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  Chapter One


  It would be not just their first wartime Christmas together, but their first sensations of the kind of childhood happiness that will always be remembered. Miranda’s lasting memory would be of Bobbie crawling out of bed, once the red-dressing-gowned Aunt Prudence and Aunt Sophie had crept away, and staring into the woolly socks at the end of the bed. Teddy would always remember having a pillow put over his young face to shush him when he asked, ‘Was that Father Christmas what just went out?’ While Bobbie’s memory would be of clambering to the end of her bed and reaching down into each of the socks by turn, and finding that unimaginable luxury, an orange.


  ‘What is there?’ Teddy demanded again in a gruff voice, only to be threatened once more with being hushed with a pillow, because Bobbie was sure that she could still hear their wartime ‘aunts’ creeping back down the bare-wooden-boarded corridor of the old rectory. ‘What is there?’


  Bobbie, small, brown-haired and always and ever the eternal optimist, whispered gleefully as she felt down into the hand-knitted socks. ‘There’s an orange, and I think – something else as well – er – something woolly – yes, look, a pair of gloves. Navy blue, because of your father being in the Navy, Ted, I should think, and look – same for you too, Miranda,’ she went on, staring at a pair of identical but much larger gloves knitted for his sister.


  For one awful moment Bobbie thought that Father Christmas was going to have missed out on her stocking, and that there would be no gloves for her, because her father was dead. She suddenly could not remember whether he had been in the army, the Navy, or the air force, until, that is, she saw the colour of the gloves in her sock, and knew at once, the gloves being khaki, that he must have been in the army, because that was the colour the aunts knitted scarves and socks for soldiers, whereas for the Navy it would always be navy blue, and for airmen a sort of grey blue.


  As she stared down at the small, expertly knitted gloves, for a few seconds Bobbie felt a single darting feeling of regret that her daddy had not been in the Navy, because khaki was not the prettiest colour, and blue would have gone better with the thick wool cloak that the aunts had found in the attic for her winter wear.


  But there, she knew she was lucky to have any gloves at all, really.


  Bobbie had been evacuated to the old rectory in Somerset via the WVS the previous September. Before that she had been at a kind of boarding school for orphans where kindly relatives had paid for her but did not bother to come and see her. She was there until Lady Reading, who started the Women’s Voluntary Service, had heard about her, probably because Bobbie’s mother and Lady Reading had shared a mutual friend, so that was why Bobbie had been ‘heard about’.


  She would never forget that day, when Mrs Hervey, the headmistress, had read out her name and given her a bad look. Bobbie had been convinced that she was going to be beaten. Mrs Hervey always said beaten that way – ‘I am going to beat you, Roberta. I feel you might not have told me the truth, so I am going to beat you!’ Since, as soon as she saw Mrs Hervey, all thoughts except of extreme terror flew out of her mind, Bobbie never did find out why she was being beaten. But this time, just for once, there had been no beating, only what Aunt Prudence now gaily referred back to as ‘rescue time’.


  And instead of being beaten with the old hockey boot that Mrs Hervey so sweetly kept for that purpose, Bobbie had been marched out into the bitter wind in her thin clothes, and practically thrown into the back of Aunt Sophie’s battered old pre-war 1932 Austin, and driven for mile after tortuous mile to Somerset, where quite suddenly there was a fire burning in the old rectory kitchen and the low murmur of the aunts’ voices, and food on the table that was warm and tasted of all sorts of comforting things that were soft to eat. After which she had been put into a bed that smelt of lavender, between old linen sheets that felt cool but kept her snug all night, and when she had woken in the morning, she had heard birds singing, and there had been no-one waiting to punish her for something that she could not remember doing.


  Since Bobbie’s father and mother had been killed in a motoring accident before the war she knew she was officially an ‘orphan’, not just an evacuee or being paid for to be in a children’s home. Being a proper orphan would have been really sad if she could have remembered her parents at all, but since she could not, and since she could only imagine them, they had become for her just like people in a story, people that she had read about, and she realized that it would have been much worse for her if she had known them, or been able to remember them, because she might not have liked them as much as she did in her imagination.


  Of course Aunt Prudence and Aunt Sophie were only ‘wartime aunts’, not the children’s real aunts, although since they were only in early middle age they could well have been. It was the same with Bobbie and Miranda; they were not related. Miranda had not been there long before the two girls began to try to pretend that they were sisters by trying to wear their hair the same, and not telling anyone in the village their real surnames – so much so that by now Bobbie had become all too convinced that her real surname was the same as Miranda and Teddy’s, and the three of them were really and truly two sisters and a brother, and always had been.


  Somehow – and had they been grown-ups the children might have asked how – Aunt Prudence and Aunt Sophie were able to produce a small roast goose for Christmas lunch that year – a lunch which was placed reverentially into the lower oven of the once spanking cream pre-war Aga while they all went to church.


  ‘A bomb hit the poor thing. How lucky that we found it!’ was always Aunt Sophie’s joke whenever they all sat down to a rare roast dinner in the rectory kitchen with its baskets of herbs hanging high up around the fire, and its blue and white cloth on the long, low oak table around which were placed oak chairs, which slipped a little when you sat on them.


  Of course, seeing that they were living in Somerset, it was a bit easier for Aunt Sophie and Aunt Prudence to find food, much easier than if they had been in London, where Miranda said she thought her mother was still working in a place called ‘Baker Street’.


  ‘Right next door to Sherlock Holmes,’ was another of Aunt Sophie’s regular jokes, and although none of them exactly knew who their adopted aunt meant by this ‘Sherlock Homes’ person – Bobbie always imagined that he was perhaps some sort of relative – nevertheless they would all laugh uproariously, if dutifully, however often Aunt Sophie repeated her jokes, because she mostly made them when she was serving lunch or dinner.


  The truth was that while Aunt Sophie’s jokes were not at all funny, she was a perfectly marvellous cook, and Aunt Prudence a perfectly marvellous gardener who seemed to know where to find berries, or nuts, or any of the other things that Aunt Sophie would somehow make up into something which tasted, or just smelt, so good; so much so that for the three young evacuees from London it sometimes did seem nowadays, at mealtimes anyway, that there really was no war on at all.


  ‘It’s nice that it’s Christmas Day,’ Bobbie confided to Miranda as they struggled into two dresses that the aunts had unearthed from mothballs in the attic and adapted for their use over the holiday. ‘I expect Hitler will stop bombing on Christmas Day.’


  After which Miranda started to sing, ‘Music while you work, Hitler is a jerk …’


  ‘Shshsh!’


  Miranda had a really pretty singing voice but the sound of her singing made Bobbie feel suddenly and unaccountably sad, for no reason that she knew.


  Miranda began again, her voice louder this time. ‘You are my sunshine, my double Woodbine, my box of matches, my Craven A …’


  ‘Shsh! It’s like a Sunday, we’re meant to be specially good today.’


  ‘It’s all right – they don’t mind! You know Aunt Sophie’s teaching me to sing. She says I should go far.’ Miranda twirled suddenly, her arms above her head, her hands waving.


  ‘I wish I could sing, Miranda.’


  ‘I wish I could knit and crochet.’


