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You can never
tell a soul about your most special memories. For they are as
fragile as the early morning light. And if you reveal them, if you
say them out loud, you will lose something you might never get
back. That was why Daniel never spoke about his mother. He kept his
memories of her locked away in a place no one else could know. And
sometimes, when he felt most alone, he would allow himself to go to
that place for a few moments, to float in that diaphanous
light.

Recently he
had found it harder and harder to return, to retreat into that
light-riven place of his past. His present, the world of London
1940, was a world of darkness. As night rolled in from the far
horizon, it brought with it darker shapes still; from within the
cloying blackness, you could glimpse the shadows of the planes
buzzing ever closer, leaving thick charcoal streaks trailing in
their wake.

And then that
awful sound – the wail of the air raid siren, demented and forlorn,
rising and falling across the nighttime air. And the muffled rumble
as, from somewhere far away, bombs met their targets. Only, some
nights, the shriek of the planes seemed to split the sky above, and
the sound of the bombs caused the whole house to shake.

Daniel was in
his room, lying on the floor, staring at the ceiling.

‘Daniel, down
to the Andy!’ his father commanded.

It was already
blackout; all light had been extinguished outside, and he gazed
through his window into the murky and impenetrable gloom. He had to
get up, but at the same time a weariness had settled upon him; as
the lugubrious shadows floated and elongated across the walls of
the room, he felt as though he could stay in this place forever,
until the moment when something arrived from the sky tearing away
the roof, and the room, and the shadows and his feelings in an
instantaneous, all powerful flash of bright. Light everywhere.

And then he
was back again, not here but somewhere else, not now but before; he
was smaller and he was with his mother. It was daytime and they
were walking in Covent Garden. It was before the war, and the
streets were steeped in sunlight; it fell everywhere in sleek
gossamer threads. Men on the market stalls were declaiming with
bawdy gusto the wonderful nature of their wares, while elsewhere
harlequins pranced and danced, the painted white of their faces
punctuated by a single black teardrop, making it seem as though
they had stepped out of a fairy tale.

He was happy
because they were there to see a performance of The Pied Piper
of Hamelin. He sat in the theatre eating ice cream. He scowled
at the villainous duplicity of the villagers and gasped as the
piper played his haunting, fateful melody, leading the entranced
children away from the town and into the cavernous black of the
mountain. It was then that Daniel had got scared, squirming in the
chair, unable to repress a fearful whisper – ‘no, don’t…please
don’t…don’t go into the dark!’

But he’d felt
her hand on his, and though he could not see her, Daniel knew she
was smiling, for he knew her so well, knew her smile off by heart –
the slightly crooked one where she raised the one eyebrow, both
loving and amused. And despite what was happening onstage, he was
suddenly awash with an overwhelming sense of warmth and security,
as though within the dark theirs was a self-contained forever.

Operation Pied
Piper. That’s what they’d called it. The plan to evacuate the kids
at the start of the war. Daniel had remained at home. His mother
had been ill with the diphtheria then. And she’d found words when
he could find none. Gripped his hand and told him things were going
to be alright. But Daniel knew that nothing was going to be
alright. Forever was coming to an end.

‘She is with
the angels now,’ his father had said, in little more than a
whisper.

He told Daniel
that he was a responsible young man and, though life had not been
easy of late, he must behave as such. He spoke with a voice that
wasn’t really there. And when Daniel heard the words, something
shifted inside, and the ghost of the child he once was cried out:
in pain, in rage, in disbelief. But his face remained
expressionless – entirely impassive as he stood gazing up at the
tall, besuited figure of his father. That was almost a year ago
now.

The door
opened.

‘Get up
Daniel,’ his father barked. ‘You need to be in the shelter
NOW!’

His father
stood hovering by the doorway, his agitation visible only for the
fact that he had raised his voice and blinked several times in
quick succession. Daniel didn’t utter a word. He rolled over and
stood up. He walked past his father. Their eyes met for the
briefest of instances. In the distance, the sound of the air raid
siren reached its wailing crescendo.

From the
window at the top of the landing, Daniel saw the dark outline of
huge nighttime clouds illuminated briefly by intermittent flashes
of light. Like in a thunderstorm. Only he knew it was not
lightning.

Two mute
figures, father and son, made their way out of the house, into the
back garden and along a small muddy incline which had been papered
over with a lacquering of grit and sand. They made their way
carefully down the makeshift embankment, and Daniel twisted open
the handle of the Anderson shelter, pulling back the corrugated
iron, and slipping inside.

It had rained
heavily the day before and Daniel, who was still in socks, felt his
feet slop onto the waterlogged floor, and sighed inwardly as he
recalled the radio propaganda – ‘The Andy is Your Home from
Home’ or ‘The Andy is a Friend against the Fiends!’ Some
friend, Daniel thought, as he clambered up the shaky ladder of the
bunk, his sodden socks dripping and oozing wet.

His father
occupied the bed below. There was no internal lighting of course,
though Daniel heard the strike of the match as his father lit a
candle which flared for a second. The details of the room – the
metallic arcs which split the structure of the underground shelter
into slim silver segments – were revealed momentarily before the
brightness retreated, and the light became little more than a tiny
flame casting great shadows from within itself.

Daniel lay
back on his bunk, fully dressed, though he had slipped off his
soggy socks, leaving them to one side – for he would need to wear
them tomorrow. It was hard to fall asleep here, because of the
bombs and the sirens and the damp and the cold, but when you
finally did fall asleep, the morning awaited, and you would have to
slip into those dirty, dank socks once more. The bottom of Daniel’s
feet had grown a layer of scale, a flaky white thin film which hung
from his soles like cobwebs. When it inevitably dried out, he would
peel it away, taking a certain morbid satisfaction in the act, a
satisfaction which stemmed from his own wretchedness.

‘Ahem.’

From below his
father cleared his throat, always a prelude to speech.

‘Ahem. It’s
been arranged for you to spend some time with a host family in the
West Country. North of Dorset. Far from London. Far from the big
harbours too. A safe place. It’s for the best.’

