looked around. There was water in the bottom of the quarry, a few boulders, and nothing else.
			

			
				“You could hide behind the boulders,” Sam said. “No one should see you there unless they looked over the edge on that side of the quarry.”
			

			
				“It’s a good spot, look.” Phyllis pointed. “The hut is over there, and the caves are on this side of the water. You’ll be safe. I’m sure of it.”
			

			
				Sam and Molly both picked up a corner of the cardboard and towed me to the boulders. I rubbed my leg and hoped it would ease the pain, but it didn’t. My shoe grew tighter. I needed some relief. As soon as they left, I slipped my shoe back off. It felt better for a minute, but then it began to throb. I grazed my fingers over my ankle. A huge knot formed on one side. “They’ll be back soon…with help,” I whispered to myself. “I hope Peter is strong enough to carry me out of here.” My first concern was my ankle, and my second concern was whoever had hidden all the stuff in the hut and the caves. If the people who stashed this cache here found me, no telling what they would do.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Thirty-Three
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 18, 1940
			

			
				4:00 PM
			

			
				 
			

			
				My body ached from being crouched down for so long. I stretched my good leg out, straightened my back, and stretched my arms. It didn’t help. The pain in my ankle grew worse. I tried to rotate my foot. It felt like it wasn’t connected to my leg. The swelling hurt a lot. My toes wouldn’t wiggle either. I pushed my back against the boulder and eased myself up on one leg. I took a long deep breath. It seemed to be taking a long time for help to arrive. When I heard voices, I relaxed my shoulders and exhaled.
			

			
				“I’m over…” I stopped. It didn’t sound like Molly, Phyllis or Sam. I didn’t know what Peter sounded like, but a teenage boy wouldn’t sound so gruff.
			

			
				“Over where?” someone replied.
			

			
				I slid back to my crouched position. Pain shot through my body. I pulled the cardboard over my body. I closed my eyes and regained control of my breathing. If they were going to find me, they would have to do it without me giving away my hiding spot. I bit my lip and pulled myself into a tiny ball under the cardboard.
			

			
				Footsteps shuffled around in the gravel. They got closer and closer. Then someone yanked the cardboard off me.
			

			
				“Got a problem, Gal?” one man asked.
			

			
				“Bin doin’ some sploring ‘ave ya?” the other one asked.
			

			
				“I got lost and then fell and hurt myself.”
			

			
				They appeared as giants looming over me. They must’ve been six foot tall.
			

			
				Streaks of sweat and dirt ran down their faces. The one with a cap on grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me away from the boulders.
			

			
				“Wot, we gonna do with ‘er?” The other asked.
			

			
				“Pl...pl…please,” I said, “I was playing with my friends, and I got hurt. They went to find the doctor for me. You…you can just leave me here. They’ll be back soon.”
			

			
				The man scratched his beard. “We should take ‘er up the hut an’ see wot the boss man wants to do with ‘er.”
			

			
				I shook my head in protest, but the man with the cap on laughed at me. I bit my tongue to keep from screaming. The bearded man picked me up.
			

			
				“Well, we gotta do sumthin’ with ‘er,” he said.
			

			
				“People know I’m here. There will be trouble if I’m missing.”
			

			
				“Ya sure ‘bout that, Missy?” said the man in the cap. “They ain’t gonna know where to find ya.” He chuckled as he grabbed my swollen, throbbing ankle.
			

			
				I focused on the pathway to keep from crying out. They dragged me up the side of the quarry to the hut.
			

			
				“Guess wot we found?” said the capped man as he pushed open the door.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Thirty-Four
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 18, 1940
			

			
				6:00 PM
			

			
				 
			

			
				There at the table, sat Mister Badderly with a stack of ledgers.
			

			
				I clutched my stomach and tried to control my hatred and pain. He was the boss man they were talking about. I had to make him believe I wasn’t afraid of him. I needed to convince him I lied to his men and it wasn’t just a doctor coming. The police were on their way too.
			

			
				I clenched my teeth and straightened up. “Mister Badderly, my friends went to get the doctor and the police. We discovered your cache, and we know you’re working in the black market. I’d suggest you and your men not harm me any further, and you prepare to confess.” I willed my voice to be strong.
			

