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It’s 1939 when Hannah and Louie Adams wave goodbye to their mother and home in Holloway, leaving for the safety of the Hertfordshire countryside. The girls try to settle in with their new foster-parents, but the Bullocks are stern people, and when they send the homesick Louie to another family, the Beedles, Hannah is devastated. She decides there’s only one way out – she must walk back to Blitz-torn Islington. Thirty-six hours later, a cold, weary and frightened girl arrives home to a shocking sight…


For Helen and Geoff Warner,
with thanks for their friendship
and support


At the start of the Second World War, thousands of children were evacuated from London and other main cities across the British Isles. Most of them were welcomed in rural areas with great warmth and kindness. However, not all of them were so lucky.


There is good and bad in all of us.

Unfortunately, the bad part is often the most difficult to cope with.


Chapter 1

Hannah Adams was convinced that everyone in the world had gone stark raving mad. At any rate, that’s how it seemed to her whilst she and her young sister Louie were being shoved and jostled by the hordes of kids outside the primary school in a quiet Holloway back street in North London. As they climbed up the steps into one of the half-dozen coaches that was about to take them to St Pancras station, lumbered down with gas masks in cardboard boxes slung round their shoulders, and identity tags pinned to the lapels of their coats and dresses, the noise was almost unbearable; excited laughter and chatter, mixed with raucous sing-songs and general larking around, pierced the early morning air of a warm September day. And amongst it all, the miserable weeping and wailing of some of the younger kids who didn’t want to leave their family nests for the strange unknown pastures of the English countryside. Engulfed all around by the clatter of youngsters who were aged right up to the top form of the school she had attended until just two years before, Hannah was already fed up and irritated with them all. From the first moment she had been told about the school’s evacuation plans she just hadn’t been able to see why it was necessary for everyone to panic just because some stupid old politicians had declared war on Germany. To a sixteen-year-old Islington girl who had had to give up her first job in Elsie’s hairdressing salon in Hornsey Road just to look after her young sister, war was nothing more than a word in a dictionary. After all, old Chamberlain, the Prime Minister, had declared war over two weeks ago now, and so far not one bomb had fallen on Holloway or anywhere else in London. In fact, in all that time she hadn’t even seen a single German plane in the sky, so what the hell was everyone going on about? To Hannah, nothing seemed any different from what it had always been, except that food and a whole lot of other things were getting hard to find in the shops, and people kept talking about what would happen when the Germans invaded, as they had already done in other countries around Europe. So why, she kept asking her mum, was it necessary to include her with all these kids who were being evacuated as fast as possible away from the potential but highly unlikely bombing of London? After all, she, Hannah, wasn’t a kid any more. In fact only that morning she had thought how well her breasts were forming, and how they would no doubt soon be noticed by every Tom, Dick, and Harry who set eyes on her. Not, however, that there were many Tom, Dick, or Harrys left now that they had all been dragged off to fight a war that most of them were too young to really understand. No, as far as she was concerned, the sooner this lousy war came to an end the better. Good riddance to 1939!

‘Now look after yer sister,’ said their mum, Babs Adams, who was tall and slender, in a tight-fitting floral dress, with permed rust-coloured hair which was piled up high in a great bunch on top of her head, and an unblemished complexion that many a woman her age would die for, a real good-looker for her forty-one years. ‘Now remember, darlin’, you’re goin’ ter ’ave ter take on my job now. From now on you’re not only goin’ ter ’ave ter be Louie’s big sister, but ’er mum too.’

Hannah bristled; she had always hated being called ‘darlin’. Although she had some of her mum’s features, such as the same grey eyes, her own hair was more curly, hanging loosely just below her shoulders, and more red in colour, which was why a lot of her mates called her Ginger. ‘But I ain’t ’er mum!’ she protested, struggling with Louie to peer down from the coach window. ‘An’ in any case, why can’t you come wiv us, like a lot of the uvver mums?’

‘Now don’t let’s go fru all that again, darlin’,’ replied Babs in her affected pseudo-posh accent. ‘Yer know very well I ’ave ter keep the ’ome goin’ ’til yer dad gets back.’

‘Oh yes?’ Hannah sneered dismissively. ‘An’ when’s that s’pposed ter be?’

‘When the war’s over, darlin’,’ replied Babs, doing her best to show at least some kind of motherly concern, something which never seemed to come naturally to her. ‘Don’t worry. It won’t be long now. Once we give ol’ ’Itler a black eye, yer dad’ll soon be ’ome an’ we’ll all be back tergevver again.’

