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About the Book

When Noel Bostock – aged ten, no family – is evacuated from London to escape the Blitz, he ends up living  in St Albans with Vera Sedge –  thirty-six and drowning in debts and dependents.  Always desperate for money, she’s unscrupulous about how she gets it. 

Noel is mourning his godmother, Mattie, a former suffragette. Brought up to share her disdain for authority and her eclectic approach to education, he has little in common with other children and even less with Vee, who hurtles impulsively from one self-made crisis to the next. The war’s thrown up new opportunities for making money but what Vee needs (and what she’s never had) is a cool head and the ability to make a plan.

On her own, she’s a disaster. With Noel, she’s a team. 

Together they cook up an idea. Crisscrossing the bombed suburbs of London, Vee starts to make a profit and Noel begins to regain his interest in life. 

But there are plenty of other people making money out of the war and some of them are dangerous. Noel may have been moved to safety, but he isn’t actually safe at all . . .


CROOKED HEART

Lissa Evans


To Kate Anthony and Gaby Chiappe


PROLOGUE

SHE WAS LOSING words. At first it was quite funny. ‘The box of things,’ Mattie would say, waving her mauve-veined hands vaguely around the kitchen.

‘The box of things for making flames. It’s a song, Noel!

‘The box of things for making flames

I can’t recall their bloody names.’

Or ‘that church’, she’d say, standing at the top of Hampstead Heath, gazing down at the scribble of blue and grey that was London. ‘The one with the dome – remind me of what it’s called.’

‘St Paul’s Cathedral.’

‘Of course it is. The architect has a bird’s name. Owl … Ostrich …’

‘Wren.’

‘Right again, young Noel, though I can’t help thinking “Sir Christopher Ostrich” has a tremendous ring to it …’

 

After a while, it stopped being funny. ‘Where’s my … my …’ His godmother would teeter around the drawing room, slippered feet not quite keeping up with her heavy body. ‘Where’s that damn thing, the blue thing, goes round my shoulders, the blue thing …’

Some words would resurface after a few days; others would sink for ever. Noel started writing labels: ‘SHAWL’, ‘WIRELESS’, ‘GAS MASK’, ‘CUTLERY DRAWER’.

‘Helpful little man,’ Mattie said, bending to kiss his forehead. ‘Be sure to take them down before Geoffrey comes to check on me,’ she added, suddenly shrewd again.

Uncle Geoffrey and Auntie Margery lived a mile away, in Kentish Town. Once a month, Uncle Geoffrey came for Sunday tea, and once a year he dropped by for Mattie’s birthday, always bringing a gift that had been made either by himself or by Auntie Margery.

‘There are times,’ said Mattie, examining yet another cross-stitched antimacassar, ‘when it’s very useful to have an open fire. What is the one thing that is more important than money, Noel?’

‘Taste.’

‘Which is something that Geoffrey and …’ she paused, ‘… bosoms …’

‘Margery.’

‘… will never have.’

At the monthly teas, Uncle Geoffrey smiled all the time and talked about his job in rate-collection, the marquetry picture frames he made in his spare time, and Auntie Margery’s delicate health, which prevented her from ever leaving the house. His teeth were regular and well-spaced, like battlements. Noel liked to imagine tiny soldiers popping up between them, firing arrows across the room or pouring molten lead down Uncle Geoffrey’s chin.

‘And what have you been up to, young Noel?’ his uncle would ask. ‘Keeping busy with hobbies? Model aircraft? Stamp collecting?’

‘Hobbies are for people who don’t read books,’ said Noel; it was one of Mattie’s sayings.

After tea, Uncle Geoffrey would ask whether there was anything he could do around the house, and Mattie always found something awkward or messy – shifting furniture, oiling a door. When the blackout regulations were published, Uncle Geoffrey was set to work sticking brown paper on the door-panes and checking every shutter for soundness.

‘After all,’ as Mattie said, ‘you are our war expert.’ He had enrolled as an air-raid warden the day after Mr Chamberlain came back from Munich. He had a hat, a whistle and an armband.

‘So all you need now is an air-raid!’ said Mattie.

She didn’t believe that there would be a war.

 
Mattie’s house was a spacious brick box, with a fancy ironwork verandah and a garden full of azaleas. ‘A Victorian gentleman’s residence,’ she said. ‘Or, more likely, the place where a Victorian gentleman secreted his mistress. Family in Mayfair, lady friend in Hampstead. It would have been considered frightfully out of town.’

The road ran along a little crease in the fabric of the Heath, coming to a dead end at a bolt of rabbit-cropped turf; from the rear windows of the house you could see only trees.

‘Who would know we were in London?’ said Mattie, nearly every day.

