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About the Author

As I grow older, details from earlier in my life are becoming more vivid than recent events. The other day, I had a flash of a cotton dress I wore sixty years ago. I felt the fabric, saw the faded circus pattern printed along the hem.

It came from The Clothes Exchange where greatcoats, worn shoes, woollen socks, horrible long-johns and occasionally a child’s frock were laid out on trestle tables. After World War Two, everything – bread, butter, paper, meat, clothing – was in short supply.

As children, we didn’t feel hard-done-by for we hadn’t known any other time. And we were never properly starving. The Canadians sent us food parcels. Our grandmother sent us eggs.

I am now a granny myself. One of my grandsons asked me, ‘Is it really true, Granny, you didn’t have a fridge when you were little? Is it true there wasn’t a telephone? Is it true you fetched your milk in a jug from the cow?’

Yes. All historically accurate. However, memory plays tricks. And so do writers. Not all the people in this story are the same as the people in my life.
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LITTLE GIRLS


ONE

The Day the World Ended for Ever

It was such a fine day when my entire world began to fall apart. I woke, that May morning, secure in the saggy camp-bed in my mother’s mother’s dressing-room.

‘Hello Granny!’ I called. ‘Can we get up yet?’

The smell of generations of children’s wettings wafted from the lumpy mattress beneath me. It was familiar, reassuring. I saw, through the gap in the wooden shutters, how the sky beyond was filled with happy clouds bobbing about in the blue like barrage balloons. I heard the contented cockerel crowing from the ridge of the hen-house like an all-clear siren. I watched the cawing rooks circle above their rookery in the beech trees like tiny spitfires clearing the sky of intruders. I knew all was well.

‘Splendid! Barometer’s going up! They said it would. Maybe we shall go bluebelling later on.’ I heard my grandmother’s cheerful weather-forecast greeting before the creak of her corsets as she lowered herself to the floorboards and began the quiet murmur of her morning prayer.

Every weekday, she knelt by her bed and asked that God’s grace and loving kindness might fall upon all victims of suffering, especially the grieving, lonely women in faraway Germany whose husbands, brothers or fiancés were incarcerated behind wire fences in the Nissen huts on the edge of our village. Next, she thanked the Lord for safely bringing her to the beginning of this day, requested Him to defend her from falling into sin or from running into danger, and asked for His help that she might become righteous.

I was certain she was already very righteous. How could she want to be more so? She was perfectly good, even down to the pink strength of her corsets and the brightness of her china teeth in the flowery dish on the wash-stand.

Although she didn’t mention me by name, I understood myself to be generally included in her messages to God. And since she was so regular in her prayers, they would most surely be noted.

So far, so good. Everything as it should be. God and Granny both watching out for me.

But then, round about elevenses time, the bad times began. I noticed how all the adults were becoming mad as hatters, rushing about doing unusual things. My grandfather was not tucked tidily away behind the roll-top desk in his study, writing sacred verses, surrounded by his caged canaries, his concordances and other holy books. Instead, he’d flung open both double doors at the front of the house. He was standing on the top step with outstretched arms, singing Hosannas at the chestnut trees.

Nor was Harold, the elderly outdoor handyman, calmly seeing to the polishing of the boots and the filling of the paraffin lamps in the outhouse, but was leaning on the scullery windowsill grinning at Meg, the indoor servant. She was not scouring the greasy pans with sand, but was leaning halfway out of the scullery window gawping up at the busy sky as though searching for a sign.

‘I can’t believe it! As I live and breathe, I just cannot!’ she said, before her lower lip dropped down again and she continued her upward gaze.

My older cousins were not where they usually were, in the school room playing quiet morning games, but were whooping it up in the dining room, dancing round the polished table. I heard Cousin Kite, named after the bird of prey rather than a flying paper toy, say to his brother Cormorant something that sounded dangerously like: ‘So let’s see if we can get hold of some explosives first, shall we?’

‘Righto.’

‘Then we’ll have a shot at making that Silver Cloudburst.’

