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Chapter One

Lily Bairstow sat on the top step crooning softly to baby William. On the step below sat eight-year-old Jimmy, the birthday boy. He was trying to read the Beano by the light of a flickering candle, laughing at the antics of the Bash Street Kids. Lily had left the cellar door slightly open to take the benefit of the heat coming from the fire smouldering wastefully in the recently black-leaded kitchen range. She jumped as a glowing ember spat out, its progress onto the hearth rug denied by the wire fireguard, one of the items on her check list. Doors unlocked [for quick getaway], lights out, fireguard up, wireless on [for any news], bottles of water for the kids. Baby William wouldn’t need anything extra than her own built-in supplies. At strategic points down the cellar steps odd bits of candles were placed, all held in position by their own wax, and Lily prayed that the light wouldn’t be seen through the broken coal grate. She couldn’t afford another ten shilling blackout fine.

‘Mam, will yer tell our Jimmy ter stop kicking me!’ complained Susan, sitting one step further down, unhappy that her two-and-a-half-year seniority wasn’t reflected in her position on the cellar steps. Jimmy had always been Mam’s favourite, just because it was his birthday and he’d been poorly, it wasn’t fair. She jabbed an elbow into her younger brother’s thigh producing a loud howl of anguish totally disproportionate to the mild pain it caused.

‘Ow! Mam, our Susan’s just hit me. Will yer tell her ter stop!’

Lily shifted her position in an effort to free the limb required to exact her retribution, but her flailing arm was easily avoided by the much experienced Jimmy.

‘I’ll give yer both a good hiding if yer don’t behave. Get down them steps into bed.’

‘Aw, Mam!’ moaned Susan. ‘Do we have ter sleep on that mattress? It’s all prickly!’

‘Can’t we stay here and listen to t’ bombs?’ asked Jimmy. ‘I’ve never heard no bombs.’

‘There won’t be any bombs, it’ll be a false alarm like it always is,’ snapped his mother. ‘Now, do as yer told and get into that damn bed!’

The word ‘damn’ was enough to spur the two children into action. It could well precede violent action from their mam if they didn’t do as they were told. They both climbed reluctantly onto the horsehair mattress on the bottom bunk and pulled a heavy overcoat over the top of them. Everyone knew that the Luftwaffe never bombed Leeds, it was known as the Holy City – just out of range. It took them all their time to get to Sheffield. Still, there was no harm in taking precautions.

A man’s first duty was to protect his family so the ceiling joists above them had been propped and reinforced by their joiner dad before he’d been mobilised to go and fight Hitler. Although up to now Adolf had little to fear from Fred Bairstow, who was still at Becketts Park Barracks about three miles away doing his square bashing.

It was January 1941 and up to then Fred had been held back doing reserve work. Joiners who could put right bomb damage were far more in demand than soldiers. A couple of weeks before he got his call up papers he’d gone back to his digs in bomb-blasted Sheffield, only to find they weren’t there any more, thanks to a German incendiary. A month before that he’d been working on a bomb-damaged warehouse in Hull, only to arrive one morning to find all his good work laid to waste by the Luftwaffe.

So displeased was he with his working conditions that he’d caught a train back from Sheffield to Leeds and told his employers where they could stick their job. Ignoring their threats to report him to the authorities, he took a job with another firm working on an underground ordnance factory near Wetherby. Shortly afterwards he was called up. Fred reassured his worried wife that at least being in the army was a damn sight safer than being a wartime joiner.

Contrary to army regulations, Fred had spent many unauthorised nights back in his wife’s bed at number six Gorston Mount. A secreted bicycle had transported him there and back and he was in line for breaking the barracks’ record for the number of times a new recruit had been put on report during basic training. Fred Bairstow thought the threats of dire punishment from his sergeant well worth it; after all, what were they going to do, give him the sack? The two bunk beds were homemade but serviceable if you only wanted to lie on them for a couple of hours. According to Fred’s brother, Tommy, any longer and you’d be picking horsehairs out of your arse for a week.

This was the sixth time in a fortnight that the air raid warning siren had sent them scuttling into the cellar and they’d yet to hear a single enemy plane.

‘The minute you hear that siren,’ Fred had instructed, ‘you get yourselves straight down them cellar steps and you don’t move till you hear the All Clear, understand?’

They’d all nodded obediently and saluted. Fred had grinned and saluted back saying, ‘At ease men.’ Then he picked them up one by one and gave them all a smacking kiss. Susan and Jimmy pretended to hide their faces in embarrassment when it came to Mam’s turn.

I bet we never rotten well get bombed,’ grumbled Jimmy, yanking the overcoat away from his sister, provoking another complaint to Lily.

‘Mam, will yer tell our Jimmy ter stop pulling t’ overcoat off me.’

‘I’ll tell yer dad what you’ve been up ter when he gets home this weekend!’ snapped Lily.

A hollow threat if ever there was one. Fred Bairstow was the only father in the street who didn’t smack his kids. Not that Lily would have minded if he did. A bit of back-up from her husband wouldn’t have gone amiss. Jimmy had been a worry, a bout of rheumatic fever had left him with a weak heart. It had been touch and go for a while but it hadn’t affected his spirit. His pals at St Joseph’s Roman Catholic Primary called him Sparky, which pretty much described him. Susan watched over him like a mother hen. When it was thought he might not make it, she prayed continuously to the blue and white statue of the Virgin Mary in Mam and Dad’s bedroom. She knew it was her who had brought him back from the dead like Lazarus and not the doctors, upon whom her mam and dad had heaped lavish, but misplaced thanks. She mustn’t tell anyone though, or she wouldn’t get her reward in heaven.

