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War Child

War Child aims to provide sustainable, intensive support to the most marginalised and vulnerable children and young people in conflict-affected parts of the world — not just providing aid but strengthening the capacity of the families, communities and authorities to look after their own children.

Their projects are all rooted in local communities: involving and employing local people. For example, their child protection committees bring together local councillors, policemen, teachers, tribal elders etc. to train them to take responsibility for identifying and protecting vulnerable children in their communities. The best kind of project is one that will be continued by local people afterwards.

Education is a big focus in the majority of War Child’s projects because in countries affected by conflict an education is not only life-changing (giving a child basic literacy skills opens up all sorts of opportunities), but can also be life-saving (teaching a child how to avoid land-mines). It is not just about getting children into schools (which during conflict can sometimes be unsafe), but enabling them to learn, whatever their circumstances and environment. This includes things like providing informal education and training programmes; for example, for children who can’t travel into school during times of violence or those who have been pulled into the violence themselves as child-soldiers and need to catch-up on their lost education or learn a vocation.




Introduction

This collection started life a few years ago following a short story competition at work that Elizabeth Thomas and I entered. Entries had to have one of three given starting lines, one of which was: “Joe stepped off the train…” A Mother’s Love was the winner: the first short story I had written since school in the 1970s. Home came third. It was interesting how both of us had chosen the same starting line and both had gone for war themes. I contacted Elizabeth to say how much I liked Home and that I thought it better than the second placed story. Elizabeth made the suggestion that we should write some more, get them published and then read out on Radio 4.  I had to rein her back a little from that surge of enthusiasm and ambition and suggested baby-steps: that we could perhaps get some stories together first and see what it looked like.

So we started a short story conversation: e-mailing our stories to each other for comment and criticism, editing and re-editing as we went. It confirmed that we had similar tastes when it came to stories. Our relationship has developed through the stories—though we’ve still not actually met (we work for a national organisation).

We eventually ran out of steam, or ideas, or time and didn’t progress beyond the initial nine stories.

I picked the idea back up in the summer of 2015 with the plan of making it into a charity fundraiser for War Child as all our stories were about war: how it affects people and changes lives, so what better charity? I put out an appeal through social media and my blog and so started collecting the additional stories. The intention was that they would all start with the same line, but writers are a wilful bunch and I soon realised I would end up rejecting great stories for the sake of dogma — hence the: “and other stories.”

It has been great working with these writers putting the collection together — I love the diversity of stories but also how there is a coherence to the collection. The authors have all been very patient with me — taking my, sometimes pedantic, suggestions for edits in good spirit. I hope that process has resulted in a collection that is better as a result of that collaborative approach.

Some of the writers are setting out on their writing career — others have been at it for a long time. The stories are the result of many hours of work by each writer — each of whom has given their time freely. I hope you will appreciate the outcome and if you enjoy the particular stories you will seek out the writer’s other work and support them by reading their work.

However, more important than supporting us is supporting War Child. All author royalties go to War Child. Please review it with your favourite retailer and elsewhere, please blog and tweet about it, and please buy it for your friends and help to support this superb organisation and the children they support. Many thanks.

Steven Kay, 2016

Addendum by Elizabeth Thomas: I am honoured to have my work be a part of this collection.  A complete amateur and novice, I had used writing to scratch a creative itch over the years from time to time but before submitting Home I had never entered a competition or given my writing to anyone else to read.  I am so pleased that my initial enthusiasm to develop this project, although maybe a little ambitious, planted a seed with Steve and that he has been tenacious enough to get this collection together.  This project is proof that from small ideas big things can grow and this is demonstrated no better than in the work done every day by the amazing War Child charity.




A Mother’s Love

Joe stepped off the train and held the package close to his side. He adjusted his weight on his crutch and dropped his kit bag to the platform. It smelt like home — the grease and steam from the engine mixed with that distinct smell of man, beast and machine working flat out to produce shells and armour plate. And yet there was no joy in him.

