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				About the Book

				After the fall of France, three young evacuees from the east end of Newcastle are sent to the safety of a country village. Billeted in a grand house with a spinster and her niece, Hazel, Irene and Carol’s futures will be irrevocably changed by their new lives.

				When peace is declared, and Hazel and Irene return to the families they were forced to leave, they find Newcastle very different to the home they remembered. Mourning the people they love, they try to leave the past behind and start again. But it’s never easy to forget . . .

				This is the heart-warming and compelling new tale from Benita Brown.
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				Chapter One

				Newcastle upon Tyne, December 1952

				‘Are you ready to order yet, madam?’

				The waitress’s thin smile veiled an air of impatience. Hazel was uncomfortably aware of the queue going all the way down the stairs. At lunchtime Pumphrey’s coffee rooms above their shop in the Cloth Market were popular with people who wanted to have a light snack and savour some of the best coffee in town.

				Hazel glanced at her watch, about to say that her friend wouldn’t be much longer, but she changed her mind when she caught the waitress’s irritated expression. She scanned the menu rapidly and then, giving the harassed woman an apologetic smile, asked for Welsh rarebit and a pot of coffee for one.

				She looked out of the window. She had secured this seat because Kenneth, even though he was coming just across the road from his office, was often late, and while she waited she could entertain herself by looking out at the busy streets. Today lights were streaming from shop and office windows onto the rain-drenched pavements and everyone was hurrying along. The tops of large black umbrellas formed kaleidoscopic patterns with smaller coloured ones. People stopped, unfurled their umbrellas and shook them hastily when they reached whichever door they had been hurrying towards.

				It was past one o’clock and newspaper sellers with canvas sacks full of the early edition of the evening paper began to make their way from the nearby Chronicle office to their appointed pitches. Most were old men or young boys straight from school, but some were ex-servicemen whose previous jobs had gone to school leavers, and Hazel wondered if these men were at ease with the world they had fought to defend.

				Kenneth had been lucky. Called up on his nineteenth birthday, he had fought steadfastly throughout the war and emerged unscathed at the age of twenty-three, with the rank of sergeant, then had walked back into his clerical job at the Town Hall. Now, seven years later, he was an important figure in the Housing Department.

				Hazel’s meal arrived and no sooner had the waitress left than a young woman wearing a damp raincoat approached her table. ‘Look, you’re on your own and this is a table for two – do you mind if I join you?’

				‘Oh, but . . . I’m waiting for . . .’ Hazel could see that the restless queue was now even longer, and she felt embarrassed.

				‘Well, you’ve been waiting a long time for your friend and I’ve got to get back to work.’ She looked no more than sixteen but she was surprisingly self-assured. ‘Are you sure you don’t just want to keep this table to yourself?’

				As the girl began to unbutton her coat before sitting down, Hazel was relieved to see Kenneth emerge from the stairway and weave his way through the tables to stand behind the persistent young woman.

				To Hazel’s surprise he said, ‘Merle, what do you think you’re doing?’

				The girl turned to face him. Her bold air vanished. ‘Mr Gregson!’ She sounded shocked.

				‘Well?’

				She recovered a little of her former confidence and said, ‘I’ve been waiting for ages and this woman is taking up a whole table to herself.’

				‘And did this lady invite you to sit with her?’

				Merle scowled.

				‘Did she?’

				‘No.’

				‘Then I suggest you get back in the queue.’

				‘But my lunch hour’s nearly over!’

				Kenneth’s stern features relaxed a little. ‘Then why don’t you buy some sandwiches and take them back to the ladies’ staffroom? You can make yourself a cup of tea. Tell Miss Thompson I said you could have an extra ten minutes.’

				Merle grinned. ‘Ta, Mr Gregson.’ She turned to go.

				‘Merle.’

				She looked round.

				‘Apologise to this lady for trying to barge in on her.’

				‘I wouldn’t have done it if I’d known she was waiting for you.’

				‘You shouldn’t have done it whatever the circumstances.’

				She looked down at her feet sullenly.

				‘Take that look off your face and say sorry.’

				Merle stared at Hazel. ‘I’m sorry.’

				‘That’s all right,’ Hazel said. ‘I realise you were pressed for time.’

				‘Good,’ Kenneth said. ‘Now, off you go, young lady.’

				People on nearby tables who had been listening with amused curiosity turned back to their meals. Kenneth undid his overcoat and sat down. ‘What is it?’ he said when he saw her expression.

				Hazel shook her head. ‘Oh, nothing.’

				‘Was I too hard on her?’

				‘Not hard. It was just a little bit of a public dressing-down.’

				‘She’s new. She’s a clever girl but she’s a bit rough around the edges for the Town Hall. She has to learn.’

				‘I suppose so. But you’re not in the army now, Sergeant Gregson.’

				‘Now you’ve made me feel guilty. I’ve crushed the poor kid.’

				Hazel smiled. ‘No, you haven’t. Not that one. She’ll survive.’

				Kenneth reached for the lunchtime menu. It never changed but he studied it as carefully as he always did, then looked up. ‘I’m sorry I was late. The building regulations meeting went on and on and I couldn’t get away.’

				‘No need to apologise.’

				‘I made it difficult for you.’ Kenneth glanced at her plate. ‘That must be cold by now.’

				Hazel looked down at the spicy melted cheese. Wrinkles had formed across the top. ‘I felt I had to order to keep the waitress happy.’