  ‘Do you think we shall have to do knitting and things today?’


  ‘I hopes not.’ Miranda spread out her old-fashioned ankle-length velvet party frock and twirled once more in front of Bobbie, her blond hair spinning, her slender childish form exactly suiting the elegant shape of the long Edwardian children’s dress. ‘I dunno. Do you think this was once Auntie Prudence’s party dress?’


  ‘’Spect so, ducky!’ Bobbie pulled a little face and rounded her forefingers and thumbs together, putting them either side of her nose, in a passable imitation of Aunt Prudence when she was wearing her specs. ‘After all, they have always lived at the rectory. They knew my mother, you know. That is why I was sent here from the boarding school, because of my mother being a friend of a Mrs Harper person who is a friend of Lady Reading. She was killed – my mother I mean.’


  Miranda nodded, and turned away suddenly. She had liked where she had been before, in Kent, by the sea, with Mr and Mrs Meades. But they had to give her up, send her back to London, because of the fear of invasion, or something like that. After being sent back to London to her grandmother, she eventually came down to Somerset with Ted, but no-one local wanted to take them, because they were too small and would be no use working on a farm.


  She would always remember how she and Ted had stood and stood in the market square in Mellaston, from teatime until dark, getting colder and colder, and how Ted had kept crying, until Auntie Sophie came to the square, just by chance, and having first come over to them and tried to comfort Ted went and told Mrs Eglantine – who was very powerful in Mellaston because she was not just the WI Jam Inspector for the area but also the Billeting Officer – that since no-one wanted them Aunt Sophie was more than happy to take them back to the rectory with her and put them up ‘for the duration if needs be, poor souls’.


  Miranda remembered shivering and shivering, the cold almost seeming to become colder for just thinking that some time in the near future she and Ted would be less so, and how Mrs Eglantine had kept saying in a loud voice, ‘But Miss Mowbray, I don’t think so, really. I mean to say, these children are London children, you know. And such children, well, they really are quite a handful, I believe. After all, not even the farmers wanted them, so I am sure that you can understand from that, that they really might not be suitable for two spinst— two unmarried ladies such as yourself and Miss Prudence to look after?’


  ‘Oh, just so much tosh. They’re just not old enough and strong enough for farmers to be interested in them. No use on the farm, just another mouth to feed.’


  ‘I would warn you that children of this kind … their language, their bed-wetting, their nasty rough ways, can be daunting little people to take charge of, even for married women,’ Mrs Eglantine had persisted.


  But Aunt Sophie had cared less, scooping up Miranda and Ted’s gas mask cases and their small cardboard suitcases and putting the cases under each of her thin arms she had given the two children one each of her mittened hands and stalked off in the chill evening air in the vague direction of the old Regency rectory which was her and Miss Prudence’s home, and which stood, churchless and alone, on the edge of Mellaston. This was where once, centuries ago, there had been a small parish church, but it had long been swept away, the victim of some new religious movement. In its stead, some miles from it, the magnificent Mellaston Cathedral had been built.


  Miranda and Ted had been freezing cold from hanging about waiting for someone to take them in as evacuees. They had no gloves, so Aunt Sophie’s mittens seemed warming and they quite forgot how cold their knees were in contrast to their hands because she walked them along smartly until they reached the pony trap, as if, although they might have forgotten their bare knees, she had not, and could not wait to put the rug in the pony trap over their skinny, purple-patched legs, and herself sit up behind Tom Kitten, her smartly turned out driving pony.


  ‘Home, Tom, home,’ she called to the pony, and they set off at a smart pace, the wind blowing hard, which made Miranda put out her arms to Ted and hold him close, because the little boy was hard put to stay on the seat of the trap, what with the smart pace of the pony, and his own short legs.


  It was quite dark when they finally reached the old rectory, and saw Aunt Prudence shining a torch to greet her sister, the tiny beam of light glowing under the blackout material curtaining the old-fashioned Regency half-glassed doors.


  As soon as Aunt Sophie introduced Miranda and Ted the tall, slender Prudence Mowbray put out her arms, and said, ‘Come in, come in,’ and brought them hot drinks of a mixture of fruit juices and some bread with stiff jam on it, and a spoonful of Virol which made Ted cry because it got round his teeth and he didn’t like the taste.


  After that they were put to bed, and in the morning Miranda woke up to find Bobbie at the bottom of their beds staring at them both, and asking their names, which Miranda told her were Miranda and Ted Darling but which their new aunts promptly changed to Miranda and Teddy Darling, for some reason that no-one else could imagine but which seemed to make the two spinsters very happy. All they told the children was that they had once had a cousin called Teddy, and they had liked him a great deal, a fact which the children accepted as easily as they accepted that they should call their hosts ‘Aunt’ or ‘Auntie’.


  And so that had been the start of their friendship, and now they were all walking along towards the town, and as they walked the two aunts, who never believed in wasting a shining minute of any hour of any livelong day, span the wool which the children had collected during the week from the hedgerows, from field wires or off old gates and sticking-out nails in wooden stiles and fencing – from anywhere the sheep had rubbed or caught themselves and left precious wool that could go to make mittens and socks, or mufflers and hats.


  The sun shone as they walked, and every now and then Aunt Sophie looked up and about her and murmured, ‘It’s not a bit like Christmas, is it, Prudence?’


  At last they arrived at the cathedral after their brisk walk, the children a somehow strangely appropriate sight on Christmas morning, in their long old-fashioned clothes with their new knitted gloves, and feeling really rather thrilled at finding themselves arrived not just in good time, but early for once, joining the other morning worshippers outside Mellaston Cathedral.


  Nowadays Prudence and Sophie Mowbray, having always attended church, found themselves regularly astonished, as doubtless was the dean, by the huge congregations that now followed their regular church-going example.


  ‘Such a contrast to before the war,’ Prudence muttered, every Sunday, while Sophie hardly looked up from her relentless spinning.


  Bobbie knew more of the people who made up the congregation than Miranda and Teddy, simply because she had been at the rectory longer than the other two. Of all the regulars she most dreaded seeing Mr and Mrs Eglantine, who were what Aunt Sophie wryly called very correct, and had a habit of trying to pretend that the three children were not visible and saying things to Aunt Prudence like, ‘And how are your little Cockney sparrows, Miss Prudence?’ which made Bobbie squirm and Aunt Prudence turn away as if she had not really heard.


  This morning, perhaps because it was Christmas, Mrs Eglantine came across to them and said, ‘Happy Christmas, little people. I hope you realize that today is not just about presents and eating too much?’ Then she stared down at Teddy in a particularly officious way, as if she suspected him of eating everyone else’s Christmas ration, which made the little boy shrink behind Aunt Prudence, and stick a newly gloved thumb in his mouth.


  ‘Well, well, the children look like some sort of illustration from an old-fashioned book, not like modern children at all, Miss Mowbray. Cloaks and hats, which really – well, I have not seen such cloaks and hats since I don’t know when, really I haven’t. And nor I suppose has Eustace, have you, Eustace?’


  ‘Quite so, quite so, ahem.’


