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Be a Wonder and Join the Gang!
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I love sharing my stories with other readers, so I do hope you’ll sign up to my mailing list via jmcarr.com. 

If you do, you’ll receive a monthly email with book chat, offers and an exclusive to the gang digital Wonder Girls short story set in 1935, the year before this book opens. 

There are more details at the end of the book.
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THE BLACKSHIRTS
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In Britain in the 1930s, ‘Blackshirts’ was the nickname for the British Union of Fascists, who with their leader, Oswald Mosley, was a group of people with ideas similar to Hitler. They didn’t like Jewish people, people with a disability or people with brown or black skin.

Like Hitler, they did like people with white skin and blonde hair. They described these people as ‘Aryan’ and believed Aryans would become a master race to make Britain, and Germany, ‘great again’.

But in the 1930s there were enough people in Britain to stop the Blackshirts. Good people like the men and women of East London who, on 4 October 1936, prevented these British fascists, in their black shirts, from marching down Cable Street in Stepney . . .
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1: The Goldilocks Girl
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For most of her ten or eleven years, the London streets had been Baby’s home, but on that sunny autumn day, London didn’t seem too homely. According to Moll, America was the land of the free, and it was where they should be. Now that Moll was with the angels, Baby and her sister, ‘Fingers’, were setting off at last.

If only she could find the little tyke.

Baby pushed up her sleeves and burrowed through the angry crowd. ‘Fingers! Where are you?’ she shouted from way down her throat, but in all the shouting of ‘They shall not pass!’ her words were as lost as a drop of rain in Old Father Thames.

Baby shimmied up a lamp post on Gardiners Corner. Her old green jacket slipped off her shoulders and gathered at her elbows in silky folds. With the metal post warm between her legs, she looked desperately across a sea of heads for her sister.

Baby saw coppers waving truncheons, more on horseback, clip-clopping high and mighty through the crowds, and she saw rubbish hurled at that other horrible lot in their black shirts. She knew who they were. She’d felt their spit and heard their nasty words.

She didn’t see Fingers.

And she didn’t see the rotten old cabbage that smacked the side of her head with such a thump it made her lose her grip.

Baby hit the gutter with a thud.

People pushing and shoving round her swayed like they were on a boat. Then all of a sudden, the sky grew dark as thunder. 

A horse reared on its hind legs and neighed for England. It stretched up and up, clip-cloppy hooves pawing at the air, then down and down to trample Baby into the cobbles.

She gasped, but her lungs had been whipped from inside her chest. She curled up into a ball, shut her eyes tight and hoped it would be quick.

But a tug, so strong her arm could have come out of its socket, yanked her out from underneath the horse. 

When Baby opened her eyes, looking down at her from a bright blue sky was an angel from heaven. The noise of the crowds faded away, and in her head Baby heard singing. And like the windows in church, a face inside a golden halo peered down at her, glowing with kindness. For a moment the world stopped; had Baby died already?

The angel spoke. ‘I have you!’ it said, bumping Baby over the kerb and dragging her across the pavement.

And Baby found herself not dead but with her head resting on the lap of a girl in a smart blue coat, with two thick plaits of hair like gold.

‘You are all right?’ asked the girl in an accent that didn’t quite belong in London. 

Everything hurt: the smack on Baby’s head that had made her teeth judder, the grazes on her legs from the drag over the stones, and the bones all down the side that had hit the street. ‘Er, yeah ... I think so.’

Men and women, jackets flapping and shirts untucked, rushed past on the pavement. Baby pulled her legs up tight to her chest and tried to focus on the bright blue eyes staring at her. Then she remembered. ‘Fingers! Have you seen ’er?’

The girl reached for Baby’s hand. ‘They are good,’ she said, feeling each one of Baby’s grubby fingers in turn. 

The girl’s hand was cool and soft. For a moment Baby imagined it stroking her cheek like Moll used to.

‘They? No, not them, Fingers. Her real name’s Florrie. She’s me sister. I’ve lost ’er!’

‘Oh, I see,’ said the girl, gently laying Baby’s hand back in her lap. ‘You can stand?’

‘I expect so,’ said Baby.

‘Then we are better in here.’ The girl helped Baby up and took her into the shade of a shop doorway. She scraped golden wisps of hair off her face. ‘I think the fascists want to go to Cable Street,’ she said, glancing over her shoulder. ‘It will be safer if we wait. What is your name?’ 

‘Baby,’ said Baby.

The girl tilted her head to one side. ‘Baby?’

‘Yeah, that’s right.’

‘Well, I am glad that we met, Baby,’ she said, shaking Baby’s hand.

The girl was truly lovely. Her clothes were so fine, or would have been if not for the dust from the street. Her Goldilocks plaits looked like a ma had brushed them once upon a time, and she sounded so kind and full   of goodness that Baby forgot about everything. If somebody told her that all she had to do from now on was stand there in the Gardiners shop doorway, gazing at this Goldilocks girl, Baby would have been happy. 

But this girl didn’t look like your normal kid on the street. Though it was warm as a summer’s day, her coat was done up smart for winter, and tucked inside the collar were the folds of a lady’s pink silk scarf. 

‘Where’s your ma?’ asked Baby.

A tear welled up in the girl’s eye. ‘I think my mother is in prison now, with my father. It was not safe for me in Germany, so she sent me to England, to find family. But I think they have gone too.’

‘To prison, you mean?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ The girl gripped her hands together so tight her knuckles went white. ‘Will you help me? And I help you, yes?’

Of course Baby would. But with a jolt, she remembered Fingers. Would Fingers mind if the Goldilocks girl came too? Baby couldn’t imagine Fingers not minding, but there was nothing else for it.

The angry men and women, the ones trying to stop the Blackshirts from marching, were running now, their feet smacking the pavement like wet fish. Loads and loads of them ran past. But just like on the beach at Canvey Island, when one minute the sea’s round your ankles and the next it isn’t, all the angry folk got pulled away somewhere else. Though Baby could still hear the rumpus in the distance, round her and the Goldilocks girl, it was still.

Baby remembered that she’d said her name, but she didn’t know the girl’s. ‘What are you called?’ she asked.

But before the girl could answer, the sharp, clean sound of a pair of well-heeled boots disturbed their little pool of quiet.

The girl stiffened and pressed herself against the shop door. She pulled Baby back into the doorway. ‘Hide me,’ she whispered urgently, and crouched in the corner.

Baby stood in front of her, holding open the flaps of her jacket like a screen. What was the girl scared of?

The shop doorway darkened as a toff with a cane, in a coat buttoned up to the neck, peered in at the two of them. He tapped his cane on the pavement. ‘Sophie, come on out now, there’s a good girl.’

‘You lookin’ for someone, mister?’ said Baby, her heart puffing up her chest as she did her best to shield her Goldilocks girl, Sophie.

With thick black eyebrows like two furry caterpillars, he frowned at Baby and screwed up his face like he’d just smelled a crate of rotting fish down Billingsgate. Then, hardly opening his mouth at all, he said, ‘And what does it have to do with you, you dirty little savage? Get out of my way.’ 

His words hurt Baby – they stung like a slap round the head.

But she remembered Moll. She jutted out her chin, pressed her lips together and, with a solid determination, made herself as big as she could and stayed put. Whatever savages were, it was plain he hated them, and she wasn’t dirty. It was her skin. Moll had told her she’d come from India on a boat when she was a little scrap, so she was born with it.

The man grabbed Baby’s sleeve and hauled her away from Sophie. ‘So be it.’ He stuck his cane under his arm, grabbed the fronts of Sophie’s coat and pulled her out of the shop door.

Baby rubbed her shoulder where it had bashed against the shop window.

Sophie wriggled and kicked. ‘Nein! No! I don’t want to go. I mustn’t go!’ Tears ran down her face. Her halo hair became a wild golden frizz, and screwed up in his fist like that, her coat was as good as the straitjackets they put the poor confused folk in. 

Head first, Baby charged at the narrow gap between Sophie and the toff, shouting, ‘She said she didn’t want to go, didn’t she?’ 

But the man swiped Baby away with his stick. It stung her chest and made her gasp for breath. She fell into the road; all her bones juddered as her backside hit the cobbles. 

An engine rumbled in the distance. Baby sat up, but again the street was tipping all over the place. She opened her mouth to tell Sophie, It’s all right. I’ll get you, but the next thing she knew was a gleaming dark red car hurtling down Whitechapel Road, straight for her. 

With a squeal of tyres, the car swerved and stopped by the toff. Sophie wriggled on the end of his arm, shouting, ‘Nein! Nein! I must not go!’

Baby did her best to stand up. But a woman in a tight black silk blouse eased herself out of the car. She trod on Baby’s hand as if Baby weren’t there at all, and sidled up to the toff. 

Baby’s fingers throbbed with pain as the woman, in a voice that dripped like cod liver oil, said, ‘Dear Arthur, you’re very clever to find one so soon. How much did you say he was going to pay?’ 

‘I’ve told you before, Hilda. The money is irrelevant. Think of the honour. Think of the glory! Our contact has the ear of Herr Himmler. If this girl is special, who knows what will follow?’

‘But how much for a special one, Arthur, dear?’

The toff frowned at the woman as he struggled to keep hold of Goldilocks Sophie. ‘Open the door, will you? She’s a slippery little so-and-so.’

The woman opened the door wide. ‘Do you think it might be more than a thousand?’

Sophie tried to pull herself away. Her pink scarf slipped out from her coat. The woman pulled it off Sophie’s neck with a greedy smile and tossed it round her own. All the while Sophie screamed, ‘Nein! Nein!’

Her heart angry and breaking at the same time, Baby curled her sore fingers into a fist. She scrambled up and, head first, tried again to push her way between Sophie and the toff. ‘You get your hands off her! She don’t wanna go!’

But he shoved Sophie behind the front seat and into the back of the car. He slammed the door shut, took his stick from under his arm and swiped Baby away again. 

Baby held her hand to her chest. She struggled to breathe where it hurt.

‘Two thousand at least, probably more,’ he said, and tried to push past the woman, annoyed at her questions.

But the woman stood in his way, slipped her hand inside his coat and pulled out two little bits of cardboard. ‘We’ll never need these again, will we?’ And she tossed two railway tickets into the street. 

As soon as the woman’s back was turned, Baby scrambled across the cobbles, snatched them up and tucked them in her pocket.

The woman stroked the bonnet of the flashy new car. ‘A fraction of two thousand pounds will cover the balance on this.’ She sauntered round to the driver’s seat and slid herself back into it.

Sophie smacked the back window, her face full of fear and hope, begging Baby to help.

The toff sat himself in the passenger seat and slammed the car door shut.

Baby leaped for the running board and pulled on the door handle. It wouldn’t budge.

And Sophie’s face, ghostly pale, stared out. She laid her palm against the window, like a giving-up, like a goodbye.

Baby laid hers against it. Though the glass separated them, their hands met. And as the engine rumbled into life, Baby felt the promise leave her heart and melt through the glass. I’ll save you, it said.

The car pulled away.

Baby clung tight to the door handle, for both their lives.

Inside the car, the toff unbuttoned his coat and loosened the collar, showing off his black shirt. 

The car picked up speed, bouncing over the ruts and potholes, and Baby bounced with it. She clung on as it turned the corner, but the man, the toff, the Blackshirt, flung the passenger door open and knocked her into the road.

She tumbled across the pavement, righting herself just in time to see the girl’s face, framed by the car window, disappearing into the distance. Baby ran, her brave beating heart urging her on.

But the car sped away.

When it was out of sight, with her chest heaving, Baby fell on her knees. ‘I’ll find you, just see if I don’t,’ she said, and looked to heaven, because that had to be where Sophie came from. 

Baby had one clue, two really, in the pocket of her green silk jacket, which Moll had found her wrapped up in all that time ago. The horrible woman’s two railway tickets nestled with a small card that had Look after Baby on it in elegant handwriting next to a smeary lipstick kiss. The card had been there so long it was stuck, but the new tickets, Baby had every intention of taking out and using. 

She heard a grunt behind her.

Baby turned to see a ratty little girl with a tangle of ginger curls piled on her head, a full skirt gathered into her scrawny middle, and tight fists resting where her hips should be.

‘I bin lookin’ for you,’ said Fingers, with a pout on her that would have pushed the Queen Mary out to sea.
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2: A Brand-New Austin Ruby
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Ida Barnes’s boots thudded on the pavement. The long hand on the church clock jerked to a minute before one as she hared round the corner, knocking a couple of spuds off the greengrocer’s display. ‘Sorry, Mr Winters!’ she called.

Oh dear, it was like she was stealing the spuds – Finest King Edwards the label said – and she’d absolutely never ever do that. Could she pick up the potatoes, now snuggled together in the gutter, replace them on Mr Winters’s display and get to Knipe’s Chemist before he closed for dinner? 

Before you could say Jack Robinson, she’d made an about-turn, leaped into the road, picked up the spuds, rubbed them clean on her cardy and balanced them back on the display.

Mr Winters the grocer, with his arms folded across his brown apron, stood in the shop doorway, nodding approvingly. ‘More haste, less speed, young lady.’

But up West Street, Alf the chemist’s boy was already winding up the shop awning. Ida ran like Jesse Owens at the Olympics.

One o’clock closing time chimed, no mistake, and through Mr Knipe’s door, Alf was turning the Open sign round to Closed.

Ida pushed against the glass with her shoulder and stumbled into the shop, all clatter and jangle.

‘What’s the meaning of this? Can’t you read, girl? We’re closed.’ Mr Knipe the chemist loomed over her with fists on his hips.

‘Please, please, Mr ... Knipe. Mum sent me for some aspirin.’

The chemist huffed, then ran his finger along one of the shelves of bottles. He slammed a small brown one onto the wooden counter.

Ida reached out to take it.

But Mr Knipe snatched it back. ‘That’ll be sixpence ...’ 

Ida opened Mum’s little purse, embroidered with A Souvenir from Margate, and counted out six pennies.

The chemist slid them off the counter one by one, opened the till with a ker-ching and dropped them in.

He shook the little bottle. It was empty. ‘I’ll fill it up after I’ve had my dinner. Now off with you, and come back in an hour,’ he said as he disappeared into the back of the shop.

Ida felt the blush warm on her cheeks. She snapped the purse shut and wanted desperately to stamp her foot.

Alf whispered in her ear. ‘You heard what he said. That’s two o’clock.’ 

And now she wanted to stamp it twice as much. Alf was only a few months older than Ida, but he still liked to try and lord it over her. 

‘’Spect you’ll be in that garage, won’t you? Well, I’ve got an apprenticeship at the docks – tugboats. What d’you think about that? They said I’m a natural, so they’re starting me before Christmas.’ With that announcement, Alf as good as pushed her out the door again. He jangled it shut and turned the keys with a clank as soon as she was on the step.

She made her own fists and stamped the pavement. Ida was as cross with Alf as she’d ever been through school. She was cross with Mr Knipe but mostly cross with herself for getting distracted by that new car in Trinity Street on the way – a Morris with four doors! Oh well. She waited for a tram to trundle past before she strode the few steps down Queen Street. 

She was going to the garage, and what had it to do with him? Bonnie wouldn’t be out of school until four o’clock. Ida had left school before her fourteenth birthday to help Mum while she was under the weather. So even though Mum didn’t think being a mechanic was really a job for a girl, she didn’t mind Ida popping into Rogers’s Garage, Dad’s old workplace, while she was having a rest. 

Mr Rogers’s bike was propped against the garage door. Ida nipped between the two petrol pumps that stood like sentries outside. She wheeled the bike out of the way and stood on tiptoe to look through the clean bit of windowpane.

His head was under the bonnet of a dark red Austin Ruby. No mistaking his blue overalls bent over the engine. She tapped on the glass.

‘Come on in, Ida. Door’s open.’

Ida leaned on the door. It juddered open enough for her to squeeze through the gap. 

‘Push it shut again, love – there’s a bit of a draught,’ said Mr Rogers from under the bonnet. 

‘Is it all right if I wait for Knipe’s to open here with you?’

Mr Rogers extricated himself from the engine of the shiny new car. He pushed a long flop of brown hair flecked with grey off his face, leaving an oily smudge on his nose. ‘How’s your mum? Any better?’

‘Er ...’ Ida didn’t have a clue how to answer. Ida knew Mum was seeing the doctor when she could afford it, but she didn’t let on much.

‘I understand, love. Hey, have a seat. You won’t want to be getting dirty if you’re going to sit in this beauty, will you? Give us a minute.’

Normally, the thought of having a go behind the wheel of a brand-new Austin would have turned her insides to jelly, wobbling with excitement, but something about how Mr Rogers had asked about Mum made her feel more worried than wobbly.

She did her best to shake it away and pulled her special stool out from under the bench. She perched on top, where she could look at the whole garage and soak it all in: spare tyres propped up against the wall, spanners, screwdrivers, hacksaws, ratchets, hanging up in their special places, and Mr Rogers sorting through a tangle of rubber tubing piled up on the bench. Apart from being at home with Mum and Bonnie, this was her favourite place in the world.

Mr Rogers had his wireless on. The announcer was talking about something that had gone on in London on Sunday. He called it a battle. Ida didn’t like the sound of that, and somehow that man she heard people talking about, Sir Oswald Mosley, was involved.

‘Oooh, I don’t like it,’ said Mr Rogers. ‘Mosley’s too similar to that Mr Hitler in Germany for my liking. A good job he hasn’t got anybody in Parliament, eh, Ida?’ 

Ida heard a lot of people talking about Germany nowadays. It worried her. They’d fought Germany in the war a few years before she was born. They said that fighting in the war was what had done her dad in. He might not have died in the trenches, but the trenches killed him even so. Germany still didn’t sound safe. 

Mr Rogers stuck his head under the bonnet again. ‘Hand us those pliers, will you, love?’ He waved his hand in the direction of a pair of adjustable pliers hung up on the wall. They had two rows of teeth, like a picture of a dinosaur she’d seen in a book at school. 

Ida slid off her stool, reached over a big can of Castrol oil and unhooked the pliers.

‘Thanks, love, just the ticket. This car’s brand new,’ said Mr Rogers, gazing at it longingly. ‘What has she been doing? That’s what I’d like to know. Came in early this morning, broken fan belt, gearbox, I dunno. Belongs to that woman up at the orphanage. No better than the workhouse is what I’ve heard ... but I’m sure that’s all gossip. Workhouses are a thing of the past, thank Gawd.’ 

A vague worry settled round Ida’s shoulders like a cloud of soot. She tried to shake it away, slipped off her stool and sidled up next to Mr Rogers for a look at the engine. His oily smell reminded her of her dad. She breathed it in. It wasn’t a nice smell, but it helped her feel normal, and if she closed her eyes, it was like Dad was alive again. Dad used to say that engineers and mechanics were getting so clever that one day motor cars would run on water, or at least something that didn’t make the place so filthy. Ida had decided then that that was what she wanted to do, and since Dad had died, she wanted to do it more than ever.

‘Is that where the fan belt should be?’ Ida pointed to two empty pulleys.

‘Watch out!’ Mr Rogers tugged away at something stretchy and brown tangled up round the fan. ‘Got it!’ He dangled the oily scrap of silk like a giant worm.

‘Isn’t that a lady’s stocking? Did it get stuck in there? Is that what made it break down?’ So much she wanted to learn. It was great that with school over and done with, she could fill her head with cars and engines instead of spelling, which she was terrible at.

‘No, lass. That’s what fixed it. Can’t imagine that missus getting her hands dirty to do the job though. Here, you take it. I don’t think she’ll want it back, but to be on the safe side, pop it over there, by the wireless. You got those pliers again?’

Ida swapped them for the oily stocking. ‘Have you nearly finished?’

‘Yes, nearly done. You’ve got the makings of a fine mechanic, Ida. Your dad would have been proud.’ 

The thought of Dad being proud was like a blazing fire on a cold day. Ida dropped the stocking next to the wireless, which was now playing some modern, jazzy music.

‘Better clean up though.’ Mr Rogers poured a few drops of paraffin on her hands from a rusty can.

As she rubbed, the fumes got into her head. She so wished Dad was still here. Mum wouldn’t have to work so hard, would she?

‘Chin up, Ida.’ Mr Rogers had the kindest smile. He gave her a clean rag to wipe her hands. ‘How about checking out the driver’s seat for me? No oil on that dress, is there?’

‘Don’t think so.’ Ida looked down at her old dress, on its last hem and barely covering her knees.

‘Here you are, then,’ he said, and opened the driver’s door.

Ida rubbed her eyes with her sleeve and slid across the leather. ‘It’s creaky ... and cold!’ 

‘Get away with you, girl. It’ll soon warm up. Now, let me finish tightening this belt.’

The car smelled of new, of leather, of wood and of a perfume – lavender, almost as strong as the paraffin. It all gleamed so shiny too; Ida traced the speedometer dial, the petrol gauge and the patent plate with her finger. She twisted to stroke the back seat, where a lady’s salmon-pink silk scarf was draped on a hanger, over a black blouse. The leather underneath felt as plump and polished as if it had never been sat on.

In the middle of all this luxury, Ida pretended the car was hers. The real world melted away. Mum was well and happy, and she, Ida Barnes, was about to take them all on holiday.

With the last bolt tightened, Mr Rogers closed the bonnet and gave her the thumbs up through the windscreen. ‘Off you go, then, Ida!’ 

With Mum and Bonnie in the back, she wound down the driver’s window, positioned her hands on the steering wheel and was on the open road of her imagination. She was motoring all the way to Scotland or the continent, or any of those faraway places with romantic names like Constantinople, Abyssinia or Casablanca. She wasn’t going to be one of those ladies who didn’t know how the car worked, not her. She’d be able to change a tyre, top up the oil, and now she reckoned she could fix a fan belt. This would be the perfect car for her. 

Ida was miles away when she realised that the garage door was rattling and, behind his back, Mr Rogers was signalling her to hide.

The real world crashed back into Ida’s daydream.

A heavily painted face with bright red lips peered through the clean pane of glass. Mrs Bullar, matron of Nettlefield Grange Orphanage and owner of the Ruby, was demanding to be let in.
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3: The Lillie
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Baby felt a joggle on her arm, a tickle on her nose and warm sun on her face. She squinted up at Fingers standing over her, waggling a blade of grass like a magic wand.

‘Wake up. I’m hungry.’ Florrie Fingers, Baby’s sister since they’d toddled round Limehouse, clinging to Moll’s skirts, could be a grumpy little so-and-so. 

Baby had been dreaming about Moll and the crash and clatter of the docks, so it took her a moment to remember they weren’t in London any more but Nettlefield, where the train had brought them the night before, not far from some other docks at Southampton. 

Baby stood up. Her green silk jacket hung heavy with the damp of the morning dew. Fingers, on the other hand, was covered to her knees in a thick black workman’s jacket. A badge, a green train outlined in brass with SOUTHERN RAILWAY where the rails should be, glinted on the lapel.

‘Like yer coat. Nice badge too,’ said Baby.

‘Found it, didn’t I?’ Fingers brushed some invisible specks off the lapel where the railway badge was pinned. Fingers only ever ‘found’ stuff.

‘Let’s go and find some grub and a barrel to kip in tonight,’ said Baby.

When they arrived the evening before, they were so tired that they fell asleep at the top of a grassy bank outside the station, which was where Fingers had just woken Baby up.

On one side of her, a train chuffed into the station across the railway bridge and on the other side, in the distance, Baby could see the town and its shops. But in front of her, at the bottom of the bank and facing her from the other side of the road, between the railway bridge and a tram shed, was a prison. It had to be.

Behind high railings and even higher gates with a heavy-looking chain and padlock wound through them, stood a large building. Scraggy bushes dotted the grounds and two rows of tall, darkened windows stretched between the towers at each end of the building, broken only by an unwelcoming door in the middle.

All Baby’s hope drained away and she felt so sorry for anyone who had the misfortune to be locked up in there. So instead of rolling down the grassy bank, which was very tempting, Baby took Fingers's hand, pulled her away from the prison and down the hill to where a tram heading into the town, had at that moment left the shed.

On their way to the shops and, hopefully, a pub with a spare barrel, Baby told Fingers more about the Blackshirt toff, the horrible woman with the car, Sophie, her rescuing angel, and why they couldn’t go anywhere until they’d rescued her back. 

‘If it weren’t for ’er, I’d have been a goner,’ said Baby.

‘But what about catching the boat?’ 

‘Soon,’ Baby lied. 

Fingers had been desperate to set sail for America, ever since Moll had told them about the tall buildings, the bright lights and pickin’s like you’d never seen. But it wasn’t only the pickin’s. Just the idea of America smoothed out the little lines of worry that often creased her sister’s forehead. And now that Moll had gone, not to America but to heaven, it was up to Baby to be the ma and get them there.

Eventually.

Fingers’s shoulders slumped even lower with the weight of it all. She lagged behind, dragging her boots along the pavement.

They passed big houses set back from the street, a sooty old traction engine trundling along and a vicar in his billowy white dress. ‘She’s ’ere,’ said Baby. ‘This place ain’t big like London. We’ll find her soon enough.’ How she willed that to be true.

‘But what are we going to do with her when we have? She’s not coming too, is she?’

Baby turned round, ready to tell Fingers off for being so mean, but when she saw how the grumpy frown on her sister’s face had dissolved into a look so lost, it made Baby’s heart ache. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, and put her arm round Fingers’s shoulders like Moll used to.

But Fingers shook herself out from underneath it.

‘Tell you what,’ said Baby. ‘If we ain’t found her in a few weeks, say ... I dunno ... six weeks, that’s all. If we ain’t found her or that Blackshirt toff that took her by then, we’ll find a ship at Southampton and stow away from there. We’ll prob’ly find her and send her on ’er way long before then.’ Baby really wanted to believe that, but in those life-saving moments, not even a whole day ago, she’d gained another sister, and asking her to choose between them would be like asking a ma to choose between her kids.

Fingers dragged the back of her hand under her nose and sniffed. ‘You promise?’

‘I promise.’ Baby sounded as sure as sure, but the thought of leaving Sophie behind squeezed her heart.

Fingers, with a bounce back in her step, strode past Baby. ‘Well, let’s get on with it, then.’ And bold as you like, she skipped up the front path of the next big house. ‘Come on, this ’ere looks as likely a place as any for the toff!’

‘Hang on!’ called Baby but all she could do was run behind and do her best to stop her sister getting nabbed.

Luckily or unluckily, Baby couldn’t decide, they didn’t find the toff in any of the big houses. They did find people who screwed up their noses and shooed the two girls off their doorsteps, and nobody who’d seen a girl that fitted Baby’s description of Sophie’s golden goldilocks hair.

It was early afternoon when Baby and Fingers reached the shops. 

Outside a greengrocer’s they passed a girl about the same age as Sophie, Baby reckoned, but not golden at all. This girl had mousy-brown hair, gangly arms and legs and was scrabbling all over the pavement, picking up spuds.

In the town centre, shopkeepers were turning their signs to Closed for dinner and winding up their awnings. A woman with shiny red cheeks stood in a baker’s doorway and muttered something about ‘filth’ when Baby and Fingers walked past.

Baby wanted to hide. She pulled her sleeves over her hands and lowered her face. There was definitely more than one Blackshirt here. 

On the other side of the street, she saw a blue lamp above the door of a police station. Coppers weren’t known for standing up for the likes of her and Fingers, so Baby turned smartly away, up an alley next to a big shop. ‘This way,’ she said, as if she knew where she was going.

In a pet shop window, a little white dog was yapping desperately to be let out. Ahead though, a pub sign creaked in the breeze. ‘“The Ba ... ker’s Bon ... net”,’ read Baby. Underneath the sign, not a barrel but a dustbin without its lid was rolling around on the pavement while plinky-plonk piano music, laughing and the chink of glasses escaped through the door.

‘I’m really hungry now.’ Fingers riffled though her skirts but could only find a couple of bruised apples. ‘I’m gonna get some more grub,’ she said, and disappeared down the alley towards the street with the shops.

‘Watch out for yourself!’ called Baby, but her burgling sister was gone.

The pub music had turned to clapping and cheering, so Baby tipped the bin upside down under a window and climbed on top.

Through the window, she saw a well-fed young woman, in a slinky evening dress with satin roses round the neck, climb up onto a sturdy table in the middle of the saloon. Her short hair, set in ripples, covered one eye. She looked dressed up for a night out, but it was only early afternoon. She swooshed a feather boa round her neck and began to sing at the top of her voice to a tune an old lady was bashing out on the piano.

The old men in the pub clapped and cheered. They threw pennies and halfpennies at her feet. Then, in the middle of the song, she hitched up her dress and started dancing, her feet tapping on the table, like Ginger Rogers. The old lady at the piano bounced and wobbled on her stool with the music as more coins clattered across the table and rolled through the smattering of sawdust that covered the floor. 

One of the younger men started picking up the money for himself, but when she saw him, the young woman leaped off the table and pushed him away so hard he stumbled backwards into an old man with a full pint glass frothing at his lips. The beer splashed the old man’s muffler, and another one of the older men shook his fist, which the young man took exception to, and he shook his fist back. 

The young woman scooped up the rest of the coins off the floor and, with a little shiver, dropped them down the front of her dress. She got back up on the table and started singing and dancing again while the lady at the piano bashed out more music.

Very soon fists, beer and bar stools were being hurled round them.

The landlord, a big man with hair greased flat to his head, a long, dirty white apron tied round his belly and a cigarette bouncing on his bottom lip, grabbed the young woman, not much more than a girl really, lifted her off the table and walked her through the uproar to the door. The old lady carried on playing through cries of ‘Shame! Shame!’ But nobody was bothered about that for long, because another man leaned against the piano, conducting with two fingers, as the old lady struck up a new song: ‘Knees Up, Mother Brown’. 

The pub door flew open, and the girl tumbled out, ending up on her hands and knees in the alley. 

The landlord stood behind her on the step with his fists on his hips. ‘I’ve had enough of your cheek.’ He took his cigarette between two fat fingers and pointed back inside the pub. ‘I could get into a lot of trouble having you in here. I’m doing it out of the goodness of my heart, so you take what you’re given and clear off for today.’

The same young man who’d tried to pinch the girl’s money grinned over the landlord’s shoulder. He slipped out round the landlord’s bulk and sauntered away, whistling a tune with his hands in his pockets.

‘And I’ll be docking your wages for the damages, anyway,’ added the landlord, blowing smoke into the alley.

The girl stood up. Her dress was dirty; a satin rose hung by a thread; and her boa made a little pool of feathers by her feet. ‘That wasn’t my fault!’ she said in a posh voice like you heard up west. ‘Bill Teasdale started it!’ She pointed at the cocky, muscular young man disappearing down the alley.

But the landlord wasn’t taking any notice. ‘Take it or leave it.’ He flicked ash off the end of his cigarette and retreated through the door, closing it behind him. 

The girl hammered on the door with her fists. ‘Why are you blaming me? I told you it was Bill Teasdale, and you’ve let him off, scot-free!’ 

Baby saw Fingers dodge the cocky young man and run back up the alley with what Baby hoped was a bag of buns screwed up in her fist.

‘What’s up with her?’ Fingers waggled the paper bag at the well-fed, satiny girl, who suddenly became aware of Baby and Fingers gawping at her like she was a sideshow.

‘She got chucked out of there,’ whispered Baby, nodding towards the pub door.

And bold as you like, Fingers asked, ‘We’re looking for a barrel to kip in for the night. Got any round ’ere?’

‘A barrel?’ 

Baby moved Fingers gently aside. ‘We’ve just got here. Had a bit of, er ... trouble in London.’

‘Oh, I know about trouble,’ said the posh girl. ‘That beast of a landlord. Look, I love to dance. Who doesn’t? But just because I’m a day or two underage, he thinks he can push me around.’ The girl inspected her dress and tried to fix the rose on its thread back in position, but it wouldn’t stay. ‘Oh dear, another one gone for a burton.’

Baby took off her green silk jacket. ‘Like to borrow this?’ She draped it round the girl’s shoulders.

‘Oh, I say, thank you! Yes, better keep decent. Nettlefield has some sniffy sorts.’ The girl put her arms through the sleeves, but she couldn’t do Baby’s jacket up; her gaping neckline was still on show. ‘Never mind, darling. I didn’t lose the puppy fat, did I?’ She stroked the embroidered flowers that decorated the green silk as she handed it back to Baby. ‘This is a rather splendid jacket. Was it your mother’s?’

‘It’s always been mine,’ said Baby, putting her jacket on again. ‘So, d’you know where we can find a barrel?’ 

‘To kip in,’ added Fingers.

‘Oh, I can do much better than that.’ She flung her feathers round her neck and strode away from the pub and the street with all the shops, out the other end of the alley. ‘It’s this way, darlings. Tally-ho!’ 

The girl, who said she was called Virginia but liked ‘Gin’ for short, led Baby and Fingers behind the streets, where women were sweeping up or polishing their doorsteps, and through the back alleys, where kids too young for school were playing. When any of the littluns looked up at the three of them, Gin put her finger to her lips, and the kids carried on playing as if Gin, Baby and Fingers weren’t there.

Baby and Fingers offered to share the raspberry buns on the way, but Gin said, ‘Do you mind awfully if we save them until we get back? Brian loves a raspberry bun.’

‘Who’s Brian?’ called Baby to Gin, who was still striding ahead.

‘Oh, you’ll see ...’

Baby knew about the men who took girls in off the streets. But as fancy as she was, Gin wasn’t like those poor girls.

They came to some allotments surrounded by a high wire fence. Baby peered through at sunflowers toppling over and fat Halloween pumpkins waiting to be picked. 

‘It’s open,’ said Gin, pushing on the gate, which rattled as it swung open.

An old man, his sleeves rolled up, was digging potatoes, while another sat outside his little shed, staring at the world over his teacup. 

Bold as brass, Gin strode past them.

‘Don’t worry about them. They’re all friends of Old Abel here.’ 

‘Who’s Old Abel?’ Baby’s skin prickled. First Brian and now Old Abel?

But Gin marched on. She skirted plots of earth bulging with ripe fruit and vegetables to a hedge that marked the boundary of the allotments.

Gin reached in the hedge and pulled out a rusty bit of wire.

The hedge opened, like a door, to a tunnel through the bushes. 

This was an adventure now, and she didn’t care about mysterious Brians and Abels. Baby just wanted to know what was at the other end. 

‘This way, darlings!’ Gin shooed Baby and Fingers into the bushy tunnel.

Gin followed, pulling the hedge door shut behind her. Baby and Fingers could stand up, but Gin had to hunch over. ‘Go on, then, darlings,’ she said. ‘We’re nearly there.’ 

It was mostly dark apart from the odd patch of sunshine filtering through the green that gave them enough light to see by. The tunnel smelled healthy, of the earth, of things growing, and the ground was soft and bouncy, thick with moss. 

After only a few steps, daylight glowed yellow again, and they came out into a little glade warm with afternoon sun. Brambles tangled with ivy grew amongst the trees that surrounded them.

It looked cosy enough now, but what about at night? 

Baby heard tapping, like a coin on a window.

Gin rooted through the ivy, which trailed like her feather boa.

Tap-tap-tap. There it was again. 

Through a gap in the leaves, Baby saw a girl’s face.

There had been a door in the hedge; now a window in the bushes?

The window girl’s eyebrows were hopeful, and her mouth a little bit open in a smile. But when Baby looked more carefully, she saw that the brambles and ivy covered more than a window. 

Through the leaves, Baby made out the wheels and windows of a railway carriage, much older than the sort they’d left London in.

‘Ta-da!’ Gin swept the trails of ivy to one side to reveal a broken nameplate and a door. ‘“The Lillie”,’ she read. ‘Welcome, darlings.’ And she shooed them in.

Baby and Fingers stepped into a long, thin room where sunlight strained through a row of leafy windows. Piles of teetering books sat on cupboards that ran the length of the carriage to a door at the far end with WC on it. Baby was pleased – having an indoor toilet was proper luxury. Actually, having a toilet at all. 

Sitting at a round table, under a huge lamp hanging from the ceiling, was the girl from the window. She clapped her hands and smiled at Gin. The twinkle in her eyes reminded Baby of Moll, but this girl’s eyes were different. They were full of wonder. Her hair was clipped to one side with a silk flower that looked like it came off Gin’s dress. She wore trousers and a man’s white shirt, only half tucked in, and rolled up at the sleeves.

Gin turned to the girl at the table. ‘Brian, darling, these are our guests. Have we got any sandwiches for them?’ 

The girl scurried to one of the cupboards and took out a mountainous plate covered by a chequered cloth.

‘Corned beef?’ asked Gin.

Brian nodded and explained, ‘They’re my favourite.’

‘Which is lucky,’ said Gin, flopping into one of two armchairs by a stove, ‘because it’s all I can pinch at the moment.’ She kicked off her shoes, stretched her legs out on the rug and wiggled her toes in the dappled sunlight pouring through the open door. ‘Sit down, darlings.’

Brian poured some lemon barley into a jug, filled it up with water at a white sink next to the toilet door and put it on the round table with the sandwiches. 

Baby and Fingers pulled out a chair each and sat down.

‘We have bramble jam too,’ explained Brian, ‘but I am saving that to take to my dad.’

‘Good job we’ve got the raspberry buns, then,’ said Baby, and she nudged Fingers, who only a bit reluctantly plonked the bag on the table.

A train rumbled in the distance. Its whistle blew as the rumbling chuntering got louder and louder, as it would coming into a station. Baby resisted the urge to run, because logic told her that trains ran on railway tracks and, in spite of them being in a railway carriage, she hadn’t seen any railway tracks on their way in. 

‘Oh, you’ll get used to that, darling,’ called Gin, and she waved an arm vaguely in the direction of the noise. ‘Twelve twenty-one to Portsmouth, by the way.’

So, to regular chunterings, rumbles and whistles from the railway, the four of them ate and drank while Brian’s smile got wider and wider.

They spent the afternoon learning what they needed to know about each other. Gin and Brian learned about Sophie the Goldilocks girl from Baby and their plan for America from Fingers.

Baby and Fingers learned that The Lillie was sort of Brian’s dad’s place because he was looking after it for a friend who was ‘indisposed’, and now he, too, was similarly ‘indisposed’ with said friend, up at the lunatic asylum. Gin was sure the only lunatics up there were the staff. Gin was looking after Brian for him, which killed two birds with one stone, she said, because she needed a place to stay, having been expelled from school, again. 

They learned that Brian was really called Brenda but liked ‘Brian’ a lot better, and ‘Who was to argue with that?’ her dad had said. They also learned that she had something that some people had started to call Down’s syndrome, and Gin added that it was good because, in Brian’s case, it made her super friendly and very smiley.

When it got dark, Baby and Fingers also learned how nice it was to light the stove, put some soup on to warm and drink it from mugs, wriggling their toes in front of the fire.

‘I’m pooped,’ said Gin after she’d helped Brian clear up. She pointed to a wooden screen at the other end of the carriage, with a doorway through the middle and a pretty coloured glass window at the top, a bit like in a church. ‘We sleep in there. There’s plenty of room.’ Gin peeled off her holey tights. Brian helped her with the zip fastener at the back of her dress. And in some flimsy underwear, the likes of which Baby had never seen before, Gin staggered to the doorway in the screen and collapsed.

Baby rushed to see that she was all right, while Brian giggled behind her hand.

Behind the screen, the floor was covered in mattresses, where blankets, quilts and pillows of all colours and patterns were piled up in heaps.

Baby wanted to take a running jump into them.

Gin sat up suddenly. ‘Oh, one thing – I wasn’t sure about letting on, because they suck parentless kids in there like dust up a vacuum – but Nettlefield Grange, the big house near the station? It’s the town orphanage and might be a good place to look for your girl.’

‘The prison, you mean?’ said Baby, who suddenly began to feel very bleak.

‘As good as. They all need help in there, believe you me,’ said Gin. ‘Which is why Aunt Constance had to come out and rescue Brian when the council wanted to put her away too.’

Brian giggled again, which made her eyes sparkle, and she followed Gin to the room of mattresses, quilts and pillows – more a ‘room-bed’ than a bedroom.

Fingers flashed Baby a grumpy look that said they could have sprung the girl and then scarpered.

Though that would have meant they’d never have found Gin and Brian ... 

And who was Aunt Constance? Where did she sleep? But after a damp night full of dreams the night before, Baby was longing for somewhere soft and dry. She sat on the edge of the mattress in the doorway and pulled off her boots, determined that tomorrow they’d find a way to get into Nettlefield Grange Orphanage.

Fingers slipped off her chair. She didn’t bother pulling off her boots. Instead, she pushed past Baby with them still on. ‘Don’t think we’ll need them six weeks now, will we?’
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4: The Matron of Nettlefield Grange
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The sight of the orphanage matron’s heavily made-up face in Mr Rogers’s window made Ida freeze in panic.

Mr Rogers wiped his oily hands on a rag on the bench.

Catching his glance, Ida slid off the driver’s seat. The backs of her legs stung where they peeled off the leather.

Her face felt red-hot. She was trespassing! Perhaps she should come clean, but that would get Mr Rogers into trouble, and she certainly didn’t want that. 

The brake, clutch and accelerator pedals poked into her side, but she curled up as best she could on the floor of the car. She hid her face in her arms and hoped with all her fingers and toes crossed that because a nearly fourteen-year-old girl was the last thing anyone would expect to find on the floor of an Austin Ruby, they wouldn’t.