				He frowned. ‘You shouldn’t have given in.’

				‘Given in?’

				‘I suspect she pressed you into ordering.’

				‘I didn’t mind really. She has a hard enough job. I didn’t want to make her life more difficult than it is.’

				‘Really, Hazel, it’s her job to serve the customers, not to bully them.’

				‘She didn’t bully me.’ Hazel’s heart sank. They were in danger of getting into one of their pointless tiffs, which usually arose when Kenneth thought he had the right to criticise her behaviour. Or ‘put her straight about the ways of the world’, as he would have phrased it. She had no wish to spoil both their lunch hours, so she picked up her knife and fork.

				‘Wait,’ Kenneth said. His tone was conciliatory. ‘Let’s start again. I’ll order you a fresh plate.’

				‘There’s no need.’

				‘Yes, there is – to assuage my conscience. I’ll have the same and we’ll ask for a cake stand. You can take your pick.’

				The waitress raised her eyebrows disapprovingly when Kenneth asked her to take Hazel’s plate away, but she responded to what Hazel thought of as his ‘masterful’ tone and was actually smiling when she brought back their order with a steaming pot of coffee for two. They hardly talked while they ate beyond politely asking each other whether they were enjoying their meal.

				Kenneth was probably thinking about the meeting that had taken up his entire morning and the report he would have to write; while Hazel grieved fleetingly about the shocking waste of food. She also felt a twinge of remorse over the fact that she had not told her mother that she was only working a half day today and could have gone straight home. She had decided to stay in town and do some Christmas shopping.

				As she was signed up with a secretarial agency, she never had a consistent timetable. Hazel was an excellent secretary and had been offered a permanent job many times, but although some of the positions had been both enjoyable and interesting, there was something within her that prevented her from settling.

				If I agree to stay, she often thought, no matter how well paid and how good the prospects, I will be accepting that this is my life. This is how it’s going to be, day in, day out, until I retire, and I can’t accept that.

				Of course there was Kenneth. They might marry and have children. Pleasant though that might be, Kenneth was the type of man who would not want his wife to go out to work. He would be a generous husband who would expect her to devote herself to their home, just as his mother had always done. Hazel knew that she was not ready for that either.

				They had met in a cinema queue. It was one of the rare times Hazel had gone to the pictures without her mother. Even though two of the stars were James Stewart and Farley Granger, Joan did not fancy seeing Rope, a film which had no light-hearted romance in it, nor what she considered to be an exciting story to tell.

				‘It’s all about a dinner party,’ she’d said when they’d seen the trailer the week before.

				‘There’s a body in the trunk,’ Hazel had replied.

				‘Yes, but as far as I can make out, nothing really happens. You go on your own, pet. I don’t mind.’

				Hazel knew that her mother had probably expected her to say no, it didn’t matter, but she really wanted to see the latest Alfred Hitchcock film, so she took her at her word. Later that week, she went straight from work to the cinema and found herself in a queue that stretched right round the block.

				Two girls in front of her had brought sandwiches with them and every now and then someone would peel off from the queue and come back with bundles of fish and chips for themselves and their companions. The smell was mouth-watering and Hazel wished she was not alone. If she left the queue to go to the fish and chip shop she would lose her place.

				A young couple immediately behind her murmured something about going to see another film rather than wait any longer. When they left the queue Hazel was aware of someone moving up to fill the gap. She glanced round to see a tall man in a gabardine overcoat and a grey felt hat. He saw her glance and he tipped his brim politely.

				The box office opened and, as the theatre filled, the queue began to move up slowly. Every now and then the uniformed commissionaire would walk along the line of hopefuls saying, ‘Three together in the stalls.’ Or ‘single in the back circle.’ There was always someone ahead of Hazel to take up the singles. Most people were in pairs. Then, with the foyer a few steps away, the commissionaire said, ‘How about the front circle, ladies and gents?’ The front circle was expensive but Hazel thought it worth it. She stepped forward but the commissionaire added, ‘A few doubles going there.’

				Before her disappointment registered she felt someone take her elbow and turned to see the tall gentleman smiling at her questioningly. He’s very good-looking, she thought fleetingly, before nodding in agreement. And so, without even knowing each other’s names, they found themselves sitting next to each other in the plush front row of the circle, just as the supporting film was about to begin.

				Hazel felt vaguely embarrassed, but she still managed to enjoy the comedy about a panicking, scatter-brained hostess trying to arrange a society dinner party. When the film ended, her companion said perhaps they should introduce themselves, and after that they fell into an easy conversation. They chatted through the advertising films and exchanged views at the end of the newsreel. In the interval he insisted on buying them ice creams before the main feature began.

				They both leaned forward and whispered, ‘There he is!’ when they spotted Alfred Hitchcock’s trademark cameo appearance – in fact there were two in this film – and afterwards, following the crowd all the way out of the cinema, they discussed the film and how much they had enjoyed it.

				‘I think you could tell it started out as a stage play,’ her new friend said. ‘And did you know the inspiration for it was the Leopold and Loeb case?’

				Hazel did know, but he seemed so keen to tell her that she didn’t want to disappoint him. She raised her eyebrows slightly and said, ‘Really?’

				The cinema doors were closed behind them and the homeward crowd was dispersing rapidly. Kenneth insisted on walking Hazel to her bus stop and then said hesitantly, ‘It’s been a pleasure to meet you. I wonder if we could see each other again sometime?’