Daniel
couldn’t avoid the tears that burned in his eyes. ‘The best for
you, you mean,’ he thought petulantly. But he said nothing. He
blinked away his tears in the shadows. He wouldn’t cry. It wasn’t
as if he even liked living with his father. A silence had fallen
between them in the house, a shadowy silence punctuated only by the
sounds of bombs and air raid sirens but it hadn’t always been that
way; the house hadn’t always been that way. The memories that lived
in its rooms, they belonged to Daniel. He clenched his fists until
his nails chaffed against the soft skin, leaving purple reddish
welts which would be visible the following day.

Always easier
to feel anger rather than sadness. He lay in bed hearing his father
breathe through his nose, creating a slight whistling sound that
seemed more hateful and more repellent than anything he had ever
known; Daniel lay in bed, his muscles wracked with tension, his
whole body livid with twisted emotion – at the injustice, the sheer
injustice of it. He’d had no say in anything; he hadn’t chosen the
war, and he hadn’t chosen to be sent on his way. He hadn’t chosen
never to see his mother again.

‘I’ll be
taking you to the station on Friday afternoon,’ his father said.
And then in a voice which sounded older and thinner.

‘Daniel. Are
you there?’

‘Yes.’
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They were
stood on the platform at Kings Cross. It was mid-afternoon and the
sunlight streamed in through the rafters while everywhere people
were hustling onto carriages and dragging suitcases in their wake.
Daniel stood with a bag filled with some extra clothes. The train
hissed and steamed, billowing fingers of acrid smoke across the
platform. He clutched the bag and gazed at the ground. His father
stood before him, and Daniel could feel his gaze. His father
cleared his throat – ‘ahem’.

‘This is us
Daniel,’ he said. ‘Remember your letter. The Jenkins family will
meet you so…ahem…so you will need to show your letter, so they can
identify you…ahem…but you will know them because they will be
holding a sign with your name on it. And from there, they will take
you to the…’

Daniel
interrupted. But he did not look at his father when he spoke. His
voice was no more than a whisper.

‘I wish it had
been you.’

The steam
sneaked and furled in the space between them.

‘I wish it had
been you. Instead of her.’

His father
shifted from one foot to another. He blinked at Daniel and then
looked away; for a moment he seemed befuddled, as though he didn’t
quite know where he was. The hoot of the train sounded, vibrating
the air around them.

‘Ahem. You had
better get going Daniel. You don’t want to miss your train’ – his
voice thinner now, his eyes somewhere else.

Daniel turned
away from his father and got onto the train. He didn’t look
back.

The carriage
was filled by excitable and uncertain children. The mechanical din
of the trains was replaced by human noise; the sound of shrill
laughter, a staccato-like chatter and the occasional wail of a
child no longer able to bottle their fear and uncertainty, crying
out for ‘mummy’ – for familiarity and home. One boy was bawling
with abandon; seven or eight years old, he’d been hemmed in by a
group of older lads, and they had teased him mercilessly until he
broke.

Unleashing a
torrent of forlorn, unadulterated wails, his was an oblivion of
misery insensible to all else – to the other boys and the rest of
the passengers, the train. The sobs came thick and wet, and with
abandon; they seemed to roll across the air, breaching unexpecting
ears with their violence, with a force which was surprising because
its inspiration was so slight and pale, and Daniel felt a surge of
hatred; not for the older boys with their ratty, malicious
expressions, but for the younger one, for his weakness. For his
tear-sodden lack of control as he sat there spilling his eyes
out.

The train
hooted once more, a sound which seemed to elongate, to infiltrate
the confines of your head, and now the floor beneath them started
to move as the train hissed and rolled forward. Daniel was pressed
against a door, on the other side of the carriage, away from the
platform – and while the passengers chattered and cried and shouted
and laughed, and while the train hissed and groaned, Daniel pressed
his nose against the window of the door and gazed out into the
black. There was no adjacent platform but he could vaguely make out
the lines of a parallel track and behind, the hollows and clefts of
a wall.

The sounds
grew indistinct as Daniel gazed into that darkness, and for a
moment the darkness seemed to settle, swallowing all detail. It
came stealing into him. Daniel’s eyelids felt heavy and began to
droop as he gazed deeper into the black. Suddenly they snapped open
and his head jerked back. It couldn’t be! From within the darkness,
Daniel thought he had seen a face. He blinked and looked again. The
pale white face of a small boy was clearly visible, shimmering in
the black.

Daniel
couldn’t quite believe his eyes, but the face was most definitely
there – staring right back at him from across the shadows. The boy
was stood in the gloom, regarding him. Daniel gawped, his mouth
slack and loose. The other face broke into a grin. The boy’s eyes
were screwed up and his lips parted, revealing two very large buck
teeth – their whiteness gleaming. Just like that, he vanished!

The sound of
the train and the noise of the passengers came flooding back. The
train was pulling forward now, steaming and chugging, building its
rickety momentum. Daniel stared into the darkness at the point
where the vision had appeared, and he thought he could discern the
shape of an arc, an opening, in phantom outline within the gloom.
His hands gripped the handle of the carriage, almost involuntarily,
and he twisted hard, pushing the door wide open. From behind him he
registered a gasp as he jumped from the moving train. His feet hit
the ground and at once swivelled and twisted; the train had been
moving more quickly than he realised.

He teetered,
trying to balance, but the momentum was too great and he toppled
over, reaching out his arms as he went; his hands contacting with
the dirty charcoal of the track, skin scraping – he gasped under
the force of the impact. He remained there, on his hands and knees,
his ragged palms and brutalised wrists throbbing dully, when
suddenly his whole figure was flooded in a bluey-white light. His
heart pounding, he had the vague comprehension that the conductor
must have been aware of his impromptu departure, and was now
shining a torch through the darkness in order to expose the rat
that had chosen to jump ship.