Ida heard the garage door judder open, and Mrs Bullar, matron of Nettlefield Grange Orphanage and owner of the Ruby, marched in. ‘Rogers! How long is it going to be? You’ve had it for hours.’

Ida peeped out from under her arm. Through the passenger window, she could see a black beret, bright red, pouty lips and a tight jacket pulled round an ample bosom.

‘Well, I’ve done what I can with the fan belt,’ said Mr Rogers, ‘but you’ve completely worn out the bearings. I’ll have to send for some new ones, and if you want the belt to last, a new one of them and all.’

‘Do what you have to,’ ordered Mrs Bullar.

‘It’ll take a while to get the parts to do a proper job. You can have it back later this afternoon, but I’ll need it again. Say, a week on Monday?’

‘You’ll have it done well before a week on Monday if you want any payment at all.’

‘It’ll take a fortnight to get the parts—’

‘You can have it until tomorrow, and I’ll want it back by 6 p.m.’

‘That’s near on impossible. I can’t do that—’

‘Your petrol is very cheap. Not selling agricultural fuel illegally by any chance?’ She wagged her finger at him, knowingly. ‘And the two pumps outside, how frequently are they checked? I’m wondering if I should ask my friend at the council to arrange an inspection. With all those mouths to feed, you wouldn’t want your business closed, would you?’

Mr Rogers sighed. ‘Right, I’ll do what I can. Bring it in tomorrow, then.’ He combed his fingers through his hair. Even from behind, Ida could see he was flustered.

The handle on the inside of the driver’s door moved. Ida heard the latch click open. Her skin tingled all over. Was Mrs Bullar actually getting in? 

She curled up tighter. But it was hopeless. They were both going to be in trouble now – her and Mr Rogers.

But the car door clicked shut again, as if Mrs Bullar had changed her mind. ‘I’ll be here to pick it up tomorrow at six o’clock sharp.’ 

As the garage door shut and Mrs Bullar’s shoes clip-clopped across the forecourt, Ida uncurled and breathed out a little whoosh of air. She never ever wanted to come face to face with the matron of the orphanage. 

She wriggled out of the footwell, but as she did, her cardy caught on something. She pulled, and a piece of panel under the dashboard came away and clattered to the floor. With it came a wad of paper and a pale pink paying-in book from the bank. With trembling fingers, Ida gathered up the book and the papers, and stuffed them back into the hole made by the missing panel. Though she was putting back and not taking out, she still felt like a thief. It was hard putting the panel back with shaky hands. But as she tried to slot it in place, she saw that her cardy had caught on the latch, which held it there. Was this really another way to get to the engine?

Mr Rogers looked in through the driver’s window. ‘She’s a right one, her. You all right, love?’

Sure that her face was bright red, Ida could only say, ‘Yes.’ She felt very wobbly.

‘Don’t know how I’m going to get the parts by tomorrow. I’ll have to go now,’ said Mr Rogers, shaking his head.

The garage doors rattled again, which made Ida’s heart leap. But it was Alf’s head peering through the window. ‘Aspirin for Barnes!’ His breath steamed up the only clean patch.

‘I’ve got to go, Mr Rogers. Mum’ll be expecting me back.’

‘That’s right, you get going, Ida, love. Give your mum my best. And watch that young lad – it won’t be long before he’s asking to walk out with you.’ He winked and pushed the garage door open for her.

Where had Mr Rogers got an idea like that? She’d been enemies with Alf since they were infants.

‘Don’t forget this.’ Mr Rogers gave her Mum’s little purse, empty now but it was special to her. Margate was where she and Dad had had their honeymoon after the war.

Outside, there was an autumn nip in the air, but at least it wasn’t raining. Ida knew Alf had probably seen her sitting in the Austin. So what? He was getting a tugboat at Southampton Docks, the gateway to the world, they said. Trying not to catch his eye, she snatched the bottle. It rattled with tablets this time, and leaving the jealous boy behind, Ida ran round the corner into West Street, past the new travel agency, with exotic posters of ships in the window, and past Uncle Arthur’s shop. She waited for a traction engine to trundle by. The smell of soot filled her nostrils and made her eyes water. 

As she wiped the tears away, she saw Mrs Bullar leading a line of orphans out of the churchyard gate. The boy at the front, the fairest boy of the whole lot, was so fair he was practically white. He looked about nine or ten years old and wore a smart blazer, unlike the other orphans, whose clothes were too small and much poorer than even Ida’s.

Mrs Bullar strode ahead up West Street; the children scurried behind to keep up. But as soon as a thin girl with straggly brown hair and a trailing hem on her dress was through the gate, she stepped out of line to tie up her bootlace. Mutters and whispers came from the rest of the children.

Mrs Bullar spun round.

‘Aggie!’ called the fair boy at the front.

But the matron barged past the children, yanked the thin girl up by her arm and as good as threw her back in line. ‘Don’t lag, you pointless specimen.’ 

Ida waited for a tram to rattle past before she crossed the street, away from Mrs Bullar and the orphans. She pulled her cardy round her body, tried to put those poor children out of her mind and ran home.

Mum waved from the doorstep of their little terraced house in Camellia Lane, number seven. Her smile was as bright as ever. ‘I woke up and thought I’ll just get a breath of fresh air and let the day indoors before you come home, love.’

Ida let Mum scoop her inside. Was it how Mum’s hand trembled when she shook two aspirin from the new jar? Or how quickly she swallowed them with one mouthful of water? Or the way she flumped in her chair at the table when she had? Whichever it was, it made the cloud of worry that had settled round Ida’s shoulders a little bit blacker. 

* * *
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The October nip in the air soon became a November chill. The news on the wireless and in the papers was all about the King wanting to marry a divorced American lady. Mr Rogers didn’t approve of him being such friends with Mr Hitler in Germany, but Ida wasn’t sure that she approved of the royal goings-on at all. Or she wouldn’t, if she had much space to think about them.

Mum got worse, much worse. Aspirin, in spite of what people said about it being a wonder drug, hadn’t done anything for Mum, and she was refusing to spend money on the doctor. ‘It’ll be money down the drain, Ida. He won’t be able to do anything that a couple of extra days rest won’t cure.’ Ida didn’t believe that any more than Mum did.

Mum also refused to see Uncle Arthur when he came back from his walking tour of Germany in November. It was hard to deter him after that. If Mum was having a rest upstairs, he’d insist on coming in ‘to see my little angel’. He put coal in the bunker and brought presents for Bonnie. Ida couldn’t understand Mum being so against him when he only wanted to help. He was Dad’s friend after all.

In the end, Mum did give in to a visit from the doctor, who gave her a prescription for something stronger to take the pain away. ‘But all we can really do at this stage is keep her comfortable,’ he said as he scribbled a prescription on the kitchen table and thrust it at Ida. ‘It’s doubtful she’ll see Christmas.’ His voice boomed through the house. ‘You’ll have to make arrangements for your sister, you know. You’re not old enough to care for her. You’d have to be at least fourteen for that.’

‘No, Doctor! They must stay together!’ cried Mum from the bedroom. ‘I can’t bear to think of them apart.’

‘I’m nearly fourteen,’ pleaded Ida. Her fourteenth birthday was six days before Christmas. Though she hadn’t been to school in weeks and she didn’t want Mum to die ever, if Mum could only hold on until after 19 December, then Ida would officially be allowed to leave school to look after Bonnie, and Mum would have her wish.

The doctor grunted. ‘Go and calm your mother down.’ He put his hat on his head and, without a glance backwards, left through the front door.

It was as if he’d sucked out all her insides – everything that made her Ida. She knew that these things happened, but not to Ida and Bonnie, not again. Everyone she’d known through school had at least one parent. Maybe she was lucky. Maybe that was because those that had none were in the Grange. The orphans didn’t mix.

She felt more than empty now, a dried-up husk of a girl who could be blown away to dust at any moment. She loved her mum so much and more than anything didn’t want her to die.

Somehow she’d have to persuade Mum to get the doctor’s prescription. 

But if the worst came to the worst, and Mum really did die, the Grange was where they’d want to put Bonnie.

How could she stop them?
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5: Six Weeks
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Under its blanket of bushes, brambles and creeping ivy, The Lillie was so well hidden between the allotments and Nettlefield railway station, hardly anyone knew it was there, or they’d forgotten. By November Baby and Fingers were as cosy in it as bugs in a rug. Though they were as different from Gin and Brian as barrels were from Buckingham Palace, they got on with them like they’d all clung to Moll’s skirts, toddling round Limehouse.

Baby had found her and Fingers a home.

But Fingers was still dead set on leaving for America. Her first lot of Nettlefield pickin’s was so plentiful she needed more than her skirt to carry them. So in the sack she’d brought back to The Lillie after that first burgle was a calendar.

With a heavy heart, Baby helped her find October and November, and circle Monday 16 November, which was six weeks from the day of her promise to Fingers.

But Baby had made two promises.

It was possible to keep her promise to Sophie and leave for America, but if she did, she’d lose her home. Actually, she wondered if her promise to Sophie was more a promise to herself. She wanted to be with the lovely girl, so was that more important than saving her from a toff in a black shirt? Thinking about it tied Baby up in knots. She felt like she was in one of those straitjackets they put the poor confused folk in. 

She looked. Of course she did. Practically the first thing she and Fingers did was burgle that orphanage, and there wasn’t a single kid in it with hair like gold, not one. And she couldn’t find a toff anywhere in Nettlefield. The houses big enough for them were as good as prisons, filled with ‘lunatics’ or orphans. And the Nettlefield Blackshirts’ nasty words were getting Baby down. Gin said that they belonged in the asylum, with their crazy ideas about ‘Aryans’, their perfect people.

The Blackshirts made Baby want to hide her skin, like Brian hid her face. 

She really did begin to wonder if she’d just fallen asleep in the road that day and dreamed up Sophie and the toff. 

But she hadn’t. Because the horrible foot-stamping woman, Mrs Bullar, the orphanage matron, was very much alive and well and terrorising those poor kids in the Grange.

* * *
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Monday 16 November dawned soggy and cold. In The Lillie, Baby sat at the table like she was waiting for the hangman. Outside, the sky was a murky grey, and water dripped from the ivy covering the windows, though inside, a pan gurgled on the stove, and a fire blazed underneath it. 

Brian, with her hair brushed and clipped to one side, stirred the pan with a big wooden spoon.

‘No lumps?’ Gin slithered across the mattresses, wrapped in a quilt.

Brian peered into the pan, sniffed and agreed. ‘No lumps.’ 

‘You’re doing jolly well!’

Brian seemed to grow an inch taller. ‘My dad used to make it for me, didn’t he?’

‘Tell us some more about your dad, Brian.’ Baby leaned across the table and rested her chin on her hand, hoping for a story, something to help her remember her time with these two girls.

‘He read all those books.’ Brian pointed to the piles on the cupboards. ‘He liked the ones about the stars the best. And he liked it here because he could do his “calcalations” with no one minding him.’

‘Until they did,’ said Gin, ‘and sadly, it was his books and calculations that put him in the jolly old asylum. Lucky I was on hand. Otherwise, I dread to think what would have happened to you.’

‘But at least he doesn’t have to visit Mr Spark any more, does he?’ said Brian.

‘No, because he’s stuck in there with him. I think the porridge is ready now, darling.’ Gin stood up, dragging the quilt across the rug, and helped Brian put the pan on a mat of old newspapers on the table, next to a tin of golden syrup and a jar of bramble jelly.

Soon after they arrived, Baby and Fingers had learned that the true owner of The Lillie and Nettlefield Grange was a Mr Abel Spark. It wasn’t his idea to turn the Grange into a horrible orphanage, but as he’d already been stuck in Nettlefield Lunatic Asylum for years, the decision was out of his hands. 

Gin waved the porridge spoon more or less in the direction of the orphanage. ‘That sneaky door into the Grange that Fingers uses was one of Abel’s “improvements” – before the town decided he was bonkers, that is. By the way, where is she?’

The door flew open, and Fingers dripped on the mat. Her face glowed with excitement. ‘I got something to show you. We can all go.’

‘Where? Where can we go?’ asked Gin.

‘She means America, doesn’t she?’ It warmed Baby’s heart how Fingers understood how hard it would be to leave Gin and Brian.

Brian dropped her spoon on the table, and the colour faded from her cheeks. ‘I can’t leave my dad.’

‘Darling Fingers, it would be a marvellous adventure, and we’ll miss you dreadfully, but I can’t leave Brian.’

But Fingers wasn’t listening. She’d already turned on her heel and, in the drizzle-soaked clearing, shouted, ‘Are you coming to see or what?’ 

‘I’d better find out what it is.’ Baby got up from the table, unhooked her silk jacket and put it on. ‘We’ll come and say our goodbyes ’fore we set off.’

With a heart of stone, she followed Fingers through the bushy tunnel, all twiggy and leafless now, and across the muddy allotments. Baby eventually caught her up just before Old Man Winters’s greengrocery on the corner. Today wasn’t the day for getting nabbed by him, so they marched past with their hands in their pockets, and crossed over the street to the church.

Nettlefield was quiet for a Monday morning. Shop awnings were out, but the displays underneath were covered with tarpaulins.

‘What is it? Just tell me,’ called Baby.

But Fingers marched on past the church hall, past an undertaker’s with its marble headstone in the window, and stopped next door, outside a travel agency advertising luxury cruises in its window.

‘You haven’t burgled the bank, have you?’ asked Baby.

‘No. Look.’ Fingers pointed at a poster for the newest, most famous passenger ship on the ocean, only launched a few months ago. It was for the likes of royalty, prime ministers, film stars ... It was practically brand new.

‘The Queen Mary! What are you thinking?’ Baby felt her face screw up like Fingers’s did when she thought someone was talking a load of rubbish. 

‘You ain’t looking!’ Fingers pointed to the poster that said Southampton to New York, Tourist Class £10.

‘How do you know what it says?’ asked Baby. She could read good enough, but Fingers never sat still enough to learn.

‘Not what it says. Look!’ 

The travel agent, a youngish man in a tight collar and wearing wire spectacles, peered at the two girls through the glass in the door. 

Baby looked. The poster showed a posh lady in fashionable clothes standing by a pile of trunks next to a ship at the docks.

‘They’d be easy as a sack of spuds.’ 

‘What d’you mean? To burgle?’ 

‘Yeah. What did you think I meant? There’ll be loads of ’em stacked up, waiting to get loaded into fancy rooms. Much better than hiding in a barrel down at the bottom of the ship.’ 

Fingers grabbed Baby’s sleeves. ‘She wanted us to go.’ 

She was right, Moll had, and Baby had promised. That Blackshirt toff had disappeared into hell and taken Sophie with him. Baby had tried to find her, hadn’t she? What else could she do? ‘I suppose we’ve done our best,’ said Baby aloud, but it was like a skewer through her heart.

Fingers’s face was all smiles. Baby had never seen her so bright. When she thought back to when they were littluns, when she remembered, it was only her and Fingers. Baby owed it to her sister. Though it made her feel like a jelly, like two jellies balanced on top of one another, she knew that they should go.

Fingers had turned back to the window, and ignoring the tight-collared, thin-lipped travel agent squinting down his nose from the inside of the shop, she pressed hers against the glass again.

The travel agent flipped the sign on the door to Closed. Other shops were shutting up early too. The rain was bad for business.

Next door, the deathly dim light in the undertaker’s window went out. The door rattled, and the little bell on a spiral of metal at the top rang as a tall man in a black bowler hat came out. He was all in black and wore a coat done up to the neck. As he turned to lock the door, from under thick black eyebrows like two furry caterpillars, he peered at Baby. His eyes narrowed to slits, and he breathed in long and slow through his nose, disgust all over his face.

She swallowed, but it didn’t help. The lump she felt in her throat just got bigger and bigger. All the swallowing she’d ever done wouldn’t have made enough spit to dissolve the concrete inside her.

The man carried a stick, but he wasn’t a toff after all. She’d got him all wrong. 

The undertaker’s eyes suddenly opened wide. ‘Aaah, it’s you! You’re the dirty little savage that got in my way in London.’ He towered over her. ‘Make trouble for me here, and I’ll grind you into the earth, where you and the rest of the subhuman vermin infesting the world belong.’

Baby felt freezing cold, iceberg cold, and her heart wrung for her Goldilocks, her angel, her Sophie. Baby stretched to her tallest and said, ‘Where is she? What have you done with ’er?’ 

The undertaker laughed and stepped off the pavement.

The confusing thoughts about going or staying that had tied Baby up snapped as the man, that devil, crossed the street.

‘’Ere, what’s the matter?’ Fingers peered at Baby, the freckles on her nose wrinkling.

‘You saw him?’ But then Baby remembered, Fingers hadn’t seen him. Not then, not on Gardiners Corner that day. Like she hadn’t seen the woman or the girl.

She’d taken Baby’s word for all of it.

As the tip-tapping of his feet faded away, Baby knew it wasn’t concrete inside her. And if it was cold, it wasn’t ice. It was metal. She remembered Sophie’s face as it disappeared into the distance, and iron surged through her ma’s heart. She wasn’t hiding any more.

For a while at least, they weren’t going anywhere. And there was one thing she was even surer of.

For the undertaker, trouble was on its way. 
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6: A Souvenir from Margate
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That afternoon in early December, when Ida peeked through the crack in the bedroom door and saw Mum’s face twisted in pain, she knew what she had to do. She took the little silk purse, A Souvenir from Margate, with two shillings and the prescription the doctor wrote out weeks ago inside it, down to Knipe’s Chemist as soon as he opened for the afternoon.

Uncle Arthur had been asking her again about those girls – the ones making a nuisance of themselves all over town, thieving and whitewashing impolite messages about Mr Mosley’s Blackshirts on any clean bits of wall they could find. Ida had even seen messages that she couldn’t repeat about Uncle Arthur and a something or someone called Sofi – didn’t they know that black is what people in his line of work always wore out of respect? And how could he think that she, Ida, would know them! How many times did she have to tell him? She had about as much idea as the next person as to where their hideout was.

With the precious bottle of morphine in her hand, with no care for the puddles from the previous day's rain, she ran for home as if her boots had wings. She gave Mr Winters’s display a wide berth, but at the exact same moment she ran round the corner, Mr Winters was clutching a small, struggling brown girl in his shop door. His apron was splashed with white paint, and his face was bright red. ‘I’m getting the law on you – assault!’ He pointed to a hastily painted message on the window –
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‘And criminal damage!’ He added.

‘You’re a Blackshirt, and don’t you go saying you ain’t! We know your sort, mister!’ The girl wriggled away and, with a big brush dripping with whitewash, stumbled across the pavement right into Ida.

Ida lurched over the girl, amazingly avoiding the dripping brush, and broke her fall with one hand on the wet pavement but kept the precious bottle close to her chest with the other. ‘Watch where you’re going!’ Her voice came out all high and screechy. She didn’t mean it to sound like that, but if she’d dropped the bottle, there was no money for any more. 

The girl ignored Ida sprawling over her and waggled the wet brush up at the shopkeeper, flicking white splashes over his apples. ‘Tell us where she is! We won’t stop until we find Sophie!’

Under the paint, Ida could detect the smell of carbolic soap on the shabby green silk jacket the girl was wearing. She was small but all muscle.

The grocer took off his apron, screwed it up and waved it at her. ‘Evidence! I’ve got it at last. Police! Police! Someone call the ruddy police! The dirty little Sambo’s getting away!’ 

‘There, what did I say?’ shouted the girl, appealing to Ida. 

The girl sprang to her feet, and two large oranges fell out of her jacket and bounced along the pavement. Keeping hold of the tin, the girl sploshed the last of the paint at the greengrocer. 

Mr Winters exploded from his shop. ‘RIGHT! That’s it! I’ll have you meself! Police! Thief! Thief!’ He reached out to grab the girl but, in his rush to get her, slipped on the wet paint, which knocked his glasses skew-whiff, and grabbed Ida instead. 

The thief grabbed another orange off the display with her spare hand and disappeared up Trinity Street.

‘Blast it!’ said Mr Winters with a firm grip on the neck of Ida’s dress. ‘You kids have been terrorising us shopkeepers for weeks now. Not much of a friend, was she? Leaving you to face the music. You people, you’re all the same.’ 

He pulled the dress tight against Ida’s throat.

Ida coughed and tried to loosen it. ‘Mr Winters, it’s me!’ But it was hard to speak.

The shopkeeper’s big fat fist screwed the neck of Ida’s dress even tighter. ‘Where are you all hiding? Come on, out with it! Tell me!’

‘But, Mr Winters,’ squeaked Ida, ‘it’s me, Ida!’ She struggled to breathe and twisted as far as she could to get him to look at her, but he was too busy shaking his other fist at the thief, now nowhere to be seen.

‘Gypsies, the lot of you, and don’t you go denying it!’ His grip loosened.

‘It WASN’T ME! I’m Ida! You know me! You give me the old bananas for my mum!’

From the other end of the street, Sergeant Jackson was huffing and puffing and blowing his whistle. He arrived red-faced and blowing clouds of steam into the chilly afternoon air.

‘Ted, you’ve scared one of ’em off!’ shouted Mr Winters at the heavyweight policeman. ‘Look what they’ve gone and done this time!’ He pointed to his shop windows and the impolite slogan sloshed all over the glass behind the fruit and veg display. ‘But I can give you a description. She wasn’t one of us. Not English ...’

‘All right, all right, but let’s see who you’ve got here first.’ He leaned over his knees, trying to catch his breath.

‘It WASN’T ME!’ shouted Ida, exasperated at trying to make Mr Winters calm down and look at her. 

Sergeant Jackson straightened up and tilted Ida’s chin with his finger. ‘Ida Barnes, isn’t it? Stop your wriggling for a minute. I always had you down for a good girl! What are you doing with those young ruffians? They’ll be finding themselves at the end of a hangman’s noose before they’re twenty.’ 

‘I AM a good girl!’ Ida pushed his finger away. ‘It wasn’t me!’

‘Ida? The Barnes girl?’ said Mr Winters, letting go of her dress at last. ‘Don’t I give you—?’

‘Bananas for my mum. YES!’

‘You’ve not turned to thieving my fruit, have you?’ 

‘No! I haven’t.’ Ida felt hurt that anyone could think of her like that. 

‘Every day one of them’s in here, and I’ve darn well had enough,’ said the greengrocer. ‘You can’t trust their sort.’

‘I’ve got to go! Mum’ll be waiting,’ said Ida, not even bothering to untwist her dress and cardy.

‘Off you go, then. Take this for your mum.’ He gave her the oldest, blackest banana off the pile.

‘You can’t let a witness go, Winters, man!’

‘Well, you let the culprit go! Call yourself a policeman? Those Gypsy kids have been trouble for weeks now, and you still haven’t found ’em!’

‘All our best men are on it, Wilf.’ Sergeant Jackson wiped his forehead with a grey hanky. ‘But they’re slippery little whatchamacallits. It’s my belief they’ll move on as suddenly as they arrived, and then they’ll be someone else’s problem.’

Ida left the two men on the corner, arguing about the effectiveness of the Nettlefield policemen, and ran all the way up Trinity Street as it started to rain.

Ida’s fear for her mum was stuck in her throat. She had a stitch too. She clutched her side where it pulled. She ran past Myrtle Road and at last round the corner into Camellia Lane.

But Mum wasn’t waiting on the doorstep; she hadn’t done that for weeks.

It was as if she’d been rubbed out already.

Ida pushed the front door of number seven open.

Except for the muffled sounds of the neighbours clanking about, the house was quiet. What if Ida was too late? The lump of fear in her throat sank to the pit of her belly, taking the rest of her insides on the way. Her head was a blank. She was trying hard not to think the unthinkable. 

‘Mum ... Bonnie ...’ she whispered hoarsely.

For a moment Ida thought that she had died. She felt nothing inside, as if her heart had stopped, but with a creak from upstairs, it thumped into life. 

Ida left the black banana on the kitchen table and took the bottle upstairs. Another creak, and Bonnie was standing at the top, rubbing her eyes. ‘Mum’s asleep,’ she said. Bonnie’s blonde curls made a fuzzy halo round her head. The old jumper of Mum’s that she wore trailed along the floor as she slipped back through the bedroom door. 

Was Mum asleep ... or something much more final?

Ida’s heart beat fast inside her chest. It would have flown out if her bones weren’t in the way. She blinked to stop the tears, and at the top of the stairs, she listened, certain the thing she’d been dreading had happened. 

All she could think of was the doctor, on his one and only visit, telling her it was too late. 

Outside Mum’s bedroom door, pins and needles prickled all over her. Ida was scared numb that the doctor’s terrible prediction was true already.

She took a deep breath. Be brave, Ida. Mum needs you to be brave, for Bonnie at least. 

She pushed the bedroom door open. 

Mum lay in bed under all the blankets Ida had been able to muster. Her eyes were closed. Her hair, darker than Bonnie’s but spread over the pillow, was just as long and curly. The thin yellow curtain fluttered in the draught that blew through the gap above the windowsill. Bonnie lay on the bed with her, snuggled by her side in the ruckle of sheets and blankets. 

‘Mum, it’s me. I’m back. I’ve got your medicine.’ Ida crept towards the bed.

Mum’s arm was curled round Bonnie, who had her thumb in her mouth. At eight years old, she was too old for sucking her thumb, but Ida could remember how comforting it was. 

Tears pricked behind Ida’s eyes. Not yet, Mum. Please not yet.

‘Bon, come on, let’s leave Mum to sleep.’ Ida scooped up her sister, who was getting too big to carry off the bed. She would break the news to her when she’d got used to it herself, when she could be brave. 

‘Da, is it teatime? I’m hungry! I looked after Mum, I did. I might have helped her get better. She is going to get better, isn’t she?’

‘Well, I have her medicine now, don’t I?’ Ida tried not to catch her sister’s eyes. ‘But not quite yet, love.’ Ida knew that if she was going to be Mum now, she had to sound like one.

‘I’ve just got to give Mum her medicine. Why don’t you go downstairs and get those wax crayons out and draw Mum a picture on the paper Uncle Arthur gave you? She’d like that. Then, when you’ve done that, it’ll be teatime.’

Ida felt a tear brimming. She turned away from Bonnie until she could hear her sister’s bare feet pad down the stairs.

Ida let the tear spill over. She went to the window and drew the curtains as far as they would go. Then she got onto the bed and curled herself up in the little warm dent where Bonnie had been sleeping.

Mum’s body was still warm. Ida wanted to lie there forever and pretend.

‘Ida, love ...’ So quietly it was hardly a whisper, Mum breathed into Ida’s ear. ‘You’re back.’

‘Mum! I thought you were ...’ Ida wrapped her arm gently round her mum’s fragile body.

‘No ...’ Her voice croaked – every word took all her strength. ‘No, love, not yet. And you must be strong ... Look after Bonnie ... Stay together. Money in the jar ... under the bed. Mr Rogers... book work ... clever girl, Ida ... Ida ...’ Mum looked into Ida’s eyes, and her hand, so thin, cupped gently round Ida’s face. She took a big breath. ‘You’re my wonder girl, you really are.’ With all her effort, Mum brought her face to Ida’s and kissed her daughter’s forehead. 

‘Can you sit up, Mum? I’ve got the medicine.’

‘No, love ... too late. Save money.’ Mum’s voice was hoarse. ‘Don’t open ... Back to Knipe’s. He might be kind ...’ Mum gasped for breaths that were so hard to find. ‘It’s my time,’ she said so quietly it was a breath more than a whisper. ‘Be brave ... for Bonnie.’

Ida could barely hear her mum now. She leaned in close. If she just could share the life that was in her, her young life. If it would somehow seep out of hers and into Mum’s body and give her a little longer.

Why didn’t Mum let her go to Knipe’s weeks ago? It might have helped. But Ida knew it would have only dulled the pain. It wouldn’t have stopped it killing her. Mum was so brave. If only Ida could be like her.

Mum’s lips brushed against Ida’s hair. ‘I love you, my ... wonder girl.’ The kiss had taken all her effort. Mum sank back into the bed, and a little puff of breath escaped through her mouth.

Mum had let go for the last time. 

‘Mum! No! Please, just a bit longer ...’ Ida held her arms as if that would make her life flow into her mum’s body, but in her heart of hearts, Ida knew that she was gone.

She couldn't move. She wanted to stay there forever and give in to all the tears she felt gathering behind her eyes.

But as it was getting dark outside, Ida realised that she was Mum now. She pulled herself off the bed, straightened the covers and, with her fingers, gently closed Mum’s eyes, like drawing the curtains on her life. Then she opened the window to let Mum’s spirit escape.

The moon shone on the wet pavement. Something moved on the other side of the road. For a moment she thought the tall, dark shadow on number ten’s doorstep was a person watching, but when she looked again, it was nothing, only her imagination. 

She took Mum’s hairbrush from the top of the chest of drawers and brushed Mum’s hair gently, smoothing it away from her face. She straightened the bed sheets. Ida knew you were supposed to cover the dead person’s face with the sheet, but she couldn’t do that. Mum looked so peaceful. The pain was gone from her face, and it really was as if she was only asleep.

She reached into her own dress pocket to find Mum’s purse. The specially embroidered little clip purse Mum loved so much.

But Ida’s pocket was empty.

She tried the other one.

Nothing. 

She’d lost it.

She couldn’t help it now. A sob racked Ida’s body, and a silent tear rolled over her cheek, followed by another and another. And then, when she thought she was crying for the purse and not Mum, she cried some more. 

The purse didn’t have any money inside, not any more, so she shouldn’t be upset. But it was Mum’s, and she loved it, and now it was as if Ida had lost her twice over.

There was a knock on the door.

‘Da, there’s somebody here!’ called Bonnie from the kitchen.

‘You finish your picture.’ Ida tried to sound normal for Bonnie. ‘I’ll be down in a minute.’

But Ida heard the front door open and Bonnie speak to whichever neighbour it was that had come to call. They weren’t loud enough for her to hear what they were saying.

Ida wiped her face with her dress and dried her eyes before she went downstairs. 

Bonnie was back at the kitchen table, colouring her picture.

‘Who was at the door?’ asked Ida.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Didn’t you see them?’

‘Yes. But I don’t know who she was. She asked me what my name was though.’

‘Did you tell her?’

‘Yes, and she gave me this too.’ Bonnie picked up Mum’s purse off the table and gave it to Ida. 

Ida held it to her cheek. It smelled of Mum, of lily of the valley. The relief of having it back and the sweet smell made her feel calmer. 

The silk was a bit damp, but something inside rustled like paper. It couldn’t be money, could it? 

Ida clicked open the purse. She pulled out a limp piece of paper with some writing that was worse than Bonnie’s.
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Ida dashed to the front door and looked up and down the street.

It had stopped raining, but the clouds felt so low you could reach up and wring them out. Apart from one black cat crossing the street, lucky or unlucky, Ida never knew, Camellia Lane was empty in both directions. 

Bonnie came and stood beside her. ‘She said my hair was like Goldilocks’s.
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7: Nettlefield Lunatic Asylum
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Baby perched next to Fingers on the Nettlefield Lunatic Asylum wall. The dangling branches of a willow tree hid them from the huge grey building that nearly filled the sky. Every time the wind blew, Baby could see Brian in the distance, sitting on a bench, huddled up to her dad, a tall, hunched-over man with long grey hair. 

Complaints hissed between Fingers’s teeth like letters through a pillar box. ‘She’s been ages. Didn’t she see him last week? Why do we have to come at all?’

Baby felt the tickle of her sister’s breath on her ear, but she’d told Fingers again that Brian needed company when she visited her dad, just in case.

With each moan, Fingers slumped lower and her arms folded tighter across her chest. She’d been like that ever since they’d found Baby’s ‘toff’, not a toff at all but the flippin’ town undertaker.

‘WHY are we still here?’ Fingers pointed somewhere vaguely beyond the willow curtain. ‘Your Goldilocks girl’s long gone.’ 

‘But the undertaker isn’t,’ said Baby. ‘And I know Goldilocks, Sophie, is here too. And there’s Ida, the one whose purse I gave back.’

‘Yeah! And why did you go and do that?’ said Fingers.

‘It didn’t have any money inside, and even if it had, she needs it more than we do.’ Baby had felt so bad when she saw how poor Ida’s house was.

‘And how do you know? You don’t know Goldilocks is still ’ere. It’s been ages. What’s he going to do with a girl all that time? Keep her locked up in his cellar?’

‘Ida’s sister looks like Goldilocks, and that devil has got his eye on her. I’ve seen him in their street, watching their house all the while their ma was sick.’ 

‘But Purse Girl don’t want our help. You wrote ’er last week, didn’t you? She hasn’t writ back. She’s probably one of them. Yeah, that’s it – she’s a Blackshirt too. This town’s full of ’em. That’s why we should go. I’ll get us in one of them giant cases ... or two, and we’ll be off. How about it? Eh?’

‘No, not yet.’ Saying no was when Baby felt most like a ma. 

Fingers pulled her railwayman’s jacket over her head. ‘It’s just ...’

‘Just what?’ Baby tried to see what her sister’s face was doing under the jacket. 

But Fingers shrugged her off. ‘We have to go now.’ She sniffed. ‘If you pick up any more freeloading kids, there’ll be too many of us to stow away.’

But Baby knew that wasn’t what was bothering her. Burgling a few extra cases and trunks wouldn’t be a problem for little Florrie Fingers. Something else was making her so desperate to leave. ‘What is it? Tell me.’ Baby pulled gently at Fingers’s coat.

But Fingers tugged it away. ‘I’m gonna prove it to you. ’E hasn’t got her locked up in a cellar or anywhere.’ She swivelled round, dragged her hand under her nose, sniffed and jumped off the wall. 

‘What if ’e catches you?’ called Baby.

‘Well, ’e won’t!’ shouted Fingers, who was already halfway down the lane.

Baby wanted to run after her sister, but Brian was galumphing across the field, carrying a box like it was the Crown Jewels. A smile beamed bright on her face. ‘Baby! Look what I’ve got!’ She stopped and started to open the box there and then.

Two nurses walked out of the asylum, straightening their uniforms. 

‘No, Brian! Wait till we get back,’ Baby hissed.

‘All right.’ Brian replaced the lid and gave the box to Baby while she climbed up. ‘Where’s Fingers?’ 

‘She’s gone.’

‘Burgling?’ said Brian like it was Shopping?

‘Yeah, something like that.’ The fluttering in Baby’s throat dropped like a dead moth on her heart. Fingers was good, but this was the undertaker they were talking about. It was one thing raiding that horrible old woman’s cupboards at the orphanage, but breaking into his place was like entering the depths of hell. ‘Let’s get you home,’ she said to Brian.

Gin had said that the asylum was as bad as the orphanage for snatching away stray kids, particularly ones like Brian, who weren’t considered ‘normal’. 

What was normal, anyway? Blonde hair, brown skin, sparkly eyes?

Lots of folk had blonde hair.

So why weren’t there any in the orphanage?
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8: A Sad and Terrible Day
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It had been a long, sad day. Everyone who came to pay his or her respects had gone. Ida rolled up her sleeves, poured the last drop of hot water from the kettle into the sink and made a start on the big pile of cups and saucers. 

She wore Mum’s pinny and Mum’s slippers too. Everything smelled of Mum. Ida never wanted to lose that smell.

The latch clicked on the gate, and shoes tapped across the backyard.

Uncle Arthur opened the kitchen door; he didn’t bother to knock.

‘Oh, hello, Uncle Arthur.’ Ida felt a bit embarrassed that she was still in Mum’s pinny.

‘I’ve brought Queenie with the trap. I wondered if Bonnie would like a ride.’ He closed the door quickly behind him. ‘Don’t want to let this warm air go to waste, do we?’ A fire was blazing in the range thanks to the bag of coal he’d brought the day before.

‘So, where’s my special girl?’

Ida knew he meant Bonnie. Bonnie was always his ‘special girl’, as Ida had always been Mum’s ‘wonder girl’. Ida wasn’t jealous or anything. It was like Uncle Arthur was trying to make up for Bonnie not having a dad. 

‘She’s upstairs having a sleep, Uncle Arthur.’

‘Girls need their beauty sleep, don’t they?’ 

Ida could see he was trying to be cheery, but she noticed a tiny puff of disappointment that Bonnie wasn’t there.

‘Well, perhaps you and I could have a little chat first.’ He sat down at the kitchen table, stretched his legs towards the fire and put his black undertaker’s top hat next to the carburettor that Mr Rogers had given Ida to practise with.

Uncle Arthur was so tall that even sitting down, he sucked light out of the little house. His shoes gleamed, and so did a very fancy silver pin in the shape of a U for Underwood on his lapel – ‘My great-grandfather’s, who started the business before the old queen was on the throne,’ he’d once told Ida. 

‘Sad times, Ida, sad, sad times.’ His thick eyebrows made a V as he glanced at the carburettor. ‘It was a good send-off, wasn’t it? Your dad was my oldest friend, and I know that your mother and I had our differences of late, but perhaps this is how I can make amends. Is that kettle on?’

‘Yes ... but ...’ Ida was going to use it for the rest of the washing-up. She didn’t want to give dirty cups and saucers back to the kind neighbours who’d lent them.

‘That’s good, because there are one or two things we need to talk about.’ He drew his fingertips together underneath his chin and tapped thoughtfully.

His eyes strayed again to the carburettor and spanner beside it. She’d not long put it back on the table after all the visitors had gone. 

‘Do you think this is something your mother would have approved of?’ 

Mum had known that Ida was interested in engines, but by the time Ida had started learning about them in earnest, Mum had been too ill to approve of anything. Ida pushed the box of tools that Mr Rogers had also lent her further under the table with her foot. 

‘Well, would she?’

‘I don’t know, Uncle Arthur’ was the most honest answer Ida could give.

‘Hmmm,’ he said, and tapped his fingers thoughtfully some more. ‘I’m pleased to see the coal is lasting.’

‘Yes. Thank you.’ She was grateful, really, though every kindness she accepted seemed to be a betrayal of Mum. 

Arthur Underwood wasn’t a real uncle but, because of being Dad’s friend, had become one. That was until Mum had taken against him. Ida didn’t know why. He was with Dad in the war, and when Dad died a few months after Bonnie was born, when the war finally did for him, ‘Uncle’ Arthur had stepped in and seen to all the arrangements. It was only in the last year or two, since Mum fell ill, that she didn’t want his help. He said it was because being ill had affected her mind, but Ida hadn’t noticed Mum’s mind change in any other way.

Since Mum had died now too, it was hard to remember anything about Dad, apart from the one thing that was so big it blotted everything else out. He’d had all of his arms and legs, but the war had taken his peace. And it was Tom Barnes’s peace, the peace that came after the war, that had taken him. When he hadn’t had to think about how he was going to avoid being shot, there’d been too much space in his head for thinking about all the terrible things he’d seen and done. The thinking had killed him.

‘The thing is, Ida—’ Uncle Arthur took a slurp of tea from one of the borrowed cups and saucers ‘—you need an education, and to get that, Bonnie needs looking after. So I’m looking into getting you a place at the new girls training school in Southampton. You’ll be boarding, and I propose that I take over guardianship of your sister.’

‘But ... but Mum wanted us to stay together!’ Ida plunged her hands into the lukewarm washing-up water and tried to keep the lion inside her under control. 

‘Well, let’s see what happens. We have a few days.’

‘No, I mean, us to stay together here.’ She felt like she was about to be squished under the roller of a steam engine. ‘I’m fourteen in a few days, and I’m getting a job. Mr Rogers at the garage’ll have me.’ She turned from the sink to look Uncle Arthur in the eye. ‘I’ll be able to do Dad’s job.’ It was the best Ida could do, though that wasn’t strictly true, as what with Mum’s funeral and everything, she hadn’t asked Mr Rogers yet.

Uncle Arthur leaned back in his chair and laughed. ‘Ida, you know that as things are, a slip of a girl working in a garage is pie in the sky. Mr Rogers can’t pay you anywhere near the same as a working man, even if he wanted to. And you’d need all a working man’s wage, not a girl’s pittance, to keep this place.’

‘But Mum managed.’ Ida felt flatter and flatter. She knew Mum hadn’t managed. It was only the kindness of the neighbours that meant they had enough food on the table: ‘Our hens have laid well this week, Mrs Barnes’ ... ‘We’ve had a glut of potatoes’ ... ‘I might as well bake two as one’ ... And of course, the bags of coal that appeared in the bunker in the backyard every now and then were from Uncle Arthur. Maybe Bonnie would be better off with him.

‘The training school would give you everything a young woman in your position needs. Until we have a more sensible government, there’s still a demand among the upper classes for trained servants, and that is your best option, a job with accommodation thrown in. It will keep you out of trouble.’ 

Ida had no intention of getting into trouble, whatever kind of trouble he meant. Maybe Bonnie would be better off, but Mum had wanted them to stay together. There had to be something she could say to stop him. 

‘Speaking of trouble, those girls making nuisances of themselves around town, any more of an idea where they live?’

All the neighbours had been talking about them, and Ida was really quite put out that he still couldn’t accept that she wouldn’t be friends with them so would have no idea where they lived. But before Ida could set him straight, again, Bonnie appeared on the bottom stair with a blonde frizz of sleep hair round her face. ‘Is that Uncle Arthur’s horse outside?’