			
				“I’ve bin nice ‘nough, Gal,” said the bearded man as he dropped me to the floor.
			

			
				I rolled, grabbing my injured leg. I winced. They roared with laughter. I backed up to the wall so I could support myself.
			

			
				“You and your nosey friends aren’t goin’ to get the best of us,” Mister Badderly said. His eyes bulged out of his face. He slammed his fist on the table. “This town needs us. No copper’d ever want to get rid of the services we provide Leek.” He chuckled and turned to the two men. “Now get off your arses and start moving everything out of the hut.”
			

			
				The men filled their arms and dashed out.
			

			
				“There isn’t any way they can hide all this stuff, not before the police get here.” I tried to sound confident that the police would be here soon.
			

			
				“You sit there and be quiet, Gal, or I’ll give you a royal beatin.”
			

			
				I sat quietly as the men rushed in and out of the hut. Mister Badderly rolled down blackouts, lit a lantern, and paced.
			

			
				“Jim, have we got any rope?” he asked the man in the cap.
			

			
				“I think we does,” Jim replied. “Ya wont me to get it?”
			

			
				Mister Badderly sighed. “Of course, I want you to get it, otherwise I wouldn’t have asked you dumb ape.”
			

			
				Jim rushed out of the hut and came back with rope. “I found somethin’ else too,” he said. He held up a scarf. “We can keep ‘er quiet with this.”
			

			
				“Al, you tie her up. Make sure she can’t get loose or make any noise,” Mister Badderly said. “Jim, you and me are goin’ to the bottom of the quarry to get more of our stuff.”
			

			
				Jim and Mister Badderly left. Al knelt beside me. He had gentle eyes.
			

			
				“Look, Gal. If ya promise to be quiet, I won’t tie ya up too tight,” he said. “Give us a bit of time to get away from ‘ere and then loosen the ropes. If ya pull down one of the blackouts, yer friends’ll see yer in here.”
			

			
				“Thank you,” I whispered. I hadn’t expected him to have a bit of kindness in him. I didn’t fight him as he tied me up. He put the scarf over my mouth, but not so tight that I couldn’t close and open it.
			

			
				“We got a truck, and we covered up the lights, so no one’ll see us drivin’. We ain’t all that bad.” He shrugged. “Most people are ‘appy when they can buy bits and pieces from us.” He shoved something in my pocket. “Remember wot I said.”
			

			
				I nodded as he left.
			

			
				The engine started, and the truck pulled away. It sounded as though they drove past the quarry and into the woods. They must’ve had another hiding place in mind. I waited, just like I said I would, then I freed myself from the ropes and pulled the scarf out of my mouth. The room was almost empty. The lantern sat on the table. I pulled myself up onto a chair. My ankle still throbbing. There on the table lay a chocolate bar. Maybe they weren’t as bad as they seemed, well except for Jim. He seemed to be a vile man.
			

			
				I broke the chocolate bar into five pieces and ate my share. I yanked down the blackout and put the lantern on the window ledge. I eased myself to the floor, dragged myself to the door and wedged it open with a chunk of wood. Then I waited…
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Thirty-Five
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 19, 1940
			

			
				7:00 AM
			

			
				 
			

			
				A loud crash woke me with a start. I screamed.
			

			
				“It’s us,” Molly shouted.
			

			
				“How’d you get in here?” Phyllis asked.
			

			
				“Is your foot still hurting?” Sam asked.
			

			
				“It’s a long story,” I said. “Did you bring help?”
			

			
				“Peter and his dad are on the way in the ambulance,” Phyllis said. “The police are on their way too. We spent most of the night trying to convince them about the cache we found up here.”
			

			
				“They wouldn’t believe us,” Molly said.
			

			
				“But after they found out you were hurt, they decided they’d better come,” Phyllis said. “It was odd. Almost like they didn’t want to know about all the stuff up here.”
			

			
				“But that’s just crackers,” Sam said.
			

			
				I thought back to what Jim said. “It might not be such an odd idea,” I said. I attempted to move my legs so I could see everyone at once, but my injured leg didn’t want to cooperate. “I hope the ambulance gets here soon. I can’t take much more of this pain.”
			