				As Hazel had no telephone at home they arranged to meet for lunch the next week in Mark Toney’s on Grainger Street, and after that there had been films, concerts, the theatre and simple walks and picnics at the coast, where he lived. They sometimes went to the little café in Jesmond Dene. Kenneth loved to get dressed up and go to nice hotels, sometimes just for a meal and sometimes to a dinner dance. For such a big man he was a surprisingly good dancer. Hazel owed any dancing skills she had to practising to dance band music on the wireless with the other girls at Hillside House. Irene had been their tutor.

				After about six months Kenneth took her home to meet his mother, yet now, nearly four years later, there had still been no talk of an engagement. Hazel knew that some girls would fret about this state of affairs but she was strangely untroubled.

				I’m drifting, she worried sometimes. I’m putting my life on hold, but I wish I knew what I’m waiting for. And then she would remember what might have been.

				‘Penny for them?’

				Hazel had been gazing out of the window. She turned to find Kenneth smiling at her.

				‘Oh, nothing interesting.’

				‘You looked so solemn. It’s not more trouble at home, is it?’

				Hazel hated the way he thought of her home situation as troubled, but she knew he was trying to be kind. ‘No, everything’s fine. I think it’s this gloomy weather. Cold, wet and miserable.’

				‘Well, it is December.’

				‘I know, but why can’t we have crisp, bright days with a promise of snow now that it’s nearly Christmas?’

				‘Snow turns to sooty sludge in the city.’

				‘Oh, Kenneth,’ she gave an exasperated laugh. ‘Can’t you think of something to cheer me up?’

				‘How about the Christmas dinner and dance at the County? Me in my dinner suit and you in an evening dress and silver dancing slippers. And, of course, an intimate little table for two. Will that do?’

				She smiled. ‘Very nicely.’

				‘Good.’ He looked at the flowered cake stand. ‘And now, would you like that cream horn? I’ll order a fresh pot of coffee.’

				‘I’ve already had a brandy snap.’

				‘Go on, be daring, my treat, and if you’re worrying about your figure you’ve no need to. You’re as slim as that top mannequin – what’s her name? Barbara Goalen?’

				‘Thanks for the compliment but I really couldn’t manage anything else. Why don’t you have it?’

				‘I will.’

				He grinned and took the cream horn and Hazel found her spirits lifting. Kenneth could be disarmingly nice and she sometimes wondered if the fault was in her that they seemed to be simply marking time. By the time the waitress arrived with their fresh pot of coffee Kenneth had already demolished the pastry, and he only took a quick sip from his cup before announcing that he had to go.

				‘Here again tomorrow?’ he asked. ‘Is that convenient?’

				Hazel was working not too far away in a Norwegian shipping office. It wouldn’t take her long to walk up the steep streets from the quayside. ‘Yes, that’s fine,’ she said. ‘But it’ll be my turn to pay.’

				‘All right. Half day for you today, isn’t it?’

				‘Mmm.’

				‘Then take your time over your coffee. There are plenty of free tables now.’

				People were leaving to go back to work and the waitresses had begun to set up the tables for afternoon tea. A few women laden with shopping arrived and sat down wearily, but Hazel didn’t think her waitress would mind if she stayed a little longer. Particularly as Kenneth had tipped so handsomely.

				She filled up her cup and added a sugar cube. Then she reached into her shoulder bag for her notebook. Her Christmas list would not contain many names. Her mother, her father, Kenneth, Kenneth’s mother, and the owner of the secretarial agency, Marion Grey.

				Although Hazel and Miss Grey had never been truly close, they had fallen into an easy friendship over the years. Neither of them knew much about the other’s personal life. They respected each other and they preferred it that way, though Hazel could not stop herself wondering sometimes about this husky-voiced, elegant businesswoman who wore no wedding or engagement rings, smoked incessantly and kept a bottle of scotch in her desk drawer.

				Hazel took the cap off her fountain pen and concentrated on her list. A short while later she looked at it and sighed.

				Miss Grey: Scarf clip – maybe cameo?

				Kenneth: Leather gloves – silk lined?

				Mrs Gregson: Box of embroidered Swiss handkerchiefs.

				Father: Box of fifty Players and a scarf – Paisley or plain?

				Mother: ? ? ?

				What on earth could she get for her mother? Year after year, no matter what she bought, Joan would say, ‘Hazel, pet, that’s lovely, but you shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble. A jar of nice bath salts would have done. Especially now that we have a proper bath.’

				The landlord had recently converted the outhouses in the yard behind the scullery into a bathroom and indoor lavatory. Hazel and her mother considered it to be worth every penny of the extra rent.

				In despair Hazel decided to get the bath salts her mother always insisted she wanted, but she would go to Fenwick’s or Bainbridge’s and find the most attractive jar they had. She’d seen some with different colour crystals swirled around in a pattern. She would also buy a large box of New Berry Fruits. Her mother loved them, and after all, Christmas should not be about the amount of money you spent, it should be about making people happy. She added the bath salts and the sweets to the list, then wrote Christmas cards. This reminded her of the hurried exchange they’d had that morning.

				Her mother had come to the door with her, as she always did, and she was just about to give her a kiss goodbye when the postman had arrived with a handful of Christmas cards. Her mother took them, glanced through them and said, ‘There’s a couple here for you, pet.’ She peered at them then held them out. ‘Do you want to take them with you or wait to open them until you get home?’