Lily was getting really fed up with these air raid warnings. She’d planned on going to the pictures that night with her sister-in-law, Dorothy, whose husband Tommy was Fred’s older brother. Tommy would be called up himself before much longer. Dorothy was all the better for knowing. No children as yet, her and Tommy never said why – maybe they liked the good life too much to be saddled with kids. Or maybe there was another reason. If there was, they’d never opened up about it.

Hilda Braddock, from number thirteen, was coming with them. Her daughter Glenys, the one with the bad leg from polio, said she’d babysit for a couple of sweet coupons. They were going to the Bughutch, or the Western Cinema, to give its rightful but less apt name, to see Errol Flynn in The Sea Hawk. It would have been Lily’s first night out in weeks. She craned her head round the door to look at the clock on the mantelpiece. It said ten-past-eight which meant it was ten-to. The Bairstow family clock was always twenty minutes fast for some obscure reason. Susan and Jimmy had found it a bit confusing when they were learning to tell the time. Ten-to-eight, the second house was due to start in ten minutes. If the All Clear went any time during the next half hour they’d still make it, the manager, Lame Larry Gutteridge, wouldn’t lose a house for the sake of half an hour, there was a permanent notice on the cinema door to that effect. She might still get to see Errol Flynn.

‘Can’t we have a blanket, Mam?’ pleaded Susan. ‘This coat won’t cover both of us.’

Lily was still sitting on the top step with William, vainly trying to catch a bit of warmth from the back room fire.

‘Am I to get no peace from you two?’ she grumbled. ‘What do you want me ter do? Go upstairs and get some blankets off my bed? Is that what yer want?’

Susan and Jimmy grinned smugly at each other from behind adjacent lapels. They knew their mam was going to do just that. No way would she let her kids ever be cold in bed.

‘Look after William – and don’t have him crying or I’ll give you two summat ter cry about as well.’

Two faces nodded obediently as Lily placed baby William gently between them. Jimmy’s ears pricked up.

‘Did yer hear that?’

‘Did I hear what?’ asked an impatient Lily.

‘I thought I heard a plane.’

The three of them listened intently, but silence reigned.

‘It means yer going daft when yer hearing things, doesn’t it, Mam?’ gloated Susan.

‘Just try and behave for two minutes,’ sighed their mother, ‘I’ll fetch a couple of blankets.’

Oberleutnant Kurt Weidling nudged his Dornier 17 through the night sky. The eastern coast of England was on his left. The Luftwaffe were really stretching it to the limits sending him this far north. Three of them had set off, but the other two had taken hits from a lone Hurricane, itself limping back across the channel with smoke trailing from its engine. The British pilot must have had a bad day to have taken on the three of them. The lunatic had hurled his damaged aircraft straight at them from underneath, taking them completely by surprise. Weidling had caught a glimpse of a wild-eyed, blood-streaked young face as the Hurricane roared up from below, cannons blazing as he blasted the complete tailplane away from Kesselring’s Dornier. Weidling’s nose gunner had returned the compliment and both the Dornier and the Hurricane ended up in the sea. Three parachutes opened from the German aircraft but none from the Hurricane. The third Dornier had taken a raking hit all along the underside and radioed to Weidling that it was turning back.

‘The fool Englishman should have ignored us and gone straight home,’ Weidling grumbled to his navigator. ‘Such waste, no one will thank him for such foolhardy behaviour.’

He swung left well before they reached the batteries guarding the Port of Hull and headed for his target. The grim January night sky gave away no clues to their whereabouts. He knew that finding the Royal Ordnance factory to the north east of Leeds would be well nigh impossible and they’d have insufficient fuel to come round again. Still, his was not to reason why. Drop the bombs somewhere in the vicinity and head for home, that’s what Kurt planned to do. He wasn’t one for heroics like the British Hurricane pilot. His wife and daughter back in Magdeburg wouldn’t thank him for coming home a dead hero.

The clouds were now down to five hundred feet and as it made little sense to fly below them with all the danger that entailed, Weidling took his aircraft up to fifteen thousand feet where the view was much more pleasant. Let the navigator do the hard work, he thought, I’ll just fly the plane and look at the stars. No point making this war any more unpleasant than it already is. Such philosophy preserved many a life on both sides during the war.

‘We’re over Leeds now, sir,’ reported his navigator eventually.

‘Tell me when we’re precisely over the Royal Ordnance factory,’ ordered Kurt, lighting up a cigarette and smiling to himself, knowing the impossibility of such an order. Leutnant Hans Eberbach, the new navigator, was a keen but nervous young man. He wouldn’t know what to do if he couldn’t locate their target precisely, which of course he wouldn’t be able to. Most navigators would hazard a guess, the bomb aimer would thankfully release his load and the captain would turn for home, mission accomplished. If they were to drop the bombs ten kilometres off target why not let Eberbach take the blame?

‘We are all ready when you are, Hans, and we don’t have the fuel for a second try,’ said Weidling. Eberbach was sweating, this was his first bombing mission. According to his calculations they could be right over the target, more or less.

‘Now!’ he blurted.

‘Now? Are you sure?’

‘No! Wait!’

But the bombs had gone.

Fred’s chickens had come home to roost. His comeuppance had arrived in the shape of a sergeant-major who told Fred he must be joking if he thought he was going home on leave that weekend after all his bleedin’ antics.

‘The army needs you ‘ere, son. We ‘ave a pile of coal what needs whitewashing and as yer in the buildin’ trade, you’re the only man for the job.’

The escape bicycle beckoned. This was his last chance of freedom and conjugal bliss before his posting. It was a chance well worth taking and Fred took it. His indoctrination into army life was very much incomplete. Free thinkers like Fred were much in abundance in the British Army in those days, a quality sadly overlooked by those in authority.