			
				The sound of sirens grew louder and louder. I heard more than one car pulling up to the hut.
			

			
				Ma, Grandpa, and Gina rushed in first. They were followed by the doctor and his son, Peter. Two policemen stood in the doorway watching as Ma and Gina hugged me. The doctor examined my ankle.
			

			
				“I have a feeling it’s broken, right above your ankle,” he said.
			

			
				“I’ll carry her to the ambulance,” Peter said.
			

			
				With that, he picked me up and pushed past the policemen.
			

			
				“Right, where’s all this stolen stuff?” one of the policemen asked. I heard the silent response. I hadn’t been able to tell anyone what happened. I didn’t want the police to know, because Jim told the truth. Leek needed the black market to get through the war. Stealing is wrong, but in desperate times you do desperate things.
			

			
				“Peter,” I said, “Can you go back and get Sam, Molly and Phyllis I need to tell them something? Something important.”
			

			
				Peter nodded. He put me on a cot in the back of the ambulance and closed the door. Should I tell them the whole truth? Should I tell them about Jim, Al and Mister Badderly? I had to tell them about Mister Badderly. Sam couldn’t stay there anymore. It would be too dangerous for him.
			

			
				Peter opened the ambulance door, and my three best friends were standing there. “Go on,” Peter said, “climb in.”
			

			
				They climbed in and sat on the floor beside the cot.
			

			
				“I got in a real sticky bish after you left.” I grimaced from the pain. It looked like I’d swallowed a marrow whole and it was lodged in my ankle. “I can’t tell you everything right now, but I need you to do two things for me.” I looked at my friends. They all were as pale as Sam. They wore the same dusty clothes as they had worn yesterday. “Tell the police you made it up. You were just trying to get me help faster. Don’t take them to the bottom of the quarry. If they try to get you to talk about the things in the hut, say you don’t know anything about them. There’s one other thing…it’s really important. You must find a way to keep Sam away from Mister Badderly.” There wasn’t time to explain why. I hoped they trusted me enough to do what I asked. “He won’t be safe there.” The look on my face should have given them a clue of the gravity of the situation. “I left…well, one of the thieves left something for us to share. It’s on the table. One of you needs to go get it.”
			

			
				Doctor Haskell opened the front door to the ambulance. “Everyone out,” he said. “I need to get Joyce to the hospital.”
			

			
				I made eye contact with everyone before they climbed out. They trusted me. They’d keep Sam safe, even though they didn’t know why they had to. As soon as we got to the hospital, I’d tell Ma exactly what happened at the quarry.
			

			
				Doctor Haskell clicked on the siren, and we zoomed to the hospital.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Thirty-Six
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 20, 1940
			

			
				2:00 PM
			

			
				 
			

			
				I sat up in my hospital bed. Ma fluffed my pillow and put it back behind me.
			

			
				“I believe you’re going to have some visitors today,” she said. “Do you think you’ll be all right with that?”
			

			
				“Like it or lump it,” Sam said as he stuck his head into the room.
			

			
				“I’ll like it.” I smiled.
			

			
				Sam, Phyllis, Molly, and Gina rushed into the room. Peter followed them in and stood in the doorway. He certainly had a nice smile and was very strong.
			

			
				Everyone made a fuss over me. Gina gave me an embroidered handkerchief. Molly picked me some flowers. Phyllis wrote me a poem. Peter gave me some sticky plasters. He blushed when he handed them to me.
			

			
				“When you’re a doctor’s son, you give practical presents,” he said.
			

			
				I thanked everyone. Ma stepped out of the room to get a cuppa and a biscuit. She took Gina with her. Gina grabbed Ma’s hand as they left. It made me happy and sad at the same time. We hadn’t heard from Mum or Dad since we arrived here. My best hope for them was that they were busy helping England.
			

			
				“Where are you staying, Sam?” I adjusted myself so I could see everyone.
			

			
				“He’s staying with us,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				“How’s your leg?” Sam asked as he plopped onto the chair beside me.
			