				Knowing very well that if she left them her mother would open them, Hazel pushed the cards into her bag. It didn’t really matter who they were from; it was the principle of the thing. Much as she loved her mother, she resented being treated like a child. It seemed that Joan was forever trying to make up for the years she had missed when she had sent Hazel to safety in the country at the outbreak of war.

				Hazel took the two envelopes from her bag and glanced at the postmarks. They had both been posted from the same place. The first one she opened had a picture of a steaming Christmas pudding topped by a sprig of bright holly. A brief handwritten message inside said: Hope to see you soon, Love, Rita.

				Hazel frowned. Although she had exchanged Christmas cards and the occasional letter with Rita Bevan, she had not seen her for two or three years now. What could it mean?

				The illustration on the next card showed the Holy Family with the shepherds and the wise men kneeling in the straw, a bright star shining in the sky above the stable. There was a letter inside. When she had read it, she understood Rita’s message.

				3rd December 1952

				My dear Hazel,

				I am pleased that we have managed to keep in touch over the years and I have enjoyed your interesting letters. The world is so different now, isn’t it? I have often wished that you would come back for a visit but I fully understand how busy your life must be. However this time the invitation is a special one.

				Withenmoor is to celebrate the coronation of our young queen next June, and many of us who were lucky enough to be host to children evacuated from the cities during the war have decided that it would be a marvellous idea to invite as many of you as possible to come and share the festivities.

				Of course we realise that many, if not most of you, will choose to celebrate within your own community, but if there is the slightest chance of your deciding to come here, you will be very welcome. You could come just for Coronation Day, although you would have to set out very early, or better still, you could come for a whole week and spend some time at Hillside House. I’m hoping that this will be giving you plenty of time to arrange things with your employer.

				In November we elected a Coronation Celebrations Committee. It is chaired by Mr Edwards. He is retired now, of course, but he is still active in village affairs. We have been collecting money by the usual means: bring and buy sales, jumble sales, cake stalls, and the schoolchildren have been making Christmas decorations to sell.

				Please consider this very carefully, Hazel. I don’t want to set the violins a-playing, but I am getting older and it would be wonderful for me to have you and Irene and Carol together again, even fleetingly, at Hillside House.

				Yours sincerely,

				Margaret Forsyth

				Hazel folded the letter carefully and put it inside a zipped pocket in her bag. She had left Withenmoor when the war in Europe had ended in May 1945. She had not lingered as others had for the Victory celebrations. Her mother had wanted her to come home as soon as possible, and at the time she had been happy to leave. Could she face going back now? She wasn’t sure. When she and thousands like her had left their homes all those years ago, the world had been a very different place.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter Two

				Sunday, 7th July 1940

				Hazel pulled the blackout curtain aside and the morning sun streamed into the room, dazzling her. She fell back onto the bed and closed her eyes. She had not slept. The last week or two had been unusually hot, and anxiety about the coming journey and about her mother had kept her awake. Today she was going to be sent to the country and would not be coming home until the war ended.

				Last night she had asked when that would be. Her mother had sighed and told her that no one knew the answer to that. Hazel had tried not to cry but a small sob had escaped her nonetheless.

				Her father looked up from the racing results and snarled, ‘For God’s sake, stop that snivelling! You should think yourself lucky that you’ll be out of reach of Hitler’s bombs. To my mind you should have gone last September when the first lot were sent away. You got instructions from school but your mother ignored them. She obviously didn’t care what happened to you.’

				‘That’s not fair, Bill,’ said Hazel’s mother. ‘There weren’t any air raids then, and most of those bairns came home again before Christmas. So did the teachers.’

				‘And now that Hitler has the run of France, they’ve got to go back again. What sense is there in that? Go on, tell me!’

				‘Nobody thought that would happen so soon, and it was natural for folk to want their children at home with them.’

				Joan Stafford did not usually challenge her husband’s word, and Hazel held her breath. Her father pushed his chair back from the kitchen table and rose to his feet. Her mother remained silent, but it was already too late. ‘You want an argument, do you?’ He took one step towards them, raising his hand and balling it into a fist, his shirtsleeves rolled up to reveal his brawny arms. Hazel rushed forward and put herself between them.

				‘Don’t hurt her!’ she cried. ‘It was my fault. I didn’t want to go.’

				His face purpled and her mother put her arms round Hazel protectively. ‘Bill . . . not in front of the bairn,’ she pleaded.

				Bill Stafford glared at his wife and daughter and they both flinched. But after an agonising silence he lowered his arm and laughed at them. ‘What a pair. I can’t be bothered with either of you. It’s not worth wasting my breath.’ He rolled down his sleeves, slotted his cufflinks in and reached for his jacket from the back of the chair. ‘I’m off to the Hare and Hounds,’ he said. ‘Mebbees I’ll get a bit of peace there.’ He took his cap from the hook on the door and put it on before turning to face them. ‘Don’t bother to wait up for me.’

				They remained silent until they heard the back door slam shut behind him and then her mother hugged her. ‘Never mind, pet. You’ll soon be off to the country. You’ll like it there.’

				‘But what about you? Can’t you come as well? Some mothers do.’

				‘That’s only if their children are babies or if they haven’t started school. The younger bairns need their mothers to look after them. But you’re a fine big girl of thirteen and you can manage without me.’

				‘I don’t want to manage without you.’

				‘You’ll have to, pet. There’s nothing I can do about it.’