‘It certainly is!’ said Uncle Arthur, beaming at Bonnie. ‘Would my special girl like a ride with old Queenie?’

Bonnie nodded and for a moment smiled. It was the first smile Ida had seen on Bonnie’s face since Mum died. 

‘Excellent.’ Uncle Arthur picked up his hat and reached out for Bonnie’s hand. 

It was all running away from Ida; what Mum wanted meant nothing. Although he wasn’t taking her away yet, Uncle Arthur had to be better than Nettlefield Grange ...

Ida ran upstairs and fetched Mum’s coat for Bonnie. Mum kept it for best even though it was old and darned. It smelled of Mum’s lily of the valley. Ida gave the coat to Uncle Arthur. She noticed him take a little sniff of it too. 

Ida laced up Bonnie’s boots while Uncle Arthur draped the coat round her shoulders and Bonnie rubbed the sleep from her eyes. Uncle Arthur took Bonnie out through the yard to Queenie.

Her arms still wet from the washing-up, Ida shivered in the cold draught that blew through the house.

Uncle Arthur lifted Bonnie onto the cart, a little two-wheeled trap that Uncle Arthur kept for outings. The horse neighed, and clouds of horsey breath puffed out of her nostrils into the alley.

‘We’ll be two shakes of a lamb’s tail,’ said Uncle Arthur cheerily. 

Ida wrapped her cardy round her body and watched them until they turned out of the alley onto Trinity Street.

As she turned to go back in, a brisk set of footsteps was marching towards her. She could just make out Alf swinging a little suitcase.

He stopped by Ida’s gate. Avoiding her eyes, he said, ‘I’m sorry to hear about your mum.’

Alf’s face had lost the cross look it always used to wear at school, when they were rivals. She even felt a bit sad that he wasn’t going to be around any more. So much had changed. This really was growing up.

‘So, you’re off to Southampton,’ she said.

‘That’s right.’ He snatched a glance at her. ‘I’m catching the train to my lodgings. I’ve got an early start tomorrow morning. My boat’s called the Calshot.’ 

‘Your boat?’

It was still light enough to see the blush on Alf’s cheeks. ‘Well, you know ...’

‘Good luck, then,’ said Ida. ‘I expect I’ll see you around sometime.’

‘Yes. Maybe I’ll see you in Southampton one day?’ He raised his eyebrows. Was that more hope than a question?

Ida watched him to the end of the alley. When he glimpsed back at her from under the street lamp on the corner, she felt like her face was on fire. She closed the gate quickly and retreated into the house, where she felt emptier than ever. 

The kettle was whistling on the range, and steam filled the kitchen. Ida poured some boiling water into the cold and plunged her hands in the sink. 

She’d only washed a few more cups and left them to drain on the board when there was a knock on the front door. It wouldn’t be Uncle Arthur and Bonnie already, would it? Anyway, they’d have come straight in the back.

She glanced at the clock on the sitting-room mantelpiece. Of course! It was getting on for teatime, so Mrs Allemby would be wanting her cups and saucers back. 

Ida took off Mum’s pinny, slung it over the back of Dad’s armchair and opened the door. 

‘Ida Barnes, I believe,’ said the large woman in a tight grey jacket, a black beret and pouting bright red lips.

Ida felt like she’d swallowed a boulder.

‘We’ve come for your sister, Bonnie Barnes,’ said Mrs Bullar, matron of Nettlefield Grange.

Ida felt her face drop into a wide-eyed, wordless stare and the boulder dissolve into a hundred fluttering moths trapped in her chest like it was a lampshade.

‘Chop-chop! You’re our last call for the day,’ said a man behind her in a bowler hat and round horn-rimmed glasses.

Words came out of Ida’s mouth, but she had no idea where they came from. ‘She’s gone to live with my auntie in Swan Bay. Auntie’s taken her in. She’s part of her family now.’ Her moth heart beat fast with the hope that the block that Uncle Arthur and Bonnie were going round was a very big one. 

Mrs Bullar’s eyes narrowed, and her lips puckered, red and greasy.

Avoiding the matron’s gaze, Ida noticed a third person, a much younger woman, looking demurely at the bag she was clutching in both hands. She wore a hat pinned at a fashionable angle that hid some of her face, but under the brim, one lock of hair curled across a naturally rosy cheek. 

Mrs Bullar breathed out through her nostrils, not unlike Queenie the horse. ‘Oh, that is disappointing. I was very much looking forward to your sister joining our little family.’ 

The spectacled man squeezed through the small gap between Mrs Bullar and the door. ‘In that case, Miss Barnes, we’ll need some documentation completed. Miss Lovelock ...’

The young woman fumbled inside her bag and pulled out some pieces of paper.

The man snatched them and waggled them at Ida. ‘We need confirmation that your sister is safe and well and not begging on the streets. I hope we won’t see that sort of behaviour from you either, young lady.’ He peered at her over his glasses.

Ida took the paper. There had to be at least ten pages to fill in, and the only thing she could think of to write with were Bonnie’s crayons.

‘We’ll need those back tomorrow. Bring them to the town hall, and mark them for the attention of myself – that’s Wimpole, Mr Wimpole with an e.’

Ida heard the chain being pulled on the toilet outside. Oh no! They must be back. 

Don’t – bring – Bonnie – through, she said in her head to Uncle Arthur as loudly as she could.

To Mr Wimpole, as politely as she could in the circumstances, she said, ‘Thank you very much. Yes, yes, I’ll see you get this. If you’ll excuse me, I have a lot of washing-up to do.’ And she tried to push the door shut.

Uncle Arthur’s shoes tapped across the kitchen floor.

Mrs Bullar’s foot jammed the front door open. ‘I think you have a visitor.’

Ida tasted the sick in her throat.

‘Ida—!’

‘I’m here, Uncle Arthur!’ Ida cut Uncle Arthur off before he could say anything about Bonnie. Please, Bonnie, please, please, don’t come running through. 

‘We’re—’ called Uncle Arthur from the kitchen.

Ida had to stop him giving the game away.

‘Going to have some tea, yes,’ she interrupted.

Mrs Bullar’s eyes were practically shut now.

Ida tried to close the door again, but the horrible woman’s foot was still in the way. ‘I really do have a lot of cleaning up to do.’

‘Very well,’ said Mrs Bullar. ‘Where did you say your aunt was?’

‘Swan Bay. Now, if you’d be so kind ... I have to get Mr Underwood some tea, after all his help today.’

A large hand landed on her shoulder. Ida felt its weight.

‘Everything tickety-boo?’ asked Uncle Arthur.

Mrs Bullar looked over the top of Ida’s head at Uncle Arthur and removed her foot. ‘Very well,’ she said, and retreated off the front doorstep.

When Mrs Bullar and the council people were on their way, Ida closed the front door and turned to Uncle Arthur. ‘I told them she’s gone to an auntie’s. Would you like some more tea?’ She thought she’d better ask.

‘No, no, no. I should be going too.’ He reached round her and rested his hand on the front doorknob.

‘Oh, your hat.’ Ida fetched the sombre top hat off the kitchen table.

‘Of course. Thank you.’

Uncle Arthur opened the front door and lowered his head to go through. ‘Well, goodbye, Ida,’ he said as he stood on the doorstep and tapped his hat firmly onto his head.

‘Thank you for everything today, Uncle Arthur,’ she said.

In Camellia Lane there was no sign of Mrs Bullar or the people from the council. They’d gone.

She closed the door after Uncle Arthur and with a sigh remembered the washing-up. She did wonder what he’d done with Queenie, but as he had people who worked for him, she guessed it was all under control. He was that sort of man.

Ida picked up Mum’s pinny off Dad’s chair and put it back on. She was tying it up when she realised that Bonnie had not come in yet. She wasn’t stuck in the lav again, was she? If she was, at least that kept her safe from Mrs Bullar.

In the backyard, the lav door was swinging open.

Ida pushed it shut and carefully fastened the latch.

The back gate was open too.

Where Queenie had been harnessed up to the little cart, a familiar-looking maroon Austin Ruby was now parked. Mrs Bullar smiled smugly through the passenger window while Mr Wimpole and the quiet young woman sat on the back seat.

And squashed between them was Bonnie!

Ida’s heart plunged to Mum’s slippers.

A young man sat in the driver’s seat. At first Ida thought it was Alf, but this one was older and larger. He switched on the headlamps and flooded the alley with light.

Bonnie leaned across the young woman and banged on the window. ‘Ida, I don’t want to go!’ 

The young woman looked down into her lap like she was pretending none of this was happening.

‘I know! I know!’ Ida tried the handle, but it was locked. ‘Bonnie, I’m coming!’ She ran round the other side, but that was locked too.

Mr Wimpole stared straight ahead.

Mrs Bullar wound down her window. ‘We have your sister’s best interests at heart,’ she said, every word curling round her blood-red lips. ‘You didn’t think I was fooled by that Swan Bay aunt tale, did you?’

‘You can’t take her. I’m old enough to look after her, aren’t I? I’m fourteen!’

‘No, you’re not, not yet, Ida Barnes.’

The engine turned over, but it wasn’t starting.

Uncle Arthur! He would help. He wanted to look after her. Where was he? He couldn’t have got far. ‘Uncle Arthur!’ She had time. She dashed back through the house. But the street was empty. He’d gone. He hadn’t seen what had happened!

Ida’s face was wet with tears. Her cheeks stung in the cold wind. She ran back through the house to the alley.

But the car was pulling away! She tried to grab the bumper, but she couldn’t. She ran after it as it bumped over the cobbles. ‘Stop! Stop! You can’t take my sister!’ she shouted.

But the driver picked up speed as it reached Trinity Street. It turned right towards West Street, and Ida dropped to her knees. ‘No!’ she cried.

One or two of the neighbours came through their back gates to see what the fuss was about. 

‘There, there, dear. It’s for the best,’ said Mrs Allemby, taking Ida’s shoulders and gently helping her up.

‘It isn’t,’ said Ida in a voice almost too small for Mrs Allemby to hear. 

Mrs Allemby smelled of too much carbolic soap and the coal from her bunker, not like Mum at all. She led Ida back up the alley, which was properly dark now, to Ida’s lonely house. The stones hurt Ida’s feet through Mum’s slippers. Ida had not noticed that before.

Mum’s words Look after Bonnie echoed round her head. How could she have let Mum down so soon? Just this one thing, she had asked, and she’d torn it. 

She refused Mrs Allemby’s fussing, in the politest way she could.

‘If you’re sure, dear.’ Mrs Allemby picked up her full coal scuttle. ‘I’ll collect my cups and saucers tomorrow. You get some sleep now.’ 

Ida closed her back gate.

She sat down on Bonnie’s chair and, in the dim kitchen gaslight, huddled over the open door under the range, where the coals were smouldering red. The cups could wait.

Somehow she’d get Bonnie out of the horrible Nettlefield Grange Orphanage and away from the even more horrible Mrs Bullar, if it was the last thing she did.
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9: Fingers’s Sooty Night
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The next morning, a hazy green light shone through ivy covering The Lillie’s windows. Baby felt for Fingers beside her, but there was only a cold patch of mattress where her warm little body should have been. Baby’s heart sank.

She pulled the blankets off, careful not to wake Gin and Brian sprawled under their quilts. She stood up and sprang across the mattress floor and out of the room-bed, praying under her breath, ‘Please, God, don’t let ’er have been nabbed by that devil.’ 

Baby threw on her silk jacket over layers of jerseys that she’d picked up when the weather turned nippy. Some of them didn’t smell so good, but it was too cold for washing. She pulled on her boots by the door and opened it with the quietest click.

A sooty bundle tumbled in with the crisp morning air, knocking Baby backwards onto the rug.

Fingers, wild-haired and filthy dirty, stumbled on the mat.

Baby looked up at her sister. Her face and hands were smudged black all over, and her railwayman’s jacket flapped open with a big rip in the front. She looked like she’d spent the night in a coal bunker. 

Something else was wrong, but Baby couldn’t put her finger on it. ‘Where have you been?’ she asked. 

‘In a coal bunker, haven’t I? Got locked in for the night.’

Baby didn’t hold back. She was that pleased to see Fingers that she wrapped her arms round her, tight as a belt that’s too small. 

‘Gerroff.’ Fingers wriggled and shrugged Baby away. But Fingers couldn’t hide the smile that was forcing itself onto her face.

‘Why were you in a coal bunker? I thought ’e’d nabbed you!’

‘Any breakfast? I’m starving,’ said Fingers.

Baby hung up her own jacket on one of the hooks by the door and set about making the porridge.

‘Darlings, what’s going on?’ Wrapped in her quilt, Gin peeped through the room-bed door. ‘Oh, Fingers, you’re back. Good-oh.’

Brian, fully dressed and hair brushed, stepped over Gin. ‘I’m here. I will stir the porridge.’ Brian gently took the spoon off Baby.

It was a cold morning. Ice had formed on the inside of The Lillie’s windows, but after Baby stoked up the stove, the logs sent out a blast of heat. Fingers actually stripped off to her vest and pants, and washed herself at the sink. The water was like liquorice juice when she’d finished. 

After breakfast, the four of them sat round the empty porridge pan in the middle of the table. Baby couldn’t wait any longer to get the full story. ‘Did you see Sophie ... Goldilocks? Was she there? Has ’e still got her?’ 

Gin swapped the pan for a big pot of tea, and Fingers began.

‘Well, the place was all locked up, but I got in the yard, didn’t I?’

‘And you saw her this time?’ 

‘Nope.’

Baby’s hope fell like a lump of soot down a chimney.

‘I climbed over the gates and ripped me jacket though.’ 

And then Baby spotted what was wrong. ‘Your badge? Where’s your little railway badge?’ She got up and pulled Fingers’s jacket off its hook by the door and pointed at a smaller rip on the collar. 

‘Er, dunno.’ There was a tremble in Fingers’s voice. She knew how important it was not to leave evidence when you were burgling. ‘Anyways,’ she continued, ‘through a window, I saw coffins, stacks of ’em, and ’ere’s the thing ...’ Fingers shook her head wisely. ‘They had little holes all round the sides.’ 

Gin and Brian looked blank. Baby was still thinking about Fingers’s badge as she sat back in her chair at the table.

‘Come on,’ said Fingers. ‘Air ’oles. I thought the whole point about being dead was that you didn’t need air!’

Baby felt her eyes widen and her skin tingle. He wasn’t burying people that were still alive, was he? That was horrible. Then a much more horrible thought came to her.

Had he buried Sophie? But if he was going to bury her, what would the point of the holes be? Baby was going round in circles.

‘Well, that was when he came back,’ continued Fingers. ‘He unlocked the gates, and I hid behind a pile of wood. He led the horse in, took off its black feathers and switched the funeral cart for a little one with two wheels. Her in ’er car turned up too. The poor old horse whinnied when the missus screeched her brakes. It didn’t want to go back out, but ’e made it. He locked the gates behind him again. I peeped out through the crack, and there they were, whispering to each other.’ 

‘What were they saying?’ asked Gin.

‘I dunno. It was all pss-pss-pss.’ Fingers made a hissy sound with her lips. ‘I don’t even think they were speaking English. When they left, I had to climb over the gates, again, and that was when I did this.’ She lifted her leg onto the table for them to see. A big graze of dried blood went from her knee to the top of her boots.

‘The missus was gone, but I caught ’im up in West Street, and you know where ’e went?’

Of course Baby knew. ‘Camellia Lane, number seven. Ida’s house?’

‘Yep, but on the way, ’e picked up the stupid boys, the weedy one and the beefy one. They had to run along behind, ha!’

‘You mean the Teasdale boys, don’t you?’ Gin waved a spoon to rub it in that she knew all the stupid boys in Nettlefield. ‘They’re both called William, you know. By all accounts their mother had no imagination whatsoever. The older one, ‘Bad Bill’ really is as stupid as he looks. You wouldn’t believe he’s almost in his twenties – muscles of a man, brain of a toddler. And the younger one, ‘William’, older than he looks and as weedy as Bill is brawny, is not quite seventeen.’

‘Well, ’e left the horse outside Purse Girl’s back gate and bold as brass went straight in. I heard ’er say, “Oh, hello, Uncle Arthur” ... and she let ’im in!’ Fingers did a good job of the uppity way Ida spoke.

‘Didn’t he see you? Or what about Bill and William?’ asked Gin.

‘Nope, and while those stupid boys was larkin’ about on the street, I hid in the yard next door to Purse Girl’s. I stood on the dustbin and looked over the fence, didn’t I? And I saw ’em in the kitchen.’

‘What, not Bill and his brother, William, surely?’ 

‘No, ’im and ’er.’

‘She means the undertaker and Ida,’ said Baby.

‘And I thought, she’s one of ’em! Nattering away, making ’im cups of tea, all friendly like. Then “Uncle Arthur” came out with the littlun, ’er sister, and that was when Old Lady Next Door came out of her house. So I had to hide in the coal bunker, didn’t I? She was fiddling and clattering about in her backyard for ages, muttering to herself about thieves and keys. Every so often she shouts out, “Albert, we need a padlock on this door!” As soon as I heard ’er go in, I nipped out and got back on the dustbin.

‘The weedy boy was trottin’ the horse and cart out the alley to the street, and when he’d gone, the biggun drives the missus’s car backwards up to where the horse had been. Then somebody pulled the chain on the lav. The littlun, Purse Girl’s sister, came out, but she didn’t go in the house, oh no. She comes back out to ’im, the undertaker, Uncle Arthur. 

‘He says, “Would you like to try sitting in it, Bonnie, my dear? I’ll get Ida and tell her to come see. You know how much she loves motor cars.”’ Fingers did another pretty good impression of the toff way the undertaker spoke.

‘I should have stopped ’im.’ Fingers covered her face with her hands.

And that was when Baby knew that Fingers finally was beginning to understand how she felt about her Goldilocks girl. 

‘Then they took her ....’ Fingers’s hands muffled her voice, so it was hard to be sure.

‘They took the girl?’

‘Yeah, they took Purse Girl’s sister. But Old Lady Next Door was coming out again. The coal bunker door was still open, so I didn’t think. I dived in. Old Lady filled up with coal and closed the door. It was proper dark by then. I heard a chain go through the latch, and that was it. She’d locked me in. So I only heard the rumpus – bangin’ and shoutin’ and cryin’. They was all out there.’

‘Darling! You were in there all night?’

Fingers nodded. ‘I bolted as soon as the old man opened it up this morning to fill up. He was half-asleep. I banged on Purse Girl’s back door. I tried to tell her what really happened, but she wasn’t having it. She stuck her head out the window and said, “Go away! It’s none of your business! It’s a mistake!” She don’t want anything to do with us.’

Fingers pulled out a folded-up bit of paper, like a little poster, from one of her skirt pockets. ‘And I picked this up too.’ She spread it out on the table.  

‘You tried hard. I am sorry.’ Brian dragged her chair closer to Fingers and rubbed her arm.

For once, Fingers looked so muddled she didn’t mind.
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10: Uncle Arthur’s Help
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Who did that girl think she was? Was it even a girl? Ida couldn’t see her properly in the dark, only hear her shouting more impolite things about Uncle Arthur. Why couldn’t they just leave her alone?

Ida got back into bed and reached under the blankets for Bonnie’s warm little body. But of course, Bonnie wasn’t there. There wasn’t even a little dent from where she’d been, only a cold, flat space. Then everything about the day before came crashing in. Ida was still wearing her best dress, her cardy and woollen stockings, but she felt as cold as ever.

Through the window, a pinky-red light grew – red sky in the morning, shepherd’s warning. Feather ice patterns covered the windows. She got up, dragging the blankets round her, and scraped some of the ice away with her fingernail. No sign of snow yet. 

In the kitchen, the fire was out, a cold black hole. There should still have been some of Uncle Arthur’s coal in the bunker outside, but Ida wasn’t going to waste it when there was going to be no one in the house all day. So Ida drank the milk left over from all the tea-making yesterday, and that would have to do for breakfast.

She tied up her bootlaces, brushed her hair and smoothed some of the wrinkles out of her dress. She washed quickly in icy water in the kitchen sink and rubbed some powder round her teeth with her finger. No matter how weighed down with sadness she was, today she needed a business-like appearance. She put on her school mac. The arms were a bit short, and it was tight round her chest, but it was better than nothing. Feeling like she’d grown several years in as many days, Ida picked up the wad of forms that Mr Wimpole from the council had given her, and set out.

Frost sparkled in the sun, which hung low in a pale blue winter sky and gave her some hope. Ida’s wrists and legs and everywhere her outgrown coat didn’t cover were freezing cold, but she walked briskly to warm up.

She turned into West Street and crossed over to the church, avoiding Mr Winters’s precarious fruit-and-veg display. The church clock struck half past eight. 

She’d passed Underwood & Son Funeral Services lots of times before, but she’d never been in, or not that she could remember. The black-edged sign that hung on the inside of the door still said Closed. On either side of the door was a holly bush in a plant pot, each with bright red berries, all ready for Christmas. And in the window, a headstone decorated with more holly and mistletoe declared that it was ‘competitively priced’.

Ida pulled her coat down as far as it would go to protect her rear end and sat down on the kerb outside. The milk cart trotted past, and on the other side of the street, tucked inside the doorway of an empty shop, Sergeant Jackson smoked a cigarette, his smoke wisps curled silver in the bright morning air. Ida hugged her knees and wished she’d remembered a scarf for round her neck. She started counting to herself. Uncle Arthur would surely be here by the time she got to a hundred. 

A bike rattled by. ‘Ida, what are you doing down there?’ Mr Rogers’s brakes screeched. ‘It’ll be much warmer down the garage when I get that new fire switched on.’

‘I have to see my uncle.’

Mr Rogers’s eyebrows furrowed. ‘Nothing I can help you with?’ 

Could he? The thought of being part of Mr Rogers’s huge family was lovely, but the oldest wasn’t even as old as Bonnie, so as Mrs Rogers had enough to cope with, she said, ‘I don’t think so, thank you, Mr Rogers.’ 

‘Well, the garage door’s always open to you, Ida, love. I’m expecting that Austin Ruby in again. Starter motor and gearbox, sounds like. Hardly any miles on the clock – some people don’t deserve motor cars. Come on by, and I’ll make you a cocoa, how about that?’ With a ding on his bell, he rattled off down the street.

On the other side of the road, Mr Clarence was unrolling his shop awning. The pulleys squeaked so badly they made Ida’s teeth tingle. Clarence’s Hardware, a shop Ida hardly ever had cause to go in, had a display of snow shovels and even a few Christmas trees outside. She remembered their Christmas tree covered in paper streamers and tinsel in the sitting room when everything was normal. She felt so empty.

A hand gripped her shoulder.

‘Ida, what are you doing here?’ Uncle Arthur towered over her in a long black coat belted round his middle, blocking out the wintery sun.

‘They’ve taken Bonnie!’ Saying it out loud made the tears prick again, and she couldn’t help it; she let them come. ‘Mrs Bullar ... Nettlefield Grange ... the council, you know – they gave me all these to fill out.’ She waved the wad of forms.

But a lady in a fur coat walked between them. ‘Good morning, dear Mr Underwood.’

‘And a very good morning to you, Mrs Forbes-Smythe.’

Followed by a similarly smart man with a briefcase as shiny as his shoes. ‘One o’clock at the Masonic for lunch again, Underwood?’

‘On the dot, Sir Richard.’ 

As soon as the man had gone, Uncle Arthur reached for Ida’s hand. ‘Let’s go inside the shop before anybody else comes along, and I’ll take a look.’

She let him pull her up. His hand was so smooth. ‘But we have to go and get her. Mum wanted us to stay together.’

‘Ida, dear, calm down. It's not as simple as that. Rome wasn’t built in a day, you know.’ He ushered Ida inside.

The shop bell tinkled too cheerily for such a sad place. It was an odd place too. It had a chemical smell a bit like mothballs, and everything was draped or edged in black. Behind a desk was one big carved wooden chair with black velvet upholstery. In front of the desk were two much smaller wooden ones with no upholstery. ‘Sit down while I put the kettle on, and we’ll have a chat.’ He disappeared through a door at the back, leaving it slightly ajar.

What was there to ‘chat’ about? Hadn’t they already chatted yesterday? Why couldn’t they just go? 

But she did sit down on one of the wooden chairs on the customer side of the desk. The seat was cold and hard, not as hard as the pavement, but she couldn’t sit still. She got up and tried to see the church clock from the window, but the headstone display was in the way, and the church was too far back off the street, anyway. It had to be nearly nine o’clock now.

Through the shop door, she saw her neighbour Mrs Allemby feeling around in one of the plant pots. When Mrs Allemby couldn’t find what she was looking for in one pot, she tried the other.

Ida opened the shop door only a fraction to stop the heat escaping. ‘Hello, Mrs A. Are you all right?’

‘Oh! Ida! I’m glad to see you’re up and about. Is Mr Underwood here already? I’m a little bit late, you see.’ She poked her brolly up at the little shop doorbell to stop it tinkling and came inside. ‘There now, I could have been on time and just having a little natter with you.’ 

‘He’s making a cup of tea,’ said Ida. ‘I’ll get him.’

Ida gingerly pushed the door at the back open, expecting to see Uncle Arthur stirring the pot of tea. But instead, she found an unlit corridor leading to the hammering and sawing coming from the workshop at the back. Apart from the open workshop door at the end, the corridor had no doors or windows. It was interrupted by nothing other than a wooden rail that ran the length of the corridor on both sides.

Maybe the stove and kettle were in the workshop? A little worried what she might see, Ida walked briskly down the corridor to look for Uncle Arthur.

Queenie munched hay in the yard, and some men in brown aprons, flat caps and mufflers were working on two new coffins. The place smelled of sawdust, but there was no Uncle Arthur.

As she turned to go back, she wondered what was on the other side of the corridor. Maybe it was the shop next door? But there wasn’t a shop next door on that side; it was the church hall, and that was just a big oblong room with a sink and a stove in the corner for making teas. She ran her finger along the rail as she hurried back to Mrs Allemby.

About halfway along, her finger caught on a splinter.

But it wasn’t a splinter. When she looked closely, there was a crack in the rail, but not only in the rail, in the wall above it and below it too. It wasn’t like the cracks in the plaster at number seven Camellia Lane; it was perfectly straight. And a few feet further along, there was another one.

‘Ida! Mr Underwood! Yoo-hoo!’ Mrs Allemby was calling them from the shop.

Ida hurried back to the shop and with her hand on the door handle, she felt the sharp nudge of a tea tray in her back. ‘Ida, are you looking for something?’ asked Uncle Arthur in his deep funeral voice.

‘Yes, I am. I was looking for you. Mrs Allemby’s been waiting for instructions.’

‘Oh, very well. I’m here now. Go on through.’

Another little nudge with the tea tray ushered Ida back into the shop and the smiling Mrs Allemby. 

‘Not today, Mrs Allemby. We’re all spick and span.’ Uncle Arthur put the tea tray down on the desk.

‘Oh, just as you are, Mr Underwood.’ Mrs Allemby’s smile drooped.

‘But that won’t affect your dues, of course.’

‘Oh, much obliged, Mr Underwood.’ And she reversed out the door with her brolly, her shopping bag, and her smile back in place, even brighter than before.

‘Here we are. I always start the day with a good cup of tea.’ He offered Ida the plate of biscuits, then made himself comfortable on the big black chair.

Ida’s belly rumbled at the sight of the biscuits. She took two and quickly gulped down the tea Uncle Arthur handed her. She replaced the empty cup in its saucer on the tray. ‘Uncle Arthur, if you’d just come with me ...’

Uncle Arthur looked so settled in his chair, with his elbows on the table and his fingers woven together in a thoughtful clasp, that Ida couldn’t see how he’d want to go anywhere. He sipped his tea and sat back in the chair. ‘Some things simply aren’t that straightforward.’ He replaced his cup on the saucer, positioning it carefully on the desk, beside a blotting mat.

On the mat, so noticeable because it was perfectly white and clean, sat a little green train badge with SOUTHERN RAILWAY across it. ‘Take this badge here – should I return it to the person who lost it or the person who more probably owns it? Or because of where I found it, should I report them to the police and give this as evidence?’

What did that little badge have to do with Bonnie? To Ida, it was very straightforward: they’d taken Bonnie by mistake. She half wished she had said yes to Uncle Arthur’s proposition. He would have been better than Nettlefield Grange Orphanage. They wouldn’t have dared to take Bonnie then.

‘Perhaps if we used your telephone ...’ said Ida. A big black, important-looking handset sat quietly on the desk. ‘We could warn them we’re coming, maybe even get an appointment,’ she said.

Uncle Arthur picked up his cup and saucer and took another sip of tea.

‘Bonnie has already been in there one whole night, Uncle Arthur!’

He breathed in through his nose. Ida recognised the look as the same one doctors gave when they were about to tell you something you didn’t want to hear. ‘Have you finished your tea, Ida, dear?’

Ida’s cup was already on the tray, but she reached for another McVitie’s digestive anyway.

Uncle Arthur carried the tray through to the other mysterious room and pushed the door shut with his elbow. 

Ida couldn’t wait any longer. She slid off the chair, grabbed the wad of unfilled forms and opened the shop door. The bell tinkled; she wasn’t tall enough to stop it.

As soon as she was outside, she took a lungful of the crisp morning air. She glanced back to see if Uncle Arthur was coming too, but through the shop door, she saw him pick up the telephone receiver. So he was helping. She had no time to say thank you – she’d wasted enough already.

But on the other side of West Street, Mrs Jupp, the baker, was putting a basket of freshly baked iced buns on display outside. The delicious smell lured Ida across the road. If only she had some money.

A ratty little girl in a man’s jacket like the station porters wear appeared from underneath the display stand. The girl put her finger to her lips. ‘You ain’t seen me.’ She carried a bag of buns tight in her fist. 

Mrs Jupp, red-faced in a large white apron, burst through the shop door. ‘Where is she? I just counted up, and there’s four missing – four! Did you see her?’ Mrs Jupp grabbed the collar of Ida’s coat. ‘Which way did she go?’ Mrs Jupp frowned. ‘Oh, it’s Ida, isn’t it? So sorry to hear about your mother. Please accept my condolences – from me and Mr Jupp.’ She let go of Ida’s coat collar and patted it down. ‘I’m sure you won’t go getting mixed up with filthy little hoodlums like that, will you, love?’

‘No, certainly not, Mrs Jupp.’ Mrs Jupp was right, that girl was probably not very clean and she was a hoodlum, but there was something about the way Mrs Jupp said it that made Ida feel uncomfortable.

‘Right you are, then. Here, have one of these, only been out the oven an hour, iced straight away.’ She gave Ida one of the buns from the basket on the display. ‘You enjoy that. I must be getting on.’ She reached behind her back to undo her apron. Underneath she was wearing one of those smart black silk blouses she’d seen a few ladies wear about the town.

‘Thank you very much.’ Ida wasn’t above accepting one of Mrs Jupp’s iced buns, which she wanted to scoff down there and then. But she made do with a bite and ran as fast as she could up West Street to the town hall.

Shop windows twinkled for Christmas, though only a few shoppers were out and about to look at them. Ida did stop to stare at the nativity scene in Doswell’s and the presents heaped up under shiny glass baubles dangling from a Christmas tree. It was such a lovely picture of a family. But all of that was over for her now.

The bun thief reminded Ida of Mum’s purse and ‘Baby’s’ note.

Who were these girls? Where did they come from? 

Ida Barnes was sure there was no way she’d ever let some thieving girls help her, whatever they said.
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11: A Roof with a View
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Baby pulled Fingers up the last bit of drainpipe and onto Doswell’s roof. 

‘Ooh, buns! Jolly good show,’ said Gin, muffled with a woolly scarf round her neck and draped in a long, flowing dressing gown.

‘Hurray, buns!’ Brian sat next to Gin. They were close enough to the edge of the roof to see but not be easily spotted by everyone in the street. Brian wore an enormous jumper of her dad’s over her shirt and trousers, and a summer hat, also her dad’s, pulled low over her face.

The four of them had a brilliant view of the goings-on, all too familiar to Baby and Fingers. In front of them, they had a good stock of things to throw at the marchers. They’d raided Mr Winters’s bin for some rotten apples and mouldy potatoes. He was too busy getting ready for the march to notice.

Blackshirts, men and women of all ages, were running up West Street on the pavements and in the road. They were joining up with a big black cloud of them covering the town hall steps.

Fingers aimed a maggoty apple at the running Blackshirts, but Baby held her back. ‘Wait till they start marching. Probably be able to get old Underwood ’imself.’ 

A car was stuck skew-whiff in the middle of the crowd, the driver beeping its horn. ‘I say, madam!’ he said, leaning out of his window. ‘Watch where you’re going!’ But nobody took any notice. Blackshirts swarmed all over the street like they owned it already. 

‘There she is, that old baker.’ Fingers pointed at the plump, red-faced woman in a black blouse bustling up the street to the town hall.

The fat old copper shuffled about amongst the Blackshirts too, and from the other end of the street, Baby could see two more policemen on horses trotting towards them. 

Some of the shopkeepers were busily moving their outside displays back indoors. Others hid in their shop doorways, but one lady in a headscarf with a big, stretched string bag was handing out rotten cabbages to anyone not wearing a black shirt.

An old shopkeeper in a brown apron, cap and red muffler round his neck jabbed at a group of Blackshirt men with one of the brooms he had on display outside his shop. ‘Get away with you! We don’t want your sort here!’ he shouted for everyone to hear.

The young Blackshirts laughed, and one of them broke away from the group. Was he trying to run away?

But a lady shopper stepped in. ‘Oh no you don’t! Mr Clarence must be three times your age! Show some respect!’ And quick as you like, she punched the Blackshirt right on the nose, so hard blood ran down over his chin.

Brian joggled Baby’s arm. ‘Ha! Did you see that?’

The Blackshirts were now getting into line in front of the town hall. Line after line of them stretched across the road, just like an army. At the front, two women in large, fancy hats carried a banner. Baby read it out loud. ‘“Nettlefield and District British Union of Fascists, Marching for a Greater Britain, seventeenth of December 1936”.’

Baby chose a mouldy potato, weighed it in her hand. ‘Right, girls, nearly ready,’ she said.

Behind the banner, other marchers raised Union Jacks and flags with the lightning sign of the Blackshirts. And then row on row of marchers began their sweep down the street from the town hall.

Someone threw a brick. It landed in the gutter outside Doswell’s. Then another lump of rubble flew, but this time it hit a marcher, and they fell with a bloody head. 

‘Let ’em have it!’ shouted Baby.

And they did. So much rotten fruit and veg was flying around, nobody could tell where it was coming from. 

‘Police!’ shouted a man in a suit and bow tie who stepped out from underneath where the girls were on the roof. Then he stepped back straight away, out of sight, when some of the other marchers broke out of their ranks and raised their fists.

Blackshirts and angry bystanders pushed and shoved each other on all sides. Punches, curses and cabbages flew until a shrill police whistle delivered panic. 

‘You’re a disgrace!’ shouted the lady with the cabbage bag, and she chucked a big one with rotten leaves at the middle of a Union Jack.

‘Shame on you!’ shouted another woman from an upstairs window as she emptied a bucket of dirty water on the nearest old lady helping to hold the banner. The Blackshirt woman shrieked and dropped her pole when she realised her elaborate, old-fashioned hat was ruined.

The fighting soon spread all over West Street. Marchers and protesters alike trampled the expensive-looking banner into the tarmac. In all of it, Baby didn’t once see the undertaker. 

But she did spot Purse Girl. ‘There she is! There’s Ida!’

A police horse was clip-clopping about behind Ida Barnes as she was helping a man in a black shirt off the ground. 
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12: Harry
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Mr Clarence was trying to hit a man on the ground with one of his broom handles. Blood was dripping from the man’s nose and his eyebrow was cut too. The police horse neighed and whinnied, and round Ida people were shouting and cursing, using words that she would never use. 

‘Get out of the way, miss. We’ve got to get this scum off the streets.’ He jabbed his broom handle at the fallen man, whose blue coat had flapped open to show off his black shirt. 

‘Please don’t, Mr Clarence.’ Ida stood between the shopkeeper and the man, maybe only a bit younger than her dad would have been.

‘You don’t understand, young lady. And you shouldn’t be out on the streets on a day like today.’ He raised the broom handle higher, took hold of Ida’s arm and tried to move her out of the way. 

Though Mr Clarence had a tight grip, Ida resisted. ‘No, Mr Clarence, I can’t let you do that. He’s hurt already!’ 

But Mr Clarence raised his broom handle even higher. 

The man’s flop of black hair, long at the front and bristly like a soldier’s at the back, stuck to his face where it was bloody. He squinted up at Ida. ‘Thank you, miss. That’s good of you. I’m sorry you’re caught up in this.’ 

‘You see! He knows he’s in the wrong.’ Mr Clarence brought the handle down.

‘No!’ Ida snatched it away. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Clarence. You can’t do that, whatever he’s done. Look, he’s sorry.’ 

Mr Clarence harrumphed. He was taken aback, but he gave in. 

Ida supposed he’d just got carried away. As she held out her hand to the man on the ground, the policeman had finally got his horse under control. It whinnied and tossed its mane, and Ida felt its breath, warm on her neck. The policeman looked down. ‘Why aren’t you in school, young lady?’

‘I’m fourteen,’ Ida told him, which was almost true. Ida couldn’t believe how that lie slipped out so easily.

‘Well, you should be at home, helping your mother, in that case.’

‘She’s helping me, Officer.’ The man pulled the flap of his blue coat across his chest to hide the black shirt. 

‘Fair enough. Well, get her out of this mess.’ The policeman pulled on the reins, and the horse trotted into the thickest part of the crowd.

‘You’re a kind girl. We’re in the way here. Come on.’ The man took Ida’s hand and led her out of the scrum.

‘I need to go in there.’ Ida pointed at the town hall, where, above the angry hordes in the street, two ladies flicked their cigarettes elegantly on the top step. Sergeant Jackson was pacing backwards and forwards halfway down.

All the black reminded Ida of something. It troubled her for a while, but then she realised, of course, Uncle Arthur – he was always in black for his work.

As soon as they found a space, the man, the Blackshirt man, took Ida’s hand and shook it warmly. ‘Thank you. My name’s Miller, Harry Miller. I’m sorry you got caught in that.’

‘I couldn’t watch Mr Clarence hurt you or anyone, and it wasn’t all your fault, was it?’ She smiled at him. She liked him for feeling responsible.

‘It was meant to be peaceful – everything about this whole thing’s meant to be peaceful, for peace. It’s why I joined the Blackshirts.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘I think I’m on the wrong side.’ He reached into his pocket for a little brown bottle of pills. He shook one into his hand and swallowed it back. 

‘Are there sides?’ Ida noticed that the crowd was thinning out.

‘There will be if there’s a war, which is what Mosley says he’s trying to prevent. Anyone who fought in the last one wouldn’t want another one. But I’m beginning to see that what he’s supporting is making something that’s much worse.’

The name Mosley sounded familiar to Ida. Yes, Mr Rogers had talked about him and his Blackshirts a few times. Mr Rogers didn’t like him. 

What could be worse than a war? She was born four years after it ended, but she’d seen what it had done to her dad. ‘Were you in the war, Mr Miller?’ 

‘It’s Harry. And yes, I was. I wasn’t on the ground with the poor beggars in the trenches. I was in the air, for the last year, anyway. Some would say I’m a very lucky fellow.’ 

‘You flew!’ Ida had a dream of being an aircraft mechanic as well as a car mechanic.

‘I did.’ For a moment the colour drained from his face. ‘I still can’t believe I survived.’ He sighed and shook his head. Was he trying to shake the memory away? ‘Look, here we are.’ 

The steps were clear of Blackshirts, even clear of Sergeant Jackson. Ida only had to walk up them. But now she was here, she was having second thoughts. Ida had never been anywhere as grand as the town hall before. It made her shiver with nerves. So instead, she asked Harry, ‘Do you still fly?’

‘Just about. Got an Avro. I do trips for rich people with money to burn. They’re always surprised that where they land is where they took off. They just can’t tell where they’re going. Flying disorientates them. We don’t have inbuilt compasses like the birds, you see.’

‘Disorientates?’ asked Ida. ‘Is that like getting dizzy?’

‘Not exactly. If you’re above the clouds, you don’t see the countryside whizzing past like you do on a train, and up there I could tell you we were going north when actually we’d be going south – unless you knew the landmarks to look out for, you wouldn’t be able to tell.’

‘I’d love to see inside an aeroplane.’ Ida went all goose pimply with the thrill of it.

‘You can have a ride in mine. It’s a fair exchange for rescuing me from an angry shopkeeper.’

‘I’d very much like a ride, but what I’d really like is a look at the engine. I’m learning to be a mechanic, you see.’

‘Well, that’s even easier to arrange!’

A cold breeze blew across the town hall steps. Ida shivered and rubbed her arms as much from the thought of entering the town hall as the breeze.

‘Hey, look, you’re getting cold. We should get you inside.’ He motioned Ida up the steps. Ida felt her heart beating faster than normal.

‘Are you sure this is where you want to be?’ asked Harry.

Ida took a deep breath. ‘Yes. I need to get my sister. Our mum died, and my sister’s been taken to the orphanage, but our mum wanted us to stay together.’