			
				“It’s a bit uncomfortable, but the plaster cast helps a lot. Doctor Haskell is giving me a wheelchair and crutches when I leave the hospital.”
			

			
				“Gosh,” Phyllis said, “it’ll be fun pushing you around.”
			

			
				“We have so much to tell you,” Molly said.
			

			
				“You won’t believe what happened when we got back from the quarry,” Sam said. “We came up with a plan to stay clear of Mister Badderly, but it turned out we didn’t need it.”
			

			
				“Ma went round to see if Sam could go on a camping trip with us, up to Black Mere Pool,” Phyllis said. “And you’ll never guess it…He was gone.”
			

			
				“Ma said we could go camping if Peter went with us. So, we did. We found out why Black Mere Pool is so black…” Sam shuddered.
			

			
				“Peter stuck a tree branch in it and pulled out lots of moss. It was horrid smelling,” Molly said.
			

			
				Sam pinched his nose closed and held his breath until he could hold it no more. Everyone giggled when the air exploded out of his mouth.
			

			
				Phyllis rolled her eyes. “Anyway, when we got back from camping Ma said Sam would stay with us until everything was straightened out. No one has seen Mister Badderly anywhere.”
			

			
				“We have to find out where he is so I can be released to find a new host family,” Sam said. “If I don’t find a new family, I don’t know what will happen to me.”
			

			
				I felt my eyes sparkle. “I have a brilliant match for you, Sam.” I pulled a cord, and the curtain beside me slid back. The lady in the other bed sat up and grinned from ear to ear. She recently found out her husband had died in the war. It made her so sad that her sister thought she needed a hospital stay. She taught school in the village and wished they would’ve had a child before he went away. Her name was Missus Barbara Copeland, and I had a plan for her and Sam.
			

			
				“I’d love to have you stay with me,” she said. “We’ll have to get the warden to approve it though.”
			

			
				I knew my plan would work. Missus Copeland would have a companion and not be sad, and Sam would have a wonderful host. Perhaps breaking my leg was a blessing in disguise.
			

			
				Peter coughed. “Joyce, are you going to tell us the truth about what happened to you while you were at the quarry?”
			

			
				I told them about Al and Jim and what Al told me about the black market. Then I told them about Mister Badderly.
			

			
				“Phyllis, can you find my breeches? Al put something in my pocket before he left,” I said.
			

			
				Phyllis found my breeches.
			

			
				They were stowed under my bed. I reached in my pocket and pulled out a stack of pound notes, held together with an elastic band.
			

			
				“Gosh, what are we supposed to do with this?” I held up the thick wad of money.
			

			
				“Let’s buy lots of chocolates and fizzy lemonade,” Sam suggested.
			

			
				“I have a much better idea,” Molly said. “We could share it with our host families.”
			

			
				Sam’s head drooped.
			

			
				“Golly, Sam,” Molly said, “you aren’t still hungry, are you?”
			

			
				His face turned the colour of holly berries on a Christmas wreath.
			

			
				“What about Peter?” Phyllis asked. “He helped with your rescue. He should have a share.”
			

			
				Missus Copeland coughed three times. “Perhaps you should give it to the police.”
			

			
				“I think Al wanted me to help someone with it,” I said. “If the police agree, I say we give it to Missus Copeland if she’s able to help Sam.”
			

			
				“Jolly good idea,” Molly said.
			

			
				Ma strolled into the room pushing a wheelchair. “Are you ready to go home, Dear?”
			

			
				I slid to the side of the bed and let Peter help me into the wheelchair.
			

			
				“That wasn’t terribly hard,” I said.
			

			
				“Right.” Ma clapped her hands. “Everyone out. Joyce needs to get dressed so she can come home.”
			

			
				They all left, and Ma helped me get dressed. After a quick goodbye to Missus Copeland, Ma pushed me through the hall and out of the hospital. The ambulance drove me home. Everyone else had to walk.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Thirty-Seven
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 24, 1940
			

			
				1:00 PM
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sam leaned back on the kitchen chair and rested his hands on his stomach. “Best shepherd’s pie I’ve ever tasted, Ma.”
			