				In her heart Hazel knew this was true but she went on regardless, ‘I don’t want to leave you alone with him. He’s . . . he’s cruel.’

				‘Hazel! You mustn’t talk like that about your father. He has his faults but he works hard and he brings home what he can. Times are hard. Oftentimes he has to walk miles to find a labouring job. It’s no wonder he sometimes loses his temper.’

				‘But don’t you see, if I’m going to be miles away, I’ll worry about you?’

				Her mother took hold of Hazel’s shoulders. ‘Look at me,’ she said. ‘You’ve no need to fret. He might raise his fist but it’s only to threaten. The blow never lands.’

				‘But that’s bullying!’

				‘Listen, pet, it won’t be for long. They’ve started taking the older men – those in their thirties. Sooner or later your father will be getting his call up-papers.’

				‘What does that mean?’

				‘He’ll be off to join the army.’

				‘Good!’

				Her mother sighed. ‘No, Hazel, it might make life easier for me, but it’s not good. No matter what kind of man he is, we shouldn’t be pleased that he’ll have to go and fight and maybe get killed.’

				They looked at each other in perplexed silence and then her mother made an effort to smile. ‘And just think,’ she said, ‘they’re taking women on at the rope works.’ Her smile widened. ‘The money’s good. Better than I get from my cleaning jobs. I’ll be able to look after myself while your father’s away and put a little bit by for after the war as well.’

				So last night’s conversation with her mother had ended where it had begun. It seemed to Hazel that everyone was talking about what it would be like when the war was over. But the trouble was no one knew exactly when that would be.

				‘Hazel! Time to get up!’ Her mother’s call interrupted her thoughts.

				Her father was still in bed. He had a late lie-in on a Sunday, usually because his head was still groggy from the amount of beer he had drunk the night before. Standing at the scullery sink Hazel filled the bowl with cold water, took off her nightdress and used a clean facecloth to wash herself all over. The note from school had said the children should be clean. Her mother had been indignant. ‘As if I’ve ever sent you out dirty!’ she said. ‘Although there are some who need telling, I suppose. Wouldn’t know what to do with it if they were introduced to a bar of soap.’

				Hazel had just finished wringing out the facecloth when her mother hurried into the scullery carrying a large towel. She was already dressed to go to work. On a Sunday morning she put in a couple of hours’ cleaning in the Hare and Hounds. She would joke to Hazel that she would be earning back some of the money Hazel’s dad had spent there the night before. This morning her naturally wavy hair was drawn back from her face and rolled up neatly on the nape of her neck. In Joan’s case this was as much for tidiness as for fashion. Her hair was the same chestnut brown as Hazel’s but there were already premature streaks of grey.

				She wrapped the towel round Hazel’s shoulders and would have dried her and helped her to get dressed if Hazel had not objected. ‘I’m not a baby,’ she said.

				‘I know. It’s just . . .’ Her mother’s voice trailed away.

				They looked at each other and smiled, but both were close to tears.

				‘Go on then,’ her mother said. ‘But mind you brush your hair.’

				When Hazel returned to the kitchen, her clean clothes were in a neat pile on the armchair and the kettle was boiling on the range. Her mother made a pot of tea and sat down with Hazel. As they breakfasted on tea and bread and dripping, they tried to keep a conversation going, but her mother kept glancing at the clock on the mantelshelf.

				‘I suppose it’s time for you to get along,’ she said when they had finished. ‘I’ll just make sure I’ve packed everything you need.’ She lifted a small suitcase from behind the armchair and put it on the table, then took a list from her apron pocket. ‘Here, you read it out and I’ll check that everything’s there.’

				When Joan was satisfied that all was present and correct, she went to the sideboard and took a small, pale blue folder from one of the drawers, then handed it to Hazel. On the front was a picture of a black Scottie dog with a tartan collar, standing on its hind legs as it tried to post a letter in a bright red post box.

				‘Go on, open it,’ her mother said.

				Inside the folder, a pad of writing paper was attached to one side and a pocket on the other side held a dozen envelopes.

				‘I’ve put a sheet of stamps in for letters home, but if you drop a line to Mavis, you’ll have to ask at the post office how much it will cost to Canada. I’ll send you more stamps when you need them. I hope you’ll write to me every week and tell me how you’re getting on.’

				‘I’ll write to you every day!’

				Her mother smiled. ‘Once a week would be sufficient. And when you write you can tell me if everything is okay.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				Her mother looked thoughtful.

				‘What is it?’ Hazel asked.

				‘The people you’ll be staying with – I’ve heard tales – they might read your letters before you post them. If they do, you might not be able to tell me the truth. So we’ll have to have some secret way for you to let me know the state of things.’

				‘What can we do?’

				‘I’ve thought about it. When you sign your letter, if you’re happy, put “Lots of love, Hazel”. If there’s a problem, just put “Love, Hazel”.’

				‘Mam, you’re brilliant! It will be like a secret code!’

				‘So don’t forget.’

				‘I won’t.’

				‘And now let’s put it in the case along with your ration book and identity card. And would you believe it? As well as tying a label to the case I have to tie one on you just as if you were a parcel.’ She looked perplexed for a moment then said, ‘I know, I’ll tie it through the top buttonhole of your coat.’

				They laughed at that, although her mother’s laughter sounded hollow. ‘Do you want me to walk up to the corner with you?’ she said.