‘Bugger ’Itler!’ snapped Hannah, not believing a word her mum had said. In fact she rarely believed anything her mum ever said. ‘I ’ate ’im.’

‘We all do, darlin’,’ replied Babs uncomfortably, quickly peering over her shoulder to make sure no one had overheard what Hannah had said. ‘But do Mama a favour.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Please don’t use words like that. It’s so common.’

Louie suddenly started to sob. ‘I don’t want ter go!’ she snivelled, tears streaming down her cheeks. Louie, whose real name was Louise, who some people said looked more like her dad, was nine years old, with naturally curly dark hair and deep blue eyes. But because she was the youngest of the family, her dad had always tended to spoil her, which meant that she only had to grizzle to get what she wanted. ‘I want ter stay ’ere wiv you, Mum. I ain’t scared er no bombs. Please don’t send me away!’

Distressed by the child’s desperate pleas, Babs reached up for her hands and held on to them. ‘Don’t worry, Lou-Lou,’ she called, her own face crumpling up. ‘Mama will come an’ see yer, I promise.’

Her mum’s language at times sickened Hannah; to her it always seemed so childish. ‘That’s rich, that is!’ she quipped acidly. ‘’Ow come yer can come an’ see us if yer don’t even know where we’re goin’ to? In fact we don’t even know where we’re goin’ to!’

‘You’re goin’ somewhere where yer’ll boaf be kept safe,’ said Babs, with confidence. ‘Away from all the bombs when they come.’

‘There ain’t goin’ ter be no bombs!’ growled Hannah. ‘This is all a waste er time, yer know it is! It said so in the paper only the uvver day.’

‘We hope it is, Hannah,’ said the soft-spoken woman just behind them. Dorothy Hobson was one of the senior teachers at the primary school, quite a large-framed woman, in her late thirties, with short-cropped hair, large grey eyes behind tortoiseshell spectacles, and a warm smile that had endeared her to so many children she had taught over the years. ‘But your mother’s right. It’s best that we all take precautions, just in case.’

‘Are you comin’ wiv us too, Miss Hobson?’ asked Louie tearfully.

‘No, Louise, my dear,’ replied the mild-spoken teacher, giving the child a reassuring smile. ‘But some of the other teachers will be with you. If you have any problems they’ll never be far away. You’ll be in safe hands, I promise you.’

‘We would be if you came too,’ said Hannah, who had always had a strong affection for her former schoolteacher.

Miss Hobson reached up to the window, and took hold of Hannah’s hand. ‘Don’t worry, my dear,’ she replied. ‘I have every confidence that you’ll cope with everything perfectly well. And you can rest assured that I’ll be with you in thought – every inch of the way.’ She flashed them both a sweet smile. ‘Have a safe journey, my dears.’

Hannah felt a huge surge of despair as she watched the schoolteacher gradually merge back into the crowd of parents seeing their children off onto the fleet of coaches. All around it was such a frantic, distressing scene, with mums and dads hugging their kids as if it were the last time they would see them, for no one knew how long they would be away, and the kids themselves gradually realising that, for the first time in their young lives, they were now on their own.

A few minutes later the air was punctured with the slamming of doors as the coach drivers prepared to move off. ‘Come on now, boys and girls!’ called Mr Jenkins, the headmaster. ‘Everyone on board, please!’

The sudden rush of activity caused Louie to burst into tears. ‘I don’t want to go!’ she yelled out loud, utterly distraught and sobbing profusely. ‘Please, Mum, please don’t make me go!’

Babs Adams, struggling to hold back her own tears, reached up and held the child’s hand. ‘You’re goin’ on a lovely train ride, Lou-Lou,’ she sniffed, ‘just like when we all went down ter the seaside at Soufend. D’yer remember?’

Louie could not be calmed; she cried even more.

With the coaches about to move off, Babs quickly babbled some last-minute instructions to Hannah. ‘Don’t forget I’ve packed yer fish paste sandwiches in yer ’aversack, an’ there’s a bottle of Tizer, an’ wotever yer do, don’t let any of those boys lark around wiv yer gas masks. Yer never know when you’re goin’ ter need ’em.’

Hannah looked down with complete indifference at her mum. She found it difficult to understand why she still loved her after what she was doing to her and Louie.

‘An’ don’t ferget ter write, Hannah,’ Babs demanded. ‘I shall worry sick ’til I’ve ’eard from yer. You too, Lou-Lou. Mama’s goin’ ter miss yer boaf so much!’