It was a hot, slow summer. In the early morning, when it was still cool, they walked the mile to Parliament Hill and back, leaving dark tracks through the wet grass, singing songs of protest to the skylarks:

As we come marching, marching,

We bring the greater days.

The rising of the women

Means the rising of the race.

No more the drudge and idler,

ten that toil while one reposes,

But a sharing of life’s glories:

Bread and Roses!

Bread and Roses!

Our lives shall not be sweated

From birth until life closes;

Hearts starve as well as bodies;

Give us bread, but give us roses!

On the final chorus repeats, Mattie would simultaneously hum and whistle. ‘A rare and underrated skill,’ she’d remark, ‘and one that, sadly, has never brought me the acclaim it deserves.’

During the afternoon heat, she slept in a deckchair and Noel lay on the lawn and read detective stories, noting down clues as he went along. Wood pigeons crooned in the trees.

‘Who’d know,’ sighed Mattie, ‘who’d know we were in … in …’

In the silence that followed, Noel rolled over and looked at her. Her square, sure face was suddenly unfamiliar; her expression one he’d never seen before. It was panic, he realized. Somewhere inside herself she was teetering on a ledge.

‘London,’ he said, ‘it’s London.’

‘Ah yes, London,’ she repeated, inching back.

 
The mechanical digger arrived one day when they were at the library. By the time they came home, the first lorry was already roaring back past their house, leaving a frill of sand along the verges behind it.

‘What are you doing?’ called Mattie to the driver, but he ignored her.

They followed the gritty trail to the end of the road, and there stood the great red digger. It had already scalped the grass from fifty yards of heath, and was taking savage bites out of the sandy slope. Another lorry was waiting for a load.

‘No!’ shouted Mattie.

Three neighbours arrived, sweating and gesticulating, and then a fourth, grim with knowledge.

‘It’s official,’ he said. ‘I’ve been talking to the council. It’s for sandbags, they say they’re going to need thousands if bombing starts. They’re grubbing up Hyde Park, too …’

Within the week, there were four diggers, not one, and a constant stream of lorries rattling up past the house and then grinding down again. The hole in the Heath grew daily, the cut edge a palette of yellows: ochre, mustard, butter, gold. When the wind blew, Mattie’s front garden was more beach than grass. Every floor in the house crunched underfoot. Mrs Harley, the char, said the extra work was too much for her, and left.

A man came to the door, offering filled sandbags at £5 for a hundred, or empty ones for 3d each. ‘And then you can do them yourself,’ he said. ‘Lucky for you, you’re right on the spot.’ Mattie closed the door in his face.

Their morning walk was changing. The detour they took to avoid the hole at the end of the road added another mile to the round trip; it was just too far for Noel, with his gammy leg, to manage comfortably, and meant he was always limping by the time they arrived home. There was a gun emplacement behind Parliament Hill now, and shelters being dug along the fields by the railway line. Mattie would stand and stare at the horizon, at the silver blimps motionless on invisible wires, and shake her head in disbelief. ‘Isn’t it strange,’ she said, ‘that there’s always enough money in the coffers for war?’

During his August teatime visit, Uncle Geoffrey talked about the international situation before patting Noel on the head. ‘And I wonder where this young shaver will be off to?’ he said, smiling as usual.

‘What d’you mean, “off to”?’ asked Mattie, very sharply.

The smile wavered. ‘You’ll have registered him, I suppose, for evacuation?’

‘No, why would I have done that?’

Geoffrey looked flustered. ‘I didn’t mean to annoy you, Mattie dear,’ he said, advancing a hand as if to pat one of Mattie’s, and then wisely withdrawing it again. ‘It’s just that the government …’ With an effort, he hoisted the smile back on to his face, where it hung a little crookedly, ‘… the government considers that the best place for children, in the event of a war, is away from the areas of likely bombardment.’

‘There is no war.’

‘Not yet, perhaps, but I think the likelihood is—’

‘And since when have I ever taken any notice of what the government says?’ asked Mattie.

There was no possible reply to this. She had been gaoled five times as a suffragette; she still had the scars of handcuffs on her wrists.

 
‘Do you want to be evacuated?’ Mattie asked Noel, afterwards.

‘No,’ he said.

‘I’m sure Roberta would have you to stay in … where is it that Roberta lives? Ipswich? I’m sure you’d be safe there.’

‘I don’t want to go anywhere,’ he said. He was a little bit worried by the thought of bombs. He was far, far more worried by the fact that Mattie seemed to have forgotten that her best friend Roberta was dead. The funeral had been eighteen months ago. Mattie had worn her old sash, and a white, green and purple rosette.