‘I’m sorry about your mum, and I don’t blame you for wanting to get your sister back. I’ll wait for you here, just in case.’

Harry had such a nice open face. It was like he’d parcelled up all his thoughts about the war, locked them in a box and buried them deep underground so they didn’t bother him like Dad’s had.

‘If you’ve changed your mind about all this’ – Ida indicated the remnants of the march and the fight – ‘you might want to get rid of your black shirt.’

Harry nodded and smiled. ‘I should. Go on, see what you can do.’

Ida stepped inside Nettlefield Town Hall. And as she did, a light switched on in her brain about the troubling black. It wasn’t Uncle Arthur’s work uniform that bothered her. It was the new black silk blouse she remembered on the back seat of an Austin Ruby.
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13: Baby’s Problem
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Baby watched Ida disappear into the town hall. 

‘Did you see that? She – was – with – a – Blackshirt  again.’ Fingers jabbed her finger on every word. ‘Why are we still even bothering with her? She don’t want our help! And she ain’t helping her sister.’ Fingers had whipped up her own little storm cloud.

Perhaps she was right. Maybe they shouldn’t be getting distracted by uppity Purse Girl, Ida, and her sister. They were no closer to finding Sophie, the whole reason for being in Nettlefield in the first place. 

Baby sighed. ‘It’s certainly a problem’ was all she could say without letting on how awful she felt – awful that it was her falling off that lamp post that had got Sophie caught in the first place, awful that coming to Nettlefield had made her so confused about scarpering off to America, and awful that if she wasn’t careful, she’d lose Fingers to America without her or, worse, to hell with that devil Underwood.

Baby needed to think.
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14: Miss Lovelock
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The little metal Blakeys on Ida’s heels clicked louder and even more echoingly on the marble tiles. She squinted at the signs on the walls and willed the letters to stay still until she made out Children with an arrow pointing to a grand staircase sweeping up to the floor above. She grabbed the polished wooden banister and climbed up on tiptoes.

At the top, a youngish woman walked out of a door, clutching a thick bundle of papers. It was the awkward-looking woman who’d been on the back seat with Bonnie when Mrs Bullar took her away. 

‘Why, it’s Ida, isn’t it?’ The awkwardness had gone, and the young woman’s face was warm and kind. Her short, fashionable hair bounced round her smile. She looked quite smart, but her cardigan had a neat darn at the elbow. 

‘How did you get up here?’ asked the woman, not unkindly.

Ida explained about the rumpus going on outside and how everyone in the whole town seemed to have abandoned their posts to march or shout at the marchers. ‘You must have heard it.’

The woman studied the wad of paper in her arms. ‘Sometimes I don’t hear anything when I’m busy at the typewriter. I’m Miss Lovelock. I’m Mr Wimpole’s secretary.’

‘You were there yesterday, when they took my sister. Her name’s Bonnie Barnes. I’ve come to ask for her back. In two days I’ll be fourteen, and I’ll be old enough to look after her. It was what our mother wanted.’

Miss Lovelock held the papers even closer to her chest and lowered her voice. ‘I’m sorry. I really am.’ She looked round furtively, then continued in a whisper. ‘I hate that part of my job, but I’m not sure what I can do. I can’t risk getting the sack. Though I often think I should be braver and damn the consequences. I know, these people say they don’t want war, but it doesn’t feel right to me. Have you heard some of the things they say about Jewish people? No, of course you haven’t – you’re too young ... Oh, I shouldn’t go on. But it’s in my head the whole time.’

Miss Lovelock was not at all how Ida remembered her. 

‘I brought all these forms, but I need help to fill them in. Will they make a difference?’ Ida waved her own bundle of papers.

Ida recognised the weaselly whine of Mr Wimpole from downstairs. ‘Whatever you say, madam. I know you have the best interests of the children at heart. Shall we discuss this further in my office?’

‘Most kind, Mr Wimpole, most kind,’ replied Mrs Bullar in her sour-cream voice. 

‘Mrs Bullar, you really are doing a marvellous job rehoming these children, and I agree, I think channelling the county’s orphans through you is a very cost-effective idea.’

Shoes clicked on the stone stairs, and Ida’s shoulders prickled with the anger she felt for the woman. 

Miss Lovelock grabbed Ida’s hand. ‘Let’s see what we can do. Come in here.’ Miss Lovelock opened the door behind them. 

The room was hardly bigger than a cupboard. In fact, it was a cupboard; brown cardboard boxes balanced four or five high along the walls.

‘Sit on my seat. I’ll find something else to sit on.’ Miss Lovelock pointed to a desk positioned skew whiff under a tiny window at the far end, with a full tray of paper marked In. It was ten times Ida’s and her own bundles put together.

Ida slid between the wall and the desk and settled herself on Miss Lovelock's wobbly chair. There was another crinkly pile of paperwork on the desk. As Miss Lovelock was trying to get comfy on an upside-down box on the other side, Ida read J. P. Doswell & Sons, Nettlefield’s Superior Department Store and, underneath, a list of items with prices. 

‘Oh, all the orphanage paperwork comes to me.’ Miss Lovelock snatched the papers off the desk, and her cheeks glowed a little pinker. ‘Shall we take a look at your paperwork?’

Ida handed over her own little bundle, now rolled into a paper truncheon.

Mr Wimpole’s weaselly voice came from the corridor. ‘Where is that woman?’ it demanded. 

Miss Lovelock sat up, back straight and stiff, at the sound of the annoyed person outside.

‘Her job is hanging by a thread, Mrs Bullar! Hanging by a thread!’ said Mr Wimpole.

‘That’s my boss, and he means me,’ said Miss Lovelock. ‘Stay here while I see what he wants.’

With the orders for Doswell’s that were on the desk, she slipped out and closed the door behind her with a soft click.

Ida put her ear to the door.

‘I have those papers you wanted.’ Miss Lovelock’s voice trembled and faded away down the corridor with more than one pair of clicky heels on the tiled floor.

Ida opened the door a little way and crept on her tiptoes in the same direction as the footsteps.  She hadn’t gone far when another, bigger and much more important-looking door opened.

With a salmon-pink silk scarf round her neck and her lips their brightest red, Mrs Bullar, along with Mr Wimpole and Miss Lovelock, emerged in much the same deputation as the one that had taken Bonnie yesterday. They marched along the corridor towards Ida.

‘What are you doing here, child?’ demanded Mr Wimpole.

Ida stretched to her full height. ‘I’ve come to tell you that you’ve taken my sister into the orphanage by mistake and that I’m old enough to be her legal guardian.’

Mr Wimpole thumbed through another bundle of paper. ‘I don’t think so, young lady. You are only thirteen years old.’ 

‘Didn’t my uncle telephone you though? I’m fourteen on Saturday!’ Ida could feel her temper taking over.

‘The only telephone calls the council has received today have been concerning the march,’ he said.

So Uncle Arthur hadn’t telephoned the council.

Of course, he wanted to care for Bonnie, so why would he help her? But Ida couldn’t understand why he’d let Bonnie go to the orphanage with that horrible woman. 

‘I’m sure the training school will be sending for you in the not-too-distant future.’ Mrs Bullar sidled closer to Mr Wimpole and pushed her arm through his.  ‘Now, would you like to walk me to my car, Stanley?’ 

‘It would be a pleasure, Hilda. Get that child out of here, Miss Lovelock.’ 

Miss Lovelock stood alone in the corridor, overloaded with yet another pile of paper. ‘Yes, Mr Wimpole. Can I take her with me on an early lunch break? I did start at seven this morning, sir.’ 

‘At this precise moment, I don’t care where you take her, as long as it’s out of here.’ Mr Wimpole sauntered towards the stairs, locked arm in arm with Mrs Bullar. 

‘Wait there a mo, Ida. I’ll get my jacket,’ said Miss Lovelock, and a moment later, in a little patched-at-the-elbows tweed jacket, she closed her cupboard office door. She wrapped a woolly scarf round her neck and pulled her hat low over her forehead as she tiptoed with Ida down the sweeping staircase in Mrs Bullar’s wake.

‘What about the paperwork for my sister?’

‘I’ll deal with that when I get back. It's on the top of my in pile.’

But which one? She had so many.

Ida was going to have to find another way.

‘I’ll get to them first and see what I can do,’ Miss Lovelock said unconvincingly, ushering her out of the town hall’s huge front door.

Harry was still on the steps, leaning against one of the columns, wrapped up in his blue coat. His teeth chattered in the cold. ‘Any success with your sister?’ he asked.

‘Not yet, but Miss Lovelock is helping me.’

Harry bowed politely to Miss Lovelock. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

‘Yes, pleased to meet you,’ she replied stiffly.

Did she catch a glimpse of his black shirt underneath his coat? 

‘Miller! Where have you been? We’re regrouping in the church hall. Hurry up, man.’ An older man with a large moustache and an expensive-looking coat with a fur collar pointed towards the church with his stick. She couldn’t see the colour of his shirt, but Ida guessed it was black.

Harry stood up and, with the slightest shrug of his shoulders, looked at Ida like a dog that was trying so hard to tell you something important but, being a dog, had no words to express it. Ida wanted to believe that what he’d said earlier about being in the wrong group was true. She watched him go into the church hall, next door to Underwood’s. The aristocratic man ignored the disapproving looks of the shoppers as he picked his way across the street, littered with rubble and rotting veg.

‘I’ll take you back to my lodgings,’ said Miss Lovelock. ‘There’ll be some soup in the pot, and I’ll find you something to keep you warm. It’s not far.’ 

Ida only managed a few slurps of soup before Miss Lovelock’s horrible landlady came home and snatched it away.

So, past the shopkeepers sweeping up outside their premises and wrapped in a shawl that once belonged to Miss Lovelock’s mum, Ida ran for home.

At number seven Camellia Lane, the backyard gate swung on its hinges. Had Ida come out in such a hurry that she’d forgotten to close it? She couldn’t remember, but when she peeped round the tin bath hung on the yard wall, she saw the back door was open too.

Burly workmen’s voices shouted to one another inside. ‘Got it, George? This one’s a devil to get down the stairs.’

‘Too right, Ernie. Gawd knows how they got it up here.’

And in the kitchen, a man with a clipboard was ticking things off on a sheet.
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15: We Need Ida Barnes
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Her satin dressing gown billowing in the breeze blowing through the alley, Gin climbed back up onto Doswell’s roof. ‘Well, I’ve got a couple of evening’s work, and lovely Leonard from the laundry was in the bar ...’ Gin sighed dreamily.

Baby beckoned to the other three to join her in a huddle near a large metal chimney puffing out steam and warm air. ‘Here’s what I think. Although Ida, Purse Girl as was, and her sister—’ 

‘’Er name’s Bonnie,’ said Fingers sadly. Bonnie was the first name Fingers had ever remembered.

Baby continued. ‘Although Ida and ’er sister, Bonnie, are proper confusing, they are our connection to the undertaker, the orphanage and to finding Sophie, the Goldilocks girl, who me and Fingers came ’ere to find. And I’m thinking this is bigger than one girl or even two girls, if you include little sister Bonnie. So we need her. We need Ida Barnes. No more taking no for an answer.’

So the minute Baby spotted Ida Barnes marching off up West Street with an old-fashioned shawl round her neck, the four girls – Fingers, Gin, Brian and Baby – shimmied back down the drainpipe into the alley and, keeping some distance behind her, followed Ida home.

* * *
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‘Bailiffs,’ said Gin to the others, who were lurking round the corner in Trinity Street. ‘Oh I know all about bailiffs. Daddy was forever having to beat them away. I think I’m going to have to find Aunt Constance and get her to come to the rescue.’
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16: Aunt Constance
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Ida’s whole life was being ripped away – Dad, Mum, Bonnie, and now this. 

The man with the clipboard looked over his glasses. ‘Ah, Miss Barnes, isn’t it?’

‘What do you want? What are you doing in my house?’

‘I’m afraid, miss, it isn’t your house. He dangled the landlord’s set of keys. Your rent was only paid up to a week last Tuesday, and without any funds to cover the arrears and forthcoming payments, I’m afraid we have to repossess said house and allocate it to a family who can. Besides, it’s much too big for one young girl.’

Ida flumped onto her kitchen chair – at least they had left that. ‘But there’s my sister! Where will we go?’

He ran the end of his pencil down the sheet that was clipped to the board. ‘Well, I see your sister’s already been taken into the care of the town council. I think you’re due for the training school. By my reckoning, they’ll be coming to collect you in the next day or two, when the landlord will be taking complete repossession.’

Thuds through the ceiling and quite a bit of bad language came from upstairs. Mum’s chest of drawers, her pride and joy, was wedged at the top.

‘What are you doing? You can’t take that! It’s not on weekly payments. My mum bought it with Dad’s army pension!’

‘Well, she might have,’ said the clipboard man, ‘but it will cover some of what’s owed. Now move yourself. Out of the way. Chop-chop.’

Ida remembered Mr Rogers’s carburettor and his tools. Where were they?

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw its dull metal under the draining board, where the curtain didn’t go fully across.

‘Guv, we need a hand with this chest,’ shouted an upstairs voice.

‘Very well.’ The clipboard man put his clipboard on the kitchen table and went to help the men on the stairs.

Ida glanced at the board. The paper was a list of everything they owned. Everything in the little house. Except for the most important things – Ida, Bonnie and Mum.

Ida’s whole life was falling apart.

But they mustn’t take the carburettor or the tools – they belonged to Mr Rogers. So she stood in front of the curtain and pretended to wash her hands under the tap.

With a few lumps of plaster and a lot of huffing and puffing, Mum’s chest of drawers finally came down the stairs. 

‘Rightio, I think that’s us done for the day,’ said the clipboard man, putting the board in his briefcase and snapping it shut. ‘We’ll be back for the rest on Monday. Got another job on tomorrow.’

She followed him to the front door. In the sitting room, there were shiny patches of floor where the sofa and Dad’s armchair should have been. The mantelpiece clock had gone, and even the brass coal bucket from the grate. If it weren’t for Bonnie, she would have given up there and then. 

As the bailiffs left in their lorry, Ida quickly checked up and down the road to see if anyone else in Camellia Lane had seen them. The road was empty, except that those girls, the thieves, were skulking round the corner in Trinity Street. Had they come to gloat? She had a feeling there were more of them than just the two she’d already bumped into, which only made it worse. Ida went back inside, closed the door, pulled Miss Lovelock’s mum’s shawl closer round her shoulders and gave in to all her tears as she sobbed her way upstairs.

All Mum’s things were heaped on the bed. Ida sat down and held a nightie from the pile up to her face. She felt the softness against her skin and breathed in the smell. If she closed her eyes and imagined hard, she could pretend that Mum was in the room, telling her she was her wonder girl, telling her how proud she was of her, how much she loved her. Oh, Mum ...

Official-looking pieces of paper, like Mum and Dad’s marriage certificate – Thomas Albert Barnes to Mary Elizabeth Coles, 25 May 1919 – and a little bundle of letters tied up with a pink ribbon were all mixed up higgledy-piggledy with Mum’s clothes. She found a brown envelope with her and Bonnie’s names on the front. It wasn’t stuck down, so she looked inside – it was only their birth certificates.

There were also a few old photos of a man and lady in stiff, very old-fashioned clothes, the empty money jar and a little black velvet box. She opened the box, and inside were Mum’s rings – her gold wedding ring and her engagement ring with a sparkly blue stone. Ida should keep them safe, but there weren’t many places left to hide anything. 

Then she had a brainwave. She unscrewed one of the brass bedknobs by the head of the bed and pushed the box inside before screwing it back up again. She would definitely remember to get those out again before Monday.

Ida had a last, long sniff of Mum’s nightie and pretended she wasn’t in this after-Mum upside-down world. She tidied up as best she could, picked up the pile of soft, worn blouses, private pieces of underclothing and a silky green petticoat. She felt a lump under the petticoat and remembered that she’d put the purse in Mum’s chest of drawers. She snapped it open, and yes, it still had that strange note about Uncle Arthur from ‘Baby’ inside. Her first thought was the cheek of it, and thinking of them just now seeing her shame made her want to screw it up, run downstairs and throw it on the fire. 

But the fire was out, and there was something about Uncle Arthur this morning that didn’t feel right. Now that she no longer had Bonnie or Mum, he seemed less eager to help. She told herself it was because Bonnie was his special girl and she was Mum’s wonder girl. But the thought niggled. She snapped the purse shut with the note still inside.

She was really hungry, even after Miss Lovelock’s soup. 

There was one crust, which she ate straight from the bread bin. There was no doubt she was going to have to do something about a job and food and paying the rent arrears. But not before she’d got Bonnie. 

And there was no time like the present. While it was still light, papers or no papers, she was going now.

Ida buttoned up her mac, wrapped Miss Lovelock’s mum’s shawl round her neck and turned to walk purposefully out of the back door. But it occurred to her that tools might come in handy, a screwdriver at least. She was sure they weren’t going to give up Bonnie just like that. So she swept back the curtain under the sink, and from Mr Rogers’s toolbox, she took a screwdriver, a spanner, a hammer and a little hacksaw, and put them in Mum’s shopping bag.

She decided on the long route to Nettlefield Grange – down Trinity Street and turn right up West Street – so she could think and gather up her courage.

She said hello to Mr Winters carrying a crate of oranges inside his shop and waited for a tram to trundle past before she crossed over. With each step Ida took towards Nettlefield Grange, her heart grew heavier, colder and sadder. 

If they didn’t give her Bonnie back, she would just break in with her tools and get her. Was there a commandment about not breaking in? There was one about not stealing, and she wasn’t intending to steal anything that didn’t belong to her in the first place. Retrieving wasn’t stealing.

When she passed the tram shed, shielded from the Grange by a thick, high hedge, she knew she’d left the cosy Nettlefield behind.

Behind its railings, Nettlefield Grange Orphanage loomed like Frankenstein’s monster, tall and scary, with deep, shadowy windows for eyes.

Early lights at the other end of the street twinkled, while up here the dark hovered lower and fell faster. In the shadow of the gloomy building, Ida felt small and excluded. But it was strange how clinging to the railings from outside already made her feel like a prisoner.

For a building full of children, it was very quiet. In the lull between trains, there might be an occasional cough and splutter of a motor car, a distant dog barking or crows cawing. But never any sound at all that might have been mistaken for happiness. Even the scraggy shrubs, like lonely hedgehogs, dotting the orphanage grounds looked starved of love and attention. 

Ida rattled the iron gates, as tall and spiky as the railings. A thick chain wound through the bars and held them shut. A heavy padlock made sure they stayed that way. She took the little hacksaw out of Mum’s shopping bag and found what looked like the weakest link of chain.

The orphanage grounds were deserted, and when she checked over each shoulder, no one was passing behind her either. 

The minute she started sawing, the hacksaw blade bent and barely made a scratch on the link. She put the hacksaw back and tried the screwdriver on the padlock screws. But the screws were stuck fast.

She had another idea. Perhaps if she could grip one of the bars in the fence with the spanner, it would loosen and she could pull it out. 

But all the spanner did was take the paint off the bar and some skin off Ida’s palm. She dropped the spanner with a clang back into Mum’s shopping bag. If Ida was going to get inside, she was going to have to climb over. Or maybe ... 

She tried to gauge the gap between the railings. They weren’t actually that close together. Mum was always saying she was skin and bone ...

Maybe she could squeeze through.

She pushed one shoulder between two of the tall poles. She was too fat with the shawl round her neck, so she took it off and took off her coat as well and made a small pile of them on the ground so she could reach through and grab them when she was inside.

Ida tried again. The railings were cold and hard. She pushed with her hip. Half of her was through. If she could just push her head through ... 

But her ears were in the way. She twisted her head; the poles pinched one ear into her skull. It was cold, and flakes of paint stuck to her cheek. In turns, Ida was regretting this plan of action and reassuring herself that if she could get through, Bonnie certainly could.

A few more twists and pinches, and Ida realised that of course there was no way she was getting through. If that were possible, the children would all have escaped by now, wouldn’t they? There had to be another way. She pushed against the two bars either side, squeezed her body out, but her head wouldn’t budge.

She was stuck.

The huge front door opened, and putting on her gloves, Mrs Bullar stepped out. Ida pushed and pulled again, but it felt like she was going to rip her ear off if she pulled any harder.

‘Ida Barnes, is that you?’ Mrs Bullar’s voice shrieked across the yard. ‘Trespassing! It won’t be the training school for you, it’ll be the borstal!’

Mrs Bullar marched in Ida’s direction. Two young men loped after her. One was large and muscular, and the other, Ida guessed, was younger but still a few years too old for school and was a bit weedy. 

Behind Ida, long fingers gripped her shoulders. 

Ida flinched, every muscle tensed as the mysterious hand on her shoulder tightened. Had Mrs Bullar sent a third, invisible man to get her?

‘Oh, darling, what have you done?’ The voice behind was kind and posh.

Ida had never heard that voice before.

But the bars held Ida’s head so fast she couldn’t turn to look. ‘Er, wha ...? Who ... who are you?’

‘It’s me, darling.’ The lady was speaking as if she knew Ida, but she was not answering Ida’s question.

Should Ida have recognised her voice? ‘Thank you, ma’am,’ she said just in case.

‘Play along,’ whispered the voice in Ida’s free ear. 

Mrs Bullar was close enough for Ida to smell the lavender that didn’t quite hide an unpleasant stink of sweat. 

‘Bill, unlock these gates at once.’

Bill jangled a large ring of keys and unlocked the gates into the grounds of Nettlefield Grange Orphanage.

At the same time, a warm, oily liquid ran over Ida’s ears. It trickled inside the shawl and down her neck. She knew the smell – olive oil. Mum used to have a bottle for her hair.

Bill pulled the chain. It slithered through the gates.

The long fingers on Ida’s shoulders gripped tighter. 

Mrs Bullar strode through the gates with the other young man skulking behind her.

With one firm yank, Ida’s head popped out from between the bars. She had the peculiar sensation of being born – Ida knew her birds and bees. She checked for her ears, but as she could hear the lady making a fuss of her, she assumed they were all right. 

‘Oh, darling, what did you think you were doing? Let Aunt Constance look at you.’

Mrs Bullar slowed down at the sight of ‘Aunt Constance’.

‘I do apologise for my niece, Mrs Bullar. She’s a little forward. Of course we’ll be following the correct procedure to collect Bonnie.’ 

The feathers decorating her hat waggled as she fussed. She sounded like a lady and, in her fashionable red coat, looked like a lady. But when Ida studied her face closely, although it was on the plump side, under rouged cheeks and bright pink lipstick, it was young, perhaps only a few years older than her own.

‘All better now? We must be going now, Ida, darling. Mrs Bullar is taking good care of dear Bonnie, aren’t you, Mrs B? Toodle-oo!’

The lady, ‘Aunt Constance’, much taller than Ida but that might be on account of her high heels, steered her efficiently away from Mrs Bullar. The lady walked very quickly. She carried a shopping bag over one arm, which Ida realised was her bag with Mr Rogers’s tools inside. Her heels clack-clacked on the paving stones. Ida had to run to keep up.

She snatched a glance back at the narrow-eyed Mrs Bullar in the middle of the pavement, her hands on her hips, with the two young men beside her like shop dummies. Was she deciding whether or not to set the dummies on them? 

‘Quick, keep up,’ said ‘Aunt Constance’, heels clacking faster than ever and her arm pushing Ida on until they lost sight of Mrs Bullar and her henchmen.

‘How do you know about Bonnie?’ Ida asked the lady, who seemed more and more like a girl, not that different from Ida herself.

‘Real name, Lady Virginia Constance Maud Frimley-Watts, but if you want the truth’ – she lapsed into a Jimmy Cagney voice – ‘I ain’t no lady. The others call me Gin.’

‘What others?’

Gin pushed on a rusty iron gate directly under the railway bridge. ‘In here.’

‘In where?’

Though the gate looked like it hadn’t been opened in years, it was surprisingly well oiled. Over the brambles that covered the garden, Ida could see a cottage. ‘They think this place is haunted,’ said Gin mischievously.

Ida had never seen this place before. No wonder, she never came up this end of town and had never been on a train, not that you’d be able to see the place from the station, anyway. 

Next door, chains rattled through the orphanage gates; boots crunched across the gravel; and a heavy door clunked shut.

‘Jolly good, they’re not coming after us,’ said Gin.

‘Are you friends with “Baby”?’ asked Ida, wondering if she was actually being kidnapped rather than rescued.

‘Hole in one, Ida, old chum. You can say hello back at The Lillie. Come on, it’ll be getting dark soon. Here, would you like these back?’ Gin gave Ida her bag of tools, grabbed Ida’s free hand and led her back through the gate.

Ida half thought to yank her hand away, but kidnapped or not, she really wanted to know what this girl, who looked neither dirty nor like a hoodlum, knew about Bonnie. And who was Lily?

A train thundered across the railway bridge above them. 

‘That’s the four thirty to Southampton,’ said Gin, who took a firm grip on Ida’s hand and pulled her over the road. Gin hitched up her dress and, nothing like a lady at all, scrambled up the bank through the long grass to the station on the other side. 

‘Come on, Ida, darling!’ called Gin from the top of the bank. Her shape against the darkening sky reminded Ida of pictures she’d seen of mountaineers on Mount Everest.

For better or worse, Ida did the same. 

Gin stepped from the top of the grassy bank and, becoming a lady again, merged into the line of train passengers walking up to the station. She beckoned Ida to do the same. They passed the station ticket office and waiting room on one side and Knowles Laundry on the other. Leaving the passengers far behind, they came to a huge heap of coal conveniently positioned beside the track for refuelling the engines. It made an ominous black mountain against the early evening sky. 

‘We’re going through there,’ whispered Gin, pointing away from the coal and the railway tracks, into some bushes that looked so thick Ida couldn’t imagine how they’d get through.

The damp from the wet grass had seeped up the hem of Ida’s mac; her feet felt squished inside her boots; and Miss Lovelock’s mum’s shawl dripped at the ends – she was regretting her curiosity. Words like goose, which was how she felt, and wild chase, because she was sure she was on one, ran through her head. 

‘But where are we going?’ she asked Gin, the strange lady-girl.

Gin slipped through a narrow gap between the edge of the coal heap and the foliage that had spread so far it almost blocked the way. ‘Careful of the brambles,’ she said.

Ida tucked Miss Lovelock’s mum’s shawl inside her school mac. ‘But where?’ 

Now completely out of sight of anyone at the station, Gin reached carefully inside the leaves and branches, and pulled on a length of rusty wire. ‘Here,’ she said.

The tangle of leaves and branches opened like a door onto a dark tunnel. Gin had to bend to go through. ‘Come on,’ she said, holding out her hand.

Ida hesitated. Well, she’d come this far ...

She had to bend too, not as much, but with her hand tightly in Gin’s, Ida followed. The tunnel smelled wholesome, earthy, and felt soft underfoot, comforting in a way. 

They’d not gone far before it opened into a tiny clearing surrounded by more bushes, thicker than ever, all overgrown with ivy and brambles. In the small patch of sky overhead, an evening star twinkled with an almost full moon. 

‘Ta-da! We’re home,’ said Gin, and she pulled a small curtain of ivy away triumphantly.

In the moonlight, Ida read a broken wooden sign. It said The Lillie ... The Lillie ... something. It could have been The Lillie of the Valley, Mum’s favourite smell. That would be nice. Beside it, in the tangle of bushes and twigs, ivy and brambles, a door opened into the cosiest secret room Ida had ever seen. 
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17: Ovaltine

[image: image]


The girl who said she didn’t want anything to do with them balanced on the doorstep.

‘In you go, Ida, darling. They won’t bite. Well, Fingers might ...’ Gin gently nudged her inside, where the girl nervously stood on the edge of the rug, clutching a shopping bag.

Fingers picked up an empty sack from under the table and screwed it up tight in her fist. ‘I’m going out.’ 

Brian put up her hand. ‘Fingers! I need some more pads. It started again the other day, and I only had one last month.’ 

‘We’ll all be needing them at the same time soon, darling. Better get a stock,’ said Gin, kicking off her high heels. ‘And some sanitary belts, you know, for the pads, those new disposable ones. Get me a large one if you can.’ 

Baby frowned. She wasn’t ready to accept that she was a girl like that. She was a girl, of course; there was nothing she could do about that. But a girl, one like Gin, with fancy drawers and wavy hair and all the rest of it, she couldn’t imagine being one like that, not on your nelly.

Gin waved her arm elegantly. ‘It was dreadful at school. For practically one week every month, we were all as prickly as hedgehogs. Surprising no one got seriously hurt, actually. Well, Bunty did fall off the gym roof, but that wasn’t my fault.’

‘All right, I got the message.’ Fingers took her ripped jacket off the hook but stood on the rug next to Ida, looking her up and down as if she was trying to make her mind up about Purse Girl once and for all.

Gin took off the rest of her ‘Aunt Constance’ clothes and threw them in the room-bed. She wrapped herself in her satin dressing gown and flopped into one of the chairs by the stove.

‘Oh, Ida! I was forgetting you!’ Gin got up, grabbed Ida’s shoulders and guided her to the table, where Baby was sitting with Brian.

Ida Barnes’s mac was too short, and her dress underneath it wasn’t much longer. Her legs were spindly and streaked with a dash of motor oil. Her short hair looked like she’d tried to brush it, and her face was halfway between frowning and smiling. She opened her mouth a couple of times to say something, then shut it again.

When it was obvious that whatever she wanted to say was going to stay unsaid, Baby pulled out a chair at the table. ‘Sit down, why don’t you? This ’ere’s Brian.’

Brian smiled up at the awkward girl. ‘My dad’s machine,’ she said proudly, showing off the bits and pieces from her dad’s box. She was sorting lumps of glass cut like diamonds, nuts and bolts and brass shapes, comparing each one to a tatty old wad of paper she held in her hand. 

‘Brian? Isn’t that a boy’s name?’ Ida spoke at last.

‘It’s my name,’ said Brian. ‘I chose it.’

‘Oh, all right, then.’

Baby was still holding the chair, waiting for Ida’s backside. ‘Have something to eat. Brian’s learning how to cook.’

‘It’s sandwiches today.’ Brian carefully put her dad’s bits and pieces back into the box.

Ida swallowed and said, ‘That would be really nice, thank you,’ and only hesitated for a second or two before she finally sat down on Baby’s chair.

‘Well, I ain’t going out if you’re all eating.’ Fingers dropped her sack by the door and shoved Baby over to one half of her chair and sat on the other half with her.

Ida peered into Brian’s box. ‘Do you have any tools?’ 

‘No. Just the bits. My dad wants me to look after them until he comes home.’ Brian took a small mountain of sandwiches out of the cupboard.

‘Where is he?’ asked Ida.

Brian’s smile faded as she put the plate in the middle of the table.

‘He’s in the asylum, darling,’ said Gin, ‘though he’s no madder than you or I!’

Ida took in a deep breath and lowered her eyes. ‘My dad died because he did go a bit mad,’ she said quietly. ‘He couldn’t stop thinking about the war. Maybe if he’d been in the asylum, he wouldn’t have done it.’ When she looked up, tears were collecting in her eyes.

‘What did he do?’ asked Gin gently, pulling out her chair at the table and sitting down.

Ida pressed her lips shut like there was something she wanted to say but couldn’t. She gripped her hands together in her lap, so tight her knuckles went white. 

At last she said, ‘He hanged himself on the stairs. I found him.’ 

Corned beef sandwiches balanced halfway to hungry mouths. It was one thing to lose a parent, but for that parent to lose themselves on purpose was something else.

‘He must have been very unhappy,’ said Gin, resting her hand kindly on Ida’s arm.

‘He kept hearing guns,’ said Ida. ‘The war never stopped for him. I wish I could remember him alive. I’m trying but it’s so hard.’

Brian pushed the sandwiches closer to Ida. ‘They’re nice,’ she whispered. ‘They’re corned beef.’

Ida took one and nibbled at the edges.

To Baby, it was like Ida had finally been able to clear whatever it was that was stuck in her throat. The uppitiness about her loosened a little.

‘Well, I best be off, then.’ Fingers slid off Baby’s chair. ‘Sorry about your dad,’ she said under her breath, and dragged the back of her hand across her eyes before she picked up her sack and strode out into the chilly evening.

‘Ida, it was me who wrote to you,’ Baby said as gently as she could, but couldn’t hide the little bit of pride she felt in herself for writing a letter. 

‘You’re Baby ... the apple thief?’ said Ida.

‘One way of putting it.’

Ida tipped her head to one side. ‘Where did that girl go with the sack?’

‘About your sister ...’ said Baby.

‘It’s a mistake,’ said Ida. ‘I’m going to be fourteen on Saturday, and that’s old enough to look after her. It’s what our mother wanted. Thank you very much for your help, but I’m sure I’ll be all right.’ She sniffed and half stood up to go.

‘I’m fourteen. My birthday is the seventh of August 1922.’ Brian took hold of Ida’s hand. ‘Don’t go yet.’

Baby needed this girl. ‘Have we got some pud today, Brian?’ she asked, hoping it would persuade Ida to stay.

‘Oh no!’ Brian slapped her forehead.

‘Not to worry, darling.’ Gin stood up and laid two reassuring hands on Brian’s shoulders before she opened cupboard doors one by one. ‘Where’s that tin of Ovaltine? We could have some of that. I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for bed. Ida, you are staying, aren’t you?’ 

‘We haven’t got any milk,’ said Brian, still looking worried.

‘That’s all right! We’ll just have a sniff, then. That smell takes me back to school.’

‘You said school was awful,’ said Brian.

‘It was and I hated it, but the larks we had, I loved. Ah, here it is.’ Gin prised the lid off with her fingers and took a great big sniff. ‘Hmmmmmm!’ she said. ‘That’s delicious!’ She licked her finger, dipped it in the tin like it was sherbet, then put her finger in her mouth. ‘Yummy! Some sugar wouldn’t go amiss, but oooh ...’ She swayed dizzily. ‘That’s made me feel a bit peculiar. I think I need a little nap.’ Gin dropped the lid, and it rattled on the floor as she staggered over to the mattresses in the room-bed. 

A few seconds later, a giant snore rumbled out from behind the wall.

‘I’m not sure Ovaltine’s meant to work that well,’ said Ida.
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18: Brian Gets the Blame
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Ida woke up the next morning, cosy under a brightly coloured patchwork quilt. She blinked in the dappled light filtering through the ivy-covered window in the bedroom, just one huge bed really. It took a minute for her to remember that she’d gone to bed in an old, overgrown railway carriage with a gang of thieving girls. 

She opened her eyes wide with an awful thought. What if they’d gone back home – they knew where she lived, didn’t they? – and were emptying the house of everything the bailiffs had left while she was lying there in bed? 

But they’d only been kind to her, though the sack of ‘pickin’s’ brought back late last night by the grumpy one called Fingers made her feel very uncomfortable indeed. Then she remembered what she’d told them about Dad. She hadn’t told that to anyone, ever. 

The smell of bacon was in the air, and her belly rumbled. Gin, the big girl who had rescued her from the horrible Mrs Bullar, was still fast asleep, with clothes and blankets strewn all about her in little nests that the other three girls had left.

It was a bit chilly round her shoulders without the quilt. She wasn’t in her mac any more either; she spotted it in the heap by her feet.

She peered through the doorway into the ‘sitting room’ and felt a blast of heat on her face from the stove. In the ‘kitchen’ end of the room, at the round table, Brian was sorting her machine parts again, holding each one in the light from the lamp. She looked up and smiled kindly at Ida. ‘Hello,’ she said.

Ida felt ashamed that she’d slept so well when Bonnie was stuck in the orphanage. She wanted to say, I’d better be going, then. Thank you for having me. But she also wanted a closer look at Brian’s machine. Maybe Ida would recognise it – an alternator, perhaps, or a dynamo. She remembered Mum’s shopping bag with Mr Rogers’s hacksaw, screwdriver and spanner inside and noticed it was still by the table where she’d left it. Ida got up from the mattress and sat down at the table with Brian. ‘Do you know what it is?’ 

‘My dad told me it was like a clock.’ Brian showed her the curled-up wad of paper covered in tiny handwriting. ‘These are his instructions.’

‘Can I look?’ asked Ida.

The pages were thin and crackly with writing. Ida carefully peeled away the first sheet. The second was covered in drawings of all the different parts. Ida could match some of the larger shapes, but you had to look at them the right way, and that was difficult to see. What Ida could see was that it needed a spanner and some more nuts and bolts. 

‘Would you like a bacon bun?’ asked Brian. ‘I can make it for you. You don’t have to go.’

Ida was hungry, in spite of the corned beef sandwiches last evening. ‘Yes, please,’ she said.

Brian gave her three thick slices of bacon in one of Mrs Jupp’s floury bread rolls with a cup of tea. Ida couldn’t wait. She took a big bite and, as she chewed, watched Brian turn a machine part this way and that, comparing it with the sheet. She did feel a little uncomfortable that the roll had definitely been stolen from Mrs Jupp, but she decided not to think about that too much, nor where the bacon had come from.

Getting up made Ida realise she really needed the toilet and couldn’t hold on any longer. ‘Um ... where do you ...? Where’s the lav?’

Brian pointed to the door that said WC. It was a relief to go, but Ida wondered how all of this was here – toilet, stove, washbasin: it had everything and was so well hidden. How long had it been here? Did anyone know?

She washed her hands at the sink and dried them on a towel hung on a line over the stove, where a new log was crackling. She looked around again for the sack of ‘pickin’s’, but she couldn’t see any sign of it. There was no sign of those two girls either, grumpy Fingers or Baby, who was kind but still a thief like the other one. Had her mother never bothered to think of a name for her? Had she even had a mother? ‘Are the others out?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ said Brian.

‘Didn’t you want to go out?’

‘I mostly stay here, where it’s safe for me. And I had to make you breakfast.’ Brian put the hot bacon pan in the sink with a hiss of steam.

‘What about Aunt Constance – I mean, Lady ... no, Gin? She hasn’t woken up yet?’

‘No, not yet.’ Brian glanced at the door to the room of mattresses.

Ida really wanted to check if she was all right but told herself to stop being silly. Brian, on the other hand, was back to frowning over two machine parts she was trying to fit together.

Ida took the hacksaw, screwdriver and spanner out of Mum’s shopping bag and put them on the table. ‘Will these help?’ 

Brian picked up the spanner, but even adjusted, it was far too big for the nuts and bolts she had.

‘I think it needs a smaller spanner or a set of spanners, don’t you?’ said Ida.

Brian nodded and gave the spanner back.

Poor Brian, she was trying so hard to do something for her dad. Ida knew what that felt like and realised she could help. ‘Would you like to borrow some spanners?’

The girl’s eyes sparkled. ‘Yes, please. I love spanners!’ 

‘You could come to my house – we’ll fetch them?’ 

Brian’s forehead wrinkled in thought. She nodded. ‘Yes, I’d like to see your house. I haven’t been in one for a long time.’

‘Shall we go now?’ said Ida. ‘Before Gin wakes up?’

Brian ran to the mattress room and came out pulling on a huge, thick jumper. She wasn’t a small girl, like Baby and Fingers, but she still had to roll up the sleeves to make it fit. She wore trousers. Ida would have loved to wear trousers, but Mum always liked her and Bonnie in dresses. ‘It’s what girls wear,’ she used to say. Ida would have liked a world where they could wear what they liked. 

Brian took a cap out of her trouser pocket. She pulled it low over her face and tucked her hair inside. ‘My dad’s. I like hats too.’ 

Ida fetched her mac and Miss Lovelock’s mum’s shawl off the huge bed and followed Brian out of The Lillie. Ida was quite lost as to where the tunnel to the station might be. It looked like there was no way out at all. 

But it didn’t take Brian long to find one. Daylight shone between the tangle of bare branches as they both bent low to go through. Was it the same one? Ida wasn’t sure.

It wasn’t. Instead of the tunnel leading to the coal heap, Ida was amazed to find herself in the allotments at the end of Camellia Lane.

She followed Brian round the patches of bare earth frozen hard in ridges, and not a single gardener to be seen. At the other side, where the fence separated the allotments from the road, Brian pushed open the gate. ‘You live at number seven, don’t you?’

‘How do you know?’ 

‘I listen.’

Brian strode along Camellia Lane from the hundred and somethings to the seventies, the fifties and the thirties. She strode past the end of Dahlia Road, Ida’s usual shortcut to that end of West Street, not that she had cause to go there often, and stopped right outside number seven. 

‘We’ll have to go in through the backyard,’ said Ida.

Round the back, the gate onto the alley was still on the latch. Most people didn’t bother locking up at the back, not even bailiffs. 

Brian followed Ida into the kitchen, took off her cap, shook her hair and put the cap on the table although it was freezing cold in the house. She started opening the cupboard doors.

Ida kept her school mac on and Miss Lovelock’s mum’s shawl wrapped round her neck. ‘What are you looking for?’

‘Ingredients,’ said Brian.

Ida drew back the curtain that hid Mr Rogers’s toolbox under the draining board. The rings rattled along the rail.

‘Here are the tools.’ Ida put the box on the table.

‘Your cupboards are almost empty,’ Brian said sadly, and sat heavily on Bonnie’s chair.

But Brian’s eyes lit up at the box. She pulled out a small spanner, a smaller spanner and a tiny screwdriver. ‘My dad had tools like this, but they took them away so he couldn’t make any more of a nuisance of himself.’