The coach drivers started up their engines, and amongst a barrage of farewells, catcalls, whistles, and singing, the fleet of coaches slowly moved off one by one along Roden Street. Hannah stood forlornly at the coach window for a long time, watching the familiar back streets of her beloved Holloway gradually fade into the distance. She felt quite lost and desolate. Neither she nor Louie had ever been away for any length of time before, and they had certainly never been separated from their mum, who, in Hannah’s eyes, just didn’t really understand how she and Louie felt. As the coach turned the corner into Annette Road, many of the residents were at their front doors and upper bedroom windows waving frantically, calling out friendly words of encouragement to all the kids whose initial elation was gradually turning to bewilderment.

‘See yer at Chrissmas, darlin’s!’

That was the last Hannah heard from her mum, who had hurried alongside the moving coach for as far as she could before dropping back. For Hannah, they were hollow words, words which were quickly engulfed by a cool morning breeze and the fluttering wings of sparrows panicking to make a quick escape above the grimy chimney pots of those quiet back streets of Holloway.

From early morning, the platforms at St Pancras railway station in north central London had been invaded by a sea of children. The old station with its impressive red-brick Victorian gothic buildings was so overwhelmed with the yells and chatter of excited North London kids that the architect, George Gilbert, must have been turning in his grave. Although the schoolteachers and volunteers from the Ministry of Health were doing their best to maintain some kind of order, some of the young jokers amongst the hordes were doing their best to cause chaos and mayhem. However, a few stern words was enough to keep them in check, and eventually the queues of evacuees, some accompanied by their mums, were filing calmly onto the waiting trains. The incentive to keep discipline, of course, had been a free Milky Way bar each, handed out to every one of the kids as they boarded, a wartime treat beyond their wildest imagination. It was all hectic and unreal, something the station staff had never seen before, made even more incongruous by the background accompaniment of a jolly rendering of ‘Oh We Do Like To Be Beside The Seaside’ by a vocal group on a gramophone record piped through the station loudspeaker system. There were so many kids, mums, and evacuation officials crowding onto the platforms that it seemed as though every school in Islington was soon going to be empty.

Hannah was having a hard time trying to console young Louie, who had not stopped sobbing and whining ever since she took leave of their mum. Matters were made even worse when they had to share a stuffy compartment with ten other kids of varying ages, amongst whom was nine-year-old Alfie Grieves, a snotty-nosed little ruffian who was in the same class as Louie, and had the reputation of being a real pest to everyone, especially his female classmates. In fact, the train hadn’t even left the station platform before Alfie had started his pranks, rolling up Milky Bar wrappers and engaging the other boys in the compartment in a frenzied battle, chucking everything they could lay their hands on at each other. By this time, Hannah was already fed up with it all, fed up that none of them had any idea where they were going or how long it would take to get there; it was like a game of blind man’s buff. She flicked a quick look across at Louie who was sitting opposite her, in a window seat facing her own. Louie always seemed to have such a sulky expression, and the freckles on her face looked as though they had been painted on. The trouble was, and always had been, that, being the youngest, Louie had been spoilt by both her dad and her mum, so that anything she ever wanted she invariably got, and this was something that Hannah was clearly going to find hard to cope with.

From the back of the train, the guard’s whistle suddenly pierced the frantic atmosphere, immediately prompting anxious shouts of Take care! Don’t forget ter write! Brush yer teeth every night! and ’Ang on to yer gas mask! Endless calls from parents and relations all along the platform, finally topped by one of the older teachers, a white-haired woman who looked genuinely upset to see the train gradually moving off. ‘God speed!’ she called out to all the tiny faces trying to squeeze a last glimpse out through their compartment windows. Hannah’s only comfort was to close her eyes and pretend that none of this was happening, and that if she could only get to sleep, by the time she woke up she would be back home again in her own bedroom. But when she did wake up, she was not in her own bedroom. The train, nicknamed ‘The Children’s Express’ by the platform staff at St Pancras station, was grunting along the rail track, a slow monotonous chugging sound of wheels making a supreme effort to quell the high spirits of the train’s cargo of young passengers, gradually leaving the grime of London town behind, heading out through the northern suburbs of the city. Hannah was suddenly roused by the sound of Louie’s niggling voice. ‘Wake up, Hannah! Wake up!’

Hannah rubbed her eyes to find Louie tugging at her sleeve. ‘What’s up?’ she asked, startled.

‘Alfie Grieves!’ Louie whispered in Hannah’s ear.

‘What about ’im?’

Louie’s voice was haughty and indignant. ‘’E just asked me what’s the colour of me knickers!’

Hannah sighed. ‘Well tell ’im ter mind ’is own business!’

Louie immediately swung round at Alfie. ‘Mind yer own business!’ she bellowed.