			
				Ma grinned. “Did you get enough? I know there’s a hole in the bottom of your stomach.”
			

			
				Sam blushed. “I ate the exact right amount.”
			

			
				Grandpa Wood patted Sam on the head. “When’s this young man going to move in with Missus Copeland? He’s eating us out of house and home.”
			

			
				“We have to find some papers at Mister Badderly’s house first,” Ma said. “We’ll have a look later this week.”
			

			
				“Ma,” I said. “Could we go for a walk today? Sam or Peter will push me.”
			

			
				“As long as you stay away from the quarry,” she said.
			

			
				Ma, Gina and Grandpa Wood went into the sitting room. Phyllis and Sam cleared away the dishes. I couldn’t help because my wheelchair took up too much space. I kept getting in everyone’s way. Not being able to help frustrated me.
			

			
				Sam put the dishes on the counter. “Joyce, can you get our coats? We can go after we do the washing up.”
			

			
				I rolled over the wardrobe and pulled out our coats.
			

			
				Phyllis rinsed the last plate, and we were ready to go.
			

			
				“Bye, Ma,” I called out as Sam pushed me out the kitchen door.
			

			
				“Where should we go?” Phyllis asked.
			

			
				“Let’s go to Mister Badderly’s house and see if we can find those papers for Sam or a sign of where he went,” I said.
			

			
				“That sounds rather dangerous,” Sam said.
			

			
				“You can be the lookout,” Phyllis said.
			

			
				Sam pushed me down the bumpy road. Phyllis skipped along beside me, trying to keep up.
			

			
				“Look!” Phyllis said. “Mister Badderly’s front door is wide open.”
			

			
				Sam stopped in his tracks. He jammed his hands in his pockets. “I don’t want to get caught.” His breath became choppy. “If Mister Badderly’s there…he might give it to me.”
			

			
				“You stay behind the woodpile, Sam,” Phyllis said. “I’ll roll Joyce to the window, so we can see inside.”
			

			
				Sam zipped over to the wood pile and ducked out of sight.
			

			
				Phyllis pushed me to the closest window. I lifted myself up and balanced on my good leg.
			

			
				Al and Jim were tossing things around the sitting room and shouting at each other.
			

			
				“Can you tell what they’re saying?”
			

			
				Phyllis put her ear on the window. “They’re saying something about a metal box and money,” she said. “Wait! They’re talking about a tuck box. Do you think Sam knows where it is?”
			

			
				I sat back down, and Phyllis pushed me to the wood pile.
			

			
				“Do you know anything about Mister Badderly’s tuck box?” I sure hoped he did. If he did and we would try to find it. It would give us power over them. Perhaps we would be able to negotiate Sam’s freedom.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				Chapter Thirty-Eight
			

			
				 
			

			
				September 24, 1940
			

			
				3:00 PM
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sam bit his bottom lip. His eyes went all wonky.
			

			
				“I…I…I think it’s in the cellar,” he said.
			

			
				“Phyllis, could you slide in the cellar window and search for it? I can’t do it,” I said.
			

			
				“Cor, let’s get Molly to help us?” Sam’s voice wavered. “We’d be much safer if there are more of us.”
			

			
				“I’ll get Molly…,” Phyllis said. “You two stay hidden until we get back.”
			

			
				Sam and I hid behind the wood pile and waited. It didn’t take Phyllis and Molly long to get back.
			

			
				“Why don’t you stay with Sam, Molly? I’ll be the lookout for Phyllis,” I said. “I can watch Al and Jim and alert Phyllis if it I think they’re going to the cellar.”
			

			
				Sam untucked his shirt and began twisting the shirttail.
			

			
				“If it’s going to be a sticky bish, I’ll whistle three times, and you two run for help,” I said.
			

			
				Sam grunted and went back to his hiding place. Molly and Phyllis rolled me back to the window.
			

			
				“Phyllis, can you get through the window?” Molly whispered.
			

			
				Phyllis nodded.
			

			
				“Molly, when I whistle one long whistle come help me pull Phyllis back out,” I whispered.
			

			
				“Right,” Molly whispered. “I’ll get back to Sam now, he’s very distressed.”
			