But the light
sharpened and intensified, and with it came a deafening thunder. He
turned his head and saw the train bearing down on him. He jerked
forward, pushing up, staggering across the track, launching himself
toward the arc where he’d glimpsed the ghostly image of the other
boy. As Daniel disappeared into the opening, he heard the train
from behind steaming into the platform, the heat and smoke from its
arrival scorching his back. A cloud of steam billowed across him,
its acrid fumes burning his throat and the insides of his nose.
Gasping and spluttering, Daniel raised the sleeve of his jacket to
his mouth, staggering forward into the gloom. The passageway was
dark and murky, and every now and again the uneven vaulting
hampered his progress and he would have to duck his head, squeezing
underneath a low hanging beam.

To his relief,
the oppressive narrow of the passage soon gave way to wide open
space. Daniel stumbled forward, out onto a ledge, clutching at a
rickety fencing in order to stop himself going over the edge –
whereupon he was granted a vertiginous glimpse of a drop into
nothing before he managed to steady himself, his adrenaline
coursing and his breaths arriving in sharp stabbing rasps. Daniel
was stood in an empty chamber with a dome shaped roof which had
long since fallen into disrepair; strips were peeling away and
there were large open fissures through which the sunlight
poured.

His sudden
entrance had disturbed the birds roosting in the beams and they
rose like a cloud, flapping and squawking into the open light.
Stillness fell once more. Daniel noticed a faded image on the worn
material of the roof; through the bird shit and the grey,
lacklustre light he could just make out two painted figures
stretching toward one another across the panorama of the ceiling,
each seeking out the other, their hands almost touching. Daniel was
suddenly filled with the most tender sadness.

From down
below there was a sound, a clattering, and as Daniel looked over
the edge into the depths underneath, several plump birds swept
upwards, flapping around him, making him reel from the commotion.
They followed the others, disappearing through the holes in the top
of the ruined ceiling, but Daniel was peering into the gloom below.
Something was down there. The chamber was cylindrical; the platform
Daniel was stood on wound downwards in an ever decreasing circle,
and as he followed it with his eyes he glimpsed a human shaped
shadow which at once stopped, frozen, as though it knew it was
being watched.

As Daniel’s
eyes adjusted, he realised it was the same small boy from before;
again the figure paused to look directly at him before flashing the
same grin, those two prominent front teeth pearly white in the
darkness. Time seemed suspended for a few seconds, before the boy
turned on his heels, scampering further down the stairwell, deeper
into the ground. Daniel felt a rush of excitement; with quick,
light steps, he darted after the other boy, following him further
down.

He moved as
quickly as he could. At school Daniel had always been quite good at
sports without really trying, and he sensed he was gaining ground.
He moved round one bend though, and he was damned if the other boy
hadn’t just vanished into darkness once more. Then he noticed
another tiny opening from within the black.

For the first
time something inside him moved, the stirring of some formless fear
which made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up, and Daniel
was suddenly aware of how alone he was – down here in the depths,
where the shadows gathered. He glanced up briefly, catching sight
of the ruined dome shaped ceiling – far away now, a small halo of
thinning light. He gritted his teeth and slipped into the aperture
of the wall.

At once,
Daniel was blanketed in darkness. His excitement had fizzled away
and he was left with fear; his heart – a single thumping drum from
somewhere within the black. He stretched his arms out before him,
blindly groping his way forward and squinting his eyes,
anticipating at any moment some immanent impact. His fingers met
with something; soft, earthy and wet – a root or a plant perhaps –
and he winced as a warmer substance oozed its way over his fingers.
He was panicked now, stumbling onward, groaning loudly; he tripped,
and for a second he had no sense of anything; neither the things
around him nor his own arms or legs – all there was, was the sudden
falling feeling as he cascaded through the blackness.

Something
seized him and he screamed; only the scream was simultaneously
annihilated by a roar as the squat little tunnel was flooded by
light, and another train came hurtling past. This time it was a
tube train. Something pulled Daniel back from the edge, and as he
turned, he saw the features of the other boy illuminated by the
flood of light. His eyes formed a single squint as he gripped
Daniel’s arm, and again Daniel noticed the large prominent front
teeth as the boy said something, though his words were lost in the
din. He jerked his head, tugging at Daniel’s sleeve, beckoning
him.

As the train
rattled past, Daniel allowed himself to be led away, through a
sequence of winding corridors – and again the darkness was
absolute, only now Daniel could feel the other boy’s grip, gentle
but purposeful, as he navigated the route ahead. They were moving
quickly, and Daniel was surprised by the other boy’s dexterity
within the almost total black; he must know these tunnels like the
back of his hand, Daniel realised.

They came to a
wooden plateau, and the boy released Daniel’s arm, clambering on.
Daniel followed on his hands and knees, crawling through a slim gap
and into some sort of room. Hollow and empty, it was about the size
of an Anderson shelter, only it was completely dry and in place of
beds there were tattered sacks which decorated the floors and had
been pulled over parts of the walls. The boy flopped himself down
on several sacks which had been tied together. Daniel realised he
was panting and made an effort to regulate his breathing.

‘Where are we?
Where is this?’

‘Hush, hush,’
the other boy said, with an impatient whisper.

He did not
even look up. He was rifling into the insides of a tattered jacket,
his small eyes peeled in concentration, and those two prominent
front teeth flecked with saliva. He pulled out what looked like a
large dusty book.

‘Why have
you…?’


‘Adadadadadadada,’ the boy hissed, jabbing his finger in the air.
‘Just one moment, this is very important.’

Daniel felt a
stab of irritation, but there was no way he was going to simply
turn tail and leave. At least not yet. He wanted to find out
something about the boy. Daniel had made such efforts to follow him
without even really knowing why. And, it occurred to him, there was
nowhere else for him to be now. He had no home to return to. His
past was no longer in his future.

The small boy
– tenderly, caressingly – opened the book, and, producing a pencil
from his other pocket, proceeded to make a few quick delicate
strokes across the page. He stood there, blinking at his work for
several seconds, before breaking into a smile, clearly pleased with
his efforts.

‘I’m close,
I’m so close,’ he murmured. I’m almost there now. Just a few more
places to do!’