Ida sat down too and wondered if she’d done the right thing. Did Brian understand it was only lending? Mum was always saying, ‘Hold your horses, Ida. Stop and think for a moment.’ Too late now – the girl was enjoying herself far too much. It would be horrible to disappoint her.

When Brian had chosen, she lined the tools up on the table. It reminded Ida of how they lined up on the wall in Mr Rogers’s garage. 

A noise came from upstairs.

They both heard it. The scrape of drawers being opened and slammed shut, then the creaks of footsteps across the ceiling.

Ida froze. 

Brian anxiously scooped up the tools and dropped them in her trouser pocket.

Ida put her finger to her lips and pointed upwards. She was sure her heart banging could be heard at the end of the street.

Someone was creeping about upstairs.

Ida picked up Mum’s wooden rolling pin off the draining board. 

A door slammed against the wall. She heard a sprinkle of plaster and the screech of a window being pushed open. Her heart beating like a prisoner rattling the bars, she pulled back the curtain at the bottom of the staircase. A cold blast of air rushed down into the kitchen.

‘They’re getting away out the back!’ Indignation launched Ida up the stairs, three steps at a time, waving the rolling pin like a club. 

Brian followed, shouting, ‘Stop, thief!’ which if Ida had had a moment to think about, she’d have thought it a bit rich coming from Brian.

At the top of the stairs, Mum’s front bedroom door wasn’t quite shut, but Ida and Bonnie’s door was still swinging from its slam against the wall. A lump of plaster and a sprinkling of dust and bits covered the floor, and the curtains billowed at the open bedroom window. Ida dashed to the sill, but there was no sign of the burglar in the alley. 

She leaned out the window and wanted to hurl the rolling pin after them. She couldn’t believe any of her neighbours would burgle – they were all so kind. Who else would know about the bailiffs? But then she remembered seeing a shadow that could have been a person hiding in number ten’s porch on the day Mum died. Who would be so evil to do that? 

‘What were they after?’ Brian stood in the doorway. All her excitement for the tools had drained away.

Ida’s fist curled tight round the wobbly rolling-pin handle. ‘I don’t know.’

A moan came from the other bedroom.

Ida’s heart sank to her boots. She dropped the rolling pin. Someone was still here. She could barely speak, but Brian heard it too, and they both stared at Mum’s door.

Ida took a deep breath, clenched her fists, crept the two steps across the tiny landing and nudged Mum’s door open. 

With Brian behind her, she peered inside.

There, sticking out from underneath the end of her and Bonnie’s bed, she saw a leg, a shiny black shoe, a black sock and a black trouser leg with a sharp crease. 

A voice creaked, ‘Ida ...’ 

Ida pushed the door fully open.

‘Uncle Arthur! What’s happened?’

‘Oh, Ida, I came round to put a bit more coal in the bunker ... I didn’t know about the bailiffs ... Heard noises ... I didn’t get them ...’ Uncle Arthur gripped the edge of the bed and sat up. 

‘Did they hit you?’

‘Clonked me with the bedknob.’ Uncle Arthur rubbed his head and indicated the bedknob sitting in its own dent on the counterpane, surrounded by all Mum’s papers.

Like an arrow in her heart, Ida remembered Mum’s rings.

Why had she put them there? Everyone had beds like that, didn’t they? So anyone would know what a good, or terrible, hiding place that was. 

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Uncle Arthur.

‘Mum’s rings. They’ve taken Mum’s rings.’

‘Oh, I’m so sorry, my dear. I expect they’re gone.’ Uncle Arthur stood up. He was so tall his head nearly touched the ceiling. ‘I’ve got a feeling I know who it was, but I won’t voice my suspicions yet. Just to say if I were Herbert Knipe, I’d start looking for a new apprentice pronto.’ Uncle Arthur raised his eyebrows and looked over Ida’s shoulder.

Ida felt Brian’s breath on the back of her neck. ‘This is my friend ... from school. Her name’s ...’

‘Brenda,’ said Brian.

‘Yes, Brenda,’ agreed Ida.

Uncle Arthur looked ‘Brenda’ up and down.

She did look a bit odd, and Ida felt a little embarrassed for her.

But Uncle Arthur smiled. ‘Do I know your father?’

‘He’s a scientist,’ said Brian proudly.

‘That’s very interesting, and where does he live?’

‘He doesn’t live there any more; my friends do.’ 

‘He must have found it difficult to find peace and quiet so close to the ... er ... station?’

‘No. He liked it.’

‘Well, Ida, I must be getting back to the shop – old Mr Bone passed over this morning. As you’ll be moving on soon, we can leave the landlord to sort out the damage to the window. And don’t call the police just yet – let’s give the boy a chance.’ Uncle Arthur picked up his hat off the bed, a sober black bowler like the prime minister, Mr Baldwin, had.

‘But your head. Will you be all right?’

‘Just a bruise, I expect.’ Uncle Arthur touched his bowler as he left. His steps faded, and with the click of the front door latch, he was on his way back to Underwood & Son.

How could she have been so stupid to hide Mum’s wedding ring and engagement ring in the bedknob? Mum took them off months ago and told Ida where they were for when ... but Ida wouldn’t let Mum say when. And now ‘when’ had happened and they were gone!

Alf, it had really been Alf, like Uncle Arthur said. They’d been rivals ever since school. How could he have gone this far?

Ida should get the police, but Uncle Arthur had said not to. Ooh, she hated thieves with all her heart. And what was she doing here with one! Brian ... Brenda ... whatever her name was, with her pockets full of Mr Rogers’s tools, was just another thief in a gang of thieves. And here she was breathing the same air as one. Ida Barnes, you are a stupid girl!

‘I’m sorry, Ida ...’ Brian offered a hand as if she was going to pat her ‘there, there’. 

Ida shrugged it off. This weird girl in her boy’s clothes, touching her. ‘Go away!’

The girl was still there. Ida pushed her away. ‘I don’t want to join your daft gang. I’m not a thief! I don’t steal from people like you do. Go away! I’ll get Bonnie on my own.’

Brian stood there like a sack of potatoes. ‘But your uncle—’

‘Don’t talk about Uncle Arthur. He’s trying to help. Give the tools back to Mr Rogers when you’ve finished. And tell Baby to stop bothering me with silly notes. I can do it myself.’ She sat down on the bed amongst the muddle of Mum’s leftover things. She closed her eyes and concentrated on her breathing. Ida Barnes was going to shut Brian and all of those thieving girls ... and boys out. 

Brian ran down the stairs.

Ida heard the clunk of tools falling on the kitchen floor. She heard the back door open, the back gate slam shut and Brian’s boots running away.

Ida flung herself across the paper-strewn counterpane and sobbed. She just couldn’t be strong any more.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

19: Discovery and Disaster
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The sky was thick with snow, a ton of the stuff that most probably could drop at any moment. Snow was not something Baby got excited about. At least now though, she could remind herself that she had a home, but for how long? 

On their way back to The Lillie after an early morning forage, Baby and Fingers ignored the mutters of ‘Darkies’ from two old women polishing their front doorsteps. It was only Baby who had dark skin. Baby’s brown skin was her, how she was. But these Blackshirts had made her feel ashamed of it, and she hated that. 

Fingers hadn’t said anything bad about Ida since they heard what her dad had done, and so she hadn’t said anything about leaving either. She had to see that it wouldn’t be fun sneaking about on a ship when the weather was bad – no more fun than sleeping in a barrel when snow was on the ground.

In the allotments, only one old man cutting a bunch of holly disturbed the peace.

Fingers pushed the gate. It rattled open, and she led the way across the frozen ridges of earth. She’d learned pretty quick exactly where to aim for the tunnel through the bushes.

Baby was dreaming about breakfast. Brian might have had a go at pancakes, you never know, or bacon! Yes, they had bacon – the smell of it sizzling was her favourite. 

Fingers turned round outside the entrance to the bush tunnel. Her finger rested on her lips, and she put up her hand to say Stop. Her face was set in a grim frown. ‘Trouble,’ she whispered.

‘What you talking about?’

‘’E’s found it.’ 

‘Who?’ Baby felt the fluttering in her chest. She knew who. Under her breath, she said, ‘The undertaker.’ 

A branch snapped under Baby’s boot. 

Fingers pointed to the sky, poked the sack into a thick bit of bush and pulled herself up onto the lowest branch of one of the overhanging trees. Baby followed, and cat quiet, they climbed up and up through the branches, where they could see what was happening.

The smell of pine tree sent Baby’s head a-reeling. With her frantic heart doing that thing hearts did when all your nightmares came true, Baby reached for the next branch. The bark pressed into her palms and scraped her knees. The pine needles prickled, but she couldn’t bother about that. Through the dark fuzz, she could make out Fingers clinging to the trunk a few branches higher.

Like ‘two little dickie birds’, they perched. With a deep breath of courage, Baby sidled along the branch, away from the trunk, to where she could see through the pine.

She saw The Lillie ripped naked of her blanket of ivy and brambles, and the tunnel from the coal heap flattened and trampled.

And she saw him.

Arthur Underwood, cold-hearted devil that he was, strutted round the clearing like he owned it, and all the world for that matter.

Two crowbars, the burglar’s friend, lay outside the door with something Baby knew well, a large tin of whitewash.

Baby felt like her innards had been ripped out for all the world to see.

Her home was gone.

Maybe it was time to go.

The undertaker had dressed up, black all over, black shirt and black hat with a peak like a mirror and a flat top like a tin tea tray. Over it all, a long black mac shone like polished boots, and underneath his armpit was wedged that stick. With a proud strut, he strode and paced and checked his watch.

Where was Gin? Brian? And Ida – she hadn’t told him, had she? 

The Lillie’s door swung open.

Bad Bill Teasdale had Gin! His open-mouthed grin leered over her shoulder just like it had that first day outside The Baker’s Bonnet. His arms somehow were wrapped through hers. He pushed her out of the door. Her hair hung over one side of her face, and her red dress was ripped from the shoulder.

But fire burned in her eye. She struggled, her lips pressed tight, but she didn’t open them. 

Underwood strode across the clearing to Gin. He stretched himself to his full height and loomed over her. ‘You are an enemy to your class. You disgust me.’

Gin’s eyebrow arched, the one not hidden by her curtain of hair, and Baby knew she was looking for her sisters. If only Baby could let her know they were there.

Of course she could.

A pine cone, ripe and ready, came away in her hand. She kissed it, then aimed.

The cone landed at Gin’s feet. 

The undertaker drew his stick from under his arm and flicked the cone. ‘Your little friends, the vermin with whom you keep company, where might they be?’ Slowly his eyes scanned the trees above the bushes.

Behind his back, Gin looked too, and that friendship they’d made on that first day in Nettlefield joined them, chalk and cheese, Baby and Gin, as if a line of gold were stretched between them. 

‘It will be worse for you if you don’t tell me,’ said Underwood.

‘I know your game.’ Gin shook her waves back with a not-on-your-nelly cockiness that her sort were really good at.

‘Very well. You have no idea of “my game”,’ said the undertaker, enjoying every word. ‘My game will finally put a stop to traitors like you, and the deformed criminal underclass you associate with. Your pathetic daubs around this town have been an irritation, but I am now putting a stop to them.’ He tapped on one of The Lillie’s windows. 

William, Bill’s younger brother, seventeen years old to his brother’s nineteen, popped his head out of the door. Baby heard the tremble in his voice. ‘It’s only ’er, sir. There ain’t no one else ’ere.’ 

But Brian, where’s Brian? Baby felt relieved that Brian wasn’t there, but she was as worried as she was relieved about where she was. They hadn’t got her already, had they?

Gin struggled. ‘My father would have you whipped!’

With a black-leather-gloved finger, he tilted her chin up to his face. ‘And how would he do that? From his cell?’ And he flicked Gin’s face away.

But when she looked up, she looked directly at Baby and shook her head, more a shudder than a shake, and Gin’s lips, like an O, mouthed, ‘No.’

Baby understood. She had to trust her. Baby gripped the branch, letting the bark sink into her palms. She had to be part of this old tree, watching, not doing what every muscle in her body was pulling her to do.

The undertaker waved his stick at Gin and The Lillie. ‘Tie her up and destroy this rats’ nest. This is how I deal with vermin.’

‘We didn’t bring any rope, Mr Underwood,’ said Bill.

‘Find something, idiot.’

Bill looked around, and his eyes fell on his brother. ‘Yer belt, Will, chop-chop.’ Bill hauled Gin over to one of the younger trees.

William fumbled for his belt, which, unfortunately for Gin, was far too long for him, anyway. He nervously handed it to Bill, who wrapped it round Gin and strapped her to the tree with it, doing up the buckle on the last hole.

‘You’ll regret this,’ said Gin, her voice the poshest and most educated Baby had heard it. She struggled and kicked, but unlike his weedy younger brother, Bad Bill was even bigger and stronger than Gin and looked like he’d done this before.

With Gin helpless, William and Bill picked up the crowbars and swung them at The Lillie’s windows. William had to pull up his trousers every now and then, but crashes and tinkles of glass and the crunch of history being destroyed rang round the clearing. Together they pulled the door away from its hinges. They climbed on the roof with their crowbars and peeled that away too, leaving it curled open like a tin of sardines. 

Crashes rattled inside. Then one of the horrible boys hurled Brian’s box through the window, Brian’s window, where she’d sit and wait for them all to come home. Her glass diamonds, her parts, and all the nuts and bolts sprinkled the floor of the clearing.

Bill sauntered out of The Lillie, stepping over the broken-off door with his chest puffed out, waiting for a medal. He picked up the tin of whitewash and sploshed wide white stripes across the bits of The Lillie he hadn’t destroyed, and signed their work with a stolen symbol. It was the bent legs of a swastika, which Moll had told Baby really belonged to good people in India, where Baby came from. But those horrible boys had defiled it. They’d made it bad, like them, like the bad people the world was coming to fear one way or another, whether they were in a black shirt, whether they talked in German or English or whether they were just hiding their evil hearts, like almost the worst of them all, Mr Arthur Underwood, the undertaker. 

William stood on the doorstep, biting his lip and gripping the top of his trousers. When he caught the undertaker’s eye, he flinched like he’d been collared, and tried to hide behind his older brother.

The undertaker admired Bad Bill’s handiwork. ‘Our job here is done. I wondered if we might find another child, but we must make do with what we have already.’

Bill looked puzzled.

‘The Lebensborn, you dolt.’ 

‘Not the special—’

He cuffed the big boy’s head. ‘If you don’t know what we’re doing by now, what is the point of you?’

Bad Bill rubbed his ear where the undertaker had hit him like he was flicking off a fly. 

‘You come with me,’ the undertaker said to Bill, ‘and you ...’ He pointed his stick at William, who was trembling like the last leaf on a tree. ‘Just get rid of her.’ The undertaker picked his way through the mess in the clearing to the flattened bushes.

‘Pardon, Mr Underwood, sir?’ asked William, but Mr Underwood wasn’t listening.

Bill gleefully slashed his hand across his neck.

William trembled and cupped his hand to his mouth with a gasp.

The undertaker turned; his coat twirled; and he squinted at the trees that rose tall over the bushes of the copse. ‘I know you’re here.’ He pointed his stick at the high branches as if conjuring Baby and Fingers to appear. ‘And I will find you. Especially if you keep making mistakes like this.’ He reached into his top inside pocket and pulled out something quite small, but Baby could just make out the shape of Fingers’s badge, the Southern Railway badge she’d lost off her railwayman’s jacket.

Baby heard the rustle of a branch nearby. 

Fingers slumped. Had she seen that her mistake had cost them their friend and their home?

‘This little trinket led me to the station.’ The undertaker replaced Fingers’s badge in his pocket. ‘And the smoke in the trees made sense, especially when your subnormal friend confirmed it.’ He sniggered with pleasure.

William fiddled with his belt, which had stuck Gin’s arms so firmly to her sides while he and his brother were trashing The Lillie.

‘Tighten it round her neck, idiot,’ whispered Bill.

William’s hands shook, trembling with fear, but he still moved the belt up.
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20: Robert and Frank
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It was still daylight when Ida woke up. She guessed it was early afternoon, definitely past dinnertime. She pushed herself up to sitting and ran her fingers through the muddle of clothes and papers over the bed. 

If the thief knew where she’d hidden the rings, why hadn’t he gone straight there? Had he scattered Mum’s things for a lark? If he had, Ida didn’t think she could ever forgive him, and she certainly didn’t want to give him a chance, like Uncle Arthur was going to. He’d stolen Mum’s jewellery, for heaven’s sake! That made him a jewel thief – he could even hang for that! Ida shivered at the thought.

She gathered everything on the bed together into a pile, refolded the clothes and flattened out the bits of paper.

She’d barely looked at it the other day, but the brown envelope with her and Bonnie’s birth certificates inside was ripped open. It hadn’t been before. On the day the bailiffs came, there were two big pieces of paper inside. Today she pulled out just the one long sheet, Ida Mary Barnes, born 19 December 1922 to Mary Elizabeth Barnes and Thomas Albert Barnes. 

She sifted through the other papers on the bed because maybe when the thief, or Alf, found out it wasn’t money inside the envelope, he had just left it strewn with the other papers. But the only other piece of paper like it was Mum and Dad’s marriage certificate. She couldn’t find Bonnie’s birth certificate at all. Why would Alf or anyone want Bonnie’s birth certificate? That didn’t make any sense. Well, she supposed the orphanage would need it, but they’d have sent someone like the bailiffs, who wouldn’t have run away when Ida came home.

Bonnie’s missing certificate unsettled Ida. It gave her a queasy feeling in the pit of her stomach that all was not as it should be. She picked up the brass bedknob. It was cold and heavy. What use was it? She pushed it back onto the knobless post. When it turned, she felt something dislodge, then rattle inside. Her heart beat a bit faster. She unscrewed it again, and yes, the little velvet ring box was still there! 

It was tricky to get out. She could only just work her finger into the gap between the box and the bedknob, but when she did, the two golden rings were still inside the box. Alf wasn’t a jewel thief after all! She was so happy she could have stood on the lav roof, stretched out her arms, sprouted feathers and flown all the way down to West Street.

Now that horrible guilt of her letting someone steal Mum’s rings had gone, she could think clearly, and she remembered. Of course Alf wasn’t a jewel thief! He’d gone to Southampton to work on the boats! He’d come to say goodbye, hadn’t he, just before Bonnie was taken? It was nonsense what Mr Rogers’s said about Alf and her, but she was glad he wasn’t going to get hanged for thieving.

Oh no! She also remembered how mean she’d been to Brian. They were thieves, it was true, but they weren’t jewel thieves, so she should have been more understanding. They’d been nothing but kind to her. 

And she’d been horrible.

Oh, why was she so uppity about them trying to live? They stole because they had to. Would she have to resort to that? She was really hungry – it didn’t make it right, but if there was no other way ... 

If she went now, she might get to The Lillie before dark. She put Mum’s rings safely in the button-up pocket in the lining of her mac, left the bedroom tidy and the windows shut. With a big hope in her heart that the girls would forgive her, she set out.

Ida was nervous about trespassing across the allotments, so she took the shortcut through Dahlia Road. A lady in her slippers, wearing a pinny under her coat, was sweeping her front path. She didn’t speak to Ida. 

The convenient little shortcut was like a tunnel cut into the middle of the terrace of houses. It was handy, but even in daytime, being enclosed, it meant that Ida could barely see.

She pulled the collar up on her too-small coat and focused on the daylight in West Street at the other end. She started running and had hardly gone anywhere at all when she tripped over a soft, lumpy thing and landed with a bump on the concrete path. 

The lump moaned. Ida’s knee stung, and a smaller, fluffier lump that she also appeared to have landed on yelped. 

She scrambled up, checking her pocket for her mum’s rings and the knees of her stockings for holes.

In the semi-darkness of the Dahlia Road shortcut, a ghostly image of a face and two very pale blue eyes stared up at her. Ida screamed in surprise more than terror, ‘What are you doing down there?’

‘I ain’t doing nuffin,’ said the ghostly face, and from somewhere very nearby, a dog growled. ‘What are you doing, not looking where you’re going?’

As Ida’s eyes got used to the dim light, she made out a boy huddled against the wall, and a small, scruffy dog on guard next to him.

Ida knew this boy. He was the smart boy leading the line of orphans from the church weeks and weeks ago. The boy so fair he was practically white. In the dark alley, he glowed like a ghost.

‘I didn’t see you down there, well, not until ... What are you doing?’

‘Hiding. What d’you think?’

‘Who from?’ If anyone needed to hide from Mrs Bullar, Ida didn’t think it would have been him.

‘Her and her ’orrible men. Something real funny’s going on up at that place.’

Ida went goose pimply at the mention of funny business up at the orphanage. ‘What sort of funny? They’ve got my sister.’ Ida squatted beside the boy. The little dog growled, but when she gave him her hand to smell, he licked it and nuzzled her to stroke him. ‘I saw you going to church,’ she said to the boy. ‘You didn’t look like you needed to hide from her.’

‘I know, but it was like she was fattening me up for something. I know that now. I liked it at first; I’d share me food with Aggie. But then last week she overheard ’em talking. Her and that man in black what takes the dead ones away. My name’s Robert Perkins, and I ain’t an orphan. I’ve got a mum ... somewhere. It wasn’t her fault she had to give me up.’ 

Ida felt queer inside. There was only one man in Nettlefield who took dead people away. 

‘You see, he wasn’t coming just to take the dead ones away. He wanted live ones too. He wanted me. Aggie said it had summat to do with me ’air. Sometimes she just knows things. She says I’m special, but I tries to forget about it, you see. I don’t look in the mirror much.’

‘What does Aggie know?’ asked Ida.

‘The missus thinks she’s stupid, but she ain’t. Aggie made me go. She said they’d changed their minds about me being special, so I was for it if I didn’t scarper. She was the only one who knew I didn’t really want to be special in the first place. And I don’t want a new mum and dad. I want the mum I got.’

Ida looked at the boy’s hair. It wasn’t almost white, it was white, like an old man’s. It was also the sort of hair that wouldn’t lie flat no matter how much spit you used, so it made a fluffy halo round his head. It glowed and made him look really angelic, like Bonnie. 

She tried to make sense of Uncle Arthur being at the orphanage. Was he taking Bonnie away, like she’d tried to? Or was he doing it behind her back because Ida had said no to him looking after her? Or was he doing something a lot more sinister, like Baby had suggested? She tried to shake the thought away. How could he be? No one would ever think anything bad of him, in spite of the messages the girls had painted all over town, would they? Everyone looked up to Uncle Arthur in Nettlefield.

Robert Perkins shivered and clung on to the little dog, curled up peacefully beside him. ‘I don’t like Ovaltine, so I tipped it away.’

‘Ovaltine?’ The word sent a shiver down Ida’s spine. She hadn’t had Ovaltine in ages and ages, and then they’d had some in The Lillie just last evening. They’d stolen it. Of course they had. But where had they stolen it from? 

‘You know, to help you go to sleep.’ Robert grabbed Ida’s arm. ‘I don’t want to disappear.’

‘Why would you disappear?’ 

‘I told you, me ’air. But in the end, they didn’t want me to be special. Turns out I’m too blonde. They said I was useful but still a freak, same as what the man that took Mum in said. Then the missus give me the birch, like it was my fault.’

Robert held his palms up to the light pouring from West Street into the other end of the Dahlia Road shortcut. They were striped with angry red marks. ‘Still hurts,’ he said, curled his fingers over the scars, then wrapped his arm round the little dog. ‘’S’all right, Frank. We’s safe now.’ 

Ida thought about Bonnie’s hair, so beautiful and curly and long that Mum never had the heart to cut it.

Beautiful, curly, long fair hair, yellow like gold, Mum used to say.

‘And it wasn’t just me. They did it to other kids that got fair hair. He told ’em that they were going to get new mums and dads, and live in a place where it’s always Christmas. They got really excited about that, and then you never see’d ’em again.’

Ida grabbed the boy’s arm. ‘Was there a girl called Bonnie? She’s my sister. They took her a few days ago ... She’s only eight.’

‘I’m ten. I think.’ 

‘Bonnie – a new one with lots of fair curls.’

‘Oh, ’er. They keep her in the missus’s room, feed her from the missus’s special cupboards. They got a special plan for her now, they said.’

‘But was she still there when you escaped?’ Ida’s grip tightened on Robert’s arm.

‘Ow, that ’urts!’ He shook her hand away.

‘But was she?’ The thought of Bonnie being taken away so they’d never be together again was like having her arm ripped off.

‘Dunno. P’rhaps,’ said Robert.

Ida took a big breath to stop her innards escaping in panic at the possibility that Bonnie was already lost to her.

Robert squeezed the little dog to his side and snuggled down into his fur. Ida wondered, was his mum panicking about him? She felt really sorry for this strange ghost boy whose mum gave him up because he was freakish. She had never seen anyone so pale before. He was almost strange enough to go in the circus with the bearded ladies.

‘Didn’t you want to go, to a new mum and dad?’

‘I told you, I’ve already got a mum, and I’m going to find her.’

If something really was happening to the children, Ida didn’t have time to sit around feeling sorry, or even to say sorry to Brian and the other girls. Who knew where Bonnie could be now? 

She was sure Bonnie wouldn’t want a new mum and dad, even if it did mean going somewhere where it was always Christmas.

Ida thought about how lovely Christmas used to be – nice food, decorations, presents, staying up late ...

Bonnie wouldn’t, would she?
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21: William the Not as Bad
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William gripped the end of his belt wrapped like a hangman’s noose round Gin’s neck. Gin’s perfect face was set hard as iron at the boy, not smiling nor frowning. 

The crack and rustle of broken bushes and a motor engine gurgling into action rumbled across the clearing, a much bigger space now.

Baby felt her heart growl like a tiger as he steals away with your most precious thing. But she was the tiger, and he wasn’t going to stop her.

An oily slick of hair hung over William’s face. One hand gripped the belt, the other his trousers as he stood brittle like a stick of charcoal in his black shirt. He looked that uncomfortable you’d think his shirt was as prickly as the trees they were hiding in. 

Baby swung herself down to the branch below. Her jacket caught on some needles. She yanked it away. What were old green silk jackets compared to Gin?

‘What you doing?’ Fingers tried to pull her back.

‘Look at ’im. ’E’ll never do it.’

Baby landed with a soft thud on the carpet of leaves and cones.

William startled. ‘I’ll do it if you take one step ...’

‘No, you won’t. You’re scared of ’im, but you’re not too happy about me either, are ya? What if your Blackshirt chums knew you was scared of me, a little brown girl with only her wits to see ’er through?’

Fingers landed with another soft thud, and Baby took a step closer to the quivering William.

He tottered backwards and dropped the end of the belt. 

Gin smiled. ‘Darling, these spiffingly marvellous girls won’t hurt you if they don’t have to.’ She lifted the belt from round her neck. ‘And you don’t want to hurt me either, do you?’

William clenched his fists and made a run for it. He barged past Baby like a bull at a gatepost.

But he’d forgotten to keep hold of his trousers.

They slid over his bottom, creased round his knees and piled up round his ankles. He fell face flat in the crusty brown carpet of leaves, narrowly missing Brian’s machine bits.

William scrambled to get up, but Gin was there, and with his trousers round his ankles, she hooked his arms behind him in much the same way as his brother had hers. She dragged him backwards. His feet tried to keep up, but it was no good with them tied together by a pair of old corduroys.

Gin dropped him on the floor in the exact same place outside the poor old Lillie where he’d just had her at death’s door. She patted the skin round her neck like she was checking it was still there. ‘Well, that was jolly close.’ 

William grabbed his trousers and, with a bright pink face, wriggled himself up into a state that was a bit more respectable. 

Gin pushed her arm through his again, like for a Sunday afternoon stroll. ‘Now, William, you’re not bad like Mr Underwood, I can tell. You’re frightened, aren’t you?’ 

‘It’s me bruvver. ’E made me go along with it, and once that old fella gets you under ’is thumb, there’s no getting away from ’im. It’s like he puts you under a spell.’

‘So, darling, what have you done with Brian?’ 

‘Brian? I don’t know anything about a boy. You’re all girls, ain’t you?’

Gin looked round at Baby and Fingers. Her forehead creased with a line of worry. ‘I was asleep. I don’t know where’s she’s gone. But Ida’s gone too.’

Fingers dropped to her knees. ‘It’s all my fault. He ’ad me badge, didn’t ’e?’

‘It’s not all your fault.’

‘It is, and I reckon we’ve made enough trouble. We have to go now. Purse Girl don’t want us – it’s ’er sister after all – and you seen how mean he is. Face it, Goldilocks is a goner. And so will we be if we don’t scarper. It’s time to get that boat now, ain’t it?’

Maybe it was time to get that boat. This wouldn’t have happened if they hadn’t come here. Maybe now their home was in ruins, Baby and Fingers should just scarper and not cause Gin and Brian any more trouble.

But then Baby found herself saying, ‘But what about Brian? She’s out there somewhere, on her own.’

‘We don’t know that for sure,’ said Fingers.

‘Well, she ain’t at home. We can’t leave her. We can’t leave them, Brian or Goldilocks or Bonnie.’

They’d opened up a right old can of worms in Nettlefield, and it was up to Baby, Fingers, Gin and Brian, when they found her, to stop those black-shirted worms slithering away.

A small gust of icy wind chose that moment to swirl round the ruined clearing. It whisked up a few leaves while William, his head hung low, picked up some of the bigger bits of broken-off Lillie and propped them against the outside.

Gin picked up The Lillie’s nameplate and hugged it close to her chest. ‘Oh, what a simply awful mess! Though, if I’m honest, it’s not that different from one of our wilder midnight feasts in the dorm.’

Sitting in the mess of the clearing, the ruined Lillie, its broken door, Brian’s machine bits and no Brian, Fingers held her head in her hands. In a voice deep with the shame of her mistake, she said, ‘I said it’s time to go to America, now.’

Again Baby tried every reason she could think of for staying – Bonnie, the Goldilocks girl, Brian ...

But ‘No ... no ... NO!’ said Fingers to each one until she got up, grabbed Baby and pulled her towards the station.

‘Stop!’ Baby shook her off. ‘Why do you want to go so bad? You don’t really think it’s all free there, do ya?’

‘Course I don’t! But we have to go. Now! Come on!’ Fingers reached out for Baby. ‘If we don’t ... she’ll come for me.’

The words hung in a silence between them.

Until Baby asked gently, ‘She? Who’s she? Who’ll come for you?’ 

‘’Er! Who Moll said ... please!’ Fingers beckoned Baby, pleading in her eyes. 

Baby couldn’t think who Moll would have said. Was this ‘she’ Fingers’s monster from her bad dreams? Moll had died before they knew about the old witch in charge of the Nettlefield orphanage, or Mrs Jupp, the baker who really had it in for them. Moll hadn’t known a thing about Nettlefield.

Tears streamed down Fingers’s face like Baby had never seen. She felt so helpless. Her sister was so worked up, and she didn’t know what to do. Tears prickled behind Baby’s eyes too.

‘’ER!’ Fingers’s chest heaved, and she grabbed Baby by the arms, shaking her, willing her to understand.

And then Baby did.

Though everything in Baby wanted to wrap herself round her sister and, like a ma, keep her safe and tell her everything would be all right, she held back.

Because it was the same ‘’er’ Moll had said would come for her, Baby, one day. Baby thought it could be a nice thing, at least an interesting thing, but in Fingers’s head, the ‘’er’ was the bogeyman, as bad as the devil.

Fingers had thought it all through.

‘’Er’ coming would change things. It would change them. 

Hardly touching her at all, Baby put her arm across Fingers’s shoulders and whispered in her ear. ‘Is it yer ma you’re afraid of?’

She felt little Florrie Fingers’s body tighten, then take a deep breath with a little nod.

In a small voice, Fingers said, ‘Yeah.’

Then Baby held her sister tight, tight enough to press her love into her. The moment that Fingers admitted her fear, spoke it out loud, her tears stopped, and Baby felt the relief of it.

It wasn’t that it had suddenly become something that wasn’t scaring Fingers any more. Baby just knew that it wasn’t scaring her so much, because now, at last, Baby was sharing it with her. ‘If it ever happens, we deal with it together, right?’

‘Right.’ Fingers wiped her nose with the back of her hand and rubbed the last tears off her face.

Gin shooed William up to The Lillie’s roof. ‘Go and mend your handiwork,’ she said before she disappeared inside.

William did his best to fix the metal sheets, but they were too bent and wouldn't lay flat. Every now and then, he opened his mouth to speak, but only blubbering noises came out of it.

‘Serves ’im right,’ said Baby, still holding her sister, who didn’t seem in a hurry to set herself free. 

Gin appeared on The Lillie’s doorstep, her arms draped with her red coat and feather hat. ‘Now you two are chums again, we have to find darling Brian. She’s not ready for the world. I dread to think who might get hold of her ... and look, Aunt Constance is scuppered for the time being.’ She put the hat on her head and held the coat by its shoulders. There was a big slash through the back. The hat was crumpled, and the feather broken. 

The horror of real ma's entering their lives, for Fingers, may have been as bad as coming face to face with that old devil Underwood. But Baby knew that he, and what he stood for, was far, far worse than a ma coming out of the blue. 

‘So, what is he up to?’ With her Aunt Constance coat over her arm and her hat skew-whiff on her head, Gin joined Baby and Fingers in their huddle. ‘Fingers, darling, you said you saw stacks of coffins.’

‘Yeah, the ones wiv air ’oles.’

‘How big were they?’

‘Small, they was small.’

Baby swallowed a gulp. ‘Well, ’e’s taking kids, we know that for sure. So stacks of coffins means stacks of kids, ’cause that’s where ’es putting them.’ The thought of it made her skin tingle and her head darker than a coal bunker. ‘But why is he putting them in there?’

And then Baby remembered her Goldilocks girl. She hadn’t not wanted to go to the orphanage, like Ida’s sister, Bonnie. She hadn’t known about the orphanage. 

She didn’t want to go back where she came from. She didn’t want to go home.

And she’d said her home was Germany.

‘Oh my, love a duck!’ said Baby. ‘’E’s shipping ’em out!’

On the roof, against the steel-cold grey sky, William’s drawn and horrified face said it all. ‘It’s too ’orrible. I’m sorry I spoilt yer, um ... shed. I am that. I couldn’t help it. What with working for the missus with them orphans ... she don’t pay a lot. And our nan needs the doctor out nearly every week now. And Bill, well, ’e spends it all down the pub and ...’ William jumped off the roof and clung on to Gin like his life depended on it. ‘I don’t want to go back to ’im. ’E’ll think I told you.’
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22: Ida Enlists Help
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Ida squatted in the alley next to the ghostly white boy. ‘Robert, that’s your name, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah, I told you it was.’ He frowned and gripped the dog tighter, like he knew what she was going to say.

‘How about if I said I’ll help you find your mum if you help me get into Nettlefield Grange?’

‘You must be ruddy joking.’ He pushed himself up against the wall. ‘Come on, Frank, we’re going.’ Robert rubbed his arms; he only had a thin little jersey on. The little dog, Frank, trotted behind him to the end of the alley. ‘I don’t want to go anywhere near that place ever again,’ declared Robert. He checked both ways along West Street and turned towards the station, The Lillie and the orphanage.

Ida followed him. ‘You’re going the wrong way,’ she called.

‘Well, I’ll take me chances.’

‘Really? When you don’t even know which way to go? That way you’ll walk straight past the orphanage gates. They’ll be looking out for you.’ 

Robert stopped. He didn’t look quite so ghostly in full daylight, though it was a miserable, freezing-cold grey day.

‘I know people at the council who can find out where your mother is. I have connections, and that’s what you need. You got out of that horrible place, so that means you’re the best person to help me get in, please.’

Frank the dog looked up at Robert, waiting for his next doggy instruction. 

‘Did she let you have a dog in there because you were her favourite?’

‘No, course not. He only just found me, and we’ve sort of got joined up.’

‘Kindred spirits,’ said Ida. 

‘What?’ He screwed up his face as if she’d switched to Chinese from English.

Ida was thinking of a book she’d tried to read, all about an orphan girl who talked a lot about friends being ‘kindred spirits’. Underneath its coating of grime, the little dog would have been almost entirely white too.

‘Please, Robert ... You’ll help those other kids too. You’ll be a hero.’

‘I don’t think they wants helping. I told you.’

At last Robert stepped back into the cut to Dahlia Road. ‘Can you really find out where my mum is?’

Ida crossed her fingers behind her back. ‘Yes,’ she said.

She watched the little white boy’s shoulders rise and slump with a sigh. She recognised the feeling of having to admit you needed help.

‘We’ll be helping each other,’ she said, and put the problem of saying sorry to the girls on one side. Bonnie was top priority right now; Ida had to apply herself.

‘Well ...’ Robert turned round. ‘It’ll have to be tomorrow morning. That’s when they brings her laundry in the van. It’s how I got out, so it’s how you’ll get in.’

‘Right,’ Ida said, deflated. The church clock said not long after two o’clock. Tomorrow morning was practically a whole day away. Bonnie might have gone already. Ida resisted the urge to run up there right now and bang on the gates again, because she knew where that had got her the last time. She didn’t think Gin would be along in a hurry again, not after how she’d talked to Brian.

No, this time she had to be more organised, and Robert was going to help. She knew that woman was up to something. She’d felt it when she’d sat in her car in the garage. If only she could be as sure that Uncle Arthur wasn’t.

Mrs Allemby’s window at number nine Camellia Lane twinkled all ready for Christmas, even this early in the afternoon. Everyone thought she put up decorations much too early.

By comparison, number seven was as dark and cold as the orphanage. Ida tried the front door handle, but it was locked, so she took Robert round the alley to their backyard. The smell of baking, cakes and scones and bread, seeped through the cracks.

‘I ain’t half hungry,’ said Robert. Frank the little dog trotted obediently at his heels.

Hoping it would put him off the scent of food, Ida said, ‘I’ve got plenty of coal in the bunker, so we’ll have a nice fire.’ Mrs Allemby’s kettle was whistling as Ida opened the back door and shunted Robert inside. He went straight for the kitchen cabinet.

‘Got anything to eat in here?’ On tiptoes, he opened the cupboard that Brian had tried earlier. 

‘Didn’t have no breakfast or dinner, and soon it’ll be teatime!’ He sat down on Ida’s chair and flumped across the table, moaning. Frank put his paw on Robert’s knee, begging to be let up.

The larder was practically empty too, of anything that anyone could eat, anyway. It was freezing cold, and she’d finished the milk days ago, but when Ida lifted the lid off the cheese dish, there was a lump that didn’t smell too bad. She put it on the kitchen table and scraped off the mould with one of Mum’s best bone-handle knives the bailiffs had left behind.

‘Is that all you got?’ Robert picked a chunk off the table and fed it to Frank, now sitting on his lap.

‘Here, have all of it.’ Ida pushed the whole scraped lump of cheese over to Robert. She took off Miss Lovelock’s mum’s shawl and put that round his shoulders too. ‘I’ll make up the fire,’ she said, and put the last bits of kindling wood and paper in the range. She picked up the coal scuttle and went out to the yard. 

Ida was still wearing her school mac, but it was like a cotton summer dress against the cold. A wind whipped up and whirled round the yard. She pulled up her collar before she bent down to open the bunker door. 

With the shovel, she felt around for the little mound of coal Uncle Arthur said he’d left earlier, but she couldn’t feel anything. 

Robert appeared at the back door. ‘I need the lav!’ He was holding his bottom and jiggling on the spot.

‘Don’t lock yourself in. It sticks.’ At that moment, Ida’s world was as cold and black as her empty bunker. Deep down she knew that she wasn’t going to find any coal. Uncle Arthur had lied. What else had he lied about?

But if she didn’t have Uncle Arthur on her side, what would she be left with?

A gang of thieving girls and this little white boy with his little white dog, that was what.
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23: Lovely Leonard
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In the mess of the clearing, William let Gin go a second time, and while she brushed herself down, he asked, ‘Where will you stay now?’ 

‘We’ll find somewhere.’ Baby drew herself up to her full height so the top of her head almost reached his shoulder. She thought of the dustbin outside The Baker’s Bonnet and shuddered.

‘It’s just that I was thinking I could go and knock up my cousin Leonard,’ said William. ‘’E’s a good sort, and I don’t want to go ’ome and see my bruvver yet. Not sure if I ever do. Not if ’e’s still working for Mr Underwood. What I’m saying is, you could come too.’ He pulled a rolled-up cap out of his trouser pocket, put it on and pulled it down low to hide his shame. ‘I’m that sorry, really I am,’ he said, and pushed his hands deep into his trouser pockets.

‘Oh, that’s not Lovely Leonard Cook who drives the laundry van, is it?’ asked Gin.

‘Well, ’e works there.’

‘Oh, it is! And he does drive the van. He’s given me a lift in it before now – bit of a regular at The Baker’s Bonnet. When we find Brian, we’ve got to keep her somewhere, so that sounds like a good offer.’

‘If you think ’e’s all right?’

‘I do. But if Brian’s just out and about – though why, I can’t imagine – she’s going to come back, isn’t she? One of us will have to wait for her here. I think that should be me. I can do a bit more tidying up. Baby, you go with William and scout out Leonard’s. Give him a squeeze from me.’