Everyone looked round with a start. But Alfie just roared with laughter, tucked his feet up on the seat beneath him, closed his eyes, and pretended to go to sleep.

Hannah sighed despondently and tried to go back to sleep herself. But the moment she did so, Louie was tugging at her sleeve again. ‘Hannah!’ she whispered. ‘It smells ’orrible in ’ere! The boys keep blowin’ off.’

Irritated, Hannah got up and opened the window. A rush of air filled the compartment, and thick black engine smoke was curling back from the steam engine way up front. Louie briefly put her head out of the window, but the moment she did so she let out a piercing scream.

‘Louie!’ yelled Hannah, grabbing her sister’s dress and yanking her back in. ‘Wos up now?’

‘Mickey Wilson!’ spluttered Louie, wiping her face with the back of her hand. ‘’E’s peein’ out the window next door!’

Exasperated, Hannah quickly pulled up the window. With no corridor on the train, and nearly forty-five minutes of a nonstop train journey so far, several such incidents were inevitable, and it was a great relief to all the kids cooped up in the carriages when the train pulled into a small rural railway station. The moment it came to a stop, every compartment door was immediately flung open to allow a desperate flood of young bladders the chance to empty in the nearest lavatory and any available space their owners could find, much to the dismay of the two solitary railway staff on the platform.

By the time the Children’s Express got on its way again, most of its passengers, both young and not so young, were feeling the effects of having to get up so early in the morning, and, much to Hannah’s relief, were quite prepared to snooze for the rest of the journey. However, as most of the Milky Bars, sandwiches, lemonade and Tizer had long been devoured, the teachers and adults on the train knew only too well that it wouldn’t be long before the pangs of young hunger would soon be crying out for something to eat. Not that Hannah cared much about food. She had spent the last half-hour of the journey gazing out of the compartment window, amazed at how quickly the old ramshackle buildings of London town had been replaced by what seemed to be an endless succession of wide open fields, streams, rivers, and small villages, and there were more trees and hedges than she had ever seen in her entire life. It was a strange feeling, a feeling that she was being disconnected from the rest of the world, the only world she had ever really known. And she couldn’t help thinking about what she had left behind in that world, such as her friends back in Elsie’s hairdressing salon in Hornsey Road. Then she thought about her old school mates, who had gradually drifted away into lives of their own, and her own Grandma and Granddad Adams, who had from the start been against the idea of evacuating Louie and herself. And then, of course, there was her mum. Babs Adams was really never cut out to have kids; she was too much of a loner, too tied up in all the things in life that interested her, not what interested her kids, not even Hannah’s dad, Len Adams. Babs was a real good-looker, there was no doubt about that, but the only ones who would ever care about that would be men, so when she had a husband of her own, why did she always bother to put on so much make-up every day, and wear short skirts which, in Hannah’s mind, were designed for only one purpose: to attract as much attention from men as possible. After all, Babs was only supposed to be a housewife; she didn’t even go out to work. And yet, despite all Babs’s failings, Hannah did love her mum, and would miss her. Somehow, it just didn’t make any sense.

Just over half an hour later, the train finally reached what most of the passengers imagined was their final destination, not that anyone knew what that destination was, for wartime emergency regulations were responsible for the removal of signboards showing the actual name of the station. All the passengers from the Children’s Express knew was that this was a small rural community which seemed to be in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by green fields and trees, with hardly any sign of habitation but for a few houses scattered here and there.

‘First three carriages only, please!’ called Mrs Reynolds, a geography teacher who had travelled with the evacuees. ‘Follow Mr Phillips out of the station and get yourselves into a queue two abreast! The rest of you please stay on the train!’

The moment the kids from the first three carriages had swarmed off the train, the tiny platform was filled to overflowing. Surprisingly enough, however, with the exception of the usual mischief-makers such as Alfie Grieves and a few of his giggling girlfriends, the exodus was amazingly calm and orderly.

Outside the front entrance of the station, Hannah, Louie, and the rest of the young evacuees were greeted by a group of local officials and residents, middle-aged ladies in hats and summer dresses, most of them with welcoming smiles. In the background, the train pulled away from the station platform again, taking the rest of the children and adults to their different destinations.

‘Welcome to you all!’ called one of the women, who was very large and had a ruddy complexion that convinced Hannah she would have a heart attack at any moment. ‘My name is Mrs Mullard, and I’m here to take you to our church hall, where you will meet all the kind people who have volunteered to take you into their homes for the duration of this terrible war.’

Hannah groaned, and held on tightly to Louie’s hand.