Mick’s mother lived in the notorious Crofts; he would take a cab from the front of the station: people moved aside, a look of horror mixed with pity in their eyes. Before he could attempt to rebuild his life he had to give her this — all that was left of Mick wrapped in, now smutted, brown paper — Christ! how was he going to explain to her. The Christmas table at Mick’s would have a very empty seat. Good ol’ Mick — what a bloody laugh they’d had last year — as he lost his last Christmas dinner over the side in the Bay of Biscay. Sailing to Egypt was just one big adventure then for boys who, until they’d enlisted, had never been further than Derby that happy September day in times of innocence when the United netted five.

The old horse strained to move the cab away — all the good ones had been blown to bits in France. Town looked just the same, and yet everything had changed. He fingered the string on the packet — Mick’s book — his Bible — his lucky charm — with a sniper’s bullet right through the middle of it. What sort of God was this? As he’d lain there next to Mick he felt warm liquid seeping over his own chest — he’d been hit too. Except, when he’d felt inside, it was just his pewter flask leaking whisky where it had been punctured by shrapnel. The bloody irony of that! The sweet boy who’d taken the pledge, shot dead through his holy book, and the sinner saved by his sin.

Ten minutes before Zero on the first of July they’d left the trench, comrades side by side, as the mortars opened up a hurricane bombardment and a huge mine exploded to the south shattering the world and sending smoke and earth hundreds of feet into the sky, drowning out even the deafening noise of the bombardment. There they’d lain down in the middle of No Man’s Land as grenades and artillery flew over. Then it went quiet, momentarily — perhaps it wouldn’t happen after all? But Zero had arrived — the artillery started again and the whistles blew. They got to their feet — they had to walk with rifles raised, not run — and then all of hell descended. They were supposed to be going forward but didn’t: as the front line fell more targets took their place, bodies piled up and blood and humanity mixed with mud. Screams and moans and cries of “mother” from boys only just in breeches pierced through the din, the smoke, the blasts that shook and rent flesh. Him and Mick pushed on but the bloody wire was still there and they couldn’t cross the last few yards. Then Mick fell and he’d picked him up and dragged him towards a shell hole — then a grenade went off and he came round with Mick under him and a searing pain in his foot and across the side of his face. Mick was conscious; he tried to keep him talking but gradually he had faded in his arms. He kissed him, but he had never known just how much he meant to him. How could he ever?

There were a few of the Pals in that shell hole. They’d had to fight like hell to defend that open grave until nightfall. Then he’d had to leave Mick — along with all the others they stepped over on their way back. All he could return of Mick was that precious Bible — the one with pressed poppies and wild flowers in.

He had been amongst the one in three of the City Battalion that survived that day.

He was shipped out to a first aid station and was spared those next three nightmare days clearing up the mess. He had tried to find out if Mick’s body had been retrieved and buried — he couldn’t bear to think of that beautiful boy — out there — being stripped by rats and maggots.

The next day the post from home arrived and they were instructed to open it all — cigarettes, chocolates, socks, packed up with tender cards, letters of good wishes and prayers sent out to a God who just wasn’t there.

No afterlife. Just this. One go at getting it right.

No post arrived for Mick, for which he was grateful.

He tried to give the cabbie the one and six but he refused it — always that look in their eyes — he’d rather have their respect. He stood and looked round for the right courtyard. A child stood gawping at him.

‘Nah den kid, weer’s Mick Flannery’s ’ouse?’

The child, bare-footed and wearing clothes his own mother wouldn’t have considered fit for cleaning cloths, led him timidly into a soot-blackened courtyard. There was a stench of overflowing middens; some hens pecking near an open drain and the broken paving was coated in brown slime. He shuddered as his mind flashed back to July. His hand went up to the claret scar on his cheek. The boy indicated the house; Joe tossed him a ha’penny and approached the door. He took a deep breath and knocked. A girl pulled the door open, something in those blue eyes said she was Mick’s sister — how could he not know? — but Mick never spoke of his family.