 
Poland was being invaded and the summer holidays were almost over. On the Saturday before the start of the Michaelmas term, Noel went to the library. He had read every Lord Peter Wimsey on the shelves, and every Albert Campion. The tall librarian with the moustache suggested he tried a thriller instead of a detective story. ‘You’ll find Eric Ambler very good,’ she said. Noel was brooding over the choice of titles when he received a blow between the shoulder blades.

‘Hello, Lugs,’ said Peter Wills, loudly.

Noel nodded at him, in a polite but dismissive way. Peter was in the form below him at St Cyprian’s Prep – only-just-nine to Noel’s nearly-ten – but Peter tended towards condescension because his father was in the army reserve. And because he had a father.

‘Ready for the off?’ asked Peter. ‘My mother bumped into Cleggo and he says we’ll be heading for Wales, worst luck. But it’s near the sea, he says.’

‘I’ve decided not to go,’ said Noel. ‘I’m staying in London.’

‘Crikey.’ Peter looked envious. ‘You’ll get to see all the fun then.’

 
‘You can imagine what a bitter blow it is to me—’ the Prime Minister was saying, as Mattie swatted the ‘off’ switch. ‘Bugger,’ she said. ‘Bugger and bugger. Bloody men. Everything has to be solved by firing guns at each other. Bang bang you’re … you’re …’ She paced around the dining room, pushing her hands through her hair so that it stood up in a wild crown. ‘How did it come to this?’ she demanded, looking at Noel.

Uncle Geoffrey, who never telephoned, rang to inform them that war had been declared, and to ask whether they needed help with the blackouts. ‘Thank you, but we can manage,’ said Mattie. It took them an hour, and the light was fading before they finished.

‘Don’t like a room without windows,’ said Mattie, who rarely closed the curtains in the evening. ‘Airless. Reminds me of those places. The ones with locks and so on.’

In the night, Noel woke suddenly. He lay in the stifling darkness, and listened to Mattie walking from room to room, flinging open the shutters.

 
The day after that, all the children disappeared, as if London had shrugged and the small people had fallen off the edge. Noel, running an errand, was stared at in the street. The baker asked why he hadn’t gone with the others. ‘I think you’ll find that evacuation is not compulsory,’ replied Noel, loftily. It was what Mattie had said to an interfering neighbour.

He took a walk up the hill to his school, and looked at the padlock and chain around the gates. ‘Closed until further notice’ read a sign. It hadn’t occurred to him that this would happen; he’d seen himself as the sole pupil, attending exclusive lessons. The council school on Fletcher Road was shut as well, the windows boarded up.

Noel sat on a wall for a while, before going home; Mattie hated the government but she was very keen on education.

For two weeks he left the house at eight, wearing his school uniform and carrying his satchel and gas mask. After calling at the library, he took the bus to the top of Hampstead Heath, and walked to the Climbing Tree. It was an oak that had been struck by lightning three years before, and lay full length across a clearing. It was usually infested with children, but now he had the great sprawled form to himself, and he sat in the crook of a branch and read all of Eric Ambler, and then all of Sherlock Holmes. Early in the third week, he looked up to see Mattie staring at him.

‘I was listening for woodpeckers,’ she said, ‘but instead I found a lesser-spotted truant.’

‘The school’s all locked up.’

‘Then we shall turn our house into a school.’

For three days, she gave him proper lessons (Great Women of History, the Causes of the French Revolution) and set him essays (‘Would You Rather Be Blind or Deaf?’, ‘What Is Freedom?’, ‘Should People Keep Pets?’, ‘“All Things Are Difficult Before They Are Easy”: Discuss Fuller’s Aphorism’), marking his work with red ink and rolling sentences: A splendid attempt. Your argument was presented with considerable éclat. On the fourth morning, there was a knock at the door. It was a short man in a boiler suit and a white helmet – the Chief Warden, he said, from the East Hampstead Branch of the ARP. There had been reports of breaches of blackout regulations.

‘Reports from whom?’ asked Mattie, booming out the last syllable, so that it sounded like a dinner gong.

‘Neighbours,’ said the warden. ‘Shutters open, shutters closed, lights on and off. They said it looked like signalling. Not that it was, I’m sure,’ he added, hastily, seeing Mattie’s expression, ‘but people are entitled to be a bit anxious at the moment, aren’t they, madam?’

‘Miss,’ corrected Mattie. ‘I am not a brothel-keeper.’

‘I have to warn you that the next step is a summons,’ said the warden.

‘D’you hear that?’ asked Mattie, turning to Noel. ‘This little man is threatening me with court.’

The warden flushed a dark red. ‘There’s no need for rudeness,’ he said. ‘I’m enforcing government rules. And while I’m here, I’d like to ask whether the following have been carried out. Taping of windows. Readiness of buckets containing sand and water. Insulation of a room to be used as refuge in the event of a gas attack.’