Baby didn’t know about giving Leonard a squeeze, but that bit of the plan sounded as good as any. ‘Where does Leonard live?’

‘Number three Kiln Farm Row, other side of the allotments,’ said William.

‘You both got that?’ she said to her sisters.

‘Some of ’em have fallen down now, but number three’s still standin’,’ he added.

‘Fingers, I want you to do the best bit of burgling you’ve ever done in your whole life. Burgle like Jesse Owens runs. We gotta make sure our Brian ain’t in one of them coffins.’ 

Fingers picked up the crowbar and tore through the hacked bushes to the station, the shortest way to the undertaker’s. 

William tramped across the allotments with Baby as the sky was turning a brilliant red, the trees black and spiky against it. Head down against the chilling north wind, she wrapped her silk jacket round her as far as it would go.

On the way, William tried to make chit-chat. ‘The ’ouse itself ain’t much cop. It’s a roof, ain’t it? You like it ’ere, do you? Warm enough for you?’

What was he talking about? It was freezing. It wasn’t warm enough for anyone.

‘I mean, where you come from, it’s hot, ain’t it?’

‘I come from London.’

‘No, you don’t.’

‘Yes – I – do.’

After that they tramped on in silence across the frozen mud to Kiln Farm Row. As they reached Leonard’s backyard, night was truly beginning to draw its blind on the sky. 

The house was older than what Baby had seen of Ida’s, even smaller and crumblier. The others in the terrace, the ones that were still standing, were the same, but only from Leonard’s house did a warm yellow light shine from the kitchen window. They passed a tap in the yard, an outside lav and a small woodpile, no coal. 

Leonard came to the door. He had a frown for William and put a hand up to cuff his cousin’s ear, until he saw Baby behind him.

‘Oh, hello.’ He wiped his hand down his corduroys. ‘Don’t think I’ve had the pleasure.’

Baby took his hand and gave it a shake. It was warm and kind. ‘Me name’s Baby,’ she said.

Leonard ushered them both indoors. 

A rickety gas stove stood next to a bench, where an enamel bowl was balanced, clean and empty, on its side. There was one chair at a table, which was propped up with a lump of newspaper where the floor dipped, and a small fire glowed red in the range.

‘Mother’s dozing.’ Leonard pointed to a threadbare but flowery curtain across one corner of the room, which hid a bed, though not very well. With the three of them and Leonard’s mum, it was a bit of a squash in there.

Leonard insisted that Baby took his chair. William squatted on the floor, while Leonard sat on the corner of his mother’s bed, which was poking out under the curtain. 

‘William said you might be able to get us out of a fix,’ said Baby, ‘but you need to know we’re in a bit of trouble, and there’s a few more of us. You know one, our Gin – Lady Virgin ... something or other.’

‘Aaah, yeah, I do.’ Leonard couldn’t hide his blushes. ‘Look, we’ve got bags of space. There’s just the two of us here and a whole other room upstairs. That’s where I sleep. Tell you what, I’ll make us a cup of tea, and you can tell me all about it.’

So after the drinking of tea and the toasting of a few crusts of bread on the fire, they made a plan ready to spring into action the moment Fingers and Gin walked through the door with Brian. 

While they waited, they played cards and drank more tea, but as time went on and neither Fingers, Gin nor Brian appeared, the knot of worry inside Baby got tighter and tighter.

It wasn’t until the clock on the tiny mantelpiece over the stone-cold range struck one o’clock in the morning that they heard a knock on the door. 

‘At last!’ said Baby, forgetting to whisper for Mrs Cook snoring behind the flowery curtain.

Baby opened the door.

Leonard spat on his hand and slicked his hair down to one side. ‘Your Ladyship, nice to see you.’ He flushed bright red. 

Gin, not looking her usual glamorous self at all, stood alone on the doorstep. ‘Well, I’ve cleaned up as best as I can and stored things that need to keep dry. I had a little lie-down after that, by the last of the fire, and I’ve only just woken up. I must still be working that Ovaltine out of my system, jolly powerful stuff. Is she here? Where did Fingers find darling Brian?’ 

‘She didn’t. Rather, she hasn’t. Not yet,’ said Baby.

Everything that had been up and hopeful on Gin’s face sank. ‘Oh no! What on earth am I going to tell her father?
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24: Ida’s Birthday Party
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After breaking the news to Robert that there would be no more tea and no fire, Ida showed him upstairs.

She let Robert and Frank stretch out with her on her and Bonnie’s bed. Under the covers, Frank between them was like a furry hot-water bottle. Robert’s hunger moans didn’t last long before he was asleep, and before long all three of them – girl, boy and dog – slept, of sorts. Though, really, Ida only dozed.

She listened to next door having tea, then a bit later to Christmas carols on their wireless, and at about eight o’clock, to real carol singers outside the front door. She must have fallen asleep at some point, because the next thing she knew was the church clock at the other end of Trinity Street striking twelve. 

The day, Friday, had slipped into Saturday 19 December 1936, Ida Barnes’s fourteenth birthday. Both Robert and Frank snored beside her. Ida rolled off the edge of the bed without disturbing the two strangely white creatures. As she got used to Robert, he looked less and less like a ghost and more like a Robert, like himself, a Robert Perkins, a boy in search of his mother.

Ida crept into her mum’s room and lay on her bed, closed her eyes and stretched out an arm round where Mum used to be. She remembered the birthday when she’d had her school friend Margaret round to tea, when Dad was alive and Mum wasn’t sick. Mum had made her a cake with pink icing and tiny little candles pressed into the sweet coating. 

She kissed the Mum-shaped hole goodnight, squinted back tears, swallowed the lump in her throat and crept downstairs. She rummaged in the kitchen cabinet drawer for a candle and a match. She wanted to let all her tears run down her face, and cry for everything she’d lost, but she hadn’t lost Bonnie yet, and she wasn’t going to either. So no giving in to tears yet.

As soon as she struck the match, she heard a creak on the stairs and the curtain rings rattle open on the pole. Robert stood bleary-eyed, rubbing his face with his hand. ‘What time is it?’

‘It’s my birthday,’ replied Ida by way of not answering. 

‘We oughta have cake,’ said Robert. ‘The missus has got tons of it.’

Frank’s feet tapped and scratched on the stairs, and soon all three of them were hunched over a single candle in the middle of the kitchen table, Robert and Frank sharing Ida’s chair.

‘What time did you say it was?’ Robert asked again. 

‘Just gone midnight.’

‘Not long, then.’

‘If you call at least six hours until the laundry collection “not long”.’

‘No, the van comes in the middle of the night. I heard the clock strike one when I was in it. Those two stupid brothers sort it out. Mum told me I was stupid, but I ain’t as stupid as them.’

‘But you said “in the morning”.’

‘Yeah, 1 a.m. is in the morning! I knows that.’

The pain in Ida’s heart eased a bit now she knew that Bonnie was within reach.

‘I think we ought to go now.’ His teeth chattered.

‘Wait, I’ll get you something else to put on.’ Ida ran upstairs and in the dark felt on the back of her and Bonnie’s bedroom door for Bonnie’s school mac.

Then she had an idea. When they were all too sad to do anything else, she’d put them there. In the back of the wardrobe, the one the bailiffs had left, she rummaged for Dad’s garage overalls. 

Why not? She had a job to do, and they were the clothes for it, so she put them on. They were baggy but only needed a little bit of rolling up on the sleeves and legs, and they were going to do a much better job at keeping her warm than her old school mac. 

Ida took Bonnie’s mac downstairs.

‘I ain’t wearing that. It’s a girl’s coat. The buttons go the wrong way. You got any more of these?’ He tugged at her overalls.

‘No, and are you really that fussy? It’s wear the mac or get cold.’

Robert sighed and put it on. It fitted perfectly. 

Ida leaned over the table to blow out the candle.

‘Wait a minute.’ Robert put his hand in front of her mouth to stop her and began to sing. 

‘Happy birfday to you. Happy birfday to you,’ sang Robert in the sweetest voice you would never imagine coming out of a weird little nipper like him. ‘Happy birrrrrrrfday, dear ... What’s yer name?’

‘Ida.’

‘Idaaa! Happy birfday to you!’

She blew out her candle, and though it went out first time, it was as if another lit in her heart. 

‘Time to go,’ said Robert.

Ida grabbed Miss Lovelock’s mum’s shawl and swooshed it round her neck.

With Frank at his heels, Robert stepped out, and closing the door, Ida followed them into a dark, cold adventure under a starless sky.

The orphanage stood forebodingly in the green light of the street lamps. All was quiet apart from their gassy hiss and every now and then an owl. Everyone else was tucked up in bed.

The gates were locked, but sure enough, within minutes of Ida and Robert reaching the orphanage railings, they heard the purring of an engine from up West Street.

‘Quick, in here!’ Robert pulled Ida into the tram depot yard next door. ‘You’ll have to hide us. Me and Frank shows up too good in the dark.’ 

Ida peeped through a gap in the hedge. A black van, a Morris, quite new by the sound of the engine, stopped outside the orphanage gates. The driver’s door opened, and out jumped one of those boys that worked for Mrs Bullar. He unlocked the gates, climbed back in the van and slammed the door shut.

‘Is ’e back in ’is motor?’ Robert’s voice was muffled in Ida’s overalls.

‘Yes.’ 

Robert burrowed his way out and grabbed Ida’s hand. ‘We gotta run, now!’

Frank hurtled ahead, his little tail wagging nineteen to the dozen.

Ida found herself being hauled past the railings, through the open gate behind the van, to the sweet purr of a well-tuned engine. 

Robert hurled himself like a snowball at one of the scraggy shrubs that dotted the orphanage grounds, and like a bullet, Frank shot after him. 

Ida followed and wrapped herself round them both again.

The Morris engine idled sweetly while the boy, Ida guessed Bill – his brother didn’t look like he could drive a pram, let alone a new Morris – jumped out again and rethreaded the chain and padlock. He whistled all the while. 

Bill climbed back into the driver’s seat and drove across the poorly kept, weed-strewn drive towards the unlit front porch.

Robert ran, knees high, fists punching the air, to the next scrawny shrub, not far from the building itself. Ida followed the luminous boy and his dog. Oh, how much she hoped no one was looking out.

The van veered to the left, and the engine stopped. 

Robert pointed to a door at the side of the building. ‘It’s the kitchens. Might even find some grub.’

Bill jumped down from the cab, slammed the driver’s door shut and, outside the gloomy porch, sauntered round the van, stroking it admiringly.

‘Soon as ’e goes in, we run for it.’ Robert got on his mark, ready for a fifty-yard dash.

As they watched Bill, Ida became aware of a low, insistent murmuring growl coming from her feet.

Frank, the little white furry bullet, shot out from behind the shrub and hurled himself into Bill as he was on his way into the orphanage, through the front door. 

Bill tried to shake him off, but Frank, tossed this way and that, like a killer floor mop, was not letting go.

‘Get off, you scrawny mutt!’ Bill shook his leg, but Frank held fast.

‘Frank!’ Robert pulled away from Ida.

‘No! Let him go!’ Ida grabbed the hem of Bonnie’s mac, but the mac came off Robert in her hands as Robert hared after his dog.

Bill grabbed the little dog round his neck. ‘You little rat!’

Robert charged at Bill. ‘You’re the ruddy rat!’ He pummelled his fists into Bill’s belly.

Bill grabbed Robert by his jersey, and before Ida could even think, Blackshirt Bill had boy and matching dog. Awkwardly, with Robert in one hand and Frank still attached to his leg, Bill shuffled into the orphanage, and Ida heard the creak of the great big front door opening, followed by the thud and crash of it closing. 

Ida dashed straight for that kitchen door. She twisted and pulled on the doorknob, but it wouldn’t budge. It was no good. The door was locked. ‘What now?’ Sirens blared in her head – Danger! Danger! She panted and swallowed, but the hand she felt clamp on her arm sent her heart to her boots. 

‘Why, Miss Barnes, you can’t keep away, and I’m much obliged that you’ve returned our wandering Perkins.’ The bouldersome Mrs Bullar, her hair flapping in curling papers, and wearing a fur-trimmed salmon-pink dressing gown, blocked any escape. Her grip was as firm as Mr Rogers’s vice.

Ida’s heart bounced back into action, and with all the anger it had stored, she declared, ‘I WANT MY SISTER BACK!’

Mrs Bullar’s blood-red lips brushed Ida’s ear. ‘Your sister is worth a lot of money to me, so you’re too late,’ she breathed, and squeezed Ida’s arm, her fingers pressing into Ida’s bones. 

‘NO! Where is she? Where have you got her?’ Ida struggled to free herself of the horrible woman, but Ida was locked in iron.

The kitchen door opened.

Bill stood panting in the doorway with a struggling Robert under his arm, but the only sign of Frank was Bill’s ripped trouser leg. ‘The mister’s ’ere, missus.’ Robert’s arms and legs flailed octopus-like, but he was as stuck as Ida.

‘Where’s Bonnie? Where’s my sister?’ Ida tried to pull away again, but Mrs Bullar yanked Ida’s arm back. ‘You are becoming an extreme irritation, Ida Barnes,’ she said as she dragged Ida into the orphanage. ‘Follow me with Perkins, Teasdale.’ 

‘Yes, missus.’ The stupid, grinning Bill Teasdale touched his forelock and, with Robert screaming ‘Frank! Frank! Where are you, boy?’ at the top of his voice, obeyed his mistress. 

Mrs Bullar dragged Ida along a well-lit corridor with pretty wallpaper and nice lampshades so fast she had to run to keep pace with her. ‘Are you taking me to my sister?’ Ida tried again to pull away, but Mrs Bullar, a tank of a woman, was relentless.

‘Of course not, you stupid girl.’ 

‘This was where she kept me, when she was fattening me up!’ shouted Robert.

‘Be quiet, Perkins!’

‘Bonnie! Are you here?’ shouted Ida.

But the ample woman barged on. She pushed through a set of double doors with little square windows at the top. They swung backwards and forwards after her. She marched across a hall where moonlight flooded through large, bare windows. Bill followed, struggling with Robert, who called ‘Frank, where are you, boy?’ at every opportunity. 

Mrs Bullar dragged Ida between two long tables with benches either side, towards a cold black fireplace at one end. A portrait of a grim man with old-fashioned white mutton chop whiskers hung over it. They barged through another set of double doors on the right, with the same little windows, and up a narrow, uneven staircase.

Mrs Bullar’s heels, the clodhopping shuffling of the idiot Bill and the cries of ‘Frank! Frank! Here, boy!’ from Robert disturbed the dead silence. It felt like they were the only living things in Nettlefield Grange, and Ida felt the life draining from her. She tried again to pull away, but she was getting tired, and Mrs Bullar’s grip was as strong as ever.

‘No, you don’t. I never thought girls could cause this much trouble.’

‘You’re a girl and you’re trouble,’ said Ida.

‘I am not and was never a girl!’ She stretched her neck haughtily.

At the top of the stairs, Mrs Bullar blundered through yet another set of swing doors into a room, the same as downstairs, with large, bare, moonlit windows. She flicked a switch on the wall by the door, and a single electric light bulb shed a cold, dim light on two rows of beds instead of tables, and nearly all of them were empty. ‘GET BACK INTO BED!’ she bellowed.

Orphans scuttled from the shadows to their beds and slid under their blankets with little twangs of bedsprings, their legs shivering under the covers. They all muttered the same thing. ‘Please, missus. I don’t need any Ovaltine. I’m really sleepy.’

Mrs Bullar shrieked ‘SILENCE!’ and marched with Ida down the middle of the room with the quaking orphans on each side.

Robert, suddenly and strangely silent, was scanning the beds.

Ida felt so cross with Mrs Bullar she wasn’t going to be silent. ‘BONNIE! Where are you?’ Resisting Mrs Bullar’s tug on her arm, Ida scanned the beds too, looking for her sister. But no little golden-haired head popped up. ‘What have you done with her?’ She felt her face puff up with anger at the thought of Mrs Bullar doing anything with Bonnie. 

‘Wouldn’t you like to know, Ida Barnes?’ Mrs Bullar’s voice turned to a sweet gloop, but nasty, like malt extract.

As the horrible woman thrust her arm towards the next set of double doors, Robert outstretched his to greet a long-lost friend. ‘Agg ...!’

A little face Ida recognised as the poor bullied girl outside the church ages ago appeared. Aggie’s face was peeping out from under one of the beds, her finger to her lips. 

‘’Ere, what’s going on?’ said Bill. 

But Mrs Bullar hadn’t noticed, and Robert had flopped, apparently worn out from all the struggling, under Bill’s arm again.

The double doors swung shut behind them, and they were in another bright corridor.

Mrs Bullar took out her keys and unlocked a single door with another little square window at the top. ‘We’ll put them in here until I have instructions.’ She flung Ida inside, and Bill flung Robert after her. The door closed behind them with a very definite clunk of a key in a lock.

In the light from the corridor, Ida saw they were in a small room lined with shelves laden with tins and boxes. More big boxes were balanced on top of each other on the floor.

Robert had raised his fist, ready to bang on the door, when behind them a sniff, a rustle and a clang told them that somebody else was in the room.
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25: Drag That Girl Back Kickin’ and Screamin’ if Needs Be
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Gin sat on the edge of Leonard’s mum’s bed, her legs crossed like a lady but her head heavy with worry, resting on her hands. ‘I fell asleep. He entrusted her to me, and I failed.’

Baby sat beside her and linked her arm through Gin’s. ‘Fingers’ll find her, don’t worry.’

‘Really, darling?’

Fingers was brilliant at getting things, but people, lost girls, Brian  ...

‘We’ll find her,’ said Baby.

Gin shook her head. ‘I feel so terrible for her father. Oh, what has that Barnes girl done? What is she doing? I saw her, you know.’

‘Where? Where is she now?’ asked Baby.

‘Back at the orphanage, inside the gates, creeping from bush to bush. She is magnetically attracted to that place. Don’t know how she got in. I didn’t show her.’

‘Was she on her own?’ Baby was thinking about the Blackshirt man she helped on the day of the riot and the council woman who took her in, let alone the undertaker ... Ida Barnes made some dodgy friends.

‘No! She was with a boy, a small one. So blonde he was white. He glowed with it. And that ogress got them both, whipped them inside, she did. I suppose we ought to try and get her out again.’ Gin sighed.

But that was when, with a lightning flash, Baby could see exactly what had to be done. She stood up and pointed at William. ‘You’re coming with us.’

‘Whassat?’ William’s mouth hung open.

‘We’re going to the orphanage, and you’re coming too.’

William squinted at Baby, but even that didn’t help him to understand. ‘What for?’

‘Just in case. I don’t trust you.’

‘Ooh ... er, I dunno about that ... me bruvver ... the mister ...’

‘Come on, Gin, can you persuade ’im? We might need him, and ’e owes us.’

‘William, darling ...’ Gin slunk over to him and stroked her finger over his cheek. ‘I’m sure you can do that itty-bitty little thing for me, can’t you?’

William blushed, gulped and laughed like a buffoon. ‘I expec’ so,’ he said.

Baby took a breath. ‘Right. Ida Barnes needs gettin’ from the orphanage again. She’s like a wasp round a jam pot about that place. So we’ll go and get her and keep ’er this time. Got a feeling we need ’er, and she definitely needs us. Her Blackshirt uncle is shipping kids in coffins out to Germany. I don’t know why, but it’s not going to be good, and we have to stop ’im. Leonard, we’ll need your van.’

‘Rightio, as long as I’m back before Mother wakes up.’

Gin blew him a kiss, and he blushed a rose pink.

‘We’ll drag that girl back kickin’ and screamin’ if needs be,’ said Baby.
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26: Store Cupboard Surprises
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‘Who’s there?’ whispered Ida into one of the darker corners of the store cupboard.

‘Wow!’ said a voice full of wonder.

From behind a stack of the large cardboard boxes with Doswell & Sons Food Hall, Finest Delicatessen & Wine Merchant on the side crawled a boy – or was it a girl? – in an oversized jumper and a flat cap.

‘Brian! What are you doing? I’m so sorry. I was so mean to you. I was upset about my mum, but that’s not an excuse. I just thought ...’

But Brian wasn’t listening to what Ida was saying. She was stroking Robert.

‘Gerroff! What’s the matter with you?’ Robert wriggled away.

Brian followed and gave him another stroke. ‘But you’re so nice ... You’re like an angel!’ Robert’s frown lifted. He let her carry on for a moment and nodded in an approving sort of way. 

Ida guessed people hadn’t said many complimentary things to him before. 

‘Brian, how did you get in here?’ asked Ida.

‘She came wiv me,’ said another voice from the darkness, and with the clang of a tin and the rustle of a nearly empty sack, Fingers stepped into the pool of light from the corridor. 

‘But how did you ...?’

‘Where d’you think our grub comes from? The missus buys it all for herself, and we share it out. She don’t miss it,’ said Fingers, not answering Ida’s question.

Robert craned his neck to look at the top shelf. ‘Give us a leg up.’

‘Why? What are you doing?’ asked Ida.

‘I bet she’s got something you need on the top shelf.’ With Ida’s help, Robert climbed the shelves. ‘Catch!’ He dropped a box that looked like it had come from Jupp’s bakery.

Brian caught it. ‘Can I open it?’

‘Is it your birthday?’

‘No. My birthday is—’

‘Well, it’s ’ers.’ Robert snatched the box off Brian and gave it to Ida.

Inside were four pink and white iced buns. Ida’s belly rumbled at the sight of them.

‘I love iced buns,’ said Brian, rubbing her belly.

‘Told you she ’ad cake,’ said Robert.

Ida shared them out and gave Brian first pick as another sorry. 

The four of them were chewing mouthfuls of sweet bun when a shadow fell in the storeroom.

Mrs Bullar’s head, her curling papers mostly tucked inside a black beret, appeared in the window. She was talking to the back of a man in a black suit. 

‘I’ve put them in here for the time being,’ said Mrs Bullar in her treacliest voice. 

As the man turned to address her, on his lapel a little silver pin glinted as it caught the light, a fancy letter U.

Ida knew already. Of course she did.

She’d known for longer than she’d admit. 

‘Certainly, Hilda.’ Arthur Underwood turned and peered in through the window.

Brian and Fingers slipped behind the boxes. 

The undertaker shook his head. ‘Such a shame that the girl won’t accept what’s best for her sister.’

Ida couldn’t make excuses for him any more. Her fingers curled into a fist that she would have punched through the door if she could.

Mrs Bullar’s face appeared in the frame of the peephole too.

‘Are we sending them both?’ 

‘The boy, perhaps ...’ 

‘Oh, Arthur, darling, I have a hunch this urchin’s abnormality could progress the Aryan race beyond the Führer’s wildest dreams. I’m sure they’d pay millions for that!’ Mrs Bullar’s eyes flashed greedily as she stroked Uncle Arthur’s lapel.

He was her fancy man! That was why Mum disapproved of him so much, and Mrs Bullar a married woman and all.

‘It would, my dear, it would,’ continued Uncle Arthur, ‘but the time, I need to go home. We both need some sleep.’

‘I’d give you my car, Arthur, but that idler Rogers still has it.’

‘No mind. A walk back to the office in this crisp night air will do me good. I might catch myself one or two more little savages on the way.’

Ida’s muscles tensed, and she imagined herself into a poker, thin but red-hot angry. She felt Fingers stiffening beside her, and heard her swear under her breath. ‘’E’ll never get us.’ 

Ida had seriously considered letting this man have Bonnie! His kindnesses were all a front; he was tricking them all along! But then, like a ton of rocks on her head, Ida realised that Uncle Arthur did have Bonnie. Uncle Arthur and Mrs Bullar had her sister right where they wanted her, and Ida was fast working out that wasn’t in Nettlefield Grange. She’d been looking in the wrong place.

Uncle Arthur turned to go, but as if he’d just remembered something, he turned back. He glanced through the little square window. For the briefest moment, his eye caught Ida’s, and he said quite loudly, ‘Don’t forget, Hilda, the Monte Olivia sails from Southampton at 9 a.m., and we’re well after midnight. We need to sleep!’ 

‘Isn’t that cutting it fine, Arthur, dear? I mean, if the special cargo is leaving at half past from Hamwell?’

Uncle Arthur quickly swept his arm round Mrs Bullar’s shoulder and pulled her away with urgent whispers fading into the distance. 

A boat called Olivia at nine o’clock, a special cargo at half past – ‘We have to get out!’ said Ida, pulling on the door handle. 

Fingers and Brian looked strangely unconcerned. 

‘She’ll be ’ere in a minute,’ said Fingers.

‘Who’ll be here in a minute?’

A key turned in the lock.

As soon as the door was open wide enough, a small white ball of fluff shot through the gap.

‘Frank!’ Robert dropped to his knees.

Frank the dog, his tail like a propeller, climbed onto Robert and licked him all over.

And a girl, the under-bed girl, slipped in behind him.

‘Aggie!’ Robert stretched out his arms for scrawny Aggie to join the fluffy, enthusiastic huddle on the floor.

‘We ain’t got toime, Robit.’ She dangled some keys strung together on a very dirty hair ribbon. ‘You needs to get out, now.’

‘How did you get her keys?’ asked Ida, wide-eyed with wonder.

‘They ain’t ’er keys. They’s moine.’ Aggie smiled with pride. ‘Come on, Robit. All right, Fingers? Ain’t seen you in a while, Brian.’

‘Robit’ was still cuddling Frank on the floor. ‘D’you hear that, boy? We’re goin’.’ He stood up, and Frank, just as ready for action, stood by Robert’s side, his little white tail wagging with joy.

‘So if you have keys, why don’t you just escape?’ asked Ida.

Under furrowed eyebrows, Aggie very seriously said, ‘It’s my ’ome. Where would I go? I ain’t got another one.’

‘So did she just give you a set?’

‘Oh, no.’ Aggie shook her head. ‘She loses ’em, and I picks ’em up. She’s much too busy wiv ’er hair and ’er face and ’er clothes to look after all ’er important bits and pieces. Come on, you all gotta go.’ She opened the door, looked both ways and, in her bare feet, tiptoed along the corridor and down a staircase like the one on the other side of the dormitory that Ida and Robert had not long ago been dragged up.

‘This way,’ Aggie beckoned and led Ida, Robert, Fingers, Brian and Frank, trotting behind, down a spiral staircase to a darker corridor to ... 

A dead end.

‘But how do we get out?’ Ida felt a panic in her chest.

Aggie knelt down and pressed a knot in the floorboard near the wall.

Ida heard a clunk, and the whole lower section of wall became loose, letting a cold wind blow in through the gap.

Aggie pushed against the loose bit of wall and a door that opened to the outside.

Freezing air gushed in. Aggie shivered in her thin little nightie. ‘Th-th-there you go. Follow Fingers through the ’ole in the h-h-hedge. See the br-br-branch that don’t belong? Behind that.’

Frost sparkled in the moonlight. The air was bitingly cold, and Aggie was only in a skimpy little frock. She stood outside the hole in the wall, rubbing her arms.

‘Aren’t you coming?’ asked Robert with Frank at his heels.

‘Nah. I’ll w-w-wait for you to get this place sorted out, ’c-c-cause I knows you will, Robit Perkins.’

‘Thank you, Aggie! Thank you!’ Ida ran after Fingers across the weedy gravel. Fingers pulled away a branch with only a few frostbitten brown leaves still hanging on, and burrowed through. Ida tucked Miss Lovelock’s mum’s shawl into her overalls and turned to wave to Aggie. But Aggie had gone, and so had the door. It was just a brick wall again. 

They found themselves in the overgrown garden of the cottage next door to the orphanage and under the railway bridge. The brambles prickled terribly, but at least they hid the four of them, five if you included Frank. There was actually a gap between the hedge and the brambles, as if someone had purposely tried to cut a path. 

In the patch of sky between the underside of the bridge and the top of the brambles, the moon shone as hopeful as ever. In its light, Fingers led the way round the bramble path to the front gate, swinging silently on its post in the breeze that was picking up.

The world was asleep.

But the whispers on the other side of the hedge suggested otherwise.
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27: Independent Young People and a Special Cargo
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Baby pushed the rusty gate to the bramble-filled garden open, and the first person she saw was Fingers. She’d recognise that moonlit outline anywhere. ‘Where on earth have you been?’ Baby knew she sounded a bit cross, but breathing in the relief of finding her sister was lovely.

‘Getting ’er. Like you said,’ said Fingers, pointing to Brian.

‘Oh, darling, and where were you?’ Gin drew Brian close and hugged her tight.

‘I was sad, so I went to see my dad,’ said Brian, her voice muffled in Gin’s satin dressing gown, grubby now from her tussle with William and the tidying up.

‘It’s where I found her – up there at the ’sylum,’ said Fingers.

Over Fingers’s shoulder, Baby could just make out Ida Barnes and the brightest, whitest boy and dog you ever did see. They practically glowed in the dark. ‘Who’s this, then?’

Robert stretched himself as tall as he could go without toppling over. ‘Robert Perkins, and I ain’t an orphan!’ 

‘Right.’ Baby turned to Ida. ‘Now, Ida, about you and your sister ...’

‘I know where she is,’ said Ida Barnes, all eager and urgent. ‘He’s got her and other children on a boat sailing from Southampton at nine o’clock, and a “special cargo” on a plane from Hamwell at half past.’

‘Hmm, are you sure, Ida?’ said Brian.

‘Yes, I heard him. So did you.’

‘That’s what I mean,’ said Brian. 

‘Maybe, but the other kids,’ said Baby. ‘Your uncle’s got—’

‘He’s not my uncle. It’s just what we called him. What I mean is we can save them all!’ she said, stretching her arms wide like a mother goose’s wings.

Baby did wonder how Ida thought she was going to save them. But instead of wondering out loud, Baby firmly linked arms with Ida and said, ‘Come with us. We can do it, but we’ve gotta do it together.’

But Ida Barnes pulled her arm free, pointed to the sky and announced, ‘My sister is the special cargo! “Special” is what he was always calling her. He’s taking Bonnie on the plane! And I can get her first, before she goes anywhere, because I know where she is.’

‘’Ere, what about me?’ called Robert Perkins.

Ida waved at them as she ran backwards away from the orphanage into the green light of the town’s street lamps. ‘Stay with them, Robert!’ she called. ‘I’ll be back for you. I promised, didn’t I?’ 

Baby wanted to run after her, but the others ... The galumphing lot of them would give the game right away. She stamped the pavement and shook her fists. ‘She’s a bloomin’ nuisance! How on earth does she think she’s going to get ’er by herself, sleeping drugs and coffins and everything!’

Gin helped Baby scoop up everyone that was left. ‘Come on, you lot! You too, William, back to Leonard’s! And this time we need to stay together. You too, Glow Boy.’ 

‘I told you, me name’s Robert, and I ain’t an orphan.’

‘Darling, we never said you were,’ said Gin, ushering him and Frank along, ‘and I prefer “independent young person”.’ 

At Kiln Farm Row, the laundry van was parked, ready to go. 

Leonard, with his hands in his trouser pockets, stood as tall as the door on the front step of the little house. He was looking like he carried the weight of it on his shoulders. ‘I’m sorry, real sorry, Your Ladyship. I can’t drive. I can’t leave Mother.’
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28: Uncle Arthur’s Ambition

[image: image]


Ida pressed her nose against Underwood & Son’s icy window. Through the display of gravestones and the dark Christmas tree, she saw a sliver of light under the door to the back. 

Hope and terror jostled in her heart. She took a big gulp of breath to stop the flutters and peeked over the windowsill again. The sliver of light had gone out – had she imagined it? He could be moving Bonnie at this very moment. There was nothing for it; she had to go in. It might be her last chance to save her sister before she was flown off to who knows where. 

Squatting as low as she could under the window, Ida pushed the door. It was locked. So she reached up for the plant pot by the shop door, where she’d seen Mrs Allemby find the key when she came to clean. Under a layer of moss, Ida felt the cold metal of the poorly hidden key.

She checked again for the telltale light. It was still dark, so she summoned all her courage, pushed the key into the lock and opened the door. Not having a brolly to stop the doorbell like Mrs Allemby, she didn’t push the door open more than few inches. Ida breathed in and squished herself between the door and the frame. She might not have been slim enough to slip through the orphanage railings, but she could get into Underwood’s unheard.

The smell of mothballs and the black sadness of the place clung to her. She listened and heard a creak – could that be Uncle Arthur? She clenched her fists to gather all her courage, flexed her fingers and wrapped them round the handle on the door to the back of the shop.

She turned the knob with a click. At the end of the corridor, the workshop was dark. Ida crept her fingers along the wall to find the crack, two cracks parallel to each other.

Another creak. Was that someone upstairs or her own feet on the floorboards? She couldn’t tell.

The door hidden in the wall was open. Ida felt tingles on her arms, little prickles, not of fear but of warning. She had the horrible feeling it was all too convenient. But Bonnie had to be here. Ida couldn’t stop now. 

She slipped inside.

Ida stretched out her arms in the dark. She touched splintery wood, like a tall chest of drawers. But there were no drawers. It was a box on top of a box on two more boxes. Four boxes stacked up on each other, and in this place there was only one kind of box they could be.

She felt for the edge of the top coffin, searching for a gap between the lid and the box. What if there really was a dead person in there? Ida ran her fingers along one long side. They dipped into a little round hole in the wood, then another and another. She tried to push her finger through the hole, but her finger was too big to see if there was a body inside, and Ida very much hoped, a soft, warm, alive body. ‘Bonnie, are you there?’

‘Oh, Baby! Is that really you?’ It wasn’t Bonnie’s voice. The muffled whisper had a soft foreign accent.

‘What’s your name?’ Ida whispered back. 

‘Sophie. Be careful, he will come back.’

‘Is anyone else awake in there?’

‘No. He gave them Ovaltine. I knew what it was. I pretended to drink it.’

‘I’m getting you out!’ Ida felt round the edge of the coffin again, pushing hard at the splintery wood, but the lid was nailed down. Perhaps if she could just slide something in between the lid and the box ...

Think, Ida, think.

She could make out a desk against the wall. On the desktop, she felt papers, a penholder and a bottle of ink. She was looking for a paperknife, which she could slide between the lid and the coffin.

But instead, her fingers came across a switch on a lead. Over the desk, she felt the cold shape of a brass lamp. Dare she turn it on? Just quickly – he had to have a knife somewhere. 

Light flooded the desk. A letter on a blotting pad was smudged; her hand was smeared with the black ink. She couldn’t see a knife, but what she did see on the wall made her frown heavily, like someone was pressing on her forehead, willing her to understand.

On the wall above Uncle Arthur’s desk were pictures cut from the newspaper, all of them of a man who was like the prime minister – no, the president of Germany, Herr Hitler. She’d seen this man on the newsreel when she went to the pictures to see Laurel and Hardy. He’d stood in front of a huge crowd of people with his arm outstretched as if ready to press them into the earth, like the opposite of a blessing from the vicar.

But in these pictures on Uncle Arthur’s wall, he wasn’t with a crowd, he was with children, and in most of them, with one child, a pretty little girl presenting him with a bunch of flowers.

And most often, a pretty little blonde girl, like Bonnie.

The flutters started, over her heart, high in her chest, wings beating to escape. She swallowed. She must find a knife, get the awake girl out, get them all out. But then she noticed some lines in the smudged letter: May I offer you my own daughter as a perfect example of the Aryan ideal. I enclose documents to prove her suitability ...

And from underneath the letter, she pulled the crinkled sheet that was Bonnie’s missing birth certificate. Under Father it no longer said Tom Barnes but Arthur Underwood. Ida’s head, like a tangled ball of wool, struggled to make sense of what it meant.

The doorknob cranked, and suddenly the room was filled with light. Ida shut her eyes and scrunched every muscle as if that would make her invisible, but that was never going to happen.

He was back, and it was too late to hide.

‘Ida, Ida, Ida, I was wondering how long it would take you. If you could just understand that I’m only trying to do what’s best for Bonnie. It would be so much better for both of you if you’d just let me get on and do that.’ Uncle Arthur’s words slithered from his mouth like black treacle.

Ida turned slowly to see him in a black shirt, grey horse-riding trousers and black boots up to his knees. With a cup of tea in his hand, he leaned against a fifth coffin, lined with a silky material, standing up on its end. 

‘Da!’ A bleary-eyed Bonnie in a long white nightie squeezed between Uncle Arthur and the door frame.

‘Bonnie!’ With tears brimming in her eyes, Ida crouched and reached for her little sister. 

Bonnie dropped her teddy, a new one, and ran to Ida, wrapping herself round her. ‘Da! You are coming too! We’re going to where it’s always Christmas and there’s lots of toys to play with. That’s right, isn’t it, Uncle Arthur?’ 

Ida swept her up. She forgot where she was and everything that was happening. Her face was wet; she couldn’t speak; she could only bury her head in Bonnie’s golden curls and breathe her sister in. 

Still clinging to Ida, Bonnie pulled away a little. ‘Da, aren’t you happy?’

Ida was doing everything she could not to sob.

Uncle Arthur stepped in. ‘Of course Ida is coming, Bonnie, my dear. Now, we have an early start in the morning. Go back to bed until I call you. Here, drink this. I’ve put some extra sugar in.’ 

Bonnie kissed Ida’s cheek, obediently let go and took the cup Uncle Arthur offered her.

It wasn’t tea.

‘Bonnie, no!’ 

But it was too late. Bonnie had drained the cup. She stumbled to the door and fainted in a little golden heap. 

‘What have you done?’ Ida tried to scoop her sister up, but Uncle Arthur swiped Ida away with the back of his hand. Ida felt the heat of it on her cheek as she fell against the edge of the desk. She launched herself at him, her fists flying. ‘Leave her alone, you wicked man!’

But Uncle Arthur grabbed Ida by the shoulders and held her effortlessly at arm’s length. ‘A pity. Such a shame there’s not enough Ovaltine for you to while away the hours until the inevitable.’

‘Mum knew you were bad. She said we didn’t need your help. She knew about you and your black shirt.’

‘But she didn’t tell you, did she? If she’d had just a little longer, I think I would have won her for the cause. No one wants another war, apart from the warmongering Jew. The only way to prevent one is to eliminate the inferior races and strive for the Aryan ideal.’ Uncle Arthur raised his head and pointed, as if he was standing before a crowd like Herr Hitler. Then Ida realised that was exactly what he wanted. He wanted to get in with that man, and he was using Bonnie to do it. 

Ida shook off Uncle Arthur’s grip on her shoulders, dropped to the floor and tried to lift her sister. ‘It won’t work. She’s not really your daughter. They’ll see through it. Bonnie! Wake up!’ She shook Bonnie, but she was sound asleep.

‘Not when they see her, they won’t. Look at her.’

Bonnie was truly angelic. She even glowed, a bit like Robert. Ida could see why they thought Robert might do, but he was a boy, and Herr Hitler obviously favoured girls. 

‘She should have been mine. Your mum should have been mine instead of wasting time with your pathetic father.’

‘Don’t you dare!’ How dare he say that about Mum and Dad!

Again Uncle Arthur grabbed her shoulders, but this time he had her in his vice, and as easily as if she were a naughty kitten, he threw Ida inside the empty coffin and slapped the lid in place. Ida kicked and pushed and leaned with all her weight against the padded lid, but Uncle Arthur was too big and strong. It wouldn’t budge.

‘I wouldn’t do that too much, Ida, my dear. I hadn’t quite got round to drilling the air holes in that one. It was meant for your sister, or let's say half-sister, before I realised that she’s excited enough to come with me of her own accord. Teasdale! Where are you? I need hammer and nails.’

From somewhere, but muffled by the silky fabric that lined the box, Ida heard boots stomping. 

‘Here you are, sir!’ 

‘Put your weight against here.’

‘But that one ain’t got ’oles.’

‘I know! Just do it!’

Ida pushed again, but Bill was as strong as Uncle Arthur. The box juddered with the thud of the hammer. The bang went through her head. Ida pushed with her shoulder, but with each thud, her pushing had less and less effect and the banging banged deeper and deeper inside her skull. Oh, why did she not think before she’d lashed out at Uncle Arthur? Why didn’t she stop Bonnie drinking the Ovaltine? Why hadn’t she told the girls where she was going? Ida knew why: because she never stopped to think, and she wanted to show the girls that she didn’t need them, that she could rescue Bonnie single-handed.

Where she’d been so cold, she was now hot. Breathing was hard work when there was so little air. This was it. She’d failed. Why had she got so uppity with the girls? Not once but twice! It had only led to disaster. They were only trying to help after all. Perhaps Ida had learned her lesson. But she’d learned it too late. 

Every breath was getting harder and harder to find. What will happen to Bonnie now? She thinks she’s going to have a lovely time. Maybe she will. Maybe she really will grow up in a land where it’s always Christmas. If Ida was going to die, she was going to die thinking that, and trying with all her might to push out the cold, accusing voice telling her that she had failed Mum.

Not only had she failed her mum, the jostling and rocking of her coffin and the thuds and scrapes of wood sliding on wood round her told her that she was failing those other children too.

‘Mr Underwood, what do you want us to do with this one?’

Ida felt a thump on the coffin’s side.

‘Bury it.’ Uncle Arthur’s voice dripped with disgust. 

‘What, with ’er in it?’ asked Bill. 

‘Yes, of course with her in it!’

‘Errr ... what if I gets caught?’