He spoke as if
to himself, as though he had forgotten Daniel’s presence entirely,
though in the next moment he closed the book, and snapped his head
up. He examined Daniel and his small eyes sparkled with interest
and cheerfulness. Something about his aspect – the two front teeth,
the small peevish features – put Daniel in mind of someone far
older, a wizened old man, eyes dancing, looking out across the
world.

‘You know, it
was lucky I was there because you coulda fallen right out in front
of that train,’ he said. ‘That means I saved your life. And you
know, in the films when one cowboy saves the life of a Red Indian,
that Indian has to become his servant and do whatever he says until
the debt is repaid.’

Daniel must
have looked incredulous because the other boy at once added with
great seriousness.

‘But don’t
worry, though. You don’t have to be my servant.’

Daniel
couldn’t help but smile. The other boy smiled back, though his
expression was hesitant, as though he were unsure what they were
smiling about. Then he continued with the same ardent
consideration.

‘I’m Georgie,’
he said gravely. ‘And you need to know. This is somewhere else.
Somewhere else completely. You are in Ruritania now.’

At the word
‘Ruritania’ Daniel felt a sudden shiver.
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The two boys
stood in the darkness, blinking at one another. Daniel spoke
first.

‘Daniel. My
name’s Daniel. What do you mean? What’s…Ruritania?’

‘Ruritania
is…here,’ said Georgie, passing a hand across the air and
indicating their surroundings. He blinked at Daniel with surprise,
as though he couldn’t imagine how someone might not be in
possession of such knowledge.

‘Ruritania is
the world of the underground. And everybody knows that when you are
in Ruritania you have to obey the rules.’

He blinked at
Daniel. He inflated his chest and his expression assumed a stately
gravitas.

‘And the first
rule is…when you are in the dark, always stop at corners and exits.
You should test the ground in front of you with your foot. Or if
the worst comes to the worst, pick up something – a stone, a piece
of wood – and throw it a little bit ahead of where you are. ‘Cause
in Ruritania it is always difficult to know where you are. But you
can talk to the ground or the walls. You can ask them questions
with your feet and hands or stones, then you always know where you
are…’

He paused with
a dramatic flourish, before breaking into the naughty grin of a
child, those large buck teeth deployed in mirth, and his voice a
sudden high-pitched squeal.

‘And that way
you won’t get squish-squashed by the
lumberers…AHAHAHAHAHAHAH.’

Daniel had the
vague sense he was dreaming.

‘The
lumberers? What are…they?’

Georgie shot
him a look of patrician contempt.

‘The
lumberers,’ he said haughtily, ‘are those things wot you
non-Ruritanians know as “trains”. And they run until 10.30. But
after that it’s safe to walk the tracks. Because they turn the
electrics off.’

‘You mean you
actually…live down here?’ Daniel asked incredulously.

‘We…we
live down here,’ said Georgie, his small keen eyes sparkling
in the gloom. ‘The others live down here. I’ll take you to
them.’

‘Others? What
others?’

Georgie gazed
at Daniel with a look which expressed both pleasure and a hint of
superiority. He clearly enjoyed being the one in possession of the
facts. He imparted them with a relish which Daniel found both
amusing and annoying.

‘Not “what
others” – silly! Not what others. “The others”. The
others. We who live down here. I am going to take you to meet
them. But you can never tell anybody about what you are going to
see. Nobody can ever know. You will see strange things. Strange and
wonderful and magical things. But you can’t tell anybody about what
you see. You must cross your heart and hope to die.’

Daniel smiled.
Georgie was clearly torn between maintaining his secrets and
wanting to share them.

‘Cross my
heart and hope to die.’

The other boy
broke into a huge grin.

‘Well come on
then lazybones. What are you hanging around here for? Let’s go,
let’s go!’

Georgie
disappeared into a patch of darkness in the far corner, and Daniel
followed, once more struggling to keep pace, crawling through the
shadows, peering through the black. For a few moments, he had the
disquieting feeling that he had lost the other boy, a sinking
undulating awareness, the sense there was no one else within the
darkness, and that, all alone, he might never find his way out. But
then a call from somewhere up ahead.

‘Come on
slowcoach! Hurry up slowcoach! We are going to meet the
others.’

Daniel smiled
grimly within the black; for someone so small, Georgie was a cheeky
little fella and clearly enjoyed the sound of his own voice. He
could hear Georgie moving up ahead, and then the small funnel
opened out and Daniel was able to get up from his hands and knees.
It wasn’t quite so dark, and now Daniel was walking on worn slates
covered in a thin film of dust. All at once – a noise; tens, maybe
hundreds of voices all mixed into one excitable clatter, and Daniel
came round a corner into a vast underground chamber.

There were
children everywhere: children bustling around with bags in their
hands, carrying things from one place to the other, children
huddled in small circles, engrossed in making things from wood and
linen and whatever else was to hand, children involved in lively
discussions, gesticulating with their arms, and children lying on
mattresses, clutching the covers over themselves. It was like
nothing Daniel had ever seen.

‘The
others,’ Georgie said, and swept his arm across the full
panorama.

Georgie was at
the bottom, on the ground a few feet below where Daniel was stood.
His eyes were shining with pride. He clearly expected Daniel to be
impressed. And Daniel was. The chamber – he could see it now – had
once been a station; the metal rails of track ran across the floor,
their dull gleam still redolent in the shadow, and there were three
raised plateaus which had once been platforms.

Across them
were various makeshift tents which had been fabricated with old
cloth, and newspapers and other materials strewn together. Through
the gaps in the tents, Daniel could make out the forms of sleeping
children, sheltering from the clatter and the activity and the
movement.

Daniel
followed Georgie as the smaller boy strode across the tracks and
hopped onto the platform; with his chest puffed out and his head
held high, Georgie had the aspect of a small strutting bird, and
again Daniel found it difficult to repress a smile. As Georgie made
his way across the platform he nodded at various other children, a
quick conspiratorial glance whereby he threw his eyebrows up and
jerked his head.