Cousin Cormorant said, ‘We’ll have to snitch a cartridge from the gun-room and empty it out.’

I wasn’t entirely sure what a Silver Cloudburst might be but I knew perfectly well that a cartridge was a brown cardboard tube, filled with lead pellets and gunpowder which had to be slipped inside a shot-gun before you could start killing things.

There were other big children, aside from the boy cousins, all older than me, who were also making the most of the adults’ inattention. These were the disruptive strangers who stayed for short periods, with their sad jittery families, in the attic rooms at the top of the house because they’d got no homes of their own. Before the war, when there used to be live-in servants, the maids slept up here and had to creep down the back stairs so they wouldn’t disturb the rest of the household.

At least, that’s what my grandmother told me. ‘And now, with the help of our Lord, we’ve all become accustomed to different ways of doing things.’

Today, the homeless children weren’t keeping to their quarters. They were clattering up and down the the narrow carpetless stairs, then the wide carpeted front stairs, and all over, even right into Granny’s glass conservatory to sniff at the delicate blue blossoms of her scented plumbago.

‘Blimey, what a pong!’

‘Yeah, but int it topping!’ the scariest of them yelled as he raced back up to the landing and skimmed down the curving bannister rail. Even cousins Cormorant and Kite weren’t supposed to slide down the banisters. Granny said it was most terribly dangerous. ‘Silly boys. Supposing they lost their balance?’

But Cousin Cormorant said his mother had done it loads of times when she was young. The worst that could happen is you’d tumble on to Grandfather’s Chinese gong in the hall. ‘Then you’d make the most spiffing din.’

No, I thought. This chaos was neither spiffing nor topping. It was all most unsettling, and I hoped it would soon be over.

Then, amidst the confusion, my own lovely, fluffy, curly-headed mother disappeared. One moment there she was kneeling on the ground in front of me, hastily buttoning my shoes (which had been polished to a bright chestnut shine like a ripe conker by Harold before he took to grinning like an imbecile). And she’d been grumbling, ‘When will you learn to do them up for yourself ? I’m sure Mary knew how by your age.’

The next moment, suddenly she was nowhere. Gone. Whoof ! Like a silent explosion. Not here looking after me, not anywhere. Gone away without an explanation or a goodbye peck on the cheek.

How could she do this to me? Disappearing was the sort of thing that happened to my father, not to her.

‘M-u-u-u-m! Where are you?’

So then I too began to scurry this way and that, just like the rest of them, only less happily, along the creaking landings and down the shadowy passages, before shooting as fast as a lead pellet out of the side door beside the water pump. I scattered the hens gathering like refugees for their tablecloth crumbs. I ran on without stopping, desperate to escape the madness. I paused to glance back and check if she was at any of the windows looking out. She wasn’t. Instead, to my horror, I noticed how the evacuee who’d been sliding down the banisters was now right up on the roof. He’d climbed out through an attic sky-light. He was tying a bed-sheet to the lightning conductor. On the sheet he’d written some words in dribbling letters. It looked like stove-blacking rather than paint.

The boy was crazy. What if he slipped and fell?

The breeze flapped his banner. It unfurled. I could see his message.

GOD SAVE THE KIND! it said.

I couldn’t bear to wait for the moment when he fell to earth. I stumbled on till I found myself in a dank place beneath the yew trees. I’d lost any sense of direction. I couldn’t work out how I’d got here, let alone how to find the way back. Yews were said to be full of magic. The twisted yew trunks over in the churchyard contained the writhing souls of heathens who’d died unbaptised and unrepentant, or so Cousin Cormorant had warned me.

I waited, as you were supposed to during air-raids, trying to be patient and calm, hoping that Granny’s prayer to deliver us from evil covered me too, even though I hadn’t actually said the words. As for that boy’s message, would God see it? And was I kind? Would God save me?

I did so need saving from loneliness, evil and fear.

I snivelled, but quietly. Nobody out there must hear, not those big rough cousins who laughed and would call me a soppy cissy, and specially not that wicked man, Hitler who’d been trying to kill us all since long before I was born.
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