				Hazel looked up into her mother’s kindly face and shook her head. She couldn’t trust herself to speak.

				‘Off you go, then. Wait, don’t forget your gas mask. There are some sandwiches in the string bag.’

				‘Should I say goodbye to Dad?’ Hazel asked although she didn’t really want to.

				Her mother shook her head. ‘He’d only complain if you woke him. It’s best to let him sleep on when he’s had a skinful.’

				Her mother came to the door with her. They looked at each other uncertainly then Joan took her daughter in her arms. Hazel felt grief rising in her throat as if it would choke her. Her mother loosened her hold and stood back a little. She stroked a stray wisp of hair back from Hazel’s brow.

				‘Remember, I’m only sending you away because I love you and I don’t want any harm to come to you,’ she said.

				‘I know, Mam, but I’ll miss you.’

				‘And I’ll miss you. I’ll be counting the days until you come back to me.’

				Hazel stepped out onto the pavement and the heat rose up to enfold her. The pavement was hot and dusty and tar was melting and forming little bubbles in the road. She blinked in the bright sunlight then set off for school.

				Joan Stafford shielded her eyes with one work-worn hand while she watched her only child walk away. She had been wrong not to let her go last September. It had been pure selfishness. Some days it was only the love she had for Hazel that helped her endure the wasteland her marriage had become. But on a sunny afternoon last week, just a few streets away, all those people had been killed and injured during an air raid.

				One detail in particular haunted Joan’s dreams. The cries of a terrified baby had caused the neighbours to dig frantically at the rubble, but by the time they found the broken cradle the child was dead.

				No matter how much it hurt her, she knew she had to send Hazel to a safer place.

				‘For heaven’s sake, girl, shut that window!’

				Irene looked round guiltily. Her mother was in the doorway holding a small suitcase. Edie Walker was still in her nightclothes. She wore a silky pale blue robe over matching pyjamas, and a pink and blue floral scarf was wrapped around her head like a turban to hide her curlers.

				‘But, Mam, I’m cooking in here,’ Irene said.

				‘I can’t help that. I’d rather put up with the heat than the smell from the glue factory. On a day like this, with not a breath of wind, let it into the house and you’ll never get it out again.’

				‘I’m sorry.’

				Her mother sighed and shook her head. ‘And I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have yelled like that. It’s just that I’m going to miss you.’

				‘And I’ll miss you.’

				‘Never mind, just look on the bright side. No doubt the air will smell much sweeter in the country and no one will object to you opening a window. But we can’t stand here blethering like this. Your case is packed and it’s time to get ready and have your breakfast.’

				Irene stood on tiptoe and pushed the top half of the window closed. ‘Is Dad home yet?’ she asked.

				‘He isn’t.’

				‘Will he get back before I have to go?’

				‘I don’t know. Night shifts, day shifts, they all seem to be running into one. He says the last few days and nights have been pandemonium. And it’s not likely to get better until all the bairns are away, more than four thousand, he says, and maybe not even then.’

				‘Why not?’

				‘Because of all the men that have been called up for the forces. They’re calling up the next lot now and they’re shunting them to camps all over the place, poor beggars. Most of them end up miles away from their families.’

				Irene’s eyes widened. ‘I never thought about that.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘Will Dad be called up?’

				‘There’s no need to worry about that,’ her mother said. She hugged her and Irene caught a waft of Californian Poppy, her mother’s favourite perfume. ‘They’re not taking men who work on the railways. They’re too important. Someone has to keep this country moving. So no, pet, your dad won’t have to go.’ Her smile faded.

				Irene was puzzled. ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked. ‘Aren’t you pleased about that?’

				‘I thank the Lord every day that he won’t be taken from me.’ Her mother pulled a silver lighter and a packet of her favourite cigarettes from her pocket. Irene thought the cigarettes must be posh: on the front of the packet a butler was pictured carrying the cigarettes on a silver tray. Her mother took her time lighting up, perhaps because her hands were shaking slightly. Her boldly attractive face was creased with worry.

				‘Mam, is something wrong?’ Irene asked.

				‘It’s Terry. He’ll be nineteen soon, and if this blessed war isn’t over by then, he’ll be called up along with his pals, unless we can think of something to keep him at home.’

				‘What kind of thing?’

				‘I dunno. Some kind of important job that will mean he doesn’t have to go away. Trouble is, since he left school he’s never kept a job for more than a few weeks – and some a lot less than that. We might have trouble finding someone to take him on.’ She sighed. ‘We’ll just have to hope your dad will be able to manage something. After all, he’s got friends in the right places.’

				Her mother took a long drag on her cigarette and then coughed slightly while she wafted the smoke away with one hand. She picked a flake of tobacco from the end of her tongue then smiled at Irene through the haze.

				‘Now you hurry up and get yourself washed,’ she said. ‘Get down to the scullery and back before Terry wants the sink. I’ll put your clean clothes on your bed. And mind you comb your hair and put a ribbon in. Get a move on, or you’ll miss the train and I’ll have to put up with you for the rest of the war.’

				Irene knew that her mother didn’t really want to get rid of her. Neither did her dad, but he’d told her he knew things that other people didn’t know, things that were happening right here in Newcastle, and he wanted her to be safely away. She had asked him what sort of things he meant and who had told him about them.

				‘Nobody told me. I use my own noddle. Working on the railways you find out about all sorts of things just by keeping your eyes and ears open. Things the enemy might be interested in. Places they might want to destroy. So just take my word for it, we wouldn’t send you away if we didn’t have to.’