‘Are those, too, legally enforceable?’ asked Mattie.

The warden shook his head.

‘Then no,’ said Mattie. ‘Go away, little man, and interfere with someone else.’

‘You do realize,’ said the warden, his voice hardening, ‘that the courts take blackout infringement very seriously indeed. We’re not just talking about fines here; there could be a prison term.’

He left, crunching along the sandy path to the front gate. Mattie gave a little grunt and Noel looked up at her. Her face was puffy and skewed, as if the warden’s last sentence had been a blow with a boxing-glove. ‘Those places …’ she said, and gripped Noel’s hand. ‘Never,’ she said.

In the weeks that followed, Noel found himself thinking about Dr Long, who taught algebra and physics at St Cyprian’s, and who presented each new law or principle to the class as if he were lifting a jewel out of a casket. Dr Long expected interest and asked for wonder, unlike Mr Clegg, whose Geography lessons were like a series of punishments. Thirty strokes with the principal exports of the Malay Peninsula.

‘Imagine,’ Dr Long had said to Noel’s form last term, ‘imagine Archimedes’ lever. Imagine it stretching from star to star, one end nudging the base of our planet, the centre of it propped on a titanic fulcrum, and at the other end, standing on a cloud of galactic dust, a small man in a toga. He extends a hand, he places a finger on the end of the plank, he presses down … and our Earth goes bowling across the universe.’

One nudge and the world was changed. The warden’s visit had done it; it had flicked Mattie out of her orbit and now she was spinning off on a course of her own.

 
She drew up a list of neighbours who might have reported her to the warden. It started off with Mr Arnott, who lived in the next villa, but then she kept adding names until everyone was on it. ‘We shall no longer speak to them,’ she said to Noel. ‘In fact,’ she added, ‘I should prefer not to see them at all.’

Now, when they went out for their morning walk, Noel had to go to the front gate and check that the road was empty before Mattie would leave the house. Though they weren’t really ‘morning walks’ any more; Mattie wasn’t sleeping well, and woke late, so it was almost lunchtime before they were cresting Parliament Hill. The lessons were replaced by occasional questions: thirty-five multiplied by fifteen, the Roman invasion, the life-cycle of the honey bee. Once Mattie woke him at dawn, and asked him to name three British scientists. ‘Newton, Boyle, Darwin,’ he said, yawning, while a wren shouted in the ivy outside.

The days became untethered. Mealtimes slid around or disappeared altogether. Noel ate mainly biscuits for three days, and then found a cookery book. The recipes were wonderfully satisfying; it was like doing an equation, in which the correct answer was edible.

‘Very good indeed,’ said Mattie, of the blackberry pie that he made with fruit picked on the Heath, but she ate only a mouthful or two. For the whole of Noel’s life with her, she had been quite large – stout and solid, like a tree-stump, but now she was dwindling. Her stockings drooped. She had no time to eat, she said; there were too many things she needed to do.

One morning, he came downstairs to find that all the helpful labels he’d written had been crossed out. He was standing with ‘CUTLERY DRAWER’ in his hand when Mattie came into the kitchen.

‘Someone’s been breaking in and writing messages,’ she said. ‘I shall have to have a new lock installed on the … the object for opening.’

 
When Uncle Geoffrey rang the doorbell on the following Sunday, Mattie stayed seated, finger marking a place in her book. Noel stood up, and she shook her head at him.

The bell jangled twice more, and then they heard the gate creak.

‘There,’ said Mattie, looking pleased.

‘I just need the WC,’ said Noel, and ran upstairs. He peered out through the round spyhole window on the landing and saw Uncle Geoffrey still standing in the lane, looking unhappily back at the house. Noel ducked down, counted to a hundred and looked again. Geoffrey had gone.

‘Why didn’t we want him to come in?’ he asked Mattie, that evening.

‘Who?’

‘Uncle Geoffrey.’

‘They all know each other,’ she said. ‘Wardens. All authority is linked, Angus, that’s how the world is run. Independence is one’s only hope. You must promise me one thing.’

‘What?’

‘To never tell anybody anything.’

‘All right,’ he said. ‘You called me Angus,’ he added, after a moment.

‘I did not.’ She spoke with absolute certainty.

That was the first time he really felt afraid; soon, he began to carry the feeling around with him, a cold scarf wrapped around his neck, a stomach full of tadpoles.

 
The autumn was warm and dry. Noel raked and burned leaves while Mattie did other things. He wasn’t sure what. The two of them had started to revolve in different directions, moving into alignment only three or four times a day, at meals, or in the drawing room where Mattie would delve around in the desk, rearranging papers, while Noel sat in the window seat and read all of Edgar Wallace and then all of Dashiell Hammett. Sometimes he sat and watched the lorries lurching along the track.