‘Yeah?’

‘Is Mrs Flannery in?’

‘Mother there’s a fella at t’ doo-er’

‘What’s ’e want?’ came a voice from inside.

‘I dunno.’

Joe waited. A dishevelled woman came out of the gloom. She was filthy; grey, matted hair; ancient-looking. Joe thought she had been drinking.

‘I’m looking for Mrs Flannery — Michael’s mother.’

‘Tha’s found ’er.’ Joe was shocked. This woman could surely never have given birth to someone so beautiful.

‘I’m a friend of Mick’s.’ He held out the package. ‘This was his Bible. I think he might have wanted you to have it.’

‘Tha can keep it. I’m not bothered.’

The door closed in his face. He didn’t move. She was supposed to invite him in, ask how Mick died, weep and wail.

How could a mother’s love be less than his own?




Home

Joe stepped off the train and held the package close to his side. The big, round man he’d been sitting next to rudely bumped past him sending the gas mask box round his neck swinging. He didn’t even say sorry. Joe stood rigid on the platform not quite knowing what to do next. He hugged the brown paper package in his arms and inhaled deeply as his insides felt all funny. The familiar smell of mummy’s perfume brought sharply into his mind thoughts of the home he’d left behind. The shiny front step, patent black in the rain, the soft, rag rug in front of the fireplace a million shades of blue, the noise of her gentle singing, humming when she didn’t know the words, the smells of baking from the little warm kitchen. Tears wobbled at the corners of his eyes as his thoughts had him curled like a baby rabbit in her lap, the wireless gently rambling and his short blond hair being softly stroked, over and over until he felt so drowsy.

‘Yes. Over here. Come on. Yoo hoo. Over here.’

Joe snapped back to the confusion of the platform, other children, some with suitcases, some with string-tied parcels like him, some holding teddies or dolls, all of them with gas masks round their necks and all labelled like parcels.

‘Come on dearie, you’re with me. Come on, over here. Off we go,’ called the pink-faced lady in the flowery dress as she pointed with her clipboard and strode out of the station. Joe followed on behind three other children, obedient chicks after a mother hen.

He wasn’t quite the smallest. The little girl with the ginger curls was still a little tot; she sat with the pink-faced lady and sucked her thumb. Daddy had told him before he walked away, tall and straight in his uniform, that he needed Joe to be brave, be the man of the house, and so now sucking his thumb was only for bedtime, only when he was alone in the dark under the covers. And he had been brave. He had managed to smile when she’d left him at Kings Cross and agreed how exciting an adventure it would be, like a holiday. What a big boy he had been when he had seen, through the steam, her sad face trying to smile to cover up her crying as the train began to move.

Joe knew there was a time, before Daddy went away for so long, a time when everything was safe and well and people didn’t worry so much about Germans and bombs, but like the faint memory of a dream come the light of morning, he couldn’t quite remember enough to know how it felt. He had played happily on the broken-down houses, bits of mangled window frames becoming machine guns, loose bricks built into bunkers. He almost knew no different but he had noticed lately more sirens squealing, more homes turned into smoky rubble playgrounds, more hushed conversations between grown ups with serious faces — his granny saying to his mother that she could not keep him in London any longer, it was selfish to have left it so late.

The little bus trundled up and down and round for what seemed like ages. Joe sat on his knees mesmerised by the endless fields. He had been transported into a wide open space a world away from the occasional tree and stamp of grass in London. When he squinted this looked like a huge bedspread made of green and yellow velvet; what he assumed were sheep, little white polka dots.

Pointed out from a distance the house was a tiny bed bug nestled in the folds of the giant bedspread, but when they got there it was actually was bigger inside than his own home. Home. Fleetingly he wondered what that meant now.