				By the time she had dressed and brushed her hair, her brother was sitting at the kitchen table waiting for his breakfast. He was in his shirtsleeves, his hair smoothly Brylcreemed. Their mother, dressed now but still wearing the scarf around her head, was in the scullery frying bacon. The smell was tantalising.

				Terry grinned up at her. ‘Off on your hols, then? Some brats have all the luck.’

				His slightly lopsided smile was infectious. The girls were charmed by it. But not Irene. Especially not this morning. She scowled. ‘I’m not a brat, it’s not a holiday, and I don’t think I’m lucky.’

				Terry pretended to look thoughtful then he nodded. ‘You’re right. I’m the lucky one to be getting rid of you. Once you’ve gone there’ll be no one here to pinch my fags.’

				‘Be quiet!’ she hissed and nodded her head towards the open door that led into the scullery. She glowered at him and kept her voice low: ‘I don’t pinch your fags. Why would I when I don’t even smoke? I’m not old enough.’

				‘Yeah? Well, that doesn’t seem to stop you.’

				Terry laughed but Irene’s face flushed with fury. She clenched her fists and spat out, ‘You’re lying! I hate you!’

				Their mother appeared holding two plates of bacon and eggs. She looked from one to the other. Terry was grinning; Irene was on the verge of tears. ‘What have you said to upset her?’

				Irene held her breath and stared at her brother intently. He met her gaze and then shrugged. ‘Nothing much. You know how she flies off the handle if she thinks she’s being got at.’

				‘So what did you say?’

				He shrugged. ‘I said I wouldn’t miss her when she’s gone but I was only teasing her. I’m sorry.’

				‘So you should be. Fancy tormenting her like that on her last day at home!’

				Irene let her breath out slowly and relaxed. Her mother hadn’t heard what the fuss was about and it looked as though she wasn’t going to ask. She was used to the flare-ups between her two children and usually took Irene’s side. Annoyingly Terry didn’t seem to mind. It was all a joke to him. Like everything else. Even when he lost yet another job he was always sure that something else would turn up. And now she supposed she ought to be grateful to him. He knew very well that she often took the opportunity to pinch one of his cigarettes, but he’d never told on her and it looked as though he wasn’t going to give her away now.

				Their mother put their plates on the table. ‘Eat up,’ she said. ‘You’ll not get breakfasts like that much longer. I paid a princely sum for the bacon that a certain grocer was keeping under the counter, and the eggs an’ all. Shameful, isn’t it?’

				‘What do you mean, Mam?’ Terry asked. ‘Do you mean the price of the bacon and eggs is shameful, or the fact that you were prepared to pay for them on the black market?’ He grinned and, without waiting for an answer, reached for the HP sauce.

				‘Cheeky young devil!’ Edie replied laughingly. ‘If you say anything like that again I’ll put you on basic rations. See how you like that!’

				She made a pot of tea and joined them at the table.

				‘Aren’t you going to have any breakfast?’ Terry asked her.

				‘Not yet. I’ll wait until your dad gets home. You know he doesn’t like to eat alone. He likes me to join him and we can have a bit of a chat.’

				She lit up another cigarette and turned away slightly so that she wasn’t blowing smoke over the table. After a while she began to cough, and when the spasm ended she gulped down some tea. Even though she hadn’t finished the cigarette, she stubbed it out in the ashtray they’d brought home from a holiday in Blackpool. Irene had always wondered how the picture of the tower had been put inside the glass.

				Her mother shook her head. ‘These damned ciggies. It says on the packet that they’re good for your throat, but I’m beginning to have my doubts. Mind you never start smoking, Irene.’

				‘No, Mam, of course I won’t.’

				Terry almost choked on a mouthful of fried bread. Irene glared at him and breathed a sigh of relief at the sound of the back door opening. Their mother got up and when their father walked into the room she greeted him with a smile. Irene knew that women found her father handsome. Many had remarked how fine he looked in his porter’s uniform of jacket, trousers, waistcoat and peaked cap. There were a couple of smart suits in the wardrobe along with her mother’s fashionable dresses. When her parents were all dressed up to go out to the pictures or even to the pub, Irene thought they looked like film stars.

				Leonard Walker had his canvas bait bag slung over his shoulder along with his gas mask. A rolled up newspaper was stuffed into a pocket and he was carrying a smart little suitcase that Irene had not seen before. ‘Here you are,’ he said, handing the case to his wife.

				‘What’s this for?’ she asked.

				He put his newspaper on the table, and his bag, gas-mask box and cap on a vacant chair, and turned to his wife. ‘It’s for Irene. We can’t have her going away looking like a refugee with that battered old case of ours. I remember well what the last lot of bairns looked like. Elbows pushed out, buttons missing, and some didn’t even have cases. They had all their clothes stuffed in shopping bags or pillowcases. God knows what the folks they’re billeted with thought of them. If we want our Irene to be taken on by respectable people we’ll have to make sure that she looks a cut above the other kids.’

				Terry had taken the case from his mother and was examining it admiringly. ‘Nice case, Dad. It looks like real leather.’

				‘That’s because it is real leather.’

				‘Lost property, was it?’

				‘Been sitting there for months. No one’s ever going to claim it. It would just be auctioned off.’

				‘What about the contents?’

				‘Women’s stuff. Your mother can empty it, have a sort through.’