‘Alright
Nigel! Alright Cedrick! How’s you, Gordon? Got a new one here. Just
showing him the ropes.’

The people
around seemed engrossed in their activities, barely noticing either
Georgie or Daniel. And Daniel was at once filled with elation; the
kind of feeling which rises like warm nebulous heat, expanding
outward, perfuming through you, overwhelming you. Despite the
lingering, vegetable-like odour in the air and the dirty faces of
the children, Daniel had the feeling of a traveller arrived at a
promised land.

‘Ruritania’ –
he breathed the syllables and they seemed fragrant. ‘Ruritania. I
never knew such a place could exist. But it seems like I’ve waited
the whole time just to get here,’ he thought. A city beneath the
city. A city of children.

‘Daniel,’
Georgie had stopped. He seemed more restrained now – a shyness had
slipped into his demeanour.

‘Daniel, we
had better go and see Azriel. He can…say stuff better than me. It
is important you see him.’

Georgie was
impossibly solemn.

‘Azriel,’ said
Daniel, with a flicker of amusement. ‘Is he your great leader?’

‘No of course
not,’ Georgie snapped, his high-pitched squeak breaking with
petulance and irritation.

‘Don’t you get
it? In Ruritania there are no leaders. That’s not how it’s
done.’

Daniel watched
him. Then Georgie seemed to quieten; he looked toward a point
somewhere past Daniel’s shoulder and his eyes were glazy and
unfocussed.

‘But Azriel.
He was the first. The first to go underground. Even in the days
when everything was still locked up. It wasn’t just us who wanted
to get down here, see. It was everybody. But for a while no one
could get down after a certain time. They used to lock all the
stations up at around 10.00 and you’d get bobbies guarding the
gates. But people were determined to get in because everyone knew
it’s safer down here than anywhere else. There were a few fights,
and eventually they just gave up on it and let people come down.
But Azriel, well he was down before anyone else. The locks couldn’t
keep him out. He’s the kind of fellow who can slip through the gaps
in the world. He discovered a lot of the places when no one else
knew about them.’

Georgie turned
and pointed to a sign. Daniel read the faded letters.

‘St
Pancras.’

‘But St
Pancras – that’s part of Kings Cross – where I saw you from the
train.’

‘This St
Pancras is part of Ruritania. The world behind the world. The
invisible place of the shadows. The area of the…’

‘We were going
to see…Azriel was it?’ Daniel interrupted quickly.

Georgie
blinked, having lost his train of thought, his eyes squinting
pensively.

‘Yes, yes…this
way then.’

Daniel
followed Georgie through the throng of children going about their
business, down onto one metal track, and though he knew the station
must have been abandoned for years, he nevertheless made sure not
to let his foot contact with the metal. He noticed a couple of thin
black shapes which zipped across the charcoal shadows between the
tracks, and he shuddered. His legs dangled for a few seconds as he
clambered up onto the next platform, and he half anticipated the
sting of small sharp rodent teeth.

They walked
along this platform, and away from the children and the activity
and the noise, until they were near the end of the chamber, where
Daniel saw something which made him tingle. On the far edge,
wreathed in shadow, there was an abandoned tube train. Its paint
has lost its brightness and in places had peeled away, leaving a
dull metallic scarring across its surface. But, like everything
else in the abandoned station, from within the gloom it seemed to
attain a ghostly and ethereal power. Shoots of green weed had
sneaked and snaked their way upwards wrapping into its nooks and
crannies, and every now and again the flush of a solitary red
blossom shone in the darkness. From the faded windows of the
carriages came a warm orange hue, a smooth redolent glow
within.

They walked
along the carriages – the third had had its doors pulled away so
that they formed an opening. Two children were sat outside on
wooden chairs, each one with a long wooden stick rested on his lap.
To his amazement, Daniel realised they were some type of guard. But
a guard for whom? And against what? The labyrinthine complex of
passageway that they had needed to pass through in order to find
the abandoned station must surely mean that its existence was
altogether unknown. At least to the general public. And who would
want to threaten this place? The two guards were small boys with
dirty faces. Smaller than Daniel. Even with the sticks, Daniel
thought it wouldn’t be too difficult to get past them.

‘What’s your
business here?’ said the first child soldier, his shrill voice
belying his expression of gruff suspicion.

‘I’ve got a
new one,’ said Georgie nervously. ‘Thought I should bring him to
see Azriel.’

The two guards
regarded Daniel with distaste.

‘You may
pass,’ the first squeaked haughtily.
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They walked
down the aisle of the carriage. On the seats squatted various
children hunched over, embroiled in fevered conversations, or
working with their hands on things unseen, and Daniel had in his
mind the image of a unit, of a factory floor, where everybody had a
particular task with which they got on, and with an ant-like sense
of industriousness. The whole area was lit by that orange glow
provided by a series of mouldy candles.

Eventually
they came to the final carriage. In the far corner was a figure,
his head bowed – the mysterious Azriel, Daniel thought, and he felt
an excitement, an anticipation. Now everything would become clear.
They walked over and the boy turned his face upwards to look at
them, his eyes small and needle-like, his teeth smeared with yellow
stains, and his lips pursed in a sickly leer.

‘Well, well,
well. Look what we got ‘ere then. Two of London’s finest!’

Georgie
puckered his lips in a petulant frown.

‘Reggie! What
are you doing here? We are looking for Azriel.’

‘Reggie – what
are you doing here? We are looking for Aassthhhwieeel,’ the boy
piped back, mimicking Georgie’s high-pitched voice, and baring his
discoloured front teeth in mocking parody.

Georgie
started. A blush of red had risen in his cheeks.

‘Why don’t
you…why don’t you…just BE QUIET!’

The end of his
sentence trailed off in an outraged squeak. Amused, the other boy
allowed his expression to assume a sickly concern.

‘Oh don’t get
so riled, little Georgie. You knows I loves ya really!’

He turned to
Daniel with an amusement and the slightest hint of wariness.