He shared a large room with another boy called Derek who spoke funny and was from a place called Brum. It was a nice room and Derek was all right. But at night he couldn’t get used to the ink black sky, feeling it’s weight, imagining it pushing through the window, past the flimsy curtains and smothering him. If this fear didn’t wake him, the silence, startlingly interrupted by the strange animal noises, did.

But the little school felt familiar. The girls jumped with their ropes and made daisy chains. There was a football and a strange egg-shaped ball for the boys to throw and chase after across the mossy playing field. In his grey shorts and red tie, Joe fitted in. He made lots of friends and somehow made them laugh with what they called his funny, Cockney capers.

The food was good, collecting and picking it was fun and there was plenty of it. There was more space to run than he had ever experienced and his leg muscles stretched and filled out with the newly found freedom. The farm brought sounds and smells never imagined. The dog had puppies — by far the most disgusting and wonderful thing Joe had ever seen. Milking cows was disgusting too at first but the milk, if he managed to swig a bit before it went into the churn, was pure, warm, heaven.

At Christmas they pulled beside the fireplace the biggest tree Joe had ever seen indoors. Winter was hard. Joe had never felt the wind so fierce and cutting, but as the bedspread hills turned soft white he fixed his gaze, spread his arms like an eagle and screamed with delight as he and all his pals slid down them again and again until dusk crept in.

Lambs and daffodils, his sixth, seventh and eighth birthdays, new shoes, an even harsher winter, all came and went. Knowledge and his love of reading books stayed.

Throughout it all, every week, a piece of Joe’s heart was pulled two hundred miles when a little envelope or postcard arrived bearing the beautiful, curly scribes from her fountain pen. News that his father was well, pictures of Big Ben, red buses, the guards at the palace — things now he wasn’t sure he’d ever seen in real life — a regular reminder of home. He was missed so clearly. Loved so very dearly. He learned to write back and composed replies to the mother who became ever harder to imagine as a real living person.

There was talk at school — talk from grown-ups, reinvented, re-told for the playground, of destroyers, tanks, bombers and the Allied Forces, but what Joe didn’t know was that his climb that Friday over the creaking stile, his rub of the sheepdog’s head as he passed, the bread and dripping for his after school snack would be his last.

He wanted to return to London, longed for it some days, but he had become attached, connected in a real way to this place, nestled in the hills, to the simple life, to his refuge.

Just as he had so long ago, Joe stepped off the train and held the package close to his side. As the train pulled away Joe clutched his string-tied package to his chest and smelt the familiar smell of the sheepdog, the warm milk, the little bed bug farm that had been his escape, his shelter, his home. He heard the funny, alien, London accents, felt the hustle and bustle of the big city and then, down the platform he thought he saw her — smaller than he remembered.

‘My mother?’ he whispered.




The Girl and the Boy on the Train

May 1939

Ida stepped onto the train and held the suitcase close to her side. She walked through the connecting corridors of the train until an empty compartment was in sight. The jammed window trapped the heat and damp into the contained area so when other passengers opened the door, they turned around after one sniff or a muttered complaint. Ida would have sat in a truck full of livestock if it meant avoiding people.

‘Papers please!’

The shout came through the carriages and Ida, scrambled to locate hers, dropping them with fumbling fingers, thankful that no one had witnessed her panic.

The inspector came in and held out his hand. These checks were becoming more frequent but at least this wasn’t an SS man; the inspector wasn’t even wearing the Party badge. He was stout with a twisted moustache that hid his lips, filtering the stench of tobacco and whiskey. The compartment door opened and a boy slipped in.

He wore the brown shirt that sent shivers down her spine. He was pale and thin, with dark blonde dishevelled hair. His face was chiselled into the structure of the idealised German, features Ida also shared. Along with her blonde hair teased into curls with old rags, and her blue eyes, this had proved a life-saver — making it easier to be Anna now and not Ida.

The boy started rummaging through his pockets. He took out a piece of paper which
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