  Mr Eglantine ran a thick, stubby finger underneath his moustache and nodded, lifting his hat as he did so to each and every lady who passed them, to some of whom he gave a second and more lingering glance, until his wife tapped him briskly on the arm and he followed her obediently into church.


  ‘We do not want to sit near the Eglantines. It would not be wise,’ Aunt Prudence said in a low voice to Aunt Sophie, and she pulled her feathered hat down firmly to illustrate her aversion to such a notion.


  ‘We may not want to, dearest, but we may find we have to, because there is nowhere else suitable.’


  Prudence Mowbray saw what her sister meant, for although they had arrived early others must have arrived even earlier, as they discovered when they entered the cathedral and saw that every pew was already taken up with churchgoers eager to pray for loved ones in danger. Since the start of the war everyone had come to cherish not just their church but a real church service, so many of the buildings having been already bombed to nothing but rubble.


  In the event, the Misses Mowbray were quite happy to sit at the very back of the lovely old cathedral, in the last pew, and well away from the Eglantines, which was probably just as well, for Miranda had not yet quite mastered what could be called ‘church manners’, and Teddy could never be relied upon to sit completely still.


  Having solemnly crossed herself, as she had only really just learned to do, Miranda looked up at Aunt Prudence with her round, blue eyes and demanded in piping tones, ‘Which is me bloody hymn book, Auntie Prudence?’


  Aunt Prudence smiled.


  ‘Now, now, Miranda dear,’ she told her charge, in a gentle voice, ignoring the amazed looks from their fellow worshippers around them, ‘never me, always my, remember?’ and handed her the hymn book.


  Mrs Eglantine was speaking for all the Mellaston Evacuation Committee, she said, when she sat down in the drawing room of the old rectory a week later and announced that she thought that Miranda and Teddy were really too much for the two unmarried Miss Mowbrays to handle.


  ‘But they are very happy, and we are very happy with them.’


  ‘But I understand from your laundry lady, whom I just happened to glimpse as I came up the drive and caught pegging out the laundry, that the little boy bed-wets, Miss Prudence. Surely it would be better if we at least took him and put him with a village family? After all, Miranda and Teddy do not have to stay together. The war has separated so many brothers and sisters. It is quite common to split up families.’


  Outside the drawing room door the two girls stared at each other. Mrs Eglantine’s voice was so loud that it carried all too easily into the hall where the children had been seated, waiting for some sort of verdict from inside where the two Misses Mowbray were receiving their uninvited guest.


  ‘I hate Mrs Eglantine.’


  ‘Yah, she’s an old cow, in’t she?’


  ‘No. I like cows.’ Bobbie looked at Miranda, reproach in her eyes.


  ‘She’s nasty, then. She’s like …’ Miranda searched desperately in her mind for something she knew that Bobbie could not like. ‘She’s like Hitler.’


  ‘She’s a bad meat pie.’


  ‘She’s tapioca …’


  ‘Urgh.’


  They all started giggling, not because they were in the least bit amused, but because they were frightened, and seconds later Teddy clutched at the front of his trousers and rushed off to the cloakroom, because he still had problems.


  Inside the room Sophie Mowbray was telling Mrs Eglantine in a firm voice, ‘Lady Reading thinks that children should be kept together. And after all, they are brother and sister. Miranda is devoted to Teddy.’


  ‘Lady Reading is a wonderful person, and you girls in green, you members of the WVS, are doing a grand job. All of us in the WI appreciate that, I am sure. But sometimes it is up to us as Christians, let us say, to come to the rescue of each other, and the committee feels that Teddy and Miranda are not really suitable for the rectory. Much better if they were with, say, my cleaning lady, some village woman. Besides, it would free both of you to do other war work, wouldn’t it?’


  Bobbie could hear the natural firmness in Mrs Eglantine’s loud voice becoming more and more insistent, and her heart sank down to the bottom of her secondhand shoes.


  Oh please, please, please, don’t let her take Miranda and Teddy away from the aunts and me at the rectory, she prayed to God.


  In her imagination Bobbie thought she could see the Almighty with His long white beard bending down from His great gold throne and booming to some angel who had just rushed her prayer in to Him: Prayer granted to Miss Bobbie Murray! Let the Darling children stay at the rectory with the aunts.


  The children were still seated, looking outwardly a great deal more meek and good than they felt inwardly, when Mrs Eglantine walked smartly past them, her silk-lined skirt making a rustling sound so that despite her utter lack of lipstick, her tweed suit and pearl earrings, as the front door was closed behind her she left behind a distinct feeling of town-come-to-the-country.


  ‘She is … she’s a …’ Miranda hesitated, and then leaning back against the hall chair upon which she was seated, and staring up at the ceiling, she said in resigned tones, to please Bobbie more than anything, ‘meat pie.’


  After which for no reason at all, and despite being far too old for such girlish displays, Teddy burst into tears and Aunt Prudence took him and Bobbie to the kitchen for a glass of milk while Aunt Sophie beckoned Miranda into the drawing room and sat down at the piano to play for Miranda to sing.


  She had already taught Miranda hymns such as ‘There is a green field far away’ and ‘The oxen with the lambs did lie’, as well as songs made even more popular by wartime circumstances – such as Noel Coward’s ‘I’ll See You Again’. After only a week or so in this vein Miranda was mastering ‘If You Were the Only Girl in the World’ as well as some of Vera Lynn’s latest hits – ‘The White Cliffs of Dover’ and others for which they had the sheet music sent from Milsoms in Bath.


  Miranda had proved extraordinarily quick at picking up not just the hymns but the songs, following Aunt Sophie faithfully and artlessly as if it was the easiest thing in the world not just to sing, but to hold a tune and never be behind or in front of her accompanist, and within only a few weeks to accompany herself on Aunt Sophie’s piano too.


  ‘She is a natural. She has only to hear a tune once on the wireless, and voilà, she can sit down and play it straight off. A complete natural, quite extraordinary, never known a child like it,’ Aunt Sophie would murmur, filled with that particular kind of satisfaction that only the magic of discovering someone else’s true talent can bring. ‘She is such a natural that there is only one way she can go – right to the top. Mark my words, she will be at the Royal Opera House by the time she reaches her eighteenth birthday.’


  ‘Now, now, Sophie dear, do not let us get carried away with such a notion. After all, there may not be a world at all by the time Miranda reaches her eighteenth birthday.’


  This was usually said just before grace before meals, and could at will bring soulful tears to Miranda’s eyes – for herself, of course, not for the world. The very idea that she would not reach her eighteenth birthday or the Royal Opera House was too terrible for her not to feel dreadfully sorry for herself, never mind the world.


  Gradually, due to the singing, and the general feeling of refinement that necessarily pervaded the old rectory, the children started to change over the next months, so that by the time spring was about to creep through the hedges of the West Country and signal its arrival with hawthorn and with chestnut blossom, banishing the rust of the beech hedges to a conforming green, and Aunt Sophie and Aunt Prudence were talking about early potatoes and whether or not there would be any swallows coming back across war-torn France, Miranda was no longer to be heard coming out with artless expletives in the middle of matins, nor indeed could she be heard angrily comparing Mrs Eglantine to a farm animal with two horns and an udder.