It was little more than a fifteen minute ride home if he got some speed up. He was scarcely two minutes into his journey when the sirens went.

‘Good,’ he thought to himself. ‘That’ll clear the streets if nothing else.’

The blackout was particularly effective that night. The clouds were heavy and low. A recent purge, resulting in many ill-afforded fines had had the desired effect and scarcely a chink of light emerged into the grimy black night, from any of the buildings he cycled past. A pair of dim, shuttered headlamps meandered noisily towards him, missing him by inches. The car driver happily oblivious to almost depriving His Majesty of one of his finest fighting men. Fred stopped and took his beret off. He’d asked for a six-and-seven-eighths and they’d given him a seven-and-a-half saying he’d probably grow into it. Still, it kept his ears warm. But tonight he wanted to look dashing for Lily. He jammed it into his epaulette and took out a packet of Senior Service.

‘Put that light out!’

The harsh order came from the other side of the street. Fred peered into the blackness and just made out a helmeted figure, standing on the opposite pavement. Probably an A.R.P. warden. He blew out the match.

‘It’s a Swan Vestas, not a bloody searchlight,’ he called out cheerfully.

‘They got binoculars up there, they can probably see your fag.’

Fred pedalled off before he was ordered to douse his cigarette. He was standing on the pedals for the short, final push up Paradine Hill when he thought he heard a drone. Then again it could have been his bike. Fred knew that the Germans wouldn’t choose a night like tonight to start bombing Leeds.

Turning into Back Gorton Mount, he swung off the bike and allowed the front wheel to bump open the gate of number six. He knew the latch was broken, he’d broken it himself by doing just this, time and time again, much to Lily’s annoyance. He could hear the droning quite clearly now. It wasn’t an aircraft noise he recognised, but that didn’t mean much to Fred. To him they pretty much all sounded alike. A distant ack-ack gun fired off a few lively rounds, which made him wonder. The back door into the scullery wasn’t locked. Fred opened it quietly, planning to surprise his family who would be in the cellar as per instructions or he would want to know why.

He caught a glimpse of Lily’s back as she turned out of the back room to go up the stairs. Fred grinned to himself and tiptoed up behind her. He stood in the bedroom doorway watching her admire herself in the bedroom mirror, then she picked up their wedding photo from the dressing table and kissed it before placing it carefully back down, saluting and saying, ‘At ease, soldier.’ Fred undid his belt, dropped his trousers and saluted.

Lily had only been gone a few seconds when Jimmy heard the sound again. It was very faint, the plane must have been very high.

‘Listen!’ he said excitedly to Susan.

‘It’s not very loud.’

‘It’s high up that’s why.’

‘I bet it’s not even German.’

Lily swung open the wardrobe door and looked at herself in the long mirror. She’d put on a few pounds since she’d married Fred twelve years ago but she didn’t look bad for thirty-two. Eileen Garside was supposed to be coming round tomorrow night to give her a home perm. Lily wanted to look good for Fred. He’d be home at the weekend on proper official leave before he got his posting. Knowing the army, it’d be somewhere like Aldershot and she wouldn’t see him till the war was over and at this rate that could be couple of years. Catterick would be good. She might still see him at weekends if he got sent to Catterick. There was a photo of them both on the dressing table. A proper studio photo done at Hilton Studios for their tenth wedding anniversary. Tommy had paid the seven-and-six it had cost as his anniversary present to them. Jammed into the frame of the mirror was a photo of Fred and Tommy, with their arms around her and Dorothy. She remembered the first time the four of them had been out together to the pictures – well, there were six of them actually because Fred and Tommy had each brought a ferret along to liven up what promised to be a boring film. It livened it up alright – the four of them got thrown out. Still, it hadn’t put Dorothy off Tommy, for all her snooty ways.

Fred smiled up at her from their studio photograph, causing her to pick him up and kiss him. Placing the photo carefully down she saluted smartly and said, ‘At ease, soldier.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Fred.

Lily swung round in shock, which turned to immediate delight at the sight of her grinning husband, standing to attention in the doorway in his ill-fitting khaki uniform, trousers round his ankles and saluting smartly, with his oversize beret pulled down over his ears. He’d decided against the ‘dashing’ look.

‘Private 564896 Bairstow F. reporting for duty, ma’am!’

The first stick of bombs landed in the middle of Paradine Hill. The noise was deafening. Lily was blasted right across the bedroom into Fred. The windows came shattering in, cutting her on the cheek. She looked up into her husband’s shocked face.

‘What are you doing here?’ was all she could think to say.

Fred was about to explain when a bomb dropped in the back yard, reducing numbers four, six and eight Gorton Mount, to a pile of rubble.

The first explosion had terrified the children who screamed and clung to each other. The second explosion numbed them into unconsciousness. They were the only survivors.

Thanks to Fred’s reinforced cellar ceiling.


Chapter Two

For some inexplicable reason, kids’ games were always seasonal. The conker season was the obvious one. This ran from September, pretty much up until Christmas. Cigarette cards followed in the New Year, whip and top and hopscotch at Easter then throughout spring and summer, skipping for the girls and marbles, or taws, for the boys. Football, cricket and rounders were all played in the back streets, their traditional seasons strictly adhered to. The first newly chalked wicket never appearing on any self-respecting wall until after Easter.

One of the great ignominies of youth was in the selection of teams. A circle would form and two natural captains would automatically emerge from the ranks and make a selection, each taking turn in choosing players of reducing talent from the dwindling circle. The final ones to be chosen would be embarrassingly aware of their lowly status within the team.

Jimmy was always picked last. No one had more enthusiasm or courage than him, but no one had less skill either. His rheumatic fever had left him with a dodgy heart, as he called it, not wishing to be thought in any way an invalid. Jimmy’s greatest attribute was that he was a ‘good laugh’.