They had no more visitors, apart from delivery boys, and the postman, and once a woman who was collecting for the North West London Branch of the Army Comforts Fund. Noel watched from the drawing-room window as she sprinted away up the lane, Mattie shouting after her. Uncle Geoffrey made no further appearances, and neither did the local warden. Noel would walk round the outside of the house every evening, making sure that no chinks of light were visible.

 
Winter seemed to start suddenly. He woke one morning, and saw his own breath. The scuttle in the kitchen was empty, and he went outside to the bunker and raised the heavy sliding door. A cascade of small coals tumbled out, and then a slither of paper. Letters, open and crumpled. A thick sheaf of forms, torn in half. He crouched and fingered them, and saw his own name under the smears of black. Gathering the whole lot up, he took them to the summerhouse.

It was in a corner of the garden: a fretwork chalet, built on a turntable so that it could revolve to chase the sun. At some point it had rusted and stuck, facing east, and then ivy had crept across the roof so that now it was just a green hillock, rarely used. The wood of the front rail was silky with age. Noel knelt on the cold boards of the porch, and spread out the papers:

A letter from Mr Clegg, the headmaster of St Cyprian’s, suggesting that Noel should join them in Llandeilo:

… unless, of course, you have made other arrangements for his education, in which case perhaps you would be kind enough to let our bursar know as soon as possible, and to settle your outstanding account accordingly. Places at St Cyprian’s are greatly sought after, especially in light of the current international situation, and I think you may find that your godson’s capricious approach to study, coupled with his reluctance to participate in team activities may not be catered for with the same degree of tolerance at other educational establishments …

National registration forms, dated 7th September:

There is a legal requirement for you to furnish such details as are requested on the following pages. Without this information, we will be unable to issue the ration book that you will need for basic food purchases, or the national identity card, which it will be necessary for you to present whenever requested by authority. Please use black ink. Erroneous or deliberately misleading information will result in prosecution.

Two letters from Uncle Geoffrey and Auntie Margery:

25th September 1939

Dear Mattie,

Geoffrey called on Sunday, as per usual, but perhaps you were out. On the other hand, perhaps you were feeling ‘under the weather’ and had rather not receive visitors. Geoffrey thought he saw Noel, but perhaps he was mistaken.

Should he call next Sunday instead?

Yours affectionately,

Geoffrey and Margery Overs

9th October 1939

Dear Mattie,

Just a little note. We tried to telephone you, but there must have been some fault on the line since you were unable to hear our voices.

Is all well with you and young Noel? Shall Geoffrey call on the usual Sunday this month? We imagine there may be some little jobs around your house needing attention, and it’s always Geoffrey’s pleasure to help out.

Yours affectionately,

Geoffrey and Margery Overs

Geoffrey and Margery always said ‘we’ for everything, as if fused together like Chang and Eng. He imagined their ears jointly pressed to the telephone. He had witnessed that call, he realized – Mattie listening silently for a few seconds before replacing the receiver.

His hands were black. He filled the scuttle and dragged it back to the kitchen and when the range was lit, he burned the papers one by one, keeping only the letter from the National Registration Office. He would write to the office, he decided, asking for another set of forms, and when those arrived he could fill them in himself.

He washed his hands, and made some porridge. Mattie was awake; he could hear her talking to herself. She’d been doing that, off and on, for days now – odd, chipped remarks, without obvious context, as if she were reading a newspaper article, and throwing out comments. ‘Never asked permission,’ he heard her say, from halfway down the stairs, ‘just went full speed ahead. It’s a bit thick, if you ask me.’ He heard her slippers slapping down another three steps, and then pausing. ‘I told you it damned well wasn’t,’ she said. The footsteps began again, but this time heading back up towards her bedroom.

Noel looked at the spoonful of porridge he was holding. It was wobbling, and he realized that his hand was shaking. He put the spoon down and knitted his fingers together. It must be awfully cold, he thought, to make him shiver like that.

He found a pair of mittens and a scarf in the boot-room, and then, because it seemed silly to dress so warmly and stay in, he went out. He had an urge to go somewhere quite far away, and he hopped on the 136, going down Pond Street, and stayed on it until it rounded the corner at the North Side of Regent’s Park. As soon as he got off, he could hear the gibbons hooting.

It was at least six months since he’d last been to the zoo, and it was a shrunken, toothless version of its old self. The pandas and elephants had been moved outside London, the aquariums closed, the reptile house emptied of poisonous snakes. He asked a keeper what had happened to them, and the man – the sort who thought himself funny – took out a handkerchief, placed it over his own nose and mouth, and feigned death throes. ‘Had to do it,’ said the man. ‘Once Hitler starts, it’ll only take the one bomb and Camden High Street’ll be crawling with rattlers.’