  Of course these were not the only changes in the children in Aunt Sophie and Aunt Prudence’s care. During their first winter with the aunts each of the children had managed to fill out and start to bloom. Miranda’s blond hair had been allowed to grow down and out of its hideous pudding-bowl cut and trimmed to a graceful shoulder-length mop, while even Bobbie’s straight brown hair had responded to Aunt Prudence’s constant rinsing with camomile tea. So much so that it now showed touches of red in the dull glow of the old yellowed wax candles that were the only form of lighting used on the upstairs floor of the rectory.


  The first warm day of that spring Aunt Prudence insisted that photographs were taken of the three children on the lawn outside the drawing room windows. Miranda and Teddy were posed standing either side of the brown-haired Bobbie, their almost matching blond heads making Aunt Sophie murmur more times than any of them would ever care to remember, ‘Not Anglos but angels,’ leaving the children to wonder why she and Aunt Prudence thought this phrase so awfully appropriate whenever Miranda and Teddy were standing together.


  Naturally Tom Kitten, the stout ex-milk pony who went between the shafts of the old Victorian trap, had become the focus of the children’s attention, and once the worst of the weather had passed it was bliss for them all to climb into the back of the vehicle and sit up behind Aunt Sophie as they trotted off round the narrow Somerset lanes to collect for the Penny A Week fund that went to help the servicemen fighting all over the world. So marvellous were the rides in the pony trap that sometimes Bobbie would jump out of bed in the morning with only one thought in her mind: she might be going to be allowed to help with Tom Kitten’s harness, or even, one day, take the reins.


  ‘Your mother’s coming to see you on the cheap ticket on Sunday.’


  They were in the kitchen eating home-baked brown bread when Aunt Prudence announced this to Miranda and Teddy, and Teddy for some reason burst into tears as Miranda went quite pale.


  ‘I don’t think they, I don’t think the Darlings, like their mother being talked about, dearest. It does always seem to make them very low, somehow. Brings back memories of their parting from her, one supposes,’ Bobbie heard Aunt Sophie saying to Aunt Prudence while she went to find her coat and wellington boots by the back door. ‘She is coming down to Somerset on the cheap Sunday ticket that is being so encouraged. The idea is to keep the parents from taking the children back to London with them, because what with the bombs and everything else – even shop windows being quite destroyed, I hear – going back to London is really not to be encouraged, I should not have thought. Although I believe that there is so much of that going on now, you know, children being taken back by their mothers, that one can only suppose they don’t wish their children to be safe, dearest, that is what one can only suppose.’


  Sunday proved to be a gentle day of sunshine and a light breeze which stirred all the trees and hedges a little, a day when all the West Country colours seemed to be at their Sabbath best. The pale greens and yellows, the daisy-strewn grass, the last of the primroses in the hedges, all seemed to be striving to look particularly welcoming for the visiting relatives of the evacuated children.


  After church as usual, the children sat silent and thoughtful behind Aunt Sophie as she drove them smartly in the pony trap to the station. Miranda had hardly eaten since the announcement about her mother arriving, and Teddy had become tearful and sad by turns. Bobbie on the other hand felt only excited and envious, thinking that if the Darlings did not want their mother she might be able to have her instead, and that would stop her from being an orphan any more. She imagined the Darlings’ mother would be pretty and blond like Miranda and Teddy, and kind, with blue eyes – just what she would like in a parent. Since she could not remember her own mother, it did not seem to her to be in the least bit wrong to want someone else’s for her own.


  There were other children at the station, and they all stood lined up outside the platform railings, waiting. All ages and all types of children, none of them holding hands or talking together, all of them standing quite alone, their eyes fixed on the track that led back to the train that they so hoped would bring their loved ones to them.


  As if in respect of the hopes hanging on the arrival of the great black steam engine pulling the passenger carriages, the host families stood quite apart from the evacuees, chatting and gossiping among themselves as everyone waited for the train with the smoke puffing from it, to push its way at long, long last into Mellaston station. No-one expected it to be on time – not in wartime – and the station master and the porter could only nod and stare up the track, nodding and staring down the railway track a minute later, and then up the track again while still the line of children waited, their socks pulled up, their hair brushed, some of them longing so much to see their mothers that their knuckles were already white from clinging to the iron railings in front of them, as if just the very hope of the sight of a loved one was proving too much for them, or as if by holding on for all they were worth they could will the sight of those dear, familiar faces to appear soon at the windows of the longed-for train.


  At last the news came, and it was not good. A bomb had fallen somewhere near the track in the early hours of that morning. There would be no train to Mellaston that day. Several of the older children burst into tears of sorrow at the news, and were led away by their host families to climb into the backs of dilapidated cars, or into dicky seats, or on to the seats of pony traps, and so be driven back to Mellaston and its environs to await another day when they might once more hope to catch a glimpse of their beloved relatives.


  Aunt Sophie was not given to being sentimental, but on hearing that there would be no train, and no mother coming to see Miranda and Teddy, she hugged them both to her suddenly, and promised them ‘double pudding’. Having dutifully allowed herself to be hugged, Miranda sang all the way home, and ate enough lunch for two, so hungry did she suddenly seem, while Teddy also found that he all at once had an appetite for the first time for many days. And after lunch they ran about outside in the rectory garden laughing and calling to each other as children will who have been let off some awful punishment.


  ‘Why don’t you mind your mother not coming to see you?’ Bobbie demanded after Aunt Prudence had heard their prayers, checked the blackout curtain was in place, and blown out their bedroom candle.


  There was a long silence, and then Miranda whispered, ‘Promise not to tell?’


  ‘Promise.’


  As always Bobbie felt her heart sinking when she was about to hear a secret, because somehow a secret was so frightening, and you knew that it might come popping out when it shouldn’t, or just when you thought that it might have stopped being one. But since she was six months older than Miranda, she knew she had to hear her secret, whatever happened. She could not be found to be a coward.


  ‘I don’t want to see my mother, because – well, she’s my mother all right, but, see, she’s not Teddy’s mother.’


  There was a terrible wartime shortage of matches, but if there had not been Bobbie knew that she would have had to light their bedside candle and look at Miranda. Instead she sat up and stared down at where she thought she might be, in the next bed, but so dark was the dark in the country that she could not be sure.


  ‘Why isn’t she Teddy’s mother?’ Bobbie demanded in a voice that suddenly was far from being a whisper. ‘Why hasn’t Teddy got his own mother?’


  Hearing himself talked about in such terms Teddy immediately burst into tears, which meant that Bobbie, whose turn it was, had to get out of bed before she could hear the rest of the secret and take him to the bathroom in case he had an accident.


  Back in bed, although Miranda had lapsed into a strange contented sort of silence, Bobbie could not leave things be. She had to know more, but as Miranda answered her puzzled and disbelieving questions, she could not help marvelling at her friend’s calm. She was as cool as Aunt Prudence’s pastry-making hands when it came to explaining their circumstances.


  ‘Well, when we was being evacuated, see, Ted, well he was in the orphans’ bit, at the school where we were all being kept before being labelled and evacuated by these teachers and people, and he was crying his eyes out. And so when no-one was looking, because all the evacuees was in such a muddle, all of us just standing around at this school, see, well I thought it was such a shame for him to be an orphan, and seeing as how I always wanted a brother. Well, that was it, see? I tore his label off of his coat, so when the lady came to take us down to the West Country she asked me who Ted was and I told her he was my brother, Ted Darling, because I always wanted one. And so – now he is, my brother, aren’t you, Ted?’