It was late summer, 1944. Three and a half years since his mam and dad had been killed. They’d been famous for a while. The Yorkshire Post called them the ‘Miracle Children’. Found alive after being buried for twelve hours. Fred and Lily had been found in the next street, still clinging to each other, Fred’s trousers missing. Such was the black humour in those days that the word was that Fred and Lily had died ‘on the job’, and what a way to go!

It took three-and-a-half years and Leon Murgatroyd before this rumour reached Jimmy’s ears. The wicket had been chalked on the wall which turned Broughton Terrace into a cul-de-sac, which was altogether too posh a word for the street where Jimmy and Susan now lived, with Auntie Dorothy and Uncle Tommy. It was just a couple of streets up Paradine Hill from the waste ground on which once stood their old house. The ten-feet-high wall separated the street from the local destructor, where rubbish was taken to be incinerated. The street’s inhabitants took a certain pride in the fact that their destructor chimney was the highest in Leeds. There was something homely about the permanent mild pungency that descended on Broughton Terrace from its towering, smoke belching neighbour, but the residents scarcely noticed. It was a small price to pay for living in such well appointed dwellings.

Twenty terraced houses defiantly faced each other, ten either side, or backed on to each other in this case, as the cricket match was taking place in the back street. Each house had a back yard into which extended a single-storey lean-to, containing a scullery and an outside lavatory. The steps to the scullery would be regularly scoured with a donkey stone and inside would be a deep rectangular Belfast sink, a twin gas ring and a cast iron bath which would be covered up by a well-scrubbed pine board when not in use. This obviated the need for the tin bath, which people in inferior dwellings often hung on their outside walls. The ownership of a personal, practically en-suite outside lavatory set the tenants of Broughton Terrace a cut above such as them up the road in Walton Street, who had neither back yard nor personal lavvie. Just a shared convenience to which some had to walk half the length of the street, which was a bit awkward at two o’clock of a winter’s morning, hence the proliferation in such areas of the much maligned po.

The streets were paved with cobbles and many a Yorkshire batsman had learned his craft in these streets, having to pick out, at the last split second, the curious deflections the ball would take when pitched on to them.

Leon Murgatroyd hadn’t been invited to play cricket that day. Murgy, as he was unaffectionately known, was never invited to play or do anything, and with good reason. He just turned up and decided he was going to bat. He’d been clean bowled several times and refused to budge from the crease. Protests fell on deaf ears. Murgy was a bully.

It was Jimmy’s turn to display his unique bowling action. His arm completing three revolutions before releasing the balding tennis ball, which invariably set off more vertical than horizontal. Fortunately he lacked the strength to send it any distance and the batsman frequently did more running before hitting the ball than after.

Murgy ran a few paces to where the ball was completing its descent before giving it an unnecessary swipe into Old Mrs McGinty’s yard at number sixteen, thus ending the match, unless another ball could be found. Such was the terror in which Mrs McGinty, of the foul tongue and glass eye, was held.

‘Get it, Bairstow!’ demanded Murgy.

‘Why me?’ protested Jimmy. ‘It were you what knocked it in there!’

‘That’s only ‘cos you’re rubbish at bowling. What’s up, scared?’ The last word was delivered with a sneer that got Jimmy’s back up.

‘Why don’t you get it?’ challenged Jimmy. ‘You’re scared as well’

Murgy took exception to this.

‘Who yer callin’ scared, yer bloody cripple?’

‘You, yer yitney!’ proclaimed Jimmy, stoutly.

Murgy took an angry step towards Jimmy. He wasn’t too sure about him. Jimmy was small but volatile and Murgy, like all bullies, didn’t want to risk hitting someone who might hit back. He chose another strategy.

‘At least me mam and dad didn’t die shaggin’ each other. At least my dad weren’t a deserter like your dad.’

The other children went quiet. Susan was sitting on a nearby wall. Her sex didn’t preclude her from playing, only the fact that she didn’t much like cricket. If she had she would no doubt have been one of the captains. Susan excelled at all sports, much to Jimmy’s annoyance. She slid down from the wall and walked over to stand beside Jimmy. Her question delivered with a quiet anger.

‘What was that yer said, Murgy?’

‘You heard. Yer dad were a deserter, everybody round here knows it. He deserted to come ‘ome and shag yer mam.’

‘My dad were never a deserter,’ said Susan. ‘Any road, your dad’s in jail.’

‘He’s not, he’s a prisoner of war is me dad.’

‘ He’ s a prisoner alright, he’ s in Armley jail. He’ s a thief is your dad.’

Some of the spectators sniggered. This angered Murgy, who was fifteen and the only kid there in long trousers. He was a year older than Susan and a good deal bigger. She was no match for him, or so he thought. He spat at her petulantly, and was much taken aback when she flew at him with a ferocity that initially counterbalanced their difference in size. The shame of being beaten by a mere girl forced Murgy to stand his ground, but not before he’d taken a couple of hefty blows to the nose causing it to bleed profusely. He made a grab at Susan, forcing her into a head-lock. The blood from his nose dripping liberally onto her fair hair.

‘How about me an’ you ‘aving a shag?’ he grinned up at the spectators, hoping for their approval. One or two grinned back uncertainly, but most felt uncomfortable at the course things were taking. Susan was choking from a combination of fury and the tight grip Murgy had on her.

Jimmy didn’t say anything. He picked up the discarded bat and swung it with a strength born of rage at Murgy’s sneering face. The onlookers winced at the sound of the bat breaking Murgy’s nose and teeth. He let go of Susan, a grunting sound coming from his mouth. He was just spitting out a tooth when Jimmy gave him another whack for good measure, this time across the side of his head, knocking Murgy to the ground.