‘It’ll be far worse for you if I catch you not doing as I say.’

‘Errr ... right you are, Mr Underwood, sir.’

The coffin tipped.

The lump in Ida’s throat became a boulder. She couldn’t swallow it. She thumped on the coffin lid, but she could barely move her arm, and trying only made her more breathless.

‘On second thoughts, take the others first,’ said Uncle Arthur. ‘She’ll be a lot less trouble when she’s a dead weight.’

All Ida’s muscles relaxed, but she had to face it, the stolen children were going, and she was dead, or would be soon, with Mum. Perhaps Ida should just concentrate on that thought, but what would she say to her when they met?

She heard the clank of doors and the faint rumble of an engine in Underwood’s backyard, and Uncle Arthur’s voice.

‘Now get going. And remember, any slips will not go well for you or your brother, wherever he is.’

Ida’s chest ached with the struggle for breath. Every breath she believed to be her last. Silky threads from the coffin lining irritated her nose, and there was nothing she could do about them. She had a sensation of drifting awake then not awake. It wasn’t horrible. It was more like drifting in and out of this world. She expected that was what happened when you died.

A door banging open made her jolt awake. She had no idea how much time had passed. 

So, was this it?

Was Ida Barnes going to be the first girl in Nettlefield to be buried alive?
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29: A Tree Quietly Catching Snow
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‘Push, you silly mare, push!’

‘Baby, is that you?’ A muffled voice came from inside a full-sized coffin that looked ready for its funeral.

‘Who d’you think it is?’ The lid finally came off. Baby jumped out of the way as it clattered to the floor.

Ida Barnes greedily took big gulps of air. ‘Bonnie’s gone ... children too ... One of them knew you ...’

Hardly daring to believe it, Baby asked, ‘Was ’er name Sophie?’ She did her best to say it right so there was no mistake.

Ida nodded. ‘I think so. I’m so sorry.’

Baby sighed with the relief of it and her insides felt warm with the joy of finding her Goldilocks girl at last. But she hadn’t found her, not properly, not yet. 

‘We’re gonna get her and your sister too.’ Baby grabbed Ida’s arm and pulled her out of the coffin. ‘They’ve got a head start, but it ain’t much. We can catch up if we look sharpish.’ She dragged Ida Barnes through the workshop doors to the yard, where William was waiting with the van engine running and the lights glaring. It was the same boxy black van as Underwood’s but with different words on the side – Knowle’s Laundry, est. 1888.

‘Who’s driving?’ asked Ida. ‘It’s not ...? It is! He’s one of Mrs Bullar’s! We can’t trust him.’

Ignoring Ida’s objection, Fingers pushed her through the back doors and clambered in after her.

Baby climbed up into the front seat, next to William. ‘Right, William, let’s get a move on.’ Baby felt the engine rumble. 

‘I’ve only driven it once or twice. ’E wouldn’t let me do it again!’ shouted William over the roar.

‘Well, I’m lettin’ you now!’ Baby clutched the door handle as the whole thing shook and rattled before William lurched and lumbered it out of the undertaker’s yard gates and onto the road. The noise was enough to wake up the whole town. Thank Gawd they would soon be out of it. 

The church clock was chiming. Baby only had time for a glance as they whizzed past. It said five o’clock – five o’clock in the morning! Four hours to get to Southampton and the airfield. 

They hurtled along the empty, dark street. Every now and then, a Christmas tree twinkled, and the first flakes of snow settled on the van windscreen. 

They sped past the orphanage, under the railway bridge and out of Nettlefield, where the flakes soon thickened from one or two here and there to showers of them. The snow was soon heavy enough for William to turn on the windscreen wipers, and before long they were pushing snowy sludge off the glass. 

Baby checked on the rest of them in the back of the van. Wrapped in fresh-smelling blankets, they joggled with the bumps in the road. Brian leaned against Gin, whose bare arm was wrapped in a feather boa like streamers round a Christmas tree. Ida sat against a pile of clean sheets, and Fingers lay on the floor, having a kip, while that little white boy played with his dog. It felt like a family.

They were soon passing snowy white fields. Every time they hit a rut, Baby grabbed the door handle and William leaned lower over the steering wheel. 

A big sign saying STOP appeared through the snow. 

‘Stop! It said stop!’ shouted Ida.

William slammed his foot on the brakes, but nothing happened. 

‘Not the clutch! The brake!’ shouted Ida.

Just in time, the van stopped with a screech as another van trundled across the crossroads in front of them. Baby felt a thud on the back of her seat. Everyone had slid forward in a heap of clean sheets and blankets. 

‘Are we there yet?’ asked Brian.

‘Not yet.’ Baby picked herself up off the floor of the cab. The sign said it was seven miles straight on to Southampton. 

A faint ringing trilled over the rumble of the van, and it was getting louder. 

Fingers sat up and peeped out of the porthole window in one of the rear doors. ‘Step on it. The coppers have found us!’

A broad grin spread across William’s face. ‘Rrrright! Hold on, everyone!’ He leaned the lowest yet over the steering wheel, stuck his elbows out and slammed his foot almost to the floor. With a thrust of speed in Baby’s belly, the van lurched forward and leaped over ruts and bumps. 

Frank the dog yapped and sprang out of Robert’s arms as if to say, Faster! Faster!

William pushed and pushed on the pedal like his foot would go through the floor. 

The ringing trilled louder and shriller as it got closer. Ida had pushed herself all the way into the cab. 

In the wing mirror, Baby could see the police car catching up. ‘They’re gaining on us!’ She held on tight. She’d run from the police before; she couldn’t let panic take over.

‘Hold on!’ said William. He pulled his hand down as far as the steering wheel would go. The laundry van reeled to the left, throwing Robert and Frank into a heap with Brian, Fingers and Gin. Gin’s feather boa wrapped round the little dog as he jumped and woofed.

The van bounced and trundled faster and faster off the road, down a bank and through a fence. Barbed wire caught on the driver’s wing mirror and trailed behind, clattering against the bodywork.

‘Brake! Brake!’ screamed Ida.

William stamped his foot down, but nothing was happening.

‘The brake, not the clutch, you idiot!’ screamed Ida.

But William was too panicked to find anything with his foot, and the van was going faster than ever. It careered over the snowy field, skidding and sliding and bouncing over little hillocks.

In the middle of the field, a tree, bare and twiggy, stood quietly catching snow.

They were heading straight for it!
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30: Ida the Mechanic
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‘Crash positions!’ shouted Ida.

William had already wrapped his arms round his head.

The van skidded and slid faster and faster across the field, heading straight for the tree. Ida squeezed between the front seats, pushed William out of the way and sat herself in the driver’s seat.

The outer branches dragged across the roof. Ida pulled with all her weight on the steering wheel. The van bounced over a root, scraped the side of the trunk and finally stopped with a bump where the snow had drifted into a heap.

In the back, laundry toppled onto Brian, Fingers, Gin, Robert and Frank. Frank’s woofs sounded more excited than anything, and when he emerged from the heap of white sheets, he leaped over Ida’s shoulder and, standing on his back legs on her lap, licked her face.

William was squished up against the driver’s door. It opened, and he tumbled out into the snow.

Baby squeezed Ida’s shoulder. ‘You did it! That was some trip!’

Ida felt so excited she could have sworn a swarm of bees had mistaken her stomach for their hive. She had driven! Sort of.

Steam hissed from under the bonnet. The engine popped and then made a curious snapping sound.

‘I don’t like the sound of that.’ Ida jumped out, stepped over William and opened the bonnet.

‘I’ll take the dog for a walk,’ said Fingers.

‘Not without me!’ said Robert.

‘I don’t like the look of ’im.’ Baby nudged William with her foot. He groaned and curled up in the snow.

‘It’s the fan belt,’ said Ida. ‘I know what to do.’ She pointed at William. ‘Best get him out the way, where he can’t do any more damage.’

‘Rightio,’ said Baby. ‘Looks like it’s up to you, Ida Barnes.’

Being needed as a mechanic was like two great big open arms welcoming her, like she’d suddenly become herself. She’d been through so many different feelings with these girls – distrust, dislike, despising even – but they were right, she had needed them, and now they needed her, and it was the best feeling.

Snow was soaking into the bottoms of Ida’s overalls, and the engine was still hissing, but it was too dark to see exactly what was going on.

Gin handed Ida a torch. ‘Does this help?’

‘Thank you. Can I borrow a stocking too, please?’

Conveniently Gin pulled one from her dressing-gown pocket. ‘Aaah ... you want it to fix the fan belt, don’t you? No idea how you do it though.’ 

Baby held the torch as snowflakes tickled the back of Ida’s neck. She removed the broken belt with another snap and a ping, then bound the stocking round the fan pulley wheels. When she’d checked it was tight enough, she closed the bonnet.

While Ida was wondering how on earth they were going to get back on the road, Fingers, Robert and Frank were trudging towards her and Baby through the snow. ‘There’s another road up there, and a sign for Southampton.’ Fingers pointed to a small snowdrift where only the top of a hedge was visible.

‘William!’ Baby joggled him awake.

‘Whassa matter?’ said William.

‘You’re digging,’ said Baby.

But as far as digging was concerned, Frank was the dog for the job. With his tail going nineteen to the dozen, he made short work of the snow.

Then, with some enormous heaves from them all, the van rolled through a scrawny hedge onto the road. Only William collapsed with the effort of it.

‘What are we going to do about ’im?’ Baby pointed to William face down in the snow.

‘I can drive,’ said Ida. Hadn’t she just steered them away from disaster? And unlike William, she knew the difference between the brake and the clutch. 

‘Well, what we waiting here for? Get in there and start ’er up!’

Ida stared at the driver’s seat. This was it, her chance ...

The van rocked as everyone else jumped in, and Baby did a roll call. 

‘Fingers?’

‘Too right I’m ’ere.’

‘Brian?’

‘I’m here too.’

‘Gin?’

‘Certainly, darling.’

‘Glow Boy?’

‘Oi! It’s Robert. I keeps telling you!’

‘That’s everyone, ain’t it?’

‘Woof,’ woofed Frank.

‘Sorry, boy!’

‘Oi! You can’t leave me behind!’ 

‘Hop in, then.’

A snowy William clambered in the back.

‘Put your foot down, Ida!’

The crank was on the floor of the cab. Ida wondered if she’d need it. She turned the key in the starter motor first. It turned over, but the engine didn’t catch and start with the gurgling mix of petrol and air. So she jumped out and fitted the crank in its socket under the radiator and between the headlamps. ‘Please let Gin’s stocking work,’ she prayed under her breath, and gave the crank three strong turns. 

When the engine gurgled into life and settled into a pleasing hum, in spite of the cold, Ida glowed all over. Her repair had worked! She slid the crank across the floor of the cab and hauled herself into the driver’s seat.

Her legs were a bit shorter than William’s, so she had to sit on the edge. Ida gripped the wheel and felt all the speed locked under her bottom. She could be sat astride a moon rocket like Flash Gordon.

With her left foot on the clutch, she wiggled the gear stick to find first gear and then cautiously put her right foot on the accelerator to find what Mr Rogers was always calling the ‘bite’. Ida released the handbrake. The van lurched and bounced and bumped ... and stopped. 

She knew this could happen, so she tried again: jump out, crank, jump in. But this time she pulled the throttle out a little further to let a little more fuel into the carburettor but not too much to flood the engine. After a few lurchy bounces, the van was moving.

Looking east, back towards Nettlefield, an orange dawn streaked the sky. It couldn’t be eight o’clock yet, could it? 

The road stretched ahead, and the sign for Southampton did indeed say six miles. Getting there couldn’t take much more than half an hour.

A distant trilling rang in her ear. Ida was sure she could do better than William at outrunning the police. ‘Hold on, everyone!’ She put her foot down, determined to get to Southampton first.

Ida sped across an old iron bridge. They were almost in the town. Cars and vans and lorries, more than she’d ever seen before, filled the roads. Ida slowed down – speeding would only get her noticed as an underage driver. They passed a tall clock tower on a building ten times the size of Nettlefield Town Hall. The clock showed just gone twenty-five past eight, and the sky glowed an angry red over the docks ahead. There was no sign of the police van.

Robert pushed himself between the front cab seats. ‘Wow, I ain’t ever been anywhere as big as this before!’ 

The big town was awake, so much busier than Nettlefield. Wrapped and muffled, with morning papers tucked under their arms, people bustled here and there to work. 

Ida turned down a hill by the railway line. This was it, stage one: get the children off that boat.

At the dock gate, a man in uniform came out from his hut and held up his white-gloved hand. Ida’s head was a blank, but Gin leaned across. ‘Urgent delivery for the Monte Olivia!’

‘Well, I’m afraid you’re too late, miss. She’s just weighing anchor.’

‘What! It’s not nine o’clock yet!’ Ida was sure she hadn’t made a mistake.

‘No, eight thirty on the dot. She’s sailing bang on time.’ With his hands clasped behind his back, the gateman did a little bounce on his heels to underline the fact. They had missed the boat. Nothing more to say. He brushed the collected snow from his shoulders and returned to his gatehouse.

‘Go, Ida, go!’ shouted Brian from the back.

Ida slammed her foot hard on the floor. Gin and Baby gripped the dashboard, and Robert tumbled into Frank in the back of the van. 

Ida hared past great long sheds, brick and corrugated iron, a line of cranes like giraffes, leaning over the quayside, and she skidded over a criss-cross of railway tracks.

Steam seeped out from under the bonnet. A horrible blackboard-scraping, squealing noise came from the engine, and then a coughing and a spluttering, and finally a phut. Steam billowed out, clouding the windscreen. Ida put her foot down and tried to see through the billows, but the engine had died. The van wasn’t going anywhere, not any more.

Ida jumped out of the driver’s door and ran across the quay. From way down in her throat, she cried, ‘Stop! Stop!’ But it was like throwing a pea at a charging rhinoceros. The Monte Olivia, with her two funnels, was the biggest ship in the dock. Nobody on board could hear.

The Monte Olivia was the biggest ship leaving the dock. 

The last piece of gangplank disappeared on board. Her horn was sounding her departure, and the ropes that tied her to the quayside dangled free and slapped the side of the ship as it manoeuvred away.

After all that, they really were too late.

They’d lost all those poor children.

And because the van had died completely, Ida had lost Bonnie too.
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31: There’s Always a Way
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Black smoke spewed out the Monte Olivia’s funnels.

Baby sprinted across the quay, past the heavy dock cranes, to stop that Ida Barnes leaping after it.

But she was frozen to the quayside. With a heavy heart, Baby slipped her arm through poor Ida’s. All Baby could feel was the despair seeping out of her. Baby drew her to her side. ‘Come on, Ida, there’s always a way.’ She said so, but right at that moment, Baby was struggling to think of one.

Baby steered Ida away from the ship. Baby felt terrible turning her back on Sophie, her Goldilocks girl, and those other poor kids, but she couldn’t bear to watch. She’d been so close to finding her, the whole reason for them being in Nettlefield in the first place. Ida had failed and she had too. She now wanted to do something she hadn’t done since they’d said goodbye to Moll.

She wanted to cry.

But she couldn’t. She was the ma. She had to be strong.

Gin, Brian, Fingers, Robert, Frank and William stood in a sad little line beside the laundry van, abandoned skew-whiff on the quay. Its doors flapped open, and steam billowed from under the bonnet. Baby blinked back the prickles behind her eyes and wondered how she was going to make it all better.

But it was Ida Barnes who spoke first. ‘I’m so, so sorry. He said nine o’clock, and I think Brian tried to tell me.’ 

Brian broke rank. ‘Ida ...’ She was pointing at something over Ida’s shoulder. ‘Someone is waving at you.’

Between the ship and the quay, a little boat nudged its way forward, pushing the huge ship out into the channel. On the deck, waving at Ida and calling her name, was a young man.

Ida spun round and ran to the edge of the quay. ‘Alf! Is that you?’

Baby followed, not sure what it meant.

Ida waved back. ‘Alf! There’s no time to explain, but the children in those coffins that got loaded on the boat aren’t dead. The Blackshirts are sending them to the Nazis.’

Alf’s face wanted the whole story, but when he glanced up at the ship being steered out of port, he called back, ‘I’ll tell the skipper,’ and ran up some steps to a cabin at the top of the tugboat.

Every second that passed, the ship sailed further and further into the channel.

Alf emerged back on deck, breathless. ‘He says he can’t go asking the captain to open coffins on the say-so of some young girl.’

‘Why else would there be air ’oles all round the sides? Dead people don’t breathe!’ shouted Baby.

‘Just get him to look, please!’ pleaded Ida.

Alf disappeared again. Snow was tipping out of the sky like lumpy flour. It lay in a thick blanket on the quay, on the shoulders of Ida’s overalls, and soaked through Baby’s silk jacket. The girls, as well as William, Robert and Frank, had practically disappeared in the whiteness.

A ringing in the distance made Baby’s skin tingle. Oh Gawd, that was all they needed.

Between the huge sheds and the cranes, like the Keystone Cops, rattled the police van. 
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32: Sophie
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Alf appeared on the deck of the tugboat. He pointed at the sky. He wasn’t pointing out the snow, was he? 

But when Ida looked up, she saw a crane on the ship, and tied up like a Christmas present, swinging from the winch, was one of the coffins. As it descended, Alf helped the skipper guide it onto the quayside. 

Sergeant Ted Jackson trudged across the quay and joined Ida and Baby, brushing snow off his uniform. ‘Well, Ida, the laundry won’t take kindly to one of their vans being used in a high-speed chase across the countryside with underage drivers. They reported it stolen when young Leonard Cook didn’t show up for work this morning.’ 

The fact that Ida was now a van thief would have to wait, because the second coffin was already dangling midway between the winch and the deck of the tugboat.

‘But this is certainly a rum old do, I’m telling you!’ continued the policeman. ‘Am I right in thinking there’s kiddies in those coffins?’ 

‘Yes!’ Ida was so relieved she hugged him.

‘Oooh, there now, young lady.’ He straightened his helmet and brushed away a few more flakes. ‘It certainly makes sense of what the Teasdale lad has been blabbing about in The Baker’s Bonnet when he’s had a pint too many. Your uncle, one of Nettlefield’s most respected citizens and all! I’m surprised he keeps those lads on.’

‘My uncle doesn’t approve of drinking alcohol, but he is one of those Blackshirts,’ said Ida.

‘’E certainly is, mister, the worst of the lot!’ added Baby.

‘Well, we can’t arrest a person for their politics, more’s the pity, but we can for kidnapping.’ He took his notebook and pencil out of his top pocket, flipped the notebook open, licked the pencil, turned to Baby and poised to write. ‘Now, young lady, you and your friends have been giving us a right old run around. While we’re waiting, shall we start with your name?’

On his other side, Ida tugged on the policeman’s sleeve. ‘But he still has Bonnie!’ She kept a firm grip on him until Baby had slipped away and lost herself back in the huddle of girls, boys and dog, waiting by the broken-down laundry van.

When Ida’s grip loosened, Sergeant Jackson gently brushed her hand away. ‘That’s a little trickier,’ he said. ‘I checked with Stanley Wimpole at the council. Your uncle and Mrs Bullar at the Grange are now your sister’s legal guardians.’

‘But you’ve said it yourself, he’s a criminal!’ Ida’s hands made fists. It took all her effort to stop herself pummelling his portly, uniformed belly to make him understand.

‘You’ll have to wait while we sort that out through the proper channels, Ida.’

Wait? Ida’s mouth dropped open, but she was too dumbfounded to speak.

The policeman wasn’t listening, anyway. He was trudging over to the edge of the quay. The fourth coffin had just been untied from its ropes, and the tugboat was rumbling from the ship’s side to the quayside. 

The Monte Olivia gradually picked up speed, churning billows of smoke out of its funnels to carry on sailing down Southampton Water.

The tug moved a lot faster without the ship to push. In less than a minute, the skipper had brought it by the quayside again. Alf jumped off into the snow and tied the tugboat Calshot to one of the big fat bollards the ships used. The skipper lowered a gangplank and signalled to Sergeant Jackson to come on board.

Looking a bit nervous of the gangplank, while he was still on solid ground, Sergeant Jackson beckoned to them all. ‘As your friends are all safely off the ship, we’ll allow you all to go on board and see them.’

Baby, Gin, Fingers, Brian, Robert, William and Frank trudged across the quay, though Frank had to leap in little bounds to not be buried by the snow. Baby looped her arm through Ida’s, and they all boarded the little tug.

It was a squash on deck with the coffins there too. Alf quickly found Ida. ‘Did you drive all the way?’ Alf didn’t so much look jealous as impressed. 

‘Not quite, but I did the last bit.’

‘Skipper said he'll be giving me a go at the wheel soon.’ Alf stretched a fraction taller. ‘It does the same job as a car steering wheel,’ he added by way of explanation. 

On the deck, four coffins were laid side by side. If Ida hadn’t known what was inside, it would have been a terrible sight. The girls gathered round them. Frank wagged his tail enthusiastically, though he could have no idea why.

‘Sophie, is that you? Are you there? It’s me, Baby!’

A faint knock came from inside the second in line.

‘Open this one first! She’s awake!’

A member of the tug’s crew wedged a crowbar under the lid of the Goldilocks girl’s coffin and made little gaps all round the edge. The skipper watched over him. ‘Careful now, Bert. There’s a nipper in there.’

‘Aye aye, Skip,’

‘Girls, I just need a bit of space to get this off.’ Bert pushed on the crowbar and lifted the lid.

Inside lay a girl who looked like an older version of Bonnie, a frizz of blonde curls round an angelically pale face, with two thick golden plaits laid on her shoulders. In the rough, unlined wooden box, she squinted in the light. She wore a plain dress with long sleeves. Her fists were clenched, and Ida noticed how sore and red her knuckles were.

Baby tried to throw her arms round the girl’s neck. For a moment Ida thought she was going to climb in the coffin with her. Then the angelic-looking girl raised her arms out of the coffin and wrapped them round Baby instead.

‘I’m that sorry it took so long,’ said Baby.

‘I believed you,’ she said simply as the snow fell on both of them.

Baby helped Sophie out of the horrible box. Sophie leaned on Baby to stand. Baby’s face was wet, and her eyes glistening with tears.

Bert lifted the lid on the last coffin. The three other children were still fast asleep. Sergeant Jackson took his helmet off, leaned over and listened to each child’s breathing before he tried to establish some order amongst the reunited girls.

‘There you are now, you have your friend.’ He replaced his helmet on his head and tried to straighten it, but it was a bit on the small side. ‘Spencer!’ Sergeant Jackson called to the policeman still on the quayside. ‘Spencer! Get all these nippers off the boat and take them back to Nettlefield.’

‘Yes, Sarge!’ replied the very keen Constable Spencer, bobbing about on the snowy quayside.

Sergeant Jackson coughed and, in his most official voice, said, ‘We have measures in place to apprehend Mr Underwood. This is a police matter now.’
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33: The Tug Calshot
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The tugboat skipper, sucking on his pipe, climbed down from his little cabin and watched the palaver on his deck.

‘Hamwell, you say? Would take us about ten minutes to get there down the water,’ he said to the copper, but the copper was too busy trying to count heads. 

The little tugboat rocked with all the toing and froing. Fat old Sergeant Jackson was having a bit of a wobble himself, getting in the way of the gangplank and being jostled by the other copper and Bert trying to unload the sleeping orphans. The sergeant kept going on about ‘measures’ and trying to make out that he was ‘in charge now’.

But Baby knew without a doubt that actually, she was.

Ida wasn’t giving in to the copper either. ‘What measures? What do you mean, police matter?’ Firm on her sea legs, Ida cocked her nose in the air and pressed her fists to her hips. Gin and Brian joined Ida on either side.

That’s the spirit, girl. Baby reckoned Ida Barnes could give Fingers a run for her money for cheek.

‘Well, I don’t think I need to explain to you, young lady.’ With snow settling on top of his helmet like a coconut pyramid, the fat old copper was as stupid as he looked. Baby reckoned he couldn’t explain, because he didn’t know. 

Then Ida lowered her eyes and clasped her hands together in front of her like a good girl. ‘Actually, Sergeant Jackson, sir, and I know I shouldn’t be talking to my elders and betters this way, but ...’ Ida looked up at him. ‘I don’t think you know where he is, and I do. He’s got my sister, and he’s flying from Hamwell Airfield. And we’re wasting precious time, because by the looks of it, he’ll be able to take off pretty soon.’ The snow had stopped, and the clouds were parting to reveal an ice-blue, clear sky.

Sergeant Jackson took a notebook and pencil out of his top pocket, flipped open the notebook and licked the pencil. ‘Perhaps I should take a statement from you now, then, while my officer deals with these nippers on the quay. Spencer!’

The young copper guarding the sleeping orphans saluted. ‘Yes, sir!’

‘I’m taking statements. You’re in charge of the nippers on the quay.’

He looked puzzled, but like Sergeant Jackson, he took out his notebook. He knelt down by one of the sleeping kids and licked his pencil.

‘Not them, you idiot! This lot getting off!’

Baby tugged on Sergeant Jackson’s sleeve. ‘There’s six of us and a dog. I’ll help you sort ’em out.’

The sergeant looked down at Baby a bit peculiarly, but she was used to that.

‘But ...’ said Ida with a frown, ‘there’s—’

‘Not much time, no,’ interrupted Baby. ‘That’s why we gotta get a move on and help this old cop ... Mr Policeman ’ere to do his job.’

Baby put her finger and thumb in her mouth and whistled her best and clearest. ‘Right, you lot, we’re getting off this ’ere boat before it carries us off down the water.’

Baby caught Alf’s eye. 

He pinched Ida’s sleeve and pulled her into the cabin. Thank Gawd Alf had his wits about him.

The old copper took his finger out of his ear. ‘Now then, now then, enough of that. Let’s be having the six of you—’

Frank woofed.

‘—and dog off this boat. I’m sure the skipper wants to get on with the day’s work.’ 

Baby herded Gin, Fingers, Brian, Sophie, Robert and Frank – now honorary girls – and William towards the gangplank, where they made their way off the boat with no respect for Sergeant Jackson in his too-small helmet. The boat wobbled. Frank ran round the edge of the deck and barked at every splash of water, while Sergeant Jackson tried to count their heads again.

On the quay, Spencer, under the girls’ watchful eyes, lifted each sleeping kid out of its coffin and into the back of the van, where the three of them curled up together in a little heap of warm and living bodies, thank Gawd. 

The sergeant trudged about, ordering the dockers to clear the snow. In mufflers and flat caps, they shovelled a track for the police van, the Black Maria, as Baby knew them in London, off the quay and back onto the dock road.

The laundry van remained abandoned, a snow version of itself.

‘We’ll be reclaiming that for the laundry as soon as the weather clears up,’ declared Sergeant Jackson to no one in particular. It seemed lots of snow, lots of girls and vans and coffins and a yapping dog were too much for him. 

He didn’t notice the little flurry of snow that shook itself off the laundry van windscreen and the quietest clunk of the driver’s door closing.

Baby, the girls and William piled into the back of the Black Maria.

Through the back window, Baby saw the old copper and the skipper talking to each other across the little stretch of water. Sergeant Jackson beckoned to Spencer sitting cosily in the driver’s seat.

With a smile hoping for a promotion, Spencer got out.

The sergeant trudged through the snow, had a few words with Constable Spencer and, with a big puff, heaved himself into the seat made warm by the younger copper. ‘Ida Barnes, are you here?’ 

Baby nudged Brian.

The policeman was too fat to turn round, so he couldn’t see the whole back of the van. Tucked in a corner not covered by the mirror, Brian waved that old shawl Ida had had round her neck. ‘Here, Sergeant Jackson, sir!’ she said.

And the motor rumbled into action. 

Baby and Fingers, both short enough to stand up inside, took a little round back-door window each. They both waved to Gin, who was putting on some lipstick in the front of the laundry van, still parked, broken-down and abandoned on the quay.

Baby spotted Ida peeping over Alf’s shoulder on the deck of the tugboat chugging away from the quayside, and she felt pleased with herself that so far, it was going to plan. Though the girl could be a bloomin’ nuisance and not as quick on the uptake as she’d like sometimes, Baby breathed in the hope that because it was her little sister at stake, Ida Barnes would be the one to stop that cold-hearted, black-shirted Underwood in his tracks.
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34: Hamwell Airfield
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‘Quick as you like, Alf,’ said the skipper from the bridge. ‘Let’s get going. Haul that rope in. We don’t need any more passengers, do we, love?’ 

When young Constable Spencer saw that the tugboat was already a yard or so from the quay, he ran to the water’s edge, blowing his whistle.

‘Hey, wait for me!’ he said, and blew another shrill whistle.

But Alf had hauled up the tug’s gangplank, and the little boat was already further than jumping distance from the quay.

‘Hey, did you hear me? Sergeant’s orders, you’ve gotta wait for me!’ shouted Spencer.

But the skipper was on the bridge, steering the boat out into the channel and couldn’t, or wouldn’t, hear. Ida felt the power of the tugboat underneath her, pushing through the water like twenty laundry vans put together. 

The police van had started up its engine too and was swerving across the quay. Constable Spencer ran after it. The passenger door opened, and an arm yanked him into the cab.

Still hiding behind Alf, Ida watched them disappear out of the docks.

‘Alf, bring that young lady up to the bridge!’ 

‘Aye aye, Skip.’ You could hear that Alf’s mouth was only just getting used to these new words. ‘Here, take this.’ Alf took off his new work jacket and draped it round Ida’s shoulders.

‘Thank you,’ said Ida, trying not to catch Alf’s eye. Then she followed him up the steps to the bridge. Even though Southampton Water was really only a very wide river, when the boat was in the navigation channel, the wind was much colder. It froze Ida’s ears and made her head hurt, but though Alf’s new jacket was a bit big, it was warm, and she was really glad of it. 

In the top cabin, which Alf and the skipper kept referring to as the ‘bridge’, the skipper stood at a wooden wheel, a bit like a steering wheel, but the spokes stuck out from the rim. ‘Let’s crank her up a bit, shall we? What do you say to thirteen knots?’

Ida didn’t have any idea what he was talking about, so the only answer she could give was an unsure ‘Yes?’

The engine rumbled; the single funnel puffed out a cloud of smoke; and Ida felt the boat thrust forward as two white tail feathers of foam spewed out behind.

She was aware of Alf watching her look around. ‘That’s the stern,’ he said, ‘and the front is the bow.’ He wasn’t really as much of a show-off as she used to think he was. 

‘Alf, lad, come and take the wheel for this stretch.’ Alf coloured like the last flush of red before the sun goes down.

The skipper took a tin of baccy from his trouser pocket and refilled his pipe. Ida stood next to Alf and tried to imagine herself at the wheel of a boat instead of a car. They sped through the gap between the Monte Olivia and the shore, a shingle beach, a huge blanket of snow and behind that an even huger building.

‘The military hospital.’ The skipper waggled his pipe at the enormous place, where the morning sun was only just peeking over with a pinkish glow. ‘Had a short spell in there myself. I was one of the lucky ones, so they told me.’ He took a long, thoughtful suck on his pipe. Alf was too busy concentrating on steering the boat to say anything.

Ida remembered her dad, another ‘lucky one’, and suddenly felt angry that he wasn’t there when the skipper was. If he had been, she wouldn’t be in this desperate situation. Oh, please, please, let her be in time.

The sky above was a crisp blue and clear as crystal. Had Uncle Arthur and Bonnie already gone, never to be seen again? A pain in Ida’s chest tightened, and her fists clenched with it. She had to be there in time to get Bonnie, her family, her only family. She didn’t want to be alone. She needed her sister. She mustn’t fail Mum again.

‘Well, here we are. Alf, my lad, you’ve done well.’ The pipe bounced on the skipper’s lip as he gently took the wheel from Alf.

Alf stepped back, smiled at Ida and breathed a long sigh of steamy breath. 

The skipper steered the boat alongside a little wooden jetty. It looked a bit flimsy, and it, too, was covered in a thick white blanket of snow that sparkled in the morning sun. Just a tiny bit of Ida was excited about being the first to walk on it. But when she saw what was in the distance, her heart lurched, and she wished she could fly over the snowy jetty and the snowy airfield to the hangar, where a man in a black shirt and grey trousers was sliding open the doors of a huge shed. In the widening gap, Ida could see the propeller of a small plane and an unmistakably tall, black-coated, peak-capped Uncle Arthur.

Ida scrambled over the side of the boat before the skipper or Alf could stop her. She ran along the jetty. It bounced under her pounding feet, sending flurries of snow into the water. At the end of the jetty, she jumped into the soft white blanket covering the airfield.

The new snow creaked beneath her feet, and the weak winter sun shone in her eyes. It could have been the height of summer for all she cared. Alf’s coat flapped open. Oh no, she still had Alf’s coat, but she couldn’t stop to take it back now. 

‘Ida, wait!’ Alf was waving at Ida from the end of the jetty.

‘I’m sorry, I’ve still got your jacket!’ 

‘No, don’t worry about that. We’ve got to take the boat back to the docks. There’s a new liner waiting for us.’

The skipper was still sucking on his pipe on the deck.

Ida cupped her hands round her mouth. ‘Thank you! Thank you very much! For everything, you’ve been wonderful!’

Alf looked down but raised his arm in a last wave goodbye. ‘Good luck, Ida!’

Was he embarrassed? If he was sweet on her, she couldn’t decide if she liked that better than his teasing. She certainly couldn’t decide that now. She was losing time. She ran faster, sprinting as if it were a sports day at school. Her boots clogged with snow, and her legs dragged heavier and heavier, but she mustn’t slow down. With her heart in her mouth, Ida ploughed on as fast as her legs would let her. 

She stumbled where the snow was deeper. Her arms sank to her elbows, and she struggled to pick herself up as the plane emerged from the darkness of the hangar. The three propeller blades on the plane’s nose were thankfully still. The wings spread like a graceful ballet dancer, coming towards her, then turning to face the runway.

Uncle Arthur in his smart coat belted round his middle marched towards it. With one hand he lowered the peak of his hat, and the other he had clamped round Bonnie’s arm. 

Ida’s heart leaped when she saw her sister. ‘Bonnie, I’m coming!’ 

Bonnie, in a new red coat, her hands hidden in a muff and her blonde curls in a woollen pixie hat buttoned under her chin, trotted behind him. As soon as Bonnie saw Ida, she tried to yank her arm away from Uncle Arthur. ‘Da, you’re here!’ Her little voice was clear as a bird in the morning air.

But Uncle Arthur’s grip was firm. He picked her up and clamped her to his chest. If he was surprised to see Ida, he didn’t show it.

Bonnie squirmed and struggled in his arms to make him let go. ‘I want to get down, Uncle Arthur! I want Da!’

But he ran with Bonnie to where the plane was waiting, up the steps and into the aeroplane like she was a doll under his arm.

Ida ran waving and shouting. ‘It’s all right, Bonnie! I’m here!’

Ida left the foot-clogging snow and stepped onto the runway, where she felt solid tarmac underneath the white icing. Thank goodness the aeroplane door was still open. ‘Bonnie, I’m nearly there!’ Her voice was hoarse and her chest heaved, but she was so close; she couldn’t stop now.

Ida grabbed the handrail. The metal was so cold her skin stuck to it. ‘I’m here!’ 

But Bonnie and Uncle Arthur had disappeared into the plane, and through the open door, Ida could only see a black hole. Please don’t close the door, not yet, please! She pulled herself up the steps.

Uncle Arthur appeared on the top step, his black boots glossy to his knees, his black shirt buttoned to the neck and his hair flattened with grease. One arm was hidden inside the plane. He towered over her. ‘Give up, Ida. You know you can’t give your sister the opportunities that I can.’

‘Da, I don’t want to go without you!’ Bonnie’s voice came from somewhere inside the plane.

‘Where is she?’ 

‘In her seat, ready for the flight.’ 

‘Let me see her.’ Ida tried to push past him. His clothes smelled shop new.

Uncle Arthur grabbed her shoulder and held her outside. His hidden arm now swung into view. Like a deadly pendulum, with his finger curled round the trigger, he pointed a gun at Ida’s head.

Ida felt the end of the cold, hard barrel hover in her hair. She froze on the steps. For all Ida knew, he was going to fire it.

‘I told you, Ida, give up. She’s mine now.’ His aim was steady.

‘Then let me come too.’ Her fingers curled tight round the freezing handrail. All her hope tingled in that grip.

‘Do you know, I was going to invite you to come. You have shown some useful courage getting here, and originally I was curious about how you might fare with your contemporaries in the Fatherland, but on second thoughts, not that curious. You do not have your sister’s qualities.’ He waved the gun. ‘Get off my plane before my finger gives in. I haven’t fired this old service pistol for seventeen years, and I’d like to see if it still works.’

Ida breathed in courage. She wasn’t going anywhere. She felt her chest rise and fill with breath. She was strong. She would push him out of the way – she’d push harder this time – grab Bonnie and run. She lifted her head against the steel barrel and looked Uncle Arthur in the eye.

The fire in his eyes burned dangerously. He held the gun steady.

‘I’m coming for you, Bonnie!’ She was ready. She was going ...

But another man appeared behind Uncle Arthur. ‘We need to go, sir, before the weather changes again.’

Uncle Arthur lowered the gun.

Now was her moment. One deep breath ...

‘Something for the flight, sir?’ The man, not as tall as Uncle Arthur but in the same uniform, offered him a glass, sparkling like diamonds with a honey-coloured liquid inside it. He spoke to Uncle Arthur but glanced at Ida. 

It was Harry. Reformed Harry, really? Harry, who said he’d changed his mind about being a Blackshirt. ‘Time to go, sir? It’s not a long trip. Your inbuilt compass will let you know where we’re going.’ Harry glanced at Ida again as Uncle Arthur took a sip of the honey-coloured liquid. 

In that second, Harry’s eyes connected with Ida’s, as if they were at either end of a telephone.

Uncle Arthur weighed the gun in his other hand and resumed his aim, at Ida’s head.

She felt every muscle in her body turn to cold, hard, dead iron. She breathed in and out from her throat. Her mouth wanted to form the words she’d been crying at Underwood’s, across the airfield, on the steps of the plane. Bonnie, I’m coming! But she had no voice.

Harry was still there, behind Uncle Arthur, waiting for him.

Or was he waiting for her?

‘No. Take some mercy and live your little life, Ida, what there is of it.’ Uncle Arthur dropped his aim. ‘When the glory of the Third Reich touches these shores, it will be over, anyway.’ He lowered his head and disappeared into the plane.

Behind Uncle Arthur’s back, Harry was mouthing some words, but Ida’s head was such a muddle of worry and failure and sadness that she couldn’t work out what Harry was trying to say. But there was something he had said, just now, to Uncle Arthur. And that something made her feel it would be all right. 

She climbed down the steps. She stood on the icy runway. She wanted to run back up again, push past Harry and snatch that gun off her uncle, who wasn’t really an uncle, but Harry kicked the little staircase away and pulled the plane door shut.

The aeroplane steps rolled across the tarmac and stopped in the piled-up snow at the edge of the runway.

Had she just made another huge mistake? How could it be all right? She ran after the plane as it got into position to take off. If she could just get in its way to stop it ...

The propellers spun. The engine hum became a rumble. It taxied faster and faster along the runway. The rumble became a roar, and Uncle Arthur, Harry and Bonnie left the ground. The plane was in the air, a metal bird flying her sister away.

A metal bird ...

That was it! He’d told Uncle Arthur that he had an inbuilt compass, but when they met at the march, he’d told her that people didn’t have them.

Her hand shielding her eyes, Ida watched the plane fly higher and higher into the morning sun and disappear into the blue. She was filled with hope. 

Then, behind her, she heard tyres skid on the icy tarmac. 
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35: Empty Sky, Empty Runway, Empty Field
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They chuntered along in the back of Black Maria. Baby felt every rut and bump. Its tyres had to be made of wood!

Over the noise of the engine, Sophie told them what was happening in Germany. ‘Hitler has passed laws against Jewish people, black people, Gypsies and beautiful people like you, Brian.’ She took Brian’s hand and kissed it.

Brian shuffled closer to her.

Baby felt her eyes fill with tears again. She was so happy just to gaze at the beauty of Sophie and her kindness.

Sophie continued. ‘I would creep out of bed and listen to my mother and father talking about what they could do to make people understand that this is wrong. But Hitler does not like people who do not agree with him, and they took my father to prison. That is when my mother sent me to England. But there was not enough time to let our cousins know. So when I came, I could not find them. I looked and I waited, but that was when he found me. I ran and I hid. I was sure it was the Gestapo come to take me home. But like an angel, Baby fell out of heaven at my feet! I knew if I believed, she would find me, because she promised.’

‘Where were you all that time? After he nabbed you?’ asked Baby, wondering how she couldn’t have known, how she couldn’t have felt Sophie’s nearness.

‘He has a room under his shop. For a long time, I didn’t see him. Bill brought me food, when he remembered. Then Underwood returned, and I thought he was going to send me back, but he kept changing his mind.’

At last the Black Maria stopped. Baby looked out one of the little round windows at the back. Thank the Lord, that old copper had brought them to the airfield! She could see the open doors of a huge shed to keep planes in. Constable Spencer opened the back doors, and Frank dashed past Baby and leaped out first. 