  ‘Ye-es.’


  ‘And always will be, won’t you, Ted?’


  ‘Ye-es.’


  There was a short silence after that, and then Miranda said, with some satisfaction, ‘He knows I’ll knock his block off if he says any different, don’t you, Ted?’


  ‘Ye-es.’


  ‘But supposing someone finds out, Miranda? Suppose someone gets to know?’


  ‘They won’t.’ Miranda slid down her bed and smiled in the darkness. ‘Don’t you know there’s a war on?’ she said, trying to mimic a well-known voice from the aunts’ wireless and laughing suddenly and pulling a pillow over her face to drown the sound.


  Bobbie stared ahead of her, but seeing only the dark, she quickly shut her eyes and thought of blue skies and the sun shining – things like that, things that were not dark, and made her feel warm and happy.


  After the initial shock of being told such a big secret she realized that it was good, really – Teddy not being Miranda’s brother – because it meant that she was now not the only orphan at the rectory. They were all ‘pretend’ brothers and sisters, so that now she too could share Teddy as a brother. He would be just as much her, Bobbie’s, brother as he was Miranda’s. This was such a cheery thought that Bobbie sighed with contentment, and before long was fast asleep, never even hearing the aeroplanes passing over the old rectory flying stealthily to ‘somewhere in Europe’.


  Chapter Two


  It was time to go to the Clothes Exchange, also run by the Women’s Voluntary Service. Bobbie found that she always dreaded these days, thinking that if only she was as pretty as Miranda it might be easier to find something to suit her, something that might not make Aunt Prudence sigh and shake her head before saying, ‘I think we’d better go up to the attics at the house for something for you, Bobbie dearest. There’s sure to be something there more suited to your looks, I feel.’


  Aunt Prudence minded far more about how the three children looked than Aunt Sophie, who was more concerned about how they occupied themselves. Aunt Sophie liked them to be helpful, collecting hips and haws, and harnessing the pony, not to mention singing and playing the piano. They could all read all right, but Aunt Sophie said their writing was ‘appalling’ and she taught them all their loops and tails, as well as how to add up and subtract with the aid of onions and potatoes while they were helping in the kitchen. Thus, for Bobbie at any rate, mathematics were forever and always associated with the smell of flour, with the old tins and jars, with meat safes and cold larders, and with sets of old scales and heavy weights.


  ‘Aunt Sophie likes to teach, I like to adorn,’ was how Aunt Prudence put it before stalking ahead to the Exchange, one arm each round Bobbie and Teddy, while Miranda skipped determinedly ahead, thinking that if she arrived first she would find some marvellous frock or cardigan. The truth was that Miranda liked clothes as much as Bobbie loved Tom Kitten and helping in the stables, not to mention collecting the hens’ and ducks’ eggs for which the Mowbray sisters were justifiably famous in the neighbourhood, having always favoured the old-fashioned breeds of poultry.


  Aunt Sophie had her own sort of walking prayer which ran: ‘Never pick a bluebell for the house, it will wilt worse than a vicar’s wife after the village fête. Pick rose hips for syrup, but leave the haws for walking the streets – well never mind anyway. On we go, more hips needed, ever more, and more again. There’s a war on you know!’


  Teddy was always being sick from eating too much of something, and just then, although he had not scoffed anything he should not, Bobbie could see that he might still be about to be sick, this time from the anticipation of swapping in his home-knitted jersey for another of a different colour. The excitement was almost more than he could take, coupled as it was with the humiliation of having his jersey taken off, publicly, and replaced with another, larger, one.


  Meanwhile, Miranda, having arrived minutes earlier, was holding up a pre-war silk skirt against herself and twirling happily. Because of its being in the middle of the West Country, and remote from other places, the Mellaston WVS Clothes Exchange was always full of the strangest garments, so many being donations sent from the larger houses which were scattered about the countryside outside the town. On a good day there was everything to be found at the WVS Exchange, from black crêpe evening dresses with diamanté embroidery to seamen’s sweaters made of oil-impregnated wool – and even, today, an old midshipman’s coat which Miranda took down and stared at. It was made of doeskin and almost stood up on its own, as if it still had a person inside it.


  ‘Won’t cut down for Teddy, will it?’ she asked Aunt Prudence with a grin.


  ‘No, dear. But we will take it just the same, swap it in for my old fur wrap, and some of my pre-war shoes, because it will do very well for when Teddy’s older, wouldn’t you say?’


  Bobbie stared at the coat and then at Teddy. She could not begin to imagine Teddy growing old enough, or tall enough, to fit the dark, doeskin coat, and it gave her an odd feeling when she tried. It did not seem possible for Teddy to grow so tall that he could wear such a coat as Aunt Prudence was holding. She smiled at him, suddenly protective. After all he was her brother too, and so she had to look after him, make sure that he was not bullied too much by Miranda, because they shared Teddy now. He belonged to both of them, not just to Miranda.


  Aunt Prudence smiled down at Teddy.


  ‘That new jersey looks good on you, Teddy dearest. Very nice. Now let’s see if we can’t find you some sandals?’


  It was almost too good to be true. Aunt Prudence pushed three old but seemingly unworn pairs of sandals, once belonging to goodness knows whom and only recently unearthed in the attic, towards the lady behind the Exchange counter, and after taking down and replacing pair after pair she found two new pairs for Bobbie and Teddy, as well as a pair of party pumps for Miranda, which were made of the most beautiful bronze leather, and had straps which went across the instep.


  ‘They’re not for every day, Miranda dearest, just for special days and Sunday, but seeing that they fit, and with some room to spare, we might as well – yes, I think we might as well indeed.’


  Aunt Prudence smiled and watched as Miranda span round and round, her strange mixture of clothes looking odd and at the same time satisfyingly suited to Miranda herself. An old floral skirt, bronzed party shoes, a pink cardigan whose buttons were made in the shapes of daisies and ‘hand-painted’ the lady said – they all went into a parcel for Miranda, while Bobbie and Teddy walked ahead of her and Aunt Prudence, mesmerized by the sight of their new, secondhand sandals, and later by the patterns the sandals made on their bare feet when they ran about the fields and gardens over the following months, enjoying the gentle English summer. For them the war seemed hardly to be on, and had the aunts not switched on their wireless for the news the children might have indeed come to believe that the whole war was really somehow just some sort of grown-ups’ fantasy.


  In the event the longed-for train bearing Miranda’s mother down to see her daughter in Somerset never did arrive. Instead, at the end of that summer, came that most dreaded of arrivals, a telegram from the War Office regretting that Mrs Irene Darling was ‘missing believed killed while on active service’.


  Miranda burst into tears as soon as Aunt Sophie told her, and Teddy did too, because the shock of seeing Miranda, who never cried, sobbing her eyes out was too much for a small boy. But given that Miranda’s mother was meant to be Teddy’s mother as well, the two girls were only too relieved that Teddy did cry, because, as Bobbie observed later, it would have looked rather strange if he hadn’t.