The remaining insects in the insect house were mostly ants and beetles. Noel stood in front of the glass box that had once held black widow spiders. ‘My tutor at Somerville looked just like that,’ Mattie had remarked, when they’d been here in early spring. ‘Spindly little arms and legs, and a great round body. Devoured her husband directly after the wedding, apparently.’

He went to the café and ate a teacake, and then spent a quarter of an hour tailing a group of Canadian airmen, marvelling at how many times they swore and then calculating an average per minute (twenty-three).

‘Hey, kid,’ said one of them, eventually, ‘fuck off or we’ll throw you in with the fucking chimps. You’ve got the ears for it.’

There was no bus coming. He started to walk back across Primrose Hill, and rapidly wished that he hadn’t. At the zoo, the only children had been toddlers with nursemaids, but out here there were packs of boys, dangling from trees, playing football, jeering at the ladies digging allotments on the south slope. One group was engaged in a spitting competition, with a woman’s bottom as the target. As Noel passed by, one of the spitters detached himself, and swung into step beside him.

‘Hello,’ said the boy. He had a scab on his lip; the greeting was not a friendly one. ‘Where are you going?’ asked the boy.

‘Home,’ said Noel.

‘Where’s that, then?’

‘Relatively nearby,’ said Noel. If he walked any faster, he would begin to limp. He kept his pace steady.

‘Why aren’t you evacuated?’ asked the boy.

‘Why aren’t you?’ asked Noel, bravely.

‘Went. Came back,’ said the boy, laconically. ‘Stinks in the country. No flicks, no chippie and they shit in a hole in the ground. Give us a bob or I’ll kill you.’

‘No,’ said Noel.

‘Tanner.’

‘No. I don’t have any money.’

‘Liar.’ Almost casually, the boy extended a foot and tripped him up. ‘Two bob, now, for lying,’ he said.

Noel dug around in his pocket and found three sixpences. ‘There,’ he said, throwing them over his shoulder, and then trying to scramble up quickly. The boy stamped a plimsoll on Noel’s hand, and strolled over to pick up the money. He examined the coins carefully. ‘Go on, then,’ he said, glancing back, ‘get off home to Mummy.’

There were still three halfpennies left in the other pocket – enough for the bus – but Noel somehow found himself in the Woolworth’s at Camden Town, buying a bag of cinder toffee and a skein of liquorice laces. He ate a whole lace and two lumps of toffee at the same time, and felt his mouth fill up with sweet glue.

On the way home, he happened to pass along Mafeking Road where Uncle Geoffrey and Auntie Margery lived in the basement flat of number 23. He had only been there a couple of times. ‘A rabbit hutch,’ Mattie had commented, after one of the visits, ‘and far too tidy. One should have large, light rooms with comfortable clutter. Remember that, Noel.’ He peered down through the railings at the whitened step, and the china rabbit beside the front door.

They weren’t really his aunt and uncle; Geoffrey was Mattie’s nearest relative, a first cousin once removed, and no relation at all to Noel. ‘A recent literary analogy,’ Mattie had remarked, not all that long ago, ‘compared one’s family to an octopus – a dear octopus, from whose tentacles we never quite escape, but I’d say Geoffrey and Margery are more like a couple of barnacles, welded to the hull of the ancestral vessel. Whereas you, Noel, are my cabin boy, and shall some day replace me as captain.’ He’d loved that image: Mattie and Noel, on a little wooden ship like the Santa Maria – a carved nutshell, intricate and rounded, scudding across the ocean with pennants fluttering. Though with such a small crew, you’d have to hope for fine weather.

He loitered by the railings until the sweets were finished, tipping his head back and eating the liquorice laces as if they were spaghetti. Then he crumpled the bag and threw it down into the area, so that it no longer looked quite so neat. It took him an hour to walk the rest of the way.

The house was frozen, the road outside filled with growling lorries. Mattie’s bedroom door was closed, but when he pressed his ear against it, he thought he could hear snoring.

He went downstairs again and knelt to open the range, and the low sun poured in through the kitchen window. Suddenly every item was doused in orange light and it was as if he were seeing the room for the first time in weeks: the crusted dishes filling the sink and draining board, the hillocks of bric-a-brac on the table, chairs, dresser, sideboard and windowsill, the drifts of shoes and books, unwashed stockings, apple cores, hair grips, used matches and crumpled newspapers on a floor that was as sandy as Broadstairs beach. And through the open door, the slovenly tide flowing on into the drawing room, with a place for nothing and nothing in its place, a clutter no longer comfortable but choking.