‘Has he told
you about all his little stories? He calls this place “Ruritania”,
you know that? Ruri-bloody-tania! Whatever the bleedin’ heck that
is when it’s at home. Makes up stupid kid names for everything.
Always scribbling away in that book of his.’

Daniel felt
his hackles rise. Reggie smiled – a shifty, vulpine grin. Daniel
moved forward, and the other boy’s expression changed, morphing
into something harder, more vicious, as his body coiled – ready to
strike out like a snake. Then another voice came cutting across the
space between them, soft, high and cold.

‘No way to
welcome a new guest, Reggie.’

The voice was
at the same time soft and menacing, like the rustle of metallic
shards. All three boys turned to look at its source. A look of
wariness, of fear, crossed Reggie’s face, transforming his
expression from cynical, self-awareness to the open uncertainty of
a child.

‘Alright
Azriel.’ Reggie tried to sound light and unconcerned.

The other boy
was about the same size as Daniel, though he was older by a couple
of years perhaps. His eyes were lapis blue, infinitely cold,
infinitely amused. He watched Reggie for a few seconds longer,
allowing the other boy to wither under his gaze, before he turned
to Georgie, and his expression became temperate.

‘I like what
you say about where we live,’ he said softly. ‘About the trains,
and the different areas and secret things. I like that.’

Daniel thought
Georgie looked like his horse had just come in. He glanced at
Reggie from the corner of his eyes, and the ghost of a smile played
on his lips. Azriel had spoken in little more than a whisper, and
for a moment he looked shy. He smiled at Daniel.

‘You going to
introduce me to your new friend, Georgie?’ he asked.

Daniel felt
awkward, which was rare as he wasn’t much bothered by other kids.
He shifted his feet, and then did something he had not done for
years. He reached out his hand.

‘How do you
do?’

Those cobalt
blue eyes seemed to shine their amusement all the more, and then
Azriel returned the handshake with a nod. Daniel felt stiff and
awkward, and vaguely idiotic.

‘Welcome
to…Ruritania,’ said Azriel with a brilliant smile. ‘What do you
think so far?’


‘I…ermmm…errrrrrrr…’

Daniel felt
Reggie glowering at him, his face puckered with resentment and
contempt. Georgie began to babble, gloriously unaware.

‘I found
Daniel in the south sector near the overland. He managed to stay
with me in the catacombs but he nearly got squashed by a lumberer.
And before that, I kid you not, I saw a magic pixie. I know it was
a pixie, and a magic one and all, ‘cause its eyes shone with gold.
It disappeared before I could get it though. Daniel was over by
Kings Cross way. Loads of people at Regent’s Park – picked up a wad
full of cash, so I did. Probably head out to Russell Square
tonight. The ladies and gents coming back from the theatre usually
give generously…’

Georgie smiled
fondly at the prospect.

‘And I was
thinking, Azriel. Maybe now there are more of us – maybe we should,
you know, expand. Set up in another station…or something like
that.’

Azriel
interrupted with a small movement of his hand.

‘First things
first Georgie,’ he said quietly. ‘Don’t you think you should
get…Daniel here settled? Tell him a little more about how things
work. See if he wants to join our merry little group.’

He smiled at
Daniel but there was no warmness in his eyes, and for a moment it
felt like something was crawling across Daniel’s skin.

‘Okay Azriel,’
Georgie enthused. ‘Okay, I’ll get him settled in. You can rely on
me. Don’t you worry. I’ll take care of everything! This way
Daniel.’

The two boys
left the train, Georgie taking bounding strides as they went, his
small chest puffed up and pigeon-like, his whole face lifted in a
glow of pride and purpose. As they passed, the child sentries at
the gate glowered at them, and Daniel was once again struck by how
young they were. As they walked, Daniel felt Georgie taking quick,
expectant glances at him, and when he, Daniel, stayed quiet, it was
clearly too much.

‘Well?’

‘Well
what?’

‘Well what did
you think of him?’

‘What did I
think of who?’ Daniel replied with low key nonchalance.

‘Him. What did
you think of him? Of Azriel.’

‘Alright I
guess.’

‘Alright I
guess?’ Georgie repeated with playful incredulity. ‘Alright I
guess?’

‘Yeah,’ said
Daniel. ‘He was…well he was alright.’

Georgie
sighed, realising he was not going to get any more out of the other
boy. And then he smiled happily.

‘He was
pleased to see me – you could see that, right? He put that horrid
Reggie in his place and make no mistake!’

Daniel nodded
politely.

‘Yeah he was
definitely pleased to see me.’

Georgie’s
expression was dreamy and wistful. Daniel saw how the little boy
with the mussy hair and ridiculous buck teeth needed to believe
that there was someone out there who would always be pleased to see
him. There was something needy in Georgie’s expression, something
riven with sorrow, and Daniel felt himself cringe for it was
like…it was like seeing something private, something you shouldn’t.
Daniel saw the image of his mother, slamming the door on him one
morning, before she had put her ‘face on’, her cheeks freshly
streaked with tears.

‘So then,’
Daniel said with a cheeriness which sounded hollow to himself.
‘What do you do around here for food? My stomach is rumbling like
an angry giant!’

To Daniel’s
surprise, Georgie burst into laughter. Not restrained, gentle
giggling but the all-round heaving, gut-wrenching peals of mirth
which cause the body to seize and fight for air.


‘Your…your…your…STOMACH!’ Georgie gasped.

‘Your…stomach
a GIANT…AN ANGRY GIANT!’ He clutched himself as he rocked back and
forward, tears streaming from his eyes.

Daniel looked
at him incredulously and he felt something shift deep inside; to
his surprise, a little giggle hiccupped from his own lips. And then
a laugh. And suddenly the floodgates were open. Both boys were
convulsed with helpless laughter as they stood there in the middle
of the station, while children milled around them, glancing at them
with bemused, wary eyes. But that only made things worse.

‘So…so good,’
Georgie spluttered. ‘So…funny…oh God, oh deary lord. Ahhhhhh.’