  It would be years before Miranda would eventually find out that her mother, by dint of having, it seemed, spent part of her childhood in France with a Breton great-aunt, at the outbreak of war had been recruited to work in something called Special Operations Europe, the main headquarters of which was in Baker Street. French being her second language she had been dropped many times into France, and eventually killed on what was to be her last mission, taking vital information to the Free French. It would also be years before Miranda knew that she herself looked just like the dead young woman, tall, and slender, with blond hair and blue eyes and a way of suddenly laughing helplessly as if she could never, ever, stop.


  Now, with Aunt Prudence standing looking sorrowful and Aunt Sophie the same, Miranda did not find it difficult to cry for a strange woman whom she could hardly remember. She really could not help crying because the aunts looked so very sad, and they were so sweet and kind and went and fetched sugar which they put in a twist of paper, and a teaspoon of honey which was put into a cup of mild herbal tea to soothe her.


  ‘They are all orphans, now, and that being so we shall have to adopt them, dearest. It is the only way. And it being wartime, I am sure we shall have a good chance, because not many people want to adopt children of their sort of age, stuck as they are between babyhood and maturity. They are useful for nothing to anyone but ourselves – useless for anything, really.’


  ‘Except to be loved.’


  ‘Quite right, dearest, except to be loved.’


  Aunt Sophie volunteered to go to London to see Miranda’s grandmother, and find out exactly what should be done with Miranda and Teddy. She did not tell the children, because, as the sisters both agreed, if the Darlings’ grandmother refused to let them be adopted by the Mowbrays it might prove to be a bitter disappointment to them. Bobbie still had Lady Reading taking an interest in her, so they judged her particular situation to be a little less urgent.


  As always in wartime the journey was torture, and Aunt Sophie ended up travelling in the goods van, squashed between two Canadian soldiers and a fellow member of the WVS who was taking yet another small child back to London, but to who knew what fate, as her escort whispered to Sophie Mowbray.


  ‘But the Canadians were ever so jolly, dearest,’ she confided to Prudence on the telephone next day. ‘Gave me some chewing gum. Imagine!’


  ‘You didn’t try it, Sophie?’


  ‘No, dearest, of course not. Kept it for the littles when I get home. But London, dearest! It is just a sea of sandbags, but I have to say everyone does seem somehow better-looking, but perhaps that’s uniforms – so well cut. Quite noticeable.’


  At the rectory Prudence put down the telephone and frowned. She did so hope that she could rely on Sophie to conduct their business in London in an appropriate way. Really it should have been she who had gone to London to make their case for adopting Miranda and Teddy. Prudence realized that in many ways she was less shockable than the over-sensitive Sophie. On the other hand, the thought of leaving the rectory and the children in Sophie’s sole charge was enough to make even Prudence feel quite, quite faint.


  Sophie peered yet again at the piece of paper. The address in her hand declared itself to be in one of the poorer parts of London, and this was eventually confirmed when, having walked briskly through the narrow streets to reach it, she had to edge her way past miles of rubble, all quite carefully stacked, doubtless by the various authorities after the now all too frequent air raids on London. She walked on, bravely pretending that it was all in a day’s work to find herself, a tweed-clad country spinster, in such an environment, until at last the number on the nearest house, still luckily standing, matched the number indicated on the piece of paper.


  ‘Mrs Darling?’


  The woman, older than Sophie, smiled brightly but did not reply. Sophie repeated her name, but when the smile stayed as bright as ever and no reply was forthcoming, Mrs Darling’s visitor realized almost immediately that Miranda and Teddy’s grandmother must be stone deaf, and had hurried to meet Sophie at her open front door without remembering to put in her hearing aid.


  Sophie handed her a card which, since the Mowbrays had already written to the poor woman warning her that they might visit, must, Sophie felt, make some sense to the bird-like woman in the flowered apron with the much-mended thick lisle stockings and strangely shaped lace-up shoes.


  The woman looked up at her tall visitor but handed back the card with the same vague but agreeable smile, and promptly shut the front door. Sophie rang again and this time, with a polite smile, edged her way into the narrow, semi-detached house. The hall floor was covered in newspaper, the walls bulged with damp, and behind them, up the stairs, Sophie sensed there was someone very ill lying, quite alone. The old woman’s milky grey eyes were turned up to Sophie’s without the slightest comprehension in them.


  ‘You don’t know me, Mrs Darling, but I am here to offer to adopt your two grandchildren. Miranda and Teddy Darling.’


  The old woman smiled again and nodded and Sophie realized with relief that it was all a bit of a wild goose chase. The two children had no mother and no father, only this grandmother whose reason had been overwhelmed by loss who was already wandering perhaps in those areas of the mind that are only open to the dead or dying, where the soul is drawn towards the light, and away from the darkness of human existence.


  ‘I tell you what, I’ll write out the necessary instructions regarding Teddy and Miranda, and you sign your name if you agree.’


  In the end the old lady put a cross, and Sophie realized that the whole exercise had been a waste of time. As far as the authorities were concerned there was a war on, and they really could not have cared less what happened to Miranda and Teddy.


  Bobbie did not want Miranda and Teddy to be taken away from the rectory, but young though she was she suspected that once Aunt Sophie had found the Darlings’ grandmother – or rather Miranda’s grandmother – the authorities would insist on taking them both from the Mowbrays and putting them in different homes. In the middle of the night she even began to imagine that Miranda would be put in prison for pretending that Teddy was her brother.


  The following morning, while they were picking yet more sheep’s wool from the hedgerows for Aunt Prudence, and building up their appetites for a well deserved piece of home-made brown bread and thick cheddar cheese, followed by a crisp apple, which was their standard picnic fare, Bobbie could stand the tension no more.


  ‘What will happen?’


  Miranda looked at her nonchalantly and her cornflower blue eyes, large and falsely innocent, stared into Bobbie’s hazel-flecked orbs as she smiled mischievously.


  ‘What?’


  ‘You know – what will happen when … ?’


  ‘What will happen when what?’


  ‘When, you know—’ Bobbie lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘You know, when Aunt Sophie finds your grandmother and – and she finds that, you know – that she is not Teddy’s granny, what will happen?’


  Miranda shrugged her shoulders, and then started to laugh. ‘Don’t matter if she finds my granny. Don’t matter two hoots.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘’Cos my granny, she’s not all there, see? She lost everything – twice, first because of Grandpa’s losing all his money on the horses, and then when she lost both her cats and all her furniture ’cos of him – and now she doesn’t know who she is. That’s why I came here. And that’s why no-one’s come for us, ’cos Ted’s an orphan, and my mum and dad’s dead, and Gran’s going to be taken to an asylum, one of these days, so, don’t you see, no-one will ever know that Ted and I aren’t brother and sister? Not ever, eh, Ted? Because Ted knows if he tells, a policeman’s gonna come and take him away, don’t you, Ted?’


  She pulled him towards her and Teddy looked up at them and shook his head.


  ‘Don’t want to be your brother. I want to be Bobbie’s brother.’


  He pulled away from Miranda, trying to get back to the bush in front of which he had been standing picking everything but sheep’s wool.