Robert jumped out and ran after the little dog. Robert’s feet sank into the snow. Fingers, Brian, Sophie, William and Baby all piled out too. It was a blessed relief.

Baby could see one set of footprints in the snowy field – Ida’s, she guessed – and tracks where the plane had motored to the runway, but no plane and no Ida. She hadn’t gone and flown off with them, had she? Oh Gawd!

Sergeant Jackson heaved himself out of the driver’s seat. ‘The time is half past twelve.’ He tapped his watch. 

But no one was listening.

Fingers chucked the first snowball at Brian. Frank sprang far higher than you’d expect for a little dog like that. Robert joined in, and soon the three of them were all snow-splattered, though not so you could tell with Frank especially.

Her heart heavy for Ida, Baby followed the aeroplane tracks to the runway on the other side of the hangar.

All she found was emptiness: empty sky, empty runway, empty field. Oh Gawd, she really had flown off with them!

A big sniff gurgled behind her, and Baby turned to see Ida Barnes still in those overalls, her boots flopping round her bare ankles, sitting in the snow, leaning against the hangar wall. She was watching the emptiness too, the empty blue sky.

‘He’s coming back, I tell you. I’m sure of it,’ said Ida.

Now there was a thing. Ida Barnes had gone a bit doolally. Staring into the sky, like the invisible plane was going to turn around and come straight back down again. It must have been the shock of her sister gone forever, to another cold-hearted devil, a flower girl for Adolf Hitler.

Baby squatted in the snow next to Ida. It was pretty chilly round her privates. She reckoned Ida must have lost all feeling by now. ‘We’re really sorry for you.’ She put her hand awkwardly on Ida’s shoulder. 

‘It’s all right. Don’t be sorry.’ Ida didn’t take her eyes off that empty sky. ‘They really are coming back.’

Baby couldn’t think what to say. The only good thing for Ida was that the little girl, her sister, wouldn’t know anything else. But it wouldn’t be normal, would it? Kept like a little doll and brought out on special occasions for that horrible man. And what a thing to have happened to your sister! No wonder Ida was having strange notions.

‘You don’t believe me, do you?’ Ida swept round at Baby. ‘I tell you, the pilot, Harry, he’s not one of them any more.’

Baby didn’t believe her. People like Underwood and his Blackshirts didn’t tell the truth. They were so good at not telling the truth, they believed the lies they told themselves. Lies about how folk like Baby were vermin and savages. Like how Blackshirts wanted peace not war, but their peace wasn’t a peace, it was a quiet – quietly getting rid of people that didn’t like them, like Sophie’s ma and pa. So when Ida’s pilot said he was sorry for being one of them, Baby found it hard to believe that that sorryness had lasted through flying off in a plane with a devil and a stolen little sister.

‘They’re a greasy bunch,’ said Baby. But how was that giving Ida hope? Baby felt like a little dot.

Ida stood up, shook the snow off her overalls and left Baby watching the empty, clear blue sky.

Baby got up too. Her silk jacket hung heavy on her shoulders now that the snow damp had seeped up past the pockets. She squeezed out as much of the freezing-cold water as she could and hurried after Ida.

Baby leaned against one of the enormous hangar doors. It slid a little further open with the rattle and grind of metal. Flakes of fresh snow fell from the top of the door into the jumble of footprints on the tarmac. 

Ida was walking round the inside of the hangar, whispering under her breath, counting, ‘... thirty-eight, thirty-nine ... I’m sure as sure they’ll be back before I reach a thousand ... forty, forty-one ...’ 

She really had gone doolally. 

The hangar, the shed where planes were stored, was like a huge garage but empty too, except for a weird contraption with one huge propeller on the top and a smaller one at the front. 

‘I wonder what this is.’ Ida stroked one of the lengths of metal that made the body of the machine.

Baby shrugged her shoulders. ‘Who knows? But one thing’s for certain: without a proper set of wings, it ain’t gonna fly.’

Thank Gawd, Ida had stopped counting for the time being and seemed more interested in the contraption than moping about her sister. 

Brian appeared in the doorway. ‘We’re building a snowman!’

Robert, splattered with snow, leaned against Brian, panting. ‘It’s the best fun I’ve had ever! Better than cricket and football put together!’

William staggered in, laughing. ‘I made a snow angel. Really good it is.’ His back was covered in snow. He was just a boy, really. 

‘Why does everyone find waiting so much easier than I do?’ said Ida.

‘’Cause it ain’t their sister. Not yet, anyways,’ said Baby.

* * *
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Bonnie, Underwood and this ‘Harry’ of Ida’s had been gone over an hour. The police were tucked up inside their motor. Ida had fallen asleep on the hangar floor under somebody’s jacket, and Sophie was getting everyone else to do physical jerks to keep warm, while Baby took over the watch. Sophie said she used to do this in the League of German Girls, before her ma and pa realised what was going on.

Every time Baby thought she saw the tiny dot of an approaching plane, it only turned out to be a bird. Baby was finding it harder and harder to believe in Ida’s ‘Harry’. Not that she had much in the first place, if she was honest. 

‘If Underwood isn’t back in here in the next few minutes, we’ll have to be getting back to the station,’ said the old copper. ‘We can’t waste any more police time, and besides, these young people ...’ He pointed at a neat line of girls and honorary girls running on the spot while Frank barked his head off. ‘Now we’ve found these young scallywags, they need to be dealt with. I’ve already set the ball rolling in that direction. Or should I say snowball? Ha ha!’ But no one was laughing with him.

Ida sat up.

A whirring like a cigarette card clicking-clacking on a bike wheel buzzed in the distance.

Ida stood up.

The buzz became a rumble.

Ida ran to the huge snow-and-sky-filled doorway. 

And with a hope bursting inside her, Baby ran too.

Ida grabbed Baby’s hand. Baby forgot about being a dot. Her heart beat like an elephant’s. If she’d had a trunk, she’d have blown it.

And hand in hand, they ran.

Feet flicking snow, they ran past the girls, past Sergeant Jackson huffing and puffing outside the hangar, past Spencer dozing in the Black Maria, past William’s snow angel, past Frank woofing at the snowman, to the runway. 

The rumble became a roar.

Ida squeezed Baby’s hand, and hardly daring to look up, they hoped together.
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36: The Hum of Another Poorly Tuned Engine
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A small red plane wobbled and shook in the sky, getting bigger and bigger. It wasn’t going to crash, was it?

It dropped its undercarriage and landed with a giant thump on Hamwell Airfield’s runway.

Sergeant Jackson heaved himself back into the van and nudged Constable Spencer snoozing in the driver’s seat. Spencer started the van and, before Sergeant Jackson had pulled the door shut, sped towards the plane.

The plane taxied and stopped in front of Ida, almost nose to nose at the end of the runway.

The police van overshot, screeched in a U-turn, finally stopping barely yards from its parking spot. Sergeant Jackson and Constable Spencer bundled out with their truncheons raised. They stood nervously round the plane, whose propellers were still spinning.

‘The steps! The steps!’ Sergeant Jackson pointed his truncheon at the aircraft steps half-buried in the little snowdrift at the edge of the field where Harry had pushed them.

Constable Spencer pushed them across the tarmac into place and resumed his position nervously.

Harry gave Ida the thumbs up from the cockpit. 

She had springs for boots. She was so happy her whole body smiled, and she couldn’t stop herself; Ida wrapped her arms round Baby. ‘You see! You see!’

‘I see,’ said Baby. ‘You best go and get ’er.’

The plane door opened with a big clunk. Harry stood on the top step with Bonnie. But his hand, his fist was bloody, and he was cradling his arm against his chest.

Ida opened her arms and ran to her sister.

Bonnie held the rail and almost danced down the steps to meet Ida. They clung to each other, together again at last.

‘He’s in there.’ Harry directed Constable Spencer and Sergeant Jackson inside the plane. ‘Sorry it took a while.’ Harry indicated his bloody fist and hurt arm, and flicked back his long black fringe. ‘It took a little more persuasion than just the Ovaltine! I bet you didn’t think I was coming back!’ 

Ida had no words at all. Over Bonnie’s shoulder, she could only smile at Harry and hope that that told him how grateful she was.

Constable Spencer nervously marched up the steps, dangling handcuffs, Sergeant Jackson giving him encouraging little pushes from behind.

‘I didn’t want to go. Not really.’ Bonnie sniffed into Ida’s shoulder. ‘But Uncle Arthur kept telling me you were coming too. He kept telling me. I’m sorry, Da, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’ 

Ida buried her wet face in Bonnie’s hair and whispered, ‘I know, I know ...’

Ida was still clinging to Bonnie when the others came and joined them. Brian stroked Bonnie’s hair, and Robert asked her if she wanted to help with the snowman, a snowy likeness of Sergeant Jackson, complete with helmet. Frank flicked snow as his tail wagged nineteen to the dozen.

But something wasn’t quite right. Ida couldn’t put her finger on it. Bonnie was back playing in the snow like any eight-year-old would be doing. So she wasn’t going to worry.

A groaning and shuffling came from just inside the door of the plane. Constable Spencer and Sergeant Jackson appeared carrying Uncle Arthur like one of his own dead bodies. Sergeant Jackson huffed and puffed backwards down the steps with Uncle Arthur’s feet while Constable Spencer carried the head end. Uncle Arthur’s nose was bloody and his head lolled.

‘His own sleeping preparation, in the Ovaltine, of course,’ explained Harry, following them down the steps, cradling his injured arm. ‘Didn’t have quite enough. He took a while to go off, then started coming round on landing, so desperate measures ...’ 

Ida was trying to imagine Harry dealing with a groggy Uncle Arthur when she heard the cough and splutter of another, very poorly tuned engine.

There was a little squeal of brakes, and Underwood’s van, the one that could easily be mistaken for a laundry van, if you were Robert, stopped on the tarmac.

Leaning over the steering wheel, her eyes narrow and with a grin as broad as a Cheshire cat’s, was Mrs Bullar.

What is she doing here? 

Mrs Bullar unwedged herself from the driver’s seat, slammed the driver’s door behind her, straightened her jacket and marched across the muddle of snowy footprints to Sergeant Jackson.

Bill lurched along behind her.

William made a run for it. But nobody was bothering about him.

Mrs Bullar pointed a commanding finger at the girls. ‘I believe you have the abducted Bonnie Barnes and, it appears, some more children in need of Nettlefield Grange’s care, Sergeant.’

Before Ida realised what was happening, Bill had his beefy arms round Bonnie and was dragging her into Underwood’s van.

No! NO! NO! 

Bonnie screamed, ‘Da, what’s happening? I want to stay with you!’

Ida ran, slipping on the icy patches but picking herself up again and scrambling, arms and legs akimbo, for the door before it shut. 

But Bill, Bad Bill Teasdale, had already bundled her away and locked it.
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37: But She’s a Blackshirt Too!
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It was like losing Sophie all over again. Cannonball Baby hurled herself at the van. 

Ida Barnes was thumping on the back door. ‘You – can’t – do – this!’ 

Baby hollered, ‘She don’t wanna go!’ and joined Ida hammering on the door.

And from the inside, Bonnie Barnes, a little version of Sophie, banged on the window too, with both fists.

But the fat old copper Sergeant Jackson huffed over from having locked the undertaker in the Black Maria. His chubby fingers gripped tight round Ida’s arm. ‘Now, Ida, you know it’s for the best. You’re not old enough to look after Bonnie.’

Baby knew for a fact that Ida was. 

‘You sound just like Uncle Arthur, and can’t you see? She’s in it with him! They did it together! She’s a Blackshirt too!’

But the old copper, huffing and puffing with Ida’s struggling, just grunted. ‘Evidence, Ida. Get me some evidence.’

Baby locked arms with Ida. ‘If you takes ’er, you takes me an’ all.’ At last they’d joined up.

‘Like I say, miss,’ said Sergeant Jackson, ‘the lady ha’n’t done anything wrong. Well, she ha’n’t broken the law.’

‘She has, and I know where the evidence is!’ shouted Ida at the top of her voice.

But he’d stopped listening. Mrs Bullar was pointing at the girls. ‘We’ll take those too, but leave the dog.’ 

Way out front, guarding them all as best he could, Frank snarled his best guard dog snarl. 

‘Split!’ shouted Baby, flinging her arms out and pointing in opposite directions.

Brian, Fingers, Robert and Sophie, who had very quickly found her place in the gang, ran like they’d exploded.

But before any of them could get any distance, yet another van, the laundry van, all fixed and the engine purring like a tiger, parked between Underwood’s and the Black Maria. 

A lady in an old-fashioned coat and a fruit basket for a hat slid out of the passenger seat.

The girls stopped in their snowy tracks.

The lady waved her gloved hand at the girls, now forming a wide circle round the three vans. ‘Officer, these young people belong to me. They are all employed by my laundry, in a part-time capacity, of course, and I’ve come to take them home. Miss Barnes too, if you will.’

Baby unhooked Ida from the bewildered policeman’s arm. ‘Come on, Ida, you know you can’t afford to lose this job.’ She winked a face-stretching wink. ‘You know Mrs Watts don’t take no nonsense.’

Leonard leaned out through the driver’s window. ‘I’m sorry about the dodgy fan belt. Only remembered when it was too late. The boss said Ernie could give me a lift to get the van ’cause Mother was all right after all ...’

Baby swiped her finger across her neck to stop him talking. 

Gin, in Leonard’s ma’s Sunday best, was shaking her head too, trying desperately to do the same. She was right, Leonard was ‘lovely’, with lots of friends, but he was a right noodle at playing along.

Mrs Bullar was too busy huffing and snorting at being thwarted to notice. ‘We’ll make do with the younger Barnes girl. Come on, chop-chop, I have to collect my car at that idiot Rogers’s garage.’

She squeezed into the front seat.

With little Bonnie’s angel face in the back window, they sped away.
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38: The Flight to Mr Rogers’s Garage
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Ida’s heart again had sped away with Bonnie, but this time the space it left behind was packed solid with determination.

Gin held the back door of the laundry van open and shooed them all in. 

‘Not again!’ Fingers slumped in the snow.

‘It’s not going to break down again, is it?’ asked Brian.

‘It will be much better than a box for the dead.’ Sophie obediently clambered in first.

‘Too right! Me and Frank thinks it’s fun!’ Frank leaped into Robert’s arms with a woof, and they both practically threw themselves in after Sophie.

‘Baby, Ida, are you coming?’ asked Gin.

Still catching her breath from the whirlwind of events, ‘Evidence’ was all Ida could say. 

‘Evidence to finish the job,’ said Baby, ‘and our Ida knows where it is.’

At last Ida felt she was getting somewhere.

‘Where’s that, darling?’

‘Rogers’s Garage, Queen Street, off West Street, Nettlefield. Have to get there before her. She’s on her way there now!’ The words tumbled out of Ida’s mouth one on top of the other. She had no idea if they made sense.

Gin opened the passenger door and slid over next to Leonard. ‘Got it, and for goodness’ sake, jump in, you two! Step on it, Leonard!’

Leonard revved the laundry van engine.

‘Wait!’ Harry was running across the snowy tarmac from his plane. ‘Ida! Do you want to fly?’

Ida thought she would burst with her worry for Bonnie, her joy at having friends, her gratitude to Harry, her red-hot, clawing anger for Mrs Bullar, Uncle Arthur and anyone in a Blackshirt uniform, but on top of all that, with the thrill that she was actually going to fly!

‘Would I? You bet! Leonard, go straight to the town hall!’ She ran to the little red plane on the runway.

Harry ran after her, cradling his injured arm, but veered off into the hangar. ‘Not that one, she’s out of fuel, and besides, we couldn’t land her. Come on, we’re going in the gyrocopter!’

‘The what?’ Ida’s excitement turned to an ice-solid snowball in the pit of her belly when she realised what Harry meant.

‘I’ve had her up a few times; she’s perfectly safe. One thing ...’ He lifted his injured arm. ‘Ida, you’re going to have to operate the stick. Don’t worry, I’ll talk you through. She only needs a short take off and this one could land on a sixpence if she needed to. There’s plenty of space in front of that church on West Street.’

The gyrocopter looked like only half a plane. Did it even have an engine?

‘Come on!’ Harry’s feet echoed in the huge, otherwise empty hangar. ‘We’ll be there in ten minutes. It’ll take nearer an hour by road, and she could have got away with it by then!’ He climbed into the open cockpit, leaving space for Ida. ‘You can do it, Ida!’

She was going to ‘operate the stick’! Ida Barnes had driven a van, and now she was going to fly! She tingled all over at the thought. But her hands were trembling and she felt her heart heave. Driving was one thing, but flying?

Then she thought of Bonnie and realised she didn’t have a choice. With Mrs Bullar’s head start, goodness knows what the horrible woman would have done with Bonnie by the time they got there by road. And any evidence could well have gone up in smoke.

Ida held her hands level in front of her nose, and steady. She could do this. So with Alf’s new jacket wrapped round her body, she took a big breath, pressed her lips together and sprinted to the wingless gyrocopter. 

Ida climbed aboard and squeezed into the seat next to Harry. 

‘You’ll be fine once she’s in the air.’ He gave Ida a pair of aviator goggles. ‘Wear these.’

She was fine until Harry started the engine – at least there was one – and taxied the gyrocopter out of the hangar. 

‘This is the stick!’ shouted Harry over the noise of the engine. ‘Tilt it backwards, we go up, and forwards, we go down. ‘I’ll operate the rudder pedals and the throttle.’

The chest flutters and the unsteadiness returned. The gyrocopter felt like a rattly old bike, like bits could drop off at any moment. Ida clung to the stick and twisted to check the tail was still there. She hardly dared to look above her head at the huge, springy propeller. It began to rotate and was soon going round so fast you couldn’t see the blades.

Then something amazing happened. The gyrocopter lifted off the ground! 

‘Back, Ida. Just a touch ...’

Ida pulled back gently on the stick, and the gyrocopter moved forward and higher. She couldn’t believe she was actually doing it! Ida shook with the fright and the thrill of it.

Strangely, the higher they went, the calmer she felt, and when they were high enough, she levelled the stick.

‘That’s right, Ida! You’re a natural!’ said Harry.

And at last there was a minute or two to enjoy the ride. They hovered high over the Hamwell River, a ship sailing down Southampton Water, and the white fields and hedges and trees. The world was so small from the sky. Up there, with her hand on the stick instead of Harry’s injured one, Ida felt she could do anything. Of course she could get Bonnie and get the evidence to put horrible Mrs Bullar away for a very long time.

The blades whirred and the motor clackety-clacked. Ida felt a snowflake cold on her nose. She wiped it away and felt more on her hand and the back of her neck.

Harry pointed ahead through the fresh white flakes. Amazing! There was the church! They were over Nettlefield already. 

As anxious as Ida was to get to Mr Rogers’s garage, up there in the clean white world, a very tiny bit of her didn’t want to come down to earth ever again. 

Minutes later they had descended quite a way, and they were almost over a patch of smooth, flat white, where underneath was the churchyard green.

It was very small. 

Then Harry did something terrifying.

He turned off the engine. Ida was sure they were going to fall out of the sky. But no. The blades continued to turn, and when she pushed the stick forward, they descended like a bumble bee hovering over a marigold. The gyrocopter as good as fell out of the sky, very slowly, straight down, and landed with the softest bump.

Ida had done it! She’d flown a plane! Sort of. Her heart was in her throat, but only two thoughts were in her head: Bonnie and evidence.

She jumped out of the cockpit. Her legs collapsed beneath her, but she picked herself up, swallowed a lungful of freezing-cold air and headed for the churchyard gate with Harry right behind. He hustled her through the gathering crowd of Saturday afternoon shoppers carrying bags bulging with Christmas presents. ‘Go, Ida, go! I don’t trust her!’ he said.

She ignored the gasps and the tuts and the ‘Well, I never did’s and ran at top speed down West Street to Mr Rogers’s garage while Harry, with no thought for his arm, ran in the opposite direction, towards Nettlefield Grange.

But the garage was shut. The snow was already filling the footprints on the forecourt.

Ida banged on the doors and tried the handle, but it was locked. She rubbed a hole in the ice on the window with her fist and peered through. ‘Mr Rogers! Are you there?’

She could see the Ruby but no Mr Rogers. She banged on the door again. He had to be there! She wasn’t going to have to break in, was she? But she would if she had to.

‘Hold on! Hold on!’ Mr Rogers appeared between the two petrol pumps, with a bulging shopping bag in each hand. ‘Had to pop out and get something for the nippers for Christmas.’ He put one of his bags down and pulled a chain of keys from his trouser pocket. ‘What’s all the fuss about, Ida, love?’

In the warmth of the garage, where two little electric fires were glowing red hot, Ida explained. Words stuttered out of her mouth faster than she could think them.

Fortunately, Mr Rogers understood and opened the Ruby’s passenger door. 

Ida wriggled her way under the dashboard, unhooked the latch and rummaged in the hidden compartment, which wasn’t another way to get to the engine. She felt the waxy cover of the pale pink bank paying-in book, the crinkle of more paper, rustly receipts scrawled in ink with the shop’s name at the top of each one, and pulled it all out. 

Evidence.

Evidence that Mrs Hilda Bullar was using the orphanage’s money for herself. It didn’t prove she was a Blackshirt. Ida strongly suspected they all knew that anyway. It wasn’t a crime. And besides, she reckoned, judging by their march, all kinds of people thought that the horrible Blackshirts were right, just like some people in Germany thought that Mr Hitler and his Nazis were right. But the bundle of papers did prove that Mrs Bullar was a thief, and that was definitely a crime.

Mr Rogers scratched his head. ‘Well, I never!’

‘I have to get this to the council. It’s enough to get her the sack at least. Thank you, Mr Rogers!’ Ida squeezed his hand with all the warmth she could muster, and with the bankbook tucked inside her overalls and the bundle rolled up under her arm, she pushed the garage door open.

‘But, Ida ...’

Mr Rogers’s voice faded away as she ran. There were no buts. She ran through streets, through the snow lying on the pavements, piling up against the kerbs, past twinkling shop windows and through the hardier Saturday afternoon Christmas shoppers.

When she reached the town hall, she realised what Mr Rogers was trying to tell her as she’d left.

But, Ida, it’s Saturday afternoon. The town hall’s shut.
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39: Evidence
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Leonard slammed his foot on the brake just in time. The van mounted the pavement and stopped at the bottom of the town hall steps. Baby flung open the back doors in relief. Oh boy, oh boy, she hadn’t half had enough of rackety old vans.

A small crowd of Christmas shoppers poked their noses in. 

Baby, Fingers, Brian, Sophie, Robert and Frank burst out through nosy old women puffing their chests to ‘Oh my word!’, ‘Well, I never did!’, ‘What is the world coming to?’ 

‘Blimey, we thought William was bad, but ’e was terrible!’ said Fingers, picking herself up from the road.

Swaying, Brian leaned on the laundry van. ‘I feel dizzy.’

Robert staggered round in a circle. ‘It were brilliant, weren’t it, Frank?’ And Frank, with springs for legs, jumped into his arms again and licked his face.

‘It was certainly exciting,’ said Sophie, wrapped in a laundry blanket.

Steam spewed out from under the bonnet, and Leonard leaped from the cab, punching the air with his fists. ‘I beat them coppers! I beat ’em! Just call me Sir Malcolm Campbell!’ 

Gin stumbled out into the dirty snow. Leonard’s ma’s fruit basket hat, a bit squashed, slid off the cab floor after her.

Free of the van at last, they all scrambled up to Ida on the top step. Frank reached her first and yapped excitedly at her heels. Leonard recovered himself at the bottom. His wide grin was still splitting his face in two.

‘Let me in!’ she banged with her fists on the enormous front door, the small bundle of evidence screwed up in one of them.

‘Why don’t we just go to the police?’ asked Brian.

‘There has to be more!’ Ida thumped on the door again. ‘We have to have enough to make sure!’ said Ida, not giving up.

Frank yapped and jumped and scratched at the door. 

But Baby could see it was no use. ‘Ida, come on, girl. ’E said get ’im evidence, and you’ve got it.’ Though she had to admit the little screwed-up bundle in Ida’s hand didn’t look much good against Mrs Bullar, who seemed to have convinced everyone that she was just doing her job.

A side door creaked open.

A young woman in a jaunty knitted beret, and her collar up against the cold wind, clip-clopped in her sensible shoes down the town hall steps.

Ida Barnes waved the book and the bundle of papers. ‘Miss Lovelock! These are for your boss. It’s evidence that Mrs Bullar has been stealing from the orphanage!’

‘At last! Thank you, Ida! Exactly what I need!’ The young woman snatched the papers and was so pleased with them her beret nearly slid off her head. She pushed it back on and stuffed the papers inside her case, which seemed to contain a whole load more. ‘I know exactly what to do with these.’

Harry ran up to them. ‘Ida! Ida!’ He bent double over his knees, catching his breath. ‘She’s getting away in Underwood’s van ... with Bonnie!’

‘Come on, girls, no vans this time! We’re stopping ’er the old way!’ Baby slipped through the crowd like a slither of soap. She grabbed Ida’s hand, and they ran for Ida’s sister, for their lives, for the lives of kids everywhere and to see that horrible woman get what she deserved. Fingers, Gin, Sophie, Brian, Robert and Frank followed. They ran past the late afternoon shoppers, spinning on their heels at such a sight, past the lights in the windows, past the gyrocopter still drawing a crowd in the churchyard and past the dirty, heaped-up snow.

In the green gassy glow of the streetlights, like the wind, they ran, six girls, a boy and a dog.
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40: What a Birthday!
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Underwood’s van, dodging the bigger bushes, with Mrs Bullar hunched over the steering wheel, bumped and bounced across the orphanage grounds.

In the distance, the Black Maria, its headlamps glaring, was hurtling round the bend under the railway bridge.

Bad Bill pulled the padlock and chain through the wrought-iron gates and flung them open. 

In front of Ida, Baby stopped and stuck out her arm. 

With a “doof” in her belly, Ida ran into Baby’s arm. Her arm might have been small, but it had the strength of an iron bar.

‘Wait a sec. Watch ...’ said Baby.

With a roaring rev on the engine, Mrs Bullar sped through the orphanage gates, bumped off the kerb into the road and, without looking right or left, crashed with an enormous bang and crunch of metal right into the Black Maria, stopping it dead in its tracks.

Steam billowed out from under the scrunched bonnet of Underwood’s van. Constable Spencer flung open his door and stumbled out to inspect the damage – a huge dent in the empty police van, the Black Maria.

As soon as he saw the policeman, Bill dropped the heavy padlock chain and, with fists like pistons, ran up West Street ...

... right into the girls. He tried to dodge through them, but he was clumsy and stupid, and they were nimble and clever.

Gin leaped onto his back and wrestled him to the ground. ‘Oh no you don’t, you coward, Teasdale!’

Sophie, Brian and Fingers joined her, helping to pin Bill to the pavement, while Frank and Robert snarled at the horrible young man.

‘I was only doin’ me job. You don’t know what they’re like! Get that dog off me!’ 

Mrs Bullar peeled herself off the steering wheel and leaned against the inside of the driver’s door. It fell off its broken hinges and clattered onto the road, and Mrs Bullar, clutching a carpet bag to her chest, rolled out onto all fours, her hair hanging in straggles over her face, like some monstrous creature from a swamp.

Ida towered over the horrible woman with her hands on her hips. ‘Bonnie! Where is Bonnie?’ she demanded. ‘What have you done with her?’

‘Get out of my way, you stupid girl!’ Mrs Bullar, her hair unpinned and her scarf falling off her neck, was trying to stand up.

‘Ida! It’s all right. She’s here.’ Baby yanked at the back doors. They both flew open at once, and moments later Baby appeared with Bonnie in her arms, her golden head resting on Baby’s shoulder. ‘She’s all right, just a bit of a bump.’

Ida flung her arms round them both, Baby and Bonnie, and held them as tight as if they were falling off a cliff and Ida was the only one who could save them, though with all her heart, Ida knew now that no one could have been saved without Baby. 

Mrs Bullar was uselessly brushing the snow off her jacket. She picked up her carpet bag and wrapped her salmon-pink silk scarf round her neck.

‘That was my mother’s scarf! She has it!’ shouted Sophie. ‘She stole it from me in London!’ Sophie left the others sitting on Bill, shot through the onlookers and fearlessly yanked her mum’s scarf off Mrs Bullar’s neck.

Frank woofed, and seeming to understand him, Fingers took up snarling and growling at the cowering Bill as Frank followed Sophie and dashed towards Mrs Bullar and the kerfuffle round the crash.

‘Frank! Wait for me!’ Robert ran after him.

Sergeant Jackson had at last extricated himself from the cab of the Black Maria and staggered round to the steam-hissing undertaker’s van. ‘Now then, this here is criminal damage to a police vehicle, let alone dangerous driving. There’s a driving test now, my good woman ...’

Mrs Bullar flicked back her hair with a neat jerk. With blood trickling over her forehead, she hitched up her skirts and, still clutching the carpet bag, made a run for it through the snow.

Sergeant Jackson blew his whistle, but it was Frank, the snowy-white bullet of a dog that also knew she wasn’t to be trusted, who got her. With his ears like the Silver Lady’s wings on a Rolls Royce and his teeth bared white and shiny, he charged at Mrs Bullar’s ankles. 

Mrs Bullar stumbled, and Frank, his teeth clamped just under her bulbous calves, brought her crashing to the ground. Her carpet bag flew out of her hand. The clasp opened mid-air, and five-pound notes, like giant snowflakes, fluttered onto the crowd that had eagerly followed the action up West Street. 

Robert, with a glee that could only come from at last being able to get his own back on the despicable woman, and following the girls’ example, jumped on her back as if she was the bounciest bed. And Frank, with a fresh snarl especially for her, growled low and menacing in her face, every single one of his teeth gleaming.

* * *
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Ida had never had such a birthday! She had never had such a Christmas! She had never had such friends! She had never been quite as happy.

If only Mum could have been there to see it. Though if she had been, would any of this have happened? Ida had such a Christmas pudding mix-up of feelings.

Miss Lovelock was especially glad she came into work that Saturday afternoon to finish the huge pile of paperwork Mr Wimpole had given her for the Christmas holidays, paperwork generated by Mrs Bullar to hide her own dishonesty. It turned out that Miss Lovelock had been trying to tell Mr Wimpole – without getting the sack – that Mrs Bullar was stealing from the council. They called it ‘embezzling’. But Mr Wimpole rather liked Mrs Bullar – ‘She’s a magnificent woman!’ – and actually, he had been worried about his job too. Mrs Bullar had lots of friends in high places, lots of Blackshirt friends.

‘This was exactly why I didn’t want to go to the police straight away,’ explained Ida to everyone, sipping sweet cocoa and unwrapping presents round the enormous Christmas tree in the glittering Nettlefield Grange dining hall.

Aggie had just had her best Christmas ever and was a bit overcome by all the excitement, like all the other orphans. Ida marvelled at how changed Nettlefield Grange was. The grim portrait of the man with mutton chop whiskers had gone, and a huge vase of holly and mistletoe decorated the mantelpiece instead. Brightly coloured streamers and paper chains criss-crossed the ceiling; candles flickered on the windowsills; and presents for the orphans were piled up under the tree dripping with gold and silver streamers and sparkling with Brian’s dad’s glass stones from his machine. 

The tables pushed against the walls, covered in red and green Christmassy cloths, were loaded with food. But perhaps best of all, considering how cold Ida had been for, well, it seemed like forever, an enormous fire crackled and roared in the huge fireplace.

The orphans’ first Nettlefield Christmas had been provided by the very ashamed of himself Mr Wimpole, an especially jolly Sergeant Jackson dressed as Father Christmas, and many of the Nettlefield shopkeepers. They had raided Mrs Bullar’s stores, not just Ida and Robert’s cupboard but at least half a dozen more dotted round the Grange, where she had been stocking up for the Nazi invasion that she and Uncle Arthur believed would surely happen. 

Brian assured everyone that her dad had told her that that invasion would never happen, because he’d checked out the next eighty years or so, and he was confident the only people to invade mainland Great Britain would still be the French in the 1700s. He did also say that in eighty years’ time, there would be people who would think the country had been invaded, but it absolutely had not. Brian’s dad really was bonkers, though Brian, with Miss Lovelock’s and Mr Wimpole’s help, had persuaded the asylum to let him come out for a visit and bring Abel to see his old home in the new year.

There was so much to go over and retell, but for now everyone was happy just to enjoy Christmas and perhaps just one tale of the adventure. 

‘Can we have that one again, miss?’ asked one of Aggie’s friends.

‘Of course you can, Gerald.’ Miss Lovelock enjoyed it too because it was the moment she had waved goodbye to piles of paperwork and her mean landlady. It also meant she was able to bring her mum to live with her as Nettlefield’s oldest orphan and, best of all, was cheered in as the new matron of Nettlefield Grange.

The orphans, including Aggie, who really was an orphan, Harry, Sergeant Jackson, Baby, Fingers, Gin, Brian, Sophie, Bonnie, Ida and Robert, who definitely wasn’t an orphan, with Frank nestled on his lap, all gathered round the fire to listen one more time.

‘If you’re sitting comfortably, I’ll begin.’

After some enthusiastic nodding from her audience, Miss Lovelock did indeed begin.

‘Mrs Bullar thought she’d got away with it. She didn’t realise some brave and clever girls ...’ 

Bonnie put up her hand. ‘Miss? Mum called Ida her wonder girl.’

Miss Lovelock nodded at Bonnie. ‘Yes, that is so true! Mrs Bullar didn’t realise that some brave and clever wonder girls called Ida, Baby, Florence –’

Fingers went bright red at hearing her full, proper name.

‘– Brenda, Virginia and Sophie had rumbled her plan.’

The children all turned to beam at the girls sitting at the back with Miss Lovelock’s mum in her wheelchair. They blushed at the use of their real names.

Miss Lovelock told the story of the evil Blackshirt Uncle Arthur, the race to the docks, Mrs Bullar’s failed escape and of the girls, every one a wonder girl, including Robert and, of course, Fearless Frank. She told of Ida the brilliant mechanic, her thrilling rides in the tugboat and the gyrocopter, and of Baby, the small brown girl with a wisdom well past her years and a mother’s heart big enough for all the kids in peril she was ever going to meet. 

Miss Lovelock ended her story with how all the other orphans, watching Mrs Bullar’s final capture, jumped and cheered for joy, banging on the windows with their fists.

‘But I ain’t an orphan,’ piped up Robert, waving his arm in the air. ‘’Cause we’re going to find my mum, aren’t we, Ida?’

‘We certainly are!’ Ida still wasn’t sure how, but she was sure that Mr Wimpole, who was definitely not a Blackshirt and was very ashamed of how he was fooled by them, would do anything to help.

Frank, who seemed to know that the story was a lot about him, woofed and leaped onto Miss Lovelock’s lap, his tail wagging like the gyrocopter’s propeller. 

‘Even the orphanage cooks and cleaners and gardeners and caretakers, who really didn’t like being cruel and mean, came outside in the snow and clattered their pots and pans and brooms and spades. They cheered too when the police took Mrs Bullar away. They even caught a few of her five-pound notes.’

‘But,’ Miss lovelock continued, as a little tear brimmed in her eye, ‘the biggest cheer was from me, from my heart –’ she pressed her hand to chest ‘– when Mr Wimpole asked me if I’d like to look after these children, and I said I would love to!’
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41: So Many Happy Endings
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Miss Lovelock, kind-hearted and loving, the new matron of Nettlefield Grange Orphanage, leaned forward in her story chair by the fire. ‘This has been my best Christmas ever, but now it’s time for bed.’

The children groaned, but as their beds were covered in Mrs Bullar’s blankets, furs and quilts, plus one of the orphanage caretakers now had to go round and put a hot-water bottle in each bed ten minutes before bedtime, the children didn’t really mind that much. 

Watching Ida put her arm round her sister to take her up to bed was like an extra hot water bottle for Baby.

‘I think I’m all right now,’ said Bonnie. ‘You can stay down for a bit with the older ones if you like.’ She hugged Ida extra hard before following brave Aggie up the east wing staircase. 

‘Girls,’ said Miss Lovelock, ‘would you like to stay here tonight instead of next door? We have six extra beds upstairs in the old matron’s dressing room in the west wing. They’re all warming with brand-new sheets ...’ Miss Lovelock nodded her head, willing them to say yes. ‘And we have kippers for breakfast.’ 

The orphanage handymen had been hard at work repairing The Lillie to Abel Spark’s – whose secret den it used to be – original design, and while that was going on, the girls had been bunking up in the empty house under the railway bridge with the overgrown garden next door to the orphanage. Fortunately, the trains had stopped for Christmas.

‘What d’you say?’ Baby looked round at Fingers, Gin, Sophie, Brian and Ida, and was met with ‘Too right!’, ‘Fabulous, darling!’, ‘I would like that!’, ‘Yes, please!’ and ‘Thank you, I’d love that!’

‘I think that’s a yes, miss. So, yes, please, we would like to accept yer kind invitation,’ said Baby.

‘Lovely! I’ll leave you to go up when you’re ready.’ In the kindest way, Miss Lovelock carried on shooing the orphans and not-orphans, like Robert and Frank, to bed.

Harry, who’d been quiet the whole evening, stood up from the dark corner where he’d been sitting with his back against the wall, listening to the story. He came across to Miss Lovelock as she kissed the last child goodnight. He offered her his arm. ‘Would you like a short stroll in the moonlight, June?’

‘Why, thank you, Harry. When the children and Mother are in bed, I think I would. Could one of you girls put out the lights before you go up, please?’

The orphans and not-orphans trooped upstairs; a nurse collected Miss Lovelock’s mum; and Harry and Miss Lovelock wrapped up for their moonlight stroll.

As the big front door creaked, Baby beckoned the girls and Ida into a huddle round the fire. ‘That’s it, as close as you can,’ said Baby.

They pulled their rickety chairs together by the glowing embers in the grate. ‘We’re a gang,’ said Gin. ‘How gloriously marvellous!’

‘And I think we have a name,’ said Sophie, looking each way at the girls.

‘The Wonder Girls is a spiffing name,’ said Gin, crossing her legs elegantly. 

‘I like it.’ Fingers nodded slowly in agreement. ‘So we’re stopping for good, are we?’

Baby’s heart lurched. ‘Who knows, Fingers, me old chum? But if we did, would that be all right?’

Fingers made a little shrug of her shoulders. ‘S’pose.’ But the shadow of a smile on Fingers’s face told Baby it certainly was all right. 

Brian nodded enthusiastically and tried the name out for size. ‘Yes ... the Wonder Girls ... it’s a good name, for good people. But what’s your name going to be, Ida?’

‘She means your gang name,’ said Fingers.

‘At the moment, I’m happy being just Ida, one of the Wonder Girls,’ she said.

‘Then just Ida it is,’ said Baby.

‘And Sophie,’ said Brian, ‘you belonged to this gang the first time Baby told us about you.’ Brian really was very clever – she just knew things.

A tear formed in Sophie’s eye. ‘My parents are tailors, so you can call me “Stitch”.’

Baby struggled with a lump in her throat too. After all her girls had gone to bed, she stood in the empty hall. She smiled at the card, a picture of the tug Calshot from Ida’s ‘friend’ Alf on the mantelpiece.

Baby switched off all the sparkling electric lights and, dragging a chair round with her to stand on,  blew out the candles on the windowsills one by one.

By the last candle, the one where Harry had sat for Miss Lovelock’s story time, Baby picked up a scrap of newspaper off the floor. It was folded like one of her notes. She peeled the folds open.

It was the most evil cold-hearted devil of ’em all, Herr Hitler, holding a little girl that could so easily have been Bonnie. It wasn’t the Blackshirts’ lightning strike on the paper but the symbol they’d stolen from her people. 

Baby screwed it up, marched over to the grate and threw it in the fire. It burst into flame and was gone, but it left a strange shadow over her heart. Kids are never going to be safe until those Blackshirts, Nazis and everyone like them have been sent packing.

She stepped up on her chair to blow out the last candle and, through the window, saw Mr Pilot Harry take Miss Lovelock’s hands in his.

The shadow retreated to some dark, faraway corner, and Wonder Girl Baby felt as warm as one of Old Lady Jupp’s buns, fresh out of the oven, at all the happy endings.

––––––––
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The End until ...
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A cast of thousands, despicable villains and an unexpected reunion with disastrous consequences!

ENGLAND 1937: 4000 child refugees from The Spanish Civil War are due to arrive at Southampton Docks . . .

Sixteen-year-old aspiring doctor, Letitia, is determined to help with the rescue effort. Most of the children are taken to a camp, north of the town but some under the 'care' of a teacher called Easton Fitzgerald are billeted at Nettlefield Grange Orphanage. Baby is sure the Blackshirts are putting kids in peril again – have they jumped from the frying pan into the fire?

Baby and the other Wonder Girls must work out what the fascists are really up to, and to prevent a Nazi invasion, persuade Letitia to value what she's actually good at.

To read the next exciting story, go to: https://www.jmcarr.com/twg-2

Or scroll on to find out about the Reader’s
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Readers’ Gang
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I love sharing my stories with other readers, so I do hope you’ll sign up to my Readers’ Gang.

If you do, I’ll send you an exclusive to the gang, Wonder Girls short. You might think you know how Fingers earned her nickname. She is a pickpocketing burglar after all but the