The spectators moved slowly forward to view the damage as Jimmy and Susan moved cautiously back from the circle. Little Jackie Crombie knelt down and made a cursory diagnosis of the fallen combatant.

‘He’s dead,’ he pronounced. ‘Dead as a nit!’

‘Dead?’ The word went from mouth to mouth round the circle, finally passed on to Jimmy and Susan.

‘He’s dead!’

‘Hey! That’s murder, isn’t it?’

‘Jimmy Bairstow’s murdered Murgy!’ Murdered Murgy, a satisfying phrase that tripped nicely off the tongue. Someone tried another variation with unseemly relish.

‘Murgy’s been murdered!’

Jimmy and Susan backed away from the crowd in horror, before turning and running home as fast as they could. Once inside Susan locked the door and they sat side by side on the settee, faces white, eyes streaming tears.

‘Do you think I’ll get hung?’ sobbed Jimmy.

‘I don’t know.’

Auntie Dorothy was out at the shops. After their parents were killed she’d reluctantly agreed to take in the three children. Then Uncle Tommy got called up and not long after that William was sent away to a home. They weren’t sure why, something to do with it being the best place for him under the circumstances. ‘It’ll be like a holiday for him,’ Auntie Dorothy had said at the time. Jimmy and Susan were a bit put out at first that William should go on holiday and not them, then when he didn’t come back they began to miss him. They’d been to visit him a couple of times and it didn’t seem much like a holiday place to them. William always cried and asked to come home which upset the two of them, especially Susan. It was because he got so upset that the visits stopped, according to Auntie Dorothy. It didn’t stop Jimmy and Susan nagging her though. Every day they asked when he’d be coming home. Auntie Dorothy always got annoyed – but it never stopped them asking. Then came that awful day last July when Auntie Dorothy broke the news that William had died. She’d been shouting at them as she’d been doing a lot since Uncle Tommy went to war and she came right out with it.

‘William’s dead!’ she’d screamed at them. Then she’d added, ‘There, are you satisfied now?’ as if it was their fault he’d died.

It took them a while to get over his death. What they couldn’t understand was why they hadn’t gone to his funeral.

Tommy was brilliant, the next best thing to their own dad, but Auntie Dorothy was a poor substitute for their mam and not just because of William either.

Susan made up her mind.

‘We’ll have ter run away,’ she decided. ‘Somewhere where they’ll never find us.’

Jimmy nodded glumly. Running away was better than being hung.

‘We’ll take the rent money and leave Auntie Dorothy an I.O.U. Then it’s not stealing.’

Jimmy nodded again. He didn’t want theft to be added to his crime sheet.

‘When we find somewhere we like,’ went on Susan, ‘we’ll write and let her know we’re okay.’

Behind the clock was a ten shilling note and some change which Susan exchanged for a neatly written I.O.U. and a note thanking Auntie Dorothy for looking after them and sorry for the times we were naughty but now they were leaving and please give our fondest love to Uncle Tommy when he comes home from the war.

They left by the front door, which was the one least used. It was early afternoon and the sun warmed their frightened faces as they made their furtive way from shop doorway to shop doorway, finally boarding a tram to town with a last backward look to check they weren’t being followed.

Jimmy and Susan stood on the concourse of Leeds Central Station looking blankly up at the destination boards. It was crowded. Mainly with servicemen coming home on, or going back from leave. The expression on their faces told which was which. There were tearful farewells and happy hellos, weepers and greeters. Everywhere there was a great bustling clamour. Talking, laughing, shouting, crying – and a muffled voice over the loudspeaker telling them that the train now standing on platform six was for Scarborough, calling at York, Malton and Seamer. No one took any notice of the two desperate fugitives. Susan bought a couple of penny platform tickets from a machine.

‘Where we goin’?’ asked Jimmy.

I don’t know, I haven’t decided yet. We’ll have a look at the trains first.’

Hand in nervous hand they walked past a huge, intimidating locomotive. Steam hissing from somewhere behind its mountainous oily wheels. The equally oily driver leaned out and winked down at them, then pulled a lever that released a deafening blast of steam, making them both jump and run out of range. They found themselves on platform six where a guard was walking the length of the train slamming doors shut and urging dawdling passengers to get on board.

‘Off on yer holidays?’ A grizzled old porter stood behind them, with a case in each hand and benevolent smile on his face.

‘Yes, we’re just, er – we’re waiting for me mam, she went for a …’ Susan couldn’t think of what her mam might have gone for.

‘She’s gone for a pee,’ chipped in Jimmy.

‘Well, she’ll have to be quick, it’s off in a minute.’

‘Oh, there she is,’ lied Susan, looking back up the platform over the porter’s shoulder. Then, as he turned round to follow her gaze, she exclaimed quickly, ‘Oh, ‘eck! she’s got on up there, she must think we’re already on.’

‘Right then, quick as you can, jump on here and walk back up the train to meet her.’ The porter put down his cases, opened a door and helped the two of them on, waving goodbye through the window as the train moved off.

‘Where we goin’?’ enquired Jimmy.

I think we’re off on our holidays,’ said Susan.

The train clattered happily through the sunny East Yorkshire countryside. Two young excited faces pressed against the window. Susan, her imagination running riot, pointing out the various points of interest like the seasoned traveller she wasn’t.

Jimmy soon grew bored with his sister’s travelogue and concentrated his attention on a faded photograph of the Yorkshire Coast above the seats opposite. Then he grew bored with that and decided to try and open a window.