  ‘Oh, blinking Ada, just look at his mouth. What you got in your mouth, you silly little squirt?’


  Miranda unceremoniously stuck a handful of fingers into her self-adopted brother’s mouth and pulled out some berries. They both stared at them.


  ‘They might be poison!’


  Bobbie shook Teddy. ‘How many of them have you eaten? How many berries have you eaten, Ted?’


  Miranda, who was taller, picked him up and started to carry him piggy-back across the grass.


  ‘Supposing he’s eaten poison? He might die!’


  Bobbie ran ahead of Miranda, but although she was running all the time she felt as though her legs were not really working, as though she was really just running on the spot.


  ‘Ted’s eaten poison berries and we think he’s going to die!’


  Aunt Prudence turned from the stove and stared at Bobbie.


  ‘Put him down on the chair, dearest,’ she told the panting Miranda, who gratefully discharged the small boy onto the oak chair at the top of the kitchen table where he threatened to slip straight to the floor. ‘No, hold him down, both of you. While I mix up an antidote to make him sick.’


  Triumphantly Aunt Prudence watched the results of her quick thinking flush away down the old lavatory, still proudly dedicated to its maker Thomas Crapper.


  ‘Well, that was good!’ Aunt Prudence smiled round at the two girls who were both making Phew! noises. ‘Do you know, Bobbie dearest, I have never known my home-made antidote to work so quickly? I really must make a note of it. Perhaps after the war I could even market it through Boots the Chemist, or some such? Now, Teddy, no more picking berries when you shouldn’t, dearest. We really don’t want to have to do that again in a hurry, do we?’


  Thoroughly confused by the uncomfortable sequence of events, Teddy nodded instead of shaking his head, but finally said in a clear ringing tone, ‘I promise always to be Miranda’s brother now. Promise!’


  For his pains he received a sharp, twisting little pinch from his ‘sister’, after which he started to cry again and had to be given some sponge cake freshly baked in the Aga and spread about with cherished butter and home-made plum jam. Miranda and Bobbie had the same, and as they sat on the old oak chairs a strange and marvellous peace settled around them. Miranda was thinking that whatever happened now nothing was going to take them away from the aunts, and Bobbie was trying hard to listen to the blackbird that was singing on the fence across the grass outside the windows, imagining as she listened that there was no more beautiful sound than that of a bird, not even Miranda singing ‘The day thou gavest, Lord, has ended’.


  That evening they all climbed up behind Tom Kitten and the sturdy little pony pulled them surely and fast, trotting into Mellaston, and so to the station, where they waited in some excitement for Aunt Sophie to arrive off the London train.


  It was only an hour and a bit late, which Aunt Prudence murmured with her usual stoicism was surely a first for wartime, but when Aunt Sophie was at last to be seen alighting from it, her small feathered hat slightly askew, the uneven hem of her dress trailing over her strap shoes with their black-eyed buttons set to the side, and her grey-pink stockings as always a little wrinkled, Aunt Prudence’s hold on Miranda’s hand tightened to a grip.


  ‘Hal-lo, dearest! Had-doh! Cooee! Had-doh, evellybody!’


  Aunt Prudence gave a quick look down at the two girls, and then, straightening her back, she walked up to her sister.


  ‘Too much cough mixture again, Sophie dearest?’ she murmured, taking her sister’s small overnight bag, and swapping her grip on Miranda to her sister’s arm. ‘Too much cough mixture does seem to make you drippy, doesn’t it?’


  Aunt Prudence nodded sharply at Bobbie who darted to the other side of Aunt Sophie and took her other arm.


  ‘What a business!’


  Somehow they managed to stuff Aunt Sophie, there was no other word for it, into the pony cart, and the children, sensing public embarrassment, scrambled in after her. With a flick of the reins and a ‘Yes, yes, yes, Tom!’ the pony trotted smartly out of the station yard, but not before the sharp-eyed Mrs Eglantine, seemingly ever present to meet her husband off the train, had seen Aunt Sophie’s head lolling helplessly back against the black leather of the old-fashioned trap, and her hat, with an almost audible sigh of relief, parting company with her head and rolling into the road where it was left, Bobbie thought gazing back at it without regret, looking as if it somehow still had her head under it.


  The next morning, to no-one’s surprise, Mrs Eglantine called at the old rectory on official committee business.


  ‘No sheets on the line, I see, so someone’s learning to control himself at nights, which is just as well considering his great age, I should say!’


  There was a long and ghastly silence as the two girls, and their two adopted aunts, stared at Mrs Eglantine from the other side of the rectory drawing room, hardly able to believe that anyone could be so catty and unkind to poor little Teddy.


  Of course Teddy, knowing at once that she was referring to his erstwhile bed-wetting, immediately turned scarlet and his eyes filled with reluctant tears. Miranda put her arm round his shoulders, while Bobbie stared in horrified hatred at Mrs Eglantine. Then, suddenly remembering something that she had heard someone’s mother say at the boarding school, Bobbie spoke.


  ‘What a vulgar thing to say,’ she commented, unconsciously mimicking the patrician tones of the lady she had overheard. ‘So vulgar. So terribly vulgar.’


  Miranda at once twisted her mouth into a bunny rabbit’s mouth and wiggled her lips up and down, trying not to burst into her usual fits of giggles. The aunts on the other hand seemed at first to approve, because they merely continued to stare at Mrs Eglantine, a bit like two owls, unblinking, but determinedly silent.


  The trouble was that Mrs Eglantine was so smartly dressed that she actually managed to look vulgar compared to the aunts in their faded pre-war clothes with their hair plaited and set over their ears in careful Anglo-Saxon knots.


  ‘What is your name, please? Oh yes, of course.’ Mrs Eglantine’s eyes hardened and she took up her pen and wrote ROBERTA very large, as if she was determined never, ever to forget it. ‘Well, Roberta, vulgar things do happen in wars, I am here to tell you. I am also here to tell your hosts – to tell you, Miss Mowbray and Miss Prudence – that alas the committee have come to the decision that they must, they really must insist that you keep only two rather than three evacuees. To be asked to look after three children is just not fair on either of you. The strain, I know, is telling on at least one of you.’ At this she gave Aunt Sophie a we all know what state you were in when you climbed off the London train look, before continuing in her usual officious way. ‘And as the children grow older, doubtless it will tell even more, perhaps even on both of you, and then where would you be? I would therefore suggest that you keep the Darling children, and let me find a new placement for Roberta Murray. There are plenty of kind families quite willing to take on someone like Roberta, I know.’


  Mrs Eglantine looked pointedly over at Aunt Sophie, who was looking far from well since she was obviously nursing a quite terrible headache from too much cough mixture on the train.


  Bobbie, whose feelings of indignation and fury at this horrible woman’s having the beastliness to refer to poor Teddy’s bed-wetting were still boiling over, now found that they had turned to a cold and awful dread as she realized with dawning certainty that her prayers for Miranda and Teddy to stay at the rectory with the aunts were indeed going to be answered. They were going to stay at the rectory; it was Bobbie who was leaving.