				Terry had the case on his knee and he was just about to slide the catches along and open it when their mother took it from him quickly and said, ‘Here, Terry, give it to me. I’ll change cases and bring the new one back.’

				‘Can I help?’ Irene asked. I’d like to see what’s in there.’

				Her mother was already halfway out of the door. ‘No, pet, we haven’t got time for all that. You stay here with your father.’

				Terry picked up the newspaper and started to read it. Their father sat at the table and took something out of his pocket. He held his hand out towards Irene, palm up. There were three florins sitting there.

				‘Here pet, this is for you.’

				Irene stared at the money. ‘Six shillings!’ she said. ‘That’s a fortune. What’s it for?’

				‘Emergencies.’

				‘What sort of emergencies?’

				‘I dunno. You might want to buy a bar of chocolate or some toffees at the village shop.’

				Irene frowned. ‘I don’t think that would be an emergency.’

				‘I was joking. Of course you can buy some sweeties but don’t spend it all at once. The real reason is that I want you to have some money of your own so that you don’t have to depend on whoever they put you with to give you pocket money.’ He leaned towards her and took hold of her shoulders. ‘And remember, if they don’t treat you right you must write and tell us about it.’

				Irene nodded solemnly. ‘I will.’

				Her father leaned back again and smiled. ‘Right, where’s your little Peggy purse?’

				‘It’s with my watch in the drawer in the sideboard.’

				‘Well, go and get them both. That’s right. Now, put your watch on and put the money in the purse.’ Irene did so and her father put it over her head so that the strap was on her left shoulder. ‘Keep it by you at all times. And don’t ever leave your watch lying around. There are some dishonest scallywags about these days.’

				Terry tried to smother a laugh. Irene turned to look at him. ‘What’s so funny?’

				Her brother folded the newspaper and put it back on the table. ‘Nothing much,’ he said. ‘Just the cartoon of Hitler and Mussolini in the paper.’

				‘Let me see it.’

				‘Nah, it’s not for kids. You wouldn’t understand it.’

				Irene was about to protest but just then her mother came back into the room carrying the new case. ‘I think that’s everything,’ she said. ‘Now put your coat on.’

				‘Oh, Mam, it’s too hot to wear a coat.’

				‘I know it is, but it’s too big to go in the case and it would just be a nuisance to carry it. You might put it down somewhere and lose it.’

				‘I wouldn’t lose it, I’m not that daft!’

				‘Irene, listen to your mother,’ her father said. ‘The train will be full and you’ve already got your case, your gas-mask and your sandwiches to look after. There’s no help for it, you’ll just have to wear your coat.’

				‘Well, I’m not going to button it up!’

				Her mother shook her head and smiled. ‘That’s all right, pet. As long as you let me tie your label on.’

				A minute or so later Irene was ready to leave. Terry stood up and shrugged on his jacket. ‘I’ll walk to school with her, Mam. You have your breakfast with Dad.’

				‘Are you sure?’ Her mother looked thoughtful and then smiled. ‘I think that’s best.’ She turned to Irene. ‘We’ll say goodbye here, pet. You wouldn’t want to see your mother crying in the street, would you?’

				Irene gave both her parents a hug and then she and her brother set off together. It seemed strange to be going to school on a Sunday. Terry carried her case and joked that he was only looking after her like this to please their mam and dad. Irene knew better. Although she and her brother didn’t always get on, it didn’t mean that they didn’t like each other. She knew that her parents spoiled her. The other girls at school often told her so. She thought maybe they were a little jealous. Terry wasn’t jealous of her, and she thought that was because he was spoilt, too.

				Mam and Dad didn’t seem to mind that he never kept a job for very long. When he did work he handed most of his wages over to their mother. And yet he always seemed to have plenty of spare cash to buy his cigarettes and go to the pictures with his pals if the fancy took him. If he thought the picture was okay for kids to see he would take Irene along and they would have fish and chips with extra batter on the way home.

				They had nearly reached school when Terry said, ‘Hang on a minute.’

				‘What is it?’

				‘Wait and see.’ He rested her case on a garden wall and slid the catches back, then, without lifting the lid, he kept the case steady with one hand and reached into his pocket with the other. ‘These are for you.’ He held up a packet of ten Woodbines, then slipped them into the case along with a book of matches.

				‘Thanks! What did you do that for?’

				‘For a treat and to stop you pinching fags from anyone else while you’re away from home.’ He closed the case and when he turned to look he found Irene was frowning. ‘What’s the matter, kid?’

				Irene was troubled. ‘Mam doesn’t want me to smoke because she says it gives her a cough.’

				‘Nah, I’ve been smoking since I was your age, and they’ve never harmed me. Now don’t smoke them all at once – and don’t let the teacher catch you.’ He grinned.

				‘I won’t.’

				‘Good kid. I’ll try and send you some more now and then, but you’ll have to write home and tell us your address. And I’ve been thinking about that. Dad said to write home if things aren’t right, but if that’s the case, be careful. Don’t let them see the letter, okay?’

				‘Yes. Okay.’

				‘Good kid. Now, I won’t come any further with you or the other kids will think you’re a softie. Here’s your case. Off you go.’

				Irene and Terry stared at each other for a moment and then she gave him a quick hug before turning and taking off without another word.

				Terry lingered and watched her walk away. He almost called her back because there was something else he had intended to tell her. He had wanted to warn her to keep a hold of
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