The carriage window was held in position by a stout leather strap which could be loosened to let the window down. Jimmy attempted this and jumped back as the the strap flew violently out of his hand, causing the window to drop with a bang. The only other occupant of the carriage, a young man in ill-fitting khaki, sat opposite, amused by his travelling companions. He took a bar of Cadbury’s chocolate from his pocket and, without looking up, knew only too well that there were two pairs of eyes watching him unwrap it. He broke off a couple of pieces and offered one each to the children.

‘No, thank you very much,’ declined a cautious Susan, but she was too late. Jimmy was already wolfing his piece down with great relish. Susan jabbed him with her elbow.

‘Greedy glutton!’

‘Go on,’ urged the young soldier, still holding a piece out to her. ‘I’ve got plenty more.’

‘Thank you very much,’ said Susan, kicking her brother into remembering his manners.

‘Yes, thank you very much,’ said Jimmy, through a mouthful of chocolate.

‘My name’s Freddie,’ said the man. ‘I’m in the army’

‘I’m Susan and this is our Jimmy. I’m fourteen and he’s eleven.’

‘Eleven-an’-three-quarters,’ corrected Jimmy.

‘Pleased to meet you, Susan and Jimmy, are you on your own?’

The children lapsed into a suspicious silence. Maybe he was a secret policeman in disguise. Susan looked at Freddie’s tanned, open face and decided he could be trusted. Freddie broke the silence.

‘I’m going to Scarborough. I’m doing a signalling course. Do you know what that is?’

‘No,’ said Susan after some thought.

I don’t neither,’ added Jimmy.

‘I’m learning Morse Code and Semaphore.’

‘Oh, right,’ said Susan.

‘Our dad was in the army,’ said Jimmy. ‘He were called Fred as well, but he’s dead now.’

‘We’re running away,’ confided Susan. ‘Can’t tell you why.’

‘Won’t your mother be worried?’

‘We haven’t got a mother,’ explained Susan simply. ‘Our mam and dad were killed by a German bomb. Nearly got us too, we were in the cellar.’

‘We’re The Miracle Children,’ boasted Jimmy. I bet you’ve heard of us.’

‘You’re right, I have,’ lied Freddie. ‘But I’d like to hear the story from you.’

Susan told the story, with Jimmy butting in now and then to fill in any missing details. Neither mentioned the part where their mam went upstairs because they’d asked for extra blankets. They hadn’t discussed it even with each other. The guilt was fading now.

But it would always be there.

She told how they’d gone to live with Uncle Tommy and Auntie Dorothy, but Uncle Tommy had been called up and Auntie Dorothy didn’t like them very much – and she’d put their William in a home and he’d died.

The latter part of this information took Freddie aback but he thought it kinder not to ask them too much about it.

‘So that’s why you ran away, because you didn’t get on with your Auntie Dorothy.’ The soldier spoke a lot posher than their dad.

‘Yes,’ said Susan.

‘No,’ said Jimmy, simultaneously.

Freddie looked at them both and smiled, then his eyes grew distant.

I ran away when I was your age,’ he said. I was away for nearly a week. Thought I could live off the countryside, but I ran away in March and nothing had started growing so I practically starved.’

‘How did you get back home?’ asked a curious Susan.

‘Walked into a police station, easy as that. That’s all you have to do if you want to go home. You might even get taken home in a police car.’

I bet you had a mam and dad.’ Susan was growing to like Freddie.

‘Yes I have.’

‘Are they posh like you?’ asked Jimmy.

‘Oh, much posher than me.’

‘Blimey!’ breathed Jimmy. I bet you can’t understand nowt they say.’

Freddie laughed. ‘They didn’t understand anything I said, or anything I wanted to do. They wanted me to be an officer, at least my father did, but I don’t like being in the army so why make a career out of something you don’t like?’

Susan nodded her agreement to this philosophy. I want to be a comptometer operator,’ she said sagely. She wasn’t entirely certain what a comptometer did, but it was a word she’d recently learnt to get her tongue round and it sounded very grand.

‘Really!’ said Freddie, obviously impressed.

The train was pulling into Malton Station and an echoing loudspeaker was announcing that the train would be there for fifteen minutes if anyone wanted to get off for any reason. Freddie stretched and rose from his seat. ‘Fancy a cuppa?’ he asked.

Susan was still cautious. ‘Do you promise not to give us away?’

‘Promise.’

Susan sat in the sunshine on a weather-beaten wooden bench seat at the end of the platform. Her eyes watching Freddie as he and Jimmy went off to the station café for refreshments. She was only fourteen years old but Freddie was causing a strange, but not unpleasant fluttering in her stomach. The bench was beside the station garden. A mass of roses and fuchsias, the scent of which mingled with the smoke and steam coming from the train. Most of the passengers had alighted and were walking up and down the short concrete platform to enjoy the fresh air, to explore the limited amenities or simply to ‘stretch their legs’.

When they came back, Freddie was laughing at something Jimmy had said.

‘Hey! Susan!’ shouted Jimmy. ‘What did Hitler say when he fell through the bed?’

Dismayed, Susan looked round at the other disembarked passengers, who all seemed curious to know what Hitler had said. Knowing Jimmy it would be lavatorial and she didn’t want Freddie to think she laughed at such things. She wanted him to think of her as a sophisticated future comptometer operator.

‘Poland at last!’ yelled Jimmy, loud enough for everyone to hear. ‘Get it? Poland – po – under t’ bed.’

One or two of the other passengers smiled, more at Jimmy’s enthusiasm than his wit. Susan cringed as she accepted a mug of tea from Freddie.

‘Excuse my brother,’ she gave Freddie her most dazzling smile. ‘He can be vulgar at times.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ grinned Freddie. ‘He’s been making me laugh. He’s a bit of a card is your brother.’