			
				I pushed myself up again and spotted Al and Jim. I put my finger to my lips and nodded at Phyllis.
			

			
				She carefully opened the cellar window. It creaked, and she froze. I ducked and listened. Al and Jim kept on ranting and raving, so I nodded to Phyllis. She propped open the window and slid inside.
			

			
				Sweat formed on my neck. Why did I send Phyllis in there? If something happened to her, I would have to tell Ma. It’d be my fault for putting her in danger.
			

			
				Phyllis hadn’t been gone long when her hand emerged from the window. She slid an old rusty metal box onto the ground.
			

			
				“I can’t get back out,” she whispered. “You’re going to have to get help.”
			

			
				I lowered myself to the ground and pulled myself to over to her.
			

			
				“I’ll whistle to Molly, and we’ll cause a distraction, so you can sneak upstairs and out the back door.”
			

			
				“All right, but hurry. I’m scared,” she whispered.
			

			
				I blew a long slow whistle.
			

			
				Molly left Sam in his hiding spot. “Why are you on the ground?”
			

			
				“I couldn’t wheel myself over here,” I said. “Phyllis is in trouble. We have to distract Al and Jim.”
			

			
				Molly rolled my wheelchair over and helped me back in it. “Is that the box they’re looking for?” She picked up the rusty box and wiggled open the lid.
			

			
				“I think it is,” I said.
			

			
				Inside the box were neatly stacked piles of ten-pound notes. I took out one stack, and Molly hid the box in the tall weeds.
			

			
				“I know how we are going to distract them. Can you push me to the front door, and I’ll talk to Al?” I said.
			

			
				Molly pushed me to the front door, and I held on tightly to what might help solve at least two of our problems.
			

			
				I erected myself, pushed my shoulders back and cleared my throat. “Will you knock on the door, Molly? Knock on it like you’re angry.”
			

			
				Molly banged on the door.
			

			
				Al opened it.
			

			
				“Al,” I said using my firmest voice. “I have something you might be interested in. I’ll give it to you, but…only if you’re willing to make a deal with me.”
			

			
				Al stepped outside and closed the door. “I’m always open to a bargain,” he said.
			

			
				“We have what you’re looking for.” I held up the wad of money.
			

			
				My breathing grew loud. Molly jolted my wheelchair, and I regained my composure.
			

			
				“I need the papers Mister Badderly has regarding Sam.” I swallowed. “If you give them to me, I’ll give you this plus a whole lot more.”
			

			
				I held the money close to my body so he couldn’t snatch it. He leaned forward, and I slipped the money behind my back. “You can have it when you get me those papers.”
			

			
				“I have an idea of where those papers might be, Lassie,” he said. “If I give them to you, Jim and I will disappear with that box. But we don’t want no problems with the coppers.”
			

			
				I rubbed my leg with my free hand. “It’ll be an even exchange. You go your way, and we’ll go ours.”
			

			
				“It’s a done deal,” Al said.
			

			
				He went back in the house. We heard him and Jim having another row, but he came out and handed me a stack of papers.
			

			
				I thumbed through them and saw Sam Nurdy written on several papers.
			

			
				“The rest of the money is in the weeds by the side window. You get it and leave first so we can watch you go.”
			

			
				“We’ll be quite ‘appy to leave,” moaned Jim. “You blasted children better be out of our business for good now.”
			

			
				Molly backed me up a few steps.
			

			
				“We will be,” I said, “as long as you stay away from us.”
			

			
				Jim sneered at me. Al nodded his head and tipped his hat. They left with nothing but the box of money.
			

			
				All the air left my body and I sunk back into my chair.
			

			
				“I’ll get Sam,” Molly said.
			

			
				I banged on the door and called out to Phyllis. She came bounding out the door.
			

			
				“I heard everything,” she said. “Sam’s free now!”
			

			
				Sam and Molly rushed back, and we had a group cuddle.
			

			
				I raised my arm in the air and said, “Long live the four musketeers!”
			

			
				Sam, Molly, and Phyllis cheered, “Hip Hip Hooray! Hip Hip Hooray!”
			

			
				 
			

			
				The End of the Beginning
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