‘My idea,’ said Mattie’s voice, coming down the stairs. She was still in her striped dressing gown, but was wearing galoshes and holding a torch. ‘And it was in the cupboard in the room there,’ she said. ‘They’d hidden it, of course. The bread is quite dreadful, they must be adding that particular dust, wood dust you know, I said to the boy, that was what happened in the Great War although I don’t think he believed me. How was your day?’

‘Oh,’ said Noel, realizing belatedly that she’d lobbed him a question. ‘I went to the zoo.’

‘Splendid. Toast, I think.’

She cut a couple of slices from the loaf that had been delivered that afternoon, and then seemed to lose interest, leaving it unbuttered on the bread board. ‘Can’t see a bloody thing,’ she said. ‘O radiant dark, O darkly fostered ray.’

‘I’d better do the blackouts,’ said Noel.

When he came back downstairs, she’d gone. The front door was wide open, moving slightly in the wind.

He went outside and looked up and down the road. The light had dropped from the sky, leaving only a grey band along the western edge. A single lorry, the last of the day, was heading downhill towards Hampstead, its shaded lights smudging the ground as it bucked between the ruts. Noel waited till the sound had dwindled into the twilight, and then he called Mattie’s name. There was no reply. Fear began to slide across his skin like a thin film of ice.

He walked along the road a hundred yards or so and then tripped on a bluish shadow, a ridge masquerading as a hole, and grazed his knee. He hobbled back to the house and spent fifteen minutes trying to find another torch, raking through drawers full of rubbish and dead moths, before snatching up the old garden lantern and a stub of candle. It was probably illegal, but he lit it anyway. By the time he left the house again, darkness had fallen.

Apart from the circle of candlelight, he could see nothing at all. London might as well have disappeared. He walked cautiously, swinging the lantern, half-hoping that someone would notice and come rushing out to tell him off, but there was no noise apart from his own footsteps. Once he saw a fox, poised in the long grass; on the next swing of the light, it was gone.

Where the track met the tarmacadamed road down to Hampstead, he stopped. A motor car, barely visible, swished past. The lantern light began to flicker; it wouldn’t be long before it went out altogether. He had no idea what to do. Should he ring the police? But Mattie hated the police, she would never forgive him. Should he knock on a neighbour’s door? But then whoever it was would come round to the house, and see what it looked like and that would be the end of him and Mattie; he knew that people weren’t supposed to live the way that they were living now; there would be letters written and decisions made.

He turned back. Perhaps he could just tidy downstairs, in the places that a visitor might see. Though in any case, even if he summoned help, how could anyone search for Mattie when you weren’t allowed to use a torch unless it was covered with two layers of tissue paper and pointed only at your own feet? Perhaps a dog could find her; a bloodhound. Except he wasn’t sure if any dogs were left in London. He hadn’t seen any for weeks; the Heath was full of rabbits now, the swathes of coarse grass cropped like a bowling green. And where had Mattie gone?

His body felt loose, unstrung, as if terror were cutting the cords that held it all together. He had never spent an evening without her, not since he was four. He could remember arriving at the house for the first time. ‘Would you believe that I don’t have a single toy?’ she’d asked, and had given him a fossil of an ammonite to play with. It had looked like a large grey pebble, the size of a hot-cross bun, and then he had lifted the top half like a lid and seen the ridged and shining curl from ages past, a hundred million years ago.

The candle lasted until he reached the front gate, and then he walked to the door with arms outstretched, like a child playing blind man’s bluff. He had hoped that Mattie might be back, but she wasn’t.

Her beaver-fur coat was hanging over the banister, and he put it on and sat halfway up the stairs, under the landing window. He could see the front door from there, and hear any noise from the back. After a while, he went and fetched the ammonite from his bedroom. At first it was like ice in his hands, but he tucked it under the fur and by the time he awoke it was quite warm.

His neck felt stiff, and pale yellow light was leaking around the shutters. He walked downstairs like an old man. Mattie wasn’t home yet, and he opened the front door and went to look for her.


PART ONE


1

HITLER WAS THUMBING his nose from just across the Channel, and London had decided to move the children out again, all the ones who had come back and all the ones who had never gone. This time Noel was going with them; once again, he hadn’t been consulted. Margery had packed his suitcase and Geoffrey had walked him round to Rhyll Street Junior School, like a prisoner under escort. Not that he’d had any thought of escape: being sent away with a classful of children he hated was still an improvement on life in 23B Mafeking Road.

When the whistle blew at St Pancras, he watched the guard slide backwards. The train moved from under the blacked-out roof and sunshine slapped him in the face. He wrote: I am sitting next to Harvey Madeley. His backside is so enormous that he is wearing his father’s trousers cut down into shorts.