‘It’s just a few minutes’ walk from here,’ continued the large lady, ‘so I must ask you all to keep closely together, so that we can form a nice, orderly procession. Can you do that for me, please?’

There were a few half-hearted replies of ‘Yes, miss’ from some of the kids, and a few low raspberries from one or two of the less respectful boys.

‘Very well then!’ called Mrs Mullard. ‘Mothers with small children, please be good enough to follow the main group at the rear. Teachers, please stay with your own pupils. If you have any problems en route, we have all these lovely ladies and gentlemen to assist you.’ She indicated her small group of friends from the village, who at that moment seemed quite a motley but well-meaning bunch. All of them were nodding, smiling, waving at the bewildered young crowd lined up in front of the station entrance. ‘And so, once again – a hearty welcome to you all. Welcome to Redbourne!’

Louie swung a look at her big sister. ‘Redbourne?’ she asked, pulling a face. ‘Where’s that?’

Hannah shrugged. ‘A long way from ’ome,’ she replied.

The procession moved off at a respectable pace, and with only a smattering of excitement as opposed to the high spirits of the kids when they left St Pancras station. Watching them as they went was the middle-aged stationmaster, Ted Sputter, who also happened to be Redbourne station’s ticket collector and porter.

The route of the children’s procession took them on a narrow stone bridge over a river, where a posse of ducks and swans took immediate flight for their nearest hiding places, then past what seemed to be a livestock farm, which caused the children to stare in awe and wonder at the sheep and cows grazing in the nearby fields, something many of them had only ever seen in school books or in cowboy films. As they went, a large, rather cross sheepdog came out to greet them with a series of angry barks. Alfie Grieves barked back at him, which resulted in the appearance of three other fierce-looking farm dogs, who clearly did not appreciate Alfie’s back-street London humour at all, for they came leaping and snarling at him, and had to be contained by the farmer himself, a rusty-sounding old boy called Percy Bumper.

A few minutes later, the procession approached what was obviously the village of Redbourne, although there were no signposts around to say so. Hannah’s eyes took in everything. To her it all looked like a Technicolor picture she’d seen lots of times at the Astoria or Savoy or Gaumont cinema back home, especially when the sun came out and lit up the landscape, and the small cottages where the residents had emerged to greet them, some with friendly waves, others with arms crossed and looks of deep suspicion. As it was a little after midday the air was quite warm, and after ten minutes of walking a lot of the kids and adults found the going quite wearisome, so some of them took off their caps and hats, including Hannah, whose lovely shining red hair immediately glistened in the bright sunlight. The procession was a formidable sight, with more than fifty children and a scattering of mums, led by three jolly village ladies, and followed by two police constables amongst a group of official-looking men, all winding their way along narrow country lanes, which under normal circumstances were obviously used more by bicycles than by the locals’ ancient motor vehicles.

As they approached the village, Redbourne seemed to be much larger than everyone had expected, with a mixture of grand stone houses, cottages, and small shops overlooking a large village green, where a horse-drawn cart was making a delivery at the grocer’s. By the time they reached the red-bricked church hall, the children’s initial high spirits were firmly replaced by looks of intense anxiety, with the dawning realisation that this was not going to be just another lovely day out at the seaside.

As Hannah and Louie filed into the hall with the others, Louie squeezed her big sister’s hand so hard that it made Hannah feel quite nervous.

The procession was met inside the hall by a man in a dog collar, and a flurry of local people who were waiting patiently for the intake of visitors from North London, all of whom would soon be taken into their own families for what everyone hoped would be a temporary adoption.

As soon as everyone was assembled in a suitable formation, the jovial-looking man in the dog collar held up his hands in greeting. ‘Welcome, welcome, dear boys and girls!’ he called heartily. ‘And not, of course, forgetting all you mothers!’ He was the only one who chuckled at what he thought was his little joke. ‘My name is the Reverend Edward Ripley. I am the vicar of Redbourne Parish Church next door, and I’ve been given the pleasant task of telling you all how delighted we are to have you in our village. In a few moments, after the initial formalities, you’ll be meeting your new foster parents, all the wonderful people who have volunteered to take you into their homes during the terrible times we’re living in.’

Hannah looked wary. Formalities? What formalities? She soon found out when she suddenly noticed a long trestle table set up on the stage of the hall, where two women in aprons and summer hats were waiting with metal combs and bowls of antiseptic.

‘Please form an orderly queue for lice inspection,’ called Mrs Mullard. ‘File up onto the stage. Two children at a time. And please remove your caps and hats.’

Lice inspection! Hannah nearly had a fit. Why? Just because they were kids from London did they think that they were dirty or something? No. She and Louie always had a bath and washed their hair regular on Friday evenings, so no one was going to look for lice on them.