He fought to
regulate his breathing.


‘But…seriously…ahhhhhh…food…hahahaha – about the food. In the
daytime it’s mostly every man for himself but in the evening –
that’s when we have the twilight feast. It’s from 7.00-8.00. We
cook what we can lay our hands on. It’s pretty good too most of the
time – you would be surprised. But we only do that during the
twilight feast because of the smoke and stuff. Because otherwise
the smoke settles and it is really difficult to breathe.’

Georgie
coughed reflexively into his hand.

‘More
difficult to breathe than usual, I mean. The smoke. You have to
give it time to escape, see!’

He looked at
Daniel earnestly, to see if the other boy was following what he was
saying.

Daniel shifted
his weight from one foot to another and coughed politely.

‘And what
about…what about when you need to go to the toilet?’

‘Well that
depends. If you wanna go for number two,’ Georgie said, grinning
obscenely, ‘then you have to make your way outside the boundaries –
either to an active station, or there are some places the engineers
use – and that’s good ‘cause they don’t get so busy. You can take
your time and nobody is going to come and start bothering you,
telling you to get lost or to pay a fee. And that’s also a good bet
before bedtime ‘cause you can have a wash there sometimes, and they
nearly always have soap, and, if you don’t have paste, you can rub
the soap on your teeth too.’

He flashed his
two protruding teeth as if to make his point.

Daniel felt
his mood sink. He thought of his own house, dark and shabby as it
was; its dull morose walls a barrier against fun and imagination –
only all at once Daniel found himself yearning for it. He wanted to
look out across the garden, overgrown with bramble and shrubs, and
to the poky little toilet lodged at the back which he could use
without even thinking about it. He even yearned for the boredom and
solitude of life with his father, of meals shared in silence and
closed doors, for all of these things were known and familiar to
him – they brought a stability in their wake. For the first time
that day, as the excitement began to wash away, Daniel felt small
and lost. Georgie was gabbling excitedly, pleased as punch to have
a captive audience.

‘And when the
dark sea rolls in…’

Daniel
presumed Georgie was talking about night.

‘When the dark
sea rolls in and everything is black except for the candles, and
you wanna take a whiz – then you can walk down the tunnel there and
do it on the tracks.’

Georgie
gestured to the far end of the chamber and the big gaping black
hole of the tunnel.

‘Only you
can’t do that in the day in most places because the electricity is
still on and if you widdle on the track your willy will get
fried!’

Georgie
slipped into more giggles at the thought, but this time Daniel
managed only a wintry smile, for he was imagining this hollowed out
underground station when the little light there was had died, and
the darkness was everywhere.

‘Come on,’
said Georgie. ‘We’ll have to get you ready. We are ‘bout to go out
trawlin’.’

‘Trawlin’?’
Daniel asked dully, overcome by a sudden exhaustion, his eyelids
droopy and heavy.

‘Yeah, come on
– it’s how we make our daily bread. Forgive us our trespasses and
all that.’
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Daniel peered
into the black. He could just make out Georgie’s shuffling form,
crawling on all fours up ahead, and once more Daniel felt that
sense of disorientation, as though he were not quite sure of
himself – his own body – within the darkness; for a time it felt as
though he were floating, gliding across the velveteen black. The
narrow space opened out, and the light poured in, and now the two
boys were able to clamber to their feet and start walking, with
their heads bowed and their bodies stooped and hunched, until they
arrived at a small metal staircase which furled upward. As they
climbed higher, Daniel was hit by a sudden blast of heat, and a
stench which burned in his nostrils with the obscene sweetness of
rot and decay.

‘Ewwwww,’ he
gasped involuntarily. ‘Ughhhhhh.’

His throat
muscles convulsed with a violent spasm, and he felt his stomach
contract as though to disgorge its contents. Georgie chuckled with
genuine enthusiasm.

‘Yeah, it
always hits you like that the first time.’


‘Ughhhhhh.’

The colour in
Daniel’s face had thinned; white and bloodless, he looked as though
he was wearing a mask. Georgie’s smile died, and he spoke softly;
the younger, smaller boy trying earnestly to comfort the older,
bigger one, though not really knowing how.

‘It’s okay –
you get used to it, I promise. Try…try not to be upset.’

Daniel’s eyes
smouldered like coals. He whispered harshly.

‘I’m fine.
Don’t worry about me and just keep moving.’

Georgie looked
startled, but his small eyes continued to glisten sympathy, even as
Daniel, in his bad temper, waved him hastily on. The two boys came
to a door, which Georgie opened, and they stepped out into a large
tiled passageway which was awash with fluorescent white light.
People were walking up and down. As the two boys emerged from the
door, a gentleman with a monocle stopped midway to peer down at
them with an expression of haughty reprove. He muttered softly
under his breath, shook his head twice, adjusted his monocle, and
went on his way. As soon as his back was to them, both boys
collapsed into laughter.

‘I am
Looordddd Shit Arse of Shitlington,’ drawled Georgie in salubrious,
toffy-nosed cadences.

‘I am Lord
Shit Arse of Shitlington and by golly gosh I declare there is a war
on because my wife has just been rogered by the Hun, and by golly
gosh, I’ll see them pay, alright – I’ll see them pay if it’s the
last thing I ever do.’

Georgie shook
his fist at some imaginary enemy, and Daniel laughed until it hurt.
The smell was still there, but it was no longer as bad as it had
been.

‘This way,’
said Georgie, his eyes still shining with glee.

Daniel had not
been on the Underground for a long time. He and his father had
rarely used it, especially in the last few years. They tended to go
by foot or, on occasion, use the buses. But they cost money. His
mother’s illness had cost a great deal, and even before rationing,
there never seemed to be much money around.

Daniel’s
father had never talked to him about their financial problems, for
that was not the way they had done things, but Daniel was old
enough to recognise the telltale signs of their misery – the
letters from the bank which seemed to pile up on the doorstep, and
the fumes of whiskey which trailed from his father’s study late at
night.