  She saw the aunts’ eyes swivelling from Mrs Eglantine’s face to her own, and back again. She saw their doubts about the matter that was being put before them turning to compromise, and finally she heard Aunt Prudence say, reluctantly, ‘Well, I suppose, since Miranda and Teddy are brother and sister, it would be better if they stayed together here, and Bobbie went to someone else in the town. After all, once there is a school again to go to, they’ll see each other anyway, won’t they? Such a pity, its being bombed like that, but still, better the school than the cathedral, I dare say.’


  Before Bobbie was moved on to another home – whose location was yet to be announced, although it will still be in Mellaston – it seemed that they were all going to make sure that Teddy had a birthday.


  Miranda had announced this only seconds after Mrs Eglantine had been seen to the door by the Mowbrays, and during the time that the two sisters were heard to be talking in quick, low, urgent tones. To distract from the fear on Bobbie’s face and in her eyes, Miranda had said quickly and loudly, ‘It’s Ted’s birthday tomorrow. Let’s make him something.’


  Of course they all knew that it was not Teddy’s birthday tomorrow. Teddy actually had no idea when his birthday was meant to be, and sometimes felt that he might never know now. Nevertheless, once Miranda had announced that it would be his special day on the morrow, he smiled at once. Teddy had a strangely affecting smile, so gentle and kind that it always made Aunt Prudence go back and give him another hug after lights were out, which in turn made Teddy rub his cheek with the side of his pillow as soon as her back was turned.


  Next day there was a cake and candles, of varying sizes and quality, and they all sang, ‘Happy birthday dear Teddy’, and Bobbie gave him a drawing that she had done. It was Teddy standing by the old beech tree in the rectory garden with Aunt Prudence’s tame magpie, and everything was just as it should be, perhaps even more so because they all knew that very soon it would not be like that any more.


  Bobbie knew that it was useless to plead with the aunts that she did not want to go and live anywhere else in Mellaston. She knew this with all her heart and all her soul because she was an orphan. Orphans had no rights. They just got put where they were meant to be put, and they stayed where they were put until someone else came to get them, and then sometimes they were moved on and put somewhere else. There was nothing you could do about it, not if your parents were dead and you had few relations and no friends.


  ‘Where do you think you’re going to go, Bobbie?’


  That evening Miranda had waited until the aunts were downstairs again and then had sat up and relit the old, thick, yellow wax candle before lying back and fidgeting in her bed under the window, her legs moving restlessly under the covers.


  ‘I don’t know. Don’t care, really.’


  ‘I expect we’ll still see each other, Bobbie!’


  Miranda got up and came and knelt beside her friend’s bed, her pink bedsocks glowing against the old, dark, wooden floor, her eyes anxious.


  Bobbie stared up at the ceiling for a minute, and then turned, wordlessly, on her side so that Miranda was faced with her back, seeing only her dark head against the pillow, the outline of her shoulder under the yellow knitted blanket.


  ‘Once you get moved on, you don’t see anyone from where you’ve been before. ’Member I was at that place where they beat you, and there were lots of other children there, and they never heard from people, not once they’d been moved on. That’s what being evacuated is about, it’s about being moved on, and no-one really caring where you are, not really, because there’s a war on.’ Bobbie closed her eyes, shutting them tightly, blocking out the light, the room with its flowered wallpaper, the moth that was flying nearer and nearer to the candlelight. ‘I’m going to sleep now,’ she announced.


  Second later it seemed that she was, so Miranda blew out the candle and climbed back into bed. For once it seemed that even she had nothing to say. There was nothing to say. Bobbie was going.


  Aunt Prudence was speaking slowly and precisely, as if she was thinking out the whole matter as she went along, a bit like the way she invented knitting patterns as the garment started to grow.


  ‘How it is, Bobbie dearest, is that you’ll be able to cope better than the other two. You see, if we adopt the Darlings first, then we will probably be able to have you back. Because once the Darlings are officially ours, Mrs Eglantine can’t come round and tell us what to do. Then we can make a good case for taking in an evacuee, which can be you. But until then … well, as I say, dearest, you will be able to cope better than the other two. I mean you have already been to a beastly school, so you know that you can cope. And anyway I sense that you’re more resilient than Miranda and Teddy.’


  Bobbie did not know what ‘resilient’ meant, but she found herself wishing most heartily that whatever it was that she was meant to be more than the other two, she would really rather she had not been, given that this meant that she was the one whose number was well and truly up.


  ‘Besides, I am quite sure that they will send you to a very nice family in Mellaston. There are so many, many nice families in Mellaston. There will be – I mean to say, I am sure that – that – well, that they will have a good choice of places still, Bobbie. And let’s face it, you’re never going to have to go to a farming family. You’re too small and gently bred for a farming family to turn you into some sort of slave, there is no fear of that, Bobbie.’


  Useless to say something like that to Bobbie, because fear was precisely what was eating her up now, daily, hourly. Fear of missing Miranda and Teddy. Fear of not being able to go out looking for wool in the hedgerows that surrounded the old house, of not being able to watch Aunt Prudence at her Aga with the pans bubbling and the toast being made in the special wire thing that went under the lids and had to be turned double quick to stop the bread from burning. Fear was what caused her to have cramps in her tummy at night when she thought of the school where her relatives had left her which had seemed to be filled with grown-ups who would beat little children and then laugh at them when they screamed and cried from fear and pain. And now, of course, because of how she felt, the days flew by and there just was not enough time to do everything that had to be done that one last time.


  I will never ever run up to Aunt Prudence and give her flowers again, because I won’t be here. I will never ever see that sun setting just there ever again from this window, because I will never be here again at this age. I will never sit at supper and taste bread and butter puddings with cream and honey. I will never ever have a bath full of rusty water and steam that makes your hair curl, and a towel that is so big that it’s like a blanket. I will never ever again have Aunt Sophie play to me on the piano. Or Miranda sing to me. Or Teddy put his arms round me and hug me goodnight. It is all going to go away for ever and ever and never come back.


  And of a sudden the never ever time was over, and Mrs Eglantine was at the door, and smiling a sly kind of just you wait smile, because she knew just from looking into Bobbie’s eyes that Bobbie was trying ever so hard not to look frightened and worried. So Bobbie put up her arms to hug Aunt Prudence, and they both smiled because it was better than crying. And then she put up her arms to hug Aunt Sophie, and again they both smiled, for the same reason. But when she turned to Miranda, she was gone. And only Teddy hugged her and whispered, ‘Come back soon, Bobbie.’


  After that she picked up her suitcase and marched bravely after the hated Mrs Eglantine, down the garden to the road that led back to Mellaston.


  They walked along in silence, Bobbie pausing every now and then to change hands with her suitcase, until eventually they reached the old market place where now Mrs Eglantine stopped every other minute to greet the people they passed, and make remarks about Bobbie.


  ‘Yes, of course, it was far too much for the Mowbray sisters. We, on the committee, could see what they could not, you know, so – yes, this is Roberta Murray and she is on her way to be placed. No, not with me, no, with the Dingwalls. It was the best that we on the committee could do for the poor girl. No, not entirely suitable, but there is a war on after all, and it is at least in Mellaston, we did promise them that. It was the best we could do, d’you see? The Brinkleys had offered to take her, so much
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