There was a rumble amongst the other kids, but as most of them had always had regular lice inspection at school, none of them seemed to care as much as Hannah. So two by two, they filed up onto the stage to bare their heads to the metal combs dipped in antiseptic. But when it was Hannah and Louie’s turn, they held back.

‘Come along now, my dears,’ said Mrs Mullard. ‘We must get you all settled as soon as possible.’

Hannah stood her ground. ‘We’re clean,’ she replied firmly.

Mrs Mullard was taken aback. ‘It’s only a formality, my dear,’ she replied sweetly, but awkwardly.

‘We wash and barf regular,’ insisted Hannah. ‘We don’t need anyone lookin’ at our ’eads.’

Embarrassed, and not sure what to do, Mrs Mullard swung a glance at the vicar, who smiled back at her, indicating that she should let it pass. ‘Very well, my dears,’ she said. ‘Please go back and wait with the others.’

Hannah, triumphant, took Louie’s hand, and led her back to the group awaiting selection.

Once the lice inspection had come to an end, the vicar launched into a speech informing them all how the residents were going to choose whom they would take with them. Hannah found it very alarming; she looked at the kids around her, their expressions reflecting their anxiety and bewilderment about what was going to happen to them. She knew many of them, especially those who went to the same school as Louie. What would become of them? Would they ever see their families and homes again? It was such a poignant sight, all those poor little creatures clutching their gas-mask boxes and haversacks round their shoulders, identity tags pinned to their lapels.

The selection process seemed to take forever. Different people stepped forward to inspect the kids and their mothers, stopping briefly to check the identity tags before moving on with a few dismissive words such as Very nice, dear or What a pretty dress. One or two of the men asked some of the boys questions such as Do you like football? or And what part of London do you come from, young feller? But what Hannah noticed most of all was how some of the prospective foster-parents looked the youngsters up and down as though they needed a good wash, which after a long journey from London they probably did. Even the kids’ mums looked anxious and guilty. To Hannah, the whole thing seemed like the Caledonian cattle market back home in Islington, picking and choosing, numbers and names being called out for local officials to note down at the trestle tables, then one, two, three or more kids being led out of the hall by their new foster-parents, to start whatever strange new life lay ahead of them.

As the hall gradually emptied, Hannah realised that she and Louie would probably be the last of the intake of evacuees to be adopted, especially after her refusal to submit the two of them to the lice inspection. And in any case, she thought a sixteen-year-old girl and her nine-year-old sister wouldn’t quite appeal to the locals of this rural community, who seemed to be making their choices by how the children looked. Hannah had no illusions about the way she and her young sister looked; after all, they were only kids from a backstreet in London, and didn’t wear the expensive clothes that would obviously make the best impression. However, Hannah was wrong, for just as the last of the evacuees were being whittled down for final selection, the vicar came across with the geography teacher, Mavis Reynolds, together with two local residents, a middle-aged well-dressed man and woman, who greeted them with warm, welcoming smiles.

‘Now then, my dears,’ said the vicar to Hannah and Louie. ‘Don’t be downhearted. This could be your lucky day.’

‘Hannah, Louise,’ said the rather flustered Mrs Reynolds, ‘this is Mr and Mrs Bullock. They would like to have a few words with you.’

The middle-aged woman stepped forward and took a quick look at the identification tag on the lapel of Louie’s coat. ‘Louise,’ she said, half to herself, beaming. ‘That’s a very pretty name. And how old are you, little girl?’

Louie quickly flung her arms round her sister’s waist. ‘It tells yer on me tag,’ she snapped.

The woman’s smile stiffened.

Hannah replied for her sister. ‘She’s nine years old,’ she said.

The woman turned to Hannah. She was quite scraggy, but had a pleasant face, although her dark brown eyes were, Hannah thought, just a little too inquisitive for comfort. ‘Oh, I see,’ she replied. ‘I’m so sorry. I do apologise.’ Her voice was remarkably articulate, and sounded quite posh to two young sisters from a Holloway back street. ‘Forgive me for being so silly, Hannah. That is your name, isn’t it?’

Hannah nodded.

‘And how old are you, Hannah,’ she asked, without looking at Hannah’s identity tag.

‘Sixteen,’ Hannah replied baldly. ‘I’ll be seventeen in January.’

‘Ah!’ The woman beamed, turning to her husband. ‘A good age, Sidney.’

The man nodded back. He looked older than his wife, and was quite tubby, and he clearly wore a toupee which was not exactly a good fit. The thing that unsettled Louie, however, was that he wore a black eyepatch over his right eye, which she thought made him look like a pirate.