Daniel and
Georgie stepped out onto the platform, and in the darkness
everything was lit up. People had torches and candles, and along
the main strip there were bunks which stood adjacent to one
another, running all the way back to the far end. As they squeezed
past, Daniel saw a woman in a frilly nightgown putting on her
makeup. She was old and the lines of experience were etched into
her face. Daniel thought that no amount of makeup might ever remove
them. She saw Daniel looking and scowled, her eyes narrowing to
malevolent slits, and he quickly looked away.

The odour of
humanity was thick and pungent; a palpable heat, and Daniel had the
disconcerting feeling he was walking through the rooms of other
people’s houses, glimpsing them unadorned, stripped of some
protective cover, like insects unearthed and exposed before the
sun. A couple of children were playing at their parents’ feet,
young enough perhaps, that the whole event of war still seemed like
some atmospheric excitement. Daniel watched as they dodged and
weaved, trying to lunge at each other while avoiding the swats of
their irritated mother, attempting fruitlessly to call them to
order.

Just beyond
them, three women were having a discussion. A large woman in a pink
dress was holding forth, her high, rolling voice carrying a wounded
dignity, and her two companions seemed to grow small by comparison;
to shrink into themselves, nodding violently as if to assure the
rather matronly speaker of their full consent. The pink woman’s
voice rose like a foghorn.

‘And
we…Charles and I…we rarely ever use Russell Square. Oh good
gracious no. Recently we have spent our nights in Regent’s
Park.’

‘Of course,’
she lowered her voice conspiratorially. ‘Regent’s Park…better
people!’

Her eyes
darted warily to either side.

‘A different
class altogether. Why, it was only just the other evening I ran
into the Tomlinsons of Surrey. Now they are the type to be bombed,
blitzed, bamboozled, and still come out of it holding a pair of
smoked salmon sandwiches…and a bottle of chateau ‘23.’

She chortled,
and Daniel found himself hypnotised, captivated by the
mountain-like voluminousness of her body inside that thin pink
dress; the way it wobbled blancmange-like as she laughed.

He felt
something, and it took him a few moments to register Georgie’s
finger in his ribs, poking at him savagely.

‘She’s the
one, she’s the one,’ Georgie whispered urgently.

‘Huh?’

‘She’s the
one. Get her attention. Start talking to her.’

‘About
what?’ Daniel replied aghast.

‘Anything.
Something. Go, go, go.’

Daniel found
himself floated toward the circle of ladies. He stopped beside the
large lady and her size seemed to dwarf him. He was dazed, had no
idea what he was doing, and stood there blinking up incredulously.
She was still talking, but after a few moments her expression
flickered with irritation, and she turned, looking down on him, her
eyes wide, nostrils flared with disdain.

‘Yes,’ she
said, drawling the word, and her lips curled with faint
distaste.

‘Well – what
is it, boy?’

Daniel had no
idea what it was, or why he was doing it.

‘Nobody who’s
anybody goes to Regent’s Park anymore,’ he suddenly blurted.

The woman
looked at him aghast. She opened her mouth and then closed it
again. Daniel saw Georgie sidestep into a position close to her.
Daniel continued helplessly.

‘Oh
no…no…because, because now all the good people, the really good
‘uns – they all go to…to…Bethnal Green!’

The other
ladies let out a collective gasp. Their leader affixed Daniel with
a withering stare.

‘Bethnal
Green? What on earth are you talking about?’

Daniel had no
idea. Nevertheless he persevered.

‘Yes, erm yes.
Bethnal Green. Why, only the other day Vera Lynn herself popped
down and gave everybody a singsong, and she sung “I’ll be coming
down the mountain when I come” and everybody clapped and...there
was even…doughnuts...strawberry ones and all.’

As he rambled
on in desperation, Daniel caught a glimpse of Georgie’s movement as
the other boy slid his hand into the lady’s handbag. Despite
himself, Daniel gasped. The circle of women followed his gaze.

The large lady
glanced downwards, to see Georgie with his hand buried in her
purse. Her expression darkened, becoming thunderous. Georgie
returned her gaze uncertainly. This was not good, his eyes seemed
to say. Perhaps in an attempt to mollify her, his hand still lodged
in her purse – he squinted and peeled back his lips, baring those
two prominent front teeth in a big grin.

‘How dare you!
Who do you think you are? Why you little, you little...’

Daniel shoved
Georgie, so that the hand which was sweeping through the air toward
his head missed its target. The sudden commotion at once drew the
attention of others.

‘Run!’ barked
Daniel.

The two boys
scampered down the platform with the cries of ‘thief, thief’
ringing in their ears. People did not take kindly to this sort of
thing in wartime, and Daniel realised they could not afford to be
caught. The ladies would have no chance, of course, but now a
couple of men reached out for them as they weaved through the
crowds. One of them grabbed Daniel’s collar momentarily, before
Daniel’s momentum carried him forward, and he slipped the grasp of
the man who would have detained him.

They dashed
round the corner and into a passageway where a few people stopped
to stare as they shimmied up a staircase and then out of the main
exit and into the darkness of the London night. People were moving
up and down the street like shadows, heads bowed, shuffling and
anonymous.

Georgie stood
panting, his eyes dancing with mischief and exhilaration. He went
to say something but then his eyes lost focus as Daniel grabbed him
and slammed him into the concrete of the wall. The shadows
continued to float past them in the night. And as Daniel held the
smaller boy tight against the concrete, as he forced the breath
from him, he felt his own power coursing through his hands, he felt
Georgie wriggle but the movement was weak and insipid, and it was
easy to hold him in place, digging his fingers into his chest and
making him squirm with pain.

With his
strength came a rage which passed across him with a shiver of
intensity and he abandoned himself to it; allowing himself to fall
through its sleek vertiginous darkness. When words came, they were
not his own, and he heard them as if from somewhere else.

‘You little
prick. You almost got us nabbed.’

He increased
the pressure. His hands hummed, moving upwards to Georgie’s throat
and encircling the softness there. He felt the pulse, like a little
baby bird underneath his fingers
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