Susan blushed and went quiet, she didn’t know how to deal with such situations. She’d never been in love before. Freddie took his tea across to a wooden fence and leaned over it, staring into the distance.

‘I used to spend my summers not far from here. Mum and Dad had a country cottage …’ He pointed above the adjacent houses towards a distant hill. ‘Just beyond that hill. I used to walk it from this station for school hols. Takes about an hour, lovely walk. It must be, I don’t know, three years since I last went there. Wonder what it’s like?’

‘Why don’t we go and have a look?’ asked Jimmy, simply.

‘Because I’m due at the Grand Hotel in Scarborough at eight o’clock in the morning – and the army get very cross when you’re late.’

I know, they used ter get cross with me dad,’ agreed Jimmy. ‘He used to sneak out of the barracks and ride home on his bike to see us.’

‘I think I’d have got on well with your dad,’ smiled Freddie. ‘We might have had a lot in common.’

‘Maybe there’s another train,’ suggested Susan. A country walk with the man of her dreams seemed like such a good idea to her.

‘I’ll go and ask,’ said Jimmy impetuously and before Freddie could give him an argument he was gone. With an amused smile, the young soldier watched Jimmy run off, his short grey trousers flapping loosely around his skinny legs. Freddie turned his attention to Susan, not noticing the adoration in her eyes.

‘There’s more to it than you’ve told me, isn’t there?’

‘More to what?’

‘More to your running away. It’d take more than any old Auntie Dorothy to scare you two.’

I can’t tell you.’

‘Okay, but if you need any help you’d better be quick and ask.’

‘We’ll be alright, thank you.’

No way was she going to involve Freddie in a murder charge. What sort of impression would that give?

Jimmy came hurtling back, skidding to a halt at the last minute as he almost ran straight past them.

‘There’s one at seven-twenty-three in the morning. Gets into Scarborough at seven-forty-two – or was it fifty-two?’

Freddie smiled and shook his head. ‘That gives me either eight or eighteen minutes to get from the station to the Grand Hotel, and that’s if the train’s on time, which it never is. It’d be irresponsible of me to leave it so late.’

The disappointment on the children’s faces was too much for him. ‘So?’ he added. ‘What are we waiting for?’

Freddie lifted them over the fence one by one before vaulting over himself. Susan could have done the same with ease, but she much preferred this way.

It was early evening now and the late summer sun was warming their backs as the three of them headed towards the cottage. Freddie led the way, kitbag over his shoulder, whistling ‘Pack Up Your Troubles In Your Old Kitbag And Smile, Smile, Smile.’ Jimmy walked beside him singing lustily. Susan walked just a few steps behind, her eyes firmly fixed on the man of her dreams. He was tall, taller than their dad, maybe six feet, but a lot skinnier. His hair was thick and shiny black and needed a good comb. The thing she liked most about him was his smile. It was one of those smiles that lit up all his face and made you want to smile back. A smile like the sun coming out, that’s what Mam would have said. She used to say that a lot about Dad when he was away. Maybe that’s why she liked Freddie so much, he reminded her of Dad, only a bit younger. Susan couldn’t remember a happier time, shame about the murder they had hanging over them. Still, you can’t have everything.

This was an alien world to Jimmy and Susan. Fields and hedgerows and cows and sheep and barns and farms were all the stuff of books. The gritty West Riding of Yorkshire was their world, which, in its own way was as attractive a playground to kids as any old green field. But they couldn’t help but marvel at the beauty all around them.

‘Ugh!’ groaned a disgusted Jimmy, as his foot squelched into a cow pat. Susan laughed as her brother scraped his shoe clean on the grass. Jimmy remembered a joke he’d heard at school, which until now had meant nothing to him.

‘Hey, Freddie! Did yer hear about that feller what lost his flat cap in a cow field? He tried two dozen on before he found his own!’ Jimmy howled with delight at the newly revealed significance of this latest addition to his repertoire. Freddie laughed, more at Jimmy than at the joke.

The path Freddie led them along took them temptingly close to an apple orchard. The heavily laden branches of one tree practically overhung the fence which ran crookedly beside the path. Freddie hoisted Jimmy up onto his shoulders.

‘Right, Jimmy lad, it’s apples for tea.’

Jimmy was oddly reluctant.

‘Don’t tell me a tyke like you has never been apple scrumping.’

‘No,’ said Jimmy truthfully. There weren’t many orchards in Leeds. Not that he was above the odd bit of larceny. Many an illicit apple had found its way into Jimmy’s pocket from the display outside Mallinson’s greengrocers as Jimmy passed by on his way to school.

‘He’s wanted by the coppers,’ explained Susan, who understood her brother’s reluctance to be a party to further crime.

Jimmy gave her a look of horror at betraying their secret. He tried to repair the damage by changing the subject. ‘It’s alright,’ he said, ‘I’ll get some.’

He reached out and plucked a dozen or so of the choice russet fruit and dropped them down to Susan, who caught them expertly, the late evening sun glinting off her long blonde hair as she darted laughingly about, catching the falling fruit.

‘Oy!’ The angry voice came from the other side of the orchard.

‘Now there’s a voice I haven’t heard for a long time,’ warned Freddie, with some urgency. ‘Quick, kids, best be off!’

The three of them beat an urgent retreat up the path as the orchard’s ancient owner arrived at the scene of the crime hurling loud and obscene abuse at the fleeing miscreants.

‘An’ don’t think I don’t know who yer are, yer thievin’ young bugger. I’ll be telling yer dad when next I see him!’

The three of them ran pell mell up the path, the odd contraband apple falling from their pockets, until they came to a stile where they stopped to catch their breath. Freddie sat down on the wooden step and smiled a nostalgic smile. ‘It’s like I’ve never been away. He threatened to tell my father every time I nicked his apples.’