‘Here we all are,’ said Mr Waring, entering the compartment. ‘The Rhyll Street Fifth Column. And young Noel with his pencil and paper. A child amang ye taking notes.’

‘Where are we going, sir?’ asked someone.

‘All very hush-hush,’ said Mr Waring. ‘I have not been party to the plans.’

‘Is it Wales?’

‘Let us hope not.’

‘They don’t speak English in Wales,’ said one of the Ferris twins.

The only discernible difference between the Ferris twins, wrote Noel, is that one of them is even more cretinous than the other.

‘They eat squirrels in Wales,’ said the other Ferris twin.

‘I won’t go anywhere with cows again,’ said Alice Beddows. ‘In Dorset I could see a cow out of every window. And I could smell a cow out of every window.’

‘Corned beef,’ said Roy Pursey, peering into the brown paper bag that the WVS woman had given him.

‘Don’t open those bags yet,’ ordered Mr Waring. Everyone but Noel immediately opened their bags.

‘The items those contain are for your foster mothers, not for consuming on the journey,’ said Mr Waring, but Roy Pursey had already started to turn the key on the tin of corned beef. Noel watched as a thin pink wound began to gape around the top of the tin.

‘Biscuits!’ shouted Harvey Madeley.

‘When we find ourselves at midnight, progressing at a walking pace up the north-west coast of Scotland,’ said Mr Waring, ‘you may come to regret your current greed.’ He leaned back in his seat and opened a book.

Outside, London moved past very slowly. Most of the view was of backyards and washing lines, though if Noel squashed his cheek against the window, he could see enough of the sky to spot the odd barrage balloon.

‘I need to go to the WC,’ said Shirley Green.

‘In Dorset,’ said one of the Ferris twins, ‘they only had an outside lav. That’s why we came home. We wrote to our mum and she came and got us. She said if we’d stayed we’d have got typhoid. Mr Waring?’

‘Hmm?’

‘We’re only allowed to go somewhere with an inside lav. Our mum said that we—’

‘There wasn’t even electricity where I was,’ said Roy Pursey, interrupting. ‘They used flipping candles.’

‘Detention,’ said Mr Waring.

‘We’re not at school, sir.’

‘Nevertheless, my first act when we resume lessons will be to place you in detention for use of bad language.’

The train passed over a bridge and Noel glimpsed a lorryload of soldiers on the road beneath. If Hitler invaded, as he probably would, then the next time he came to London, the streets might be full of Nazis. Everyone would have to learn German. Uncle Geoffrey, as a member of the Conservative Party, would be lined up against a wall and shot.

‘What are you smirking about?’ asked Roy Pursey.

‘Nothing,’ said Noel.

‘What’s in the notebook?’

‘Nothing,’ said Noel, again. Roy snatched it and squinted at the rows of symbols.

‘It’s gobbledegook,’ he said.

Noel took it back, quietly satisfied. It was a very simple code called ‘Pigpen’ and he had just written Roy Pursey is the most ignorant and unpleasant boy in Rhyll Street Junior School.

The train gathered speed through the suburbs. Noel wrote down a list of other people who ought to be lined up against a wall and shot. The next time that he glanced out of the window, he saw a field, with a goat.

‘It’s a cow!’ shouted a Ferris twin.

‘And there’s a horse getting on top of another horse,’ said Shirley Green. ‘Right on top of it. Why’s it doing that, Mr Waring?’

‘If a train travels at an average speed of forty-five miles per hour for three and a half hours,’ said Mr Waring, ‘and then an average speed of twenty-two miles an hour for five and a quarter hours, what distance would it have covered?’

Noel wrote two hundred and seventy-three miles in his notebook and then stared out at the mild, flat countryside. The train was beginning to slow again.

‘Are we there yet?’ asked one of the Ferris twins.

‘We’ve only just left London, Doreen,’ said Mr Waring.

The train slowed still further. Red-brick villas appeared outside the window.

‘It’s a town,’ said Roy Pursey. There was a spire visible above the rooftops.

‘City,’ corrected Mr Waring. ‘It’s St Albans.’

‘You’re not supposed to tell anyone, sir,’ said Roy Pursey. ‘A spy might be listening.’

‘And which of your comrades do you suspect of being in the pay of the Third Reich?’

‘It’s not me,’ said Harvey Madeley.

‘A classic double-bluff,’ said Mr Waring. ‘Harvey’s your spy.’

Roy shook his head and looked pointedly at Noel. ‘No, sir. It would be someone who started coming to our school out of nowhere six months ago, and who never speaks and when he does it’s posh and who writes everything down.’

‘We’re stopping at a station,’ said
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