‘This is my husband, Mr Sidney Bullock,’ said the woman. ‘My name is Mrs Margaret Bullock.’ For one subliminal moment, Hannah thought she detected a smirk on the woman’s face. But the feeling passed almost immediately. ‘So how would you two children like to come home with me and Mr Bullock?’

Hannah turned to her sister. Louie shrugged.

Margaret Bullock smiled at Louie, and with white-gloved hands gently patted the child’s head.

‘Louise’s teacher tells me that Louise is doing very nicely in arithmetic,’ said the rather too eager geography mistress. ‘Isn’t that so, my dear?’

Louie nodded half-heartedly, and continued to hug her sister’s waist.

‘I’m very pleased to hear that, Louise,’ said Margaret Bullock, folding back a dark brown curl of her neatly permed hair. ‘It’s very important to go through life knowing how to add up. A business cannot thrive without such a skill. Wouldn’t you agree, Vicar?’

‘Oh – yes, indeed,’ agreed the vicar, somewhat flustered.

Maggie then turned her attention back to Hannah. ‘And what about you, young lady?’ she asked with a fixed smile. ‘Are you still at school?’

‘No,’ replied Hannah haughtily. ‘I left school when I was fourteen. I went ter work fer Elsie.’

‘Elsie?’ asked the woman, with raised eyebrows.

‘It’s a top class ladies’ ’airdressin’ salon in ’Ornsey Road.’

Once Maggie had taken this in, she beamed. ‘Is that so?’ she replied. ‘Well at least I know who to turn to when I want my hair washed.’

‘So what do you think?’ the vicar asked the woman and her husband. ‘Suitable?’

Margaret and Sidney Bullock turned to look at Hannah and Louie. Their expressions revealed nothing. Then the woman smiled. ‘Suitable,’ she replied, without further consultation with her husband.

‘Excellent!’ gushed the vicar. ‘Now you can all go home and be one happy family!’

‘I’m sure you won’t regret your decision, Mrs Bullock,’ said the geography teacher, with great relief. She turned to the woman’s husband. ‘Nor you, Mr Bullock.’

With his one exposed eye, Sidney Bullock acknowledged her with a nod. Louie hugged her sister even tighter.

Margaret Bullock gave both girls a reassuring smile. ‘Let me just say something to you, my dears,’ she said, putting her arm round Louie’s shoulders. ‘I know how all this must seem to you. Leaving your family and home must be one of the most terrible things in the world to have to cope with. But I want you to know that Mr Bullock and I will do everything in our power to make you as comfortable as we possibly can. We have no children of our own, and so I promise you that as long as you are with us, we shall treat you as our own family. Isn’t that right, Sidney?’

Sidney Bullock grunted with a nod.

‘All I ask,’ continued Margaret Bullock, ‘is that you just look upon us not only as your foster-parents, but also as your friends. You can rest assured that we shall love you as if you were our own.’

Hannah’s expression gradually changed. After what the woman had said, she was beginning to warm to her, and for one moment she felt quite guilty at the way she had reacted. ‘Thank you, miss,’ she replied awkwardly.

‘Mother,’ said Margaret Bullock. ‘Please call me Mother.’

Hannah found it difficult to respond to such a request, but she summoned up a smile, and nodded.

‘And if you ever have any problems . . .’ added Mavis Reynolds.

To her surprise, Margaret Bullock swung a glare at the geography teacher. ‘If they’re coming to live with us,’ she said quietly but sharply, ‘I see no reason why there should be any problems. And if there are, I’m sure Mr Bullock and I are perfectly capable of dealing with them.’

‘Quite so,’ added the vicar, embarrassed. ‘Quite so.’

Mrs Reynolds said not another word.

Margaret Bullock turned back to Louie, and held her hand out to her. ‘And so, my dear,’ she asked, ‘shall we go home?’

Louie, her eyes full and anxious, looked up at her big sister for guidance.

Hannah hesitated just long enough to give Louie a reassuring smile. ‘Come on, Louie,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’

Louie took hold of Margaret Bullock’s hand and allowed herself to be led to the entrance door of the old church hall. Hannah followed close behind, leaving Sidney Bullock to complete the formalities of registration with Mrs Reynolds, the vicar, and some of the other officials sitting at one of the trestle tables. As they went, Hannah flicked an anxious look across at the few remaining kids who were still being looked over by prospective foster-parents. Amongst them was Alfie Grieves who looked a sorry sight as he waited nervously for someone to choose him.