‘And did he?’ asked Susan.

‘No, he was frightened to death of Dad. Dad was a magistrate and old Dan Braithwaite back there was the local poacher. Mind you, if old Dan had had the sense to tell Dad, I’d have been for it.’ Freddie looked up at Jimmy, who had climbed onto the drystone wall above him. ‘Right, young James. It’s about time you spilled the beans. What’s all this about the coppers after you?’

‘Oh that, it weren’t nowt.’

‘Well, if it weren’t nowt,’ said Freddie, gently mimmicking Jimmy’s broad accent, ‘you won’t mind telling me.’

Jimmy looked at Susan for guidance. She just shrugged and bent down to pick a nearby buttercup. ‘He did a murder!’ she said suddenly.

Freddie did a double take of Susan’s face to check for any signs of leg pulling. The look she returned was all too genuine, she wasn’t kidding. He looked hard at Jimmy. These kids were serious.

‘Murder? Who did you murder?’

Jimmy’s face crumpled under even such sympathetic questioning. His sister answered for him.

‘Leon Murgatroyd. He were beatin’ me up and our Jimmy brayed him with a cricket bat.’ She turned to her tearful brother. ‘There’s no need ter cry. Freddie won’t tell nobody.’ Then to Freddie, ‘Will yer?’

‘No,’ said Freddie, standing up and placing a comforting hand on Jimmy’s thin shoulder. ‘No, of course not. It sounds to me that this Leon Murgatroyd got what he deserved.’

‘Well, I don’t suppose he deserved to die – actually,’ admitted Susan.

‘And who says he’s dead?’

‘Jackie Crombie, he had a right good look at Murgy and said he were dead alright.’

‘Jackie Crombie eh? I suppose you mean Doctor Jacky Crombie?’

Freddie inclined his head and gave Susan the same look that her dad used to give her when she’d said something daft. She began to see what Freddie was getting at.

‘And how old is this – Doctor Crombie?’

‘Eleven,’ she answered, almost embarrassed.

‘Well now, perhaps you’re not quite the wicked desperadoes you think you are,’ smiled Freddie. He stood up. ‘Come on,’ he ordered. ‘Onwards and upwards. Tomorrow we’ll pick up a paper from Malton Station and see if there’s any news of murder most foul in Leeds. If not, you’re in the clear.’

Most of this conversation went on above Jimmy’s head. As he trudged along beside Susan he whispered, ‘What’s he on about?’

‘He thinks Murgy might not be dead.’

Jimmy visibly brightened at this news and took a noisy run at a herd of cows, scattering them with his whoops, treading into another cow pat and hopping around in disgust. Jimmy would never be a country boy.

The cottage, when they arrived, was something of a disappointment to Jimmy, who expected a thatched roof at the very least. It was nice enough as cottages go, but the years of neglect had taken a savage toll. Set in a large, untended garden, it was built of weathered, pale red brick with a stone slate roof in need of urgent repair and tiny leaded windows, also in need of some repair. Part of the wooden guttering had broken away, taking with it a rusting downspout, which leaned away from from the wall at an impossible angle. The paintwork was cracked and peeling and the stone window ledges spattered with bird droppings. A rustic bower was attached to the front of the house, around which grew a mass of roses, strangulated and untended for many years. There presumably, to provide a scented welcome to anyone wishing to enter the doorway beyond, but defeating this object with a thorny vengeance.

Freddie absent-mindedly fingered the cracked wooden sign on the gate which read ‘Fiddler’s Cottage’ as he viewed his childhood holiday home with a measure of disappointment.

‘Does it still belong to your dad?’ enquired Susan.

Freddie nodded. ‘For what it’s worth. I thought someone was supposed to be looking after it. You should have seen it when I was a kid, it was beautiful.’

‘I still think it’s beautiful,’ said Susan. ‘It’s sorta-natural. Miss Formby who takes us for nature study said Mother Nature was the best gardener – and she never had a lawn mower.’

Freddie smiled in surprise at the poetry in Susan’s urban soul. ‘Then this is Miss Formby’s type of garden alright. Come on, let’s see if we can get in. I don’t fancy getting scratched to death on those rose thorns, so maybe we should try round the back. We used to keep a couple of spare keys in the shed … that’s if the shed’s still there.’

The shed was very much worse for wear, but it was still there, so were the keys. However, it seemed they were unnecessary, the back door was already open. The lock violently smashed.

‘Hello,’ muttered Freddie. I think we’ve had visitors.’

‘We never locked our doors at home,’ said Jimmy.

‘We never had owt to nick,’ said Susan as they walked tentatively into the dark interior.

A loud flutter of wings brought a yell of fright from the children as a couple of frightened starlings made their getaway. Another bird, not quite so lucky, lay dead in front of the fireplace.

‘They come down the chimney and can’t find their way out,’ explained Freddie.

He opened a couple of sets of curtains to let in some scattered light and the three of them surveyed the room. The sunlight illuminated the disturbed dust rising in clouds from everywhere they trod, and glinted off cobwebs galore. There was a three piece suite in cracked brown leather. An oak dining table with four ill-matching chairs and a tiled fireplace that had burned logs in its heyday. A brass oil lamp stood on the table and another lay cracked and useless on the floor, the oil from it had long since soaked into the threadbare Axminster, leaving a large black stain. Other dark brownish stains spattered the carpet, some leading to a small hallway.

‘What’s through there?’ asked Susan, pointing towards the hallway.

‘Kitchen, and – my old bedroom,’ said Freddie. He smiled to himself. ‘I bet it’s still in a tip.’

Jimmy was already through there. Freddie and Susan made to follow him, when he appeared at the hall doorway, breathing in small gasps, his face chalk-white.
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