Once outside, Hannah and Louie got their first real chance to look around at the vast village green. It was certainly a revelation to them, unlike the confined world of back streets back home in Holloway. It was the clean fresh air that Hannah noticed most of all, the feeling that her lungs were able to breathe in the smell of newly mown grass, something she had only ever really experienced in Finsbury Park. Also the peace and tranquillity of country life, of people just walking about at a slow pace instead of the frenzied march of city folk rushing off to work. And the silence, the incredible silence: no hooting of bus and tram horns and motor vehicles, no noise of kids playing football in the streets. For one brief moment, Louie’s face lit up as she excitedly pointed out a cluster of brown, speckled, and shining blue and green mallard ducks, all of them bobbing their heads in and out of the surface of the water on the large village pond, now shimmering in the early afternoon sunshine.

Whilst they waited for Sidney Bullock to collect their belongings, Hannah and Louie watched with some fascination as their foster-mother waved to some of the locals she knew, pointing out her two new possessions, as if she had won them in a raffle. Nonetheless, she made a special point of doing her best to make Hannah and Louie feel more at ease by pointing out all the sights of the village, such as the grey-stoned Redbourne Parish Church, the village shop and post office, the small petrol station, and Martha Randle’s tea shop, an absolute must for visitors to this quiet corner of north Hertfordshire. Hannah in particular was impressed by all the large period houses that were set around the village green, and felt a sudden surge of anticipation as she imagined what it was going to be like to live in a place as grand as one of those.

Margaret Bullock’s floral-patterned dress fluttered in a gradually stiffening breeze, which caused her to hold on to her navy blue straw hat adorned with artificial flowers. ‘Don’t you worry, my dears,’ she said confidently. ‘You’re going to love living in Redbourne. I can assure you it’s a very special place. And your father and I are going to love having you living with us.’

Hannah’s moment of reassurance was slightly diminished when she heard Margaret Bullock referring to her husband as their father. As far as Hannah was concerned, she and Louie had only one mum and dad, and that’s the way it would always be.

‘And as soon as we get home,’ continued Maggie, ‘I shall put the kettle on, and we can all have a nice cup of tea. Would you like that, Louise?’

Louie shook her head. ‘I don’t like tea,’ she replied sulkily. ‘I only like milk.’

Margaret Bullock chuckled. ‘Oh, well, you’ve come to the right place for that,’ she replied. ‘You shall have a nice glass of cold, fresh milk, straight from one of Mr Bumper’s cows.’

Sidney Bullock came out of the hall, loaded down with the girls’ two suitcases. The moment he appeared, his wife grabbed hold of Louie’s hand, and with an air of quiet exuberance she called, ‘Right! Off we go!’

As they made their way to their new home, the two girls experienced such tranquillity that Hannah felt as though she was entering a world she had never known existed. Everyone they passed seemed to be so friendly, so welcoming, exchanging the time of day with the Bullocks, beaming, waving at them as though they were saints. ‘We all know each other here,’ proclaimed Margaret Bullock. ‘We’re all good friends. Just you wait and see, they’ll soon be your friends too.’

Bewildered by everything she saw, Hannah was gradually warming not only to the surroundings, but also to her new foster-parents, who had shown nothing but kindness and consideration since she first set eyes on them at the church hall. And the thought of living in one of those beautiful grand houses was now really beginning to excite her. It would be so different from life back home in Kinloch Street: no more two rooms up and two rooms down, a scullery with hardly enough room to have a wash down, and a boiler to do the laundry that steamed the place out. And then it suddenly occurred to her that there would be a garden at their new place. Yes, of course there would be a garden – this was the country, and there would probably be a garden with a great big lawn and flowers all round, just like the ones she had seen in those magazines that the customers read back in Elsie’s hairdressing salon. Yes, the excitement of all the good things awaiting her and Louie was beginning to swell up inside her, and she was now desperate to get home; their sparkling, bright new home. However, once they had wound their way round the edge of the village green they turned off down a narrow terraced street lined on either side by small brick cottages, and her enthusiasm was soon replaced by nagging doubts, which were immediately realised once they had stopped outside a small, narrow-fronted building with a signboard swinging from a rusty iron hook attached high up on the stone wall outside.

‘So here we are, my dears!’ proclaimed the proud Margaret Bullock, as she pushed open the front door and stood back for the two girls to enter. ‘Welcome to your new home!’

Hannah and Louie stared up in bewilderment at the signboard creaking back and forth in the breeze. The sign read: The Cock and Crow.

‘You have nothing to worry about now, my dears,’ said the girls’ new foster-mother. ‘From now on, we’re going to be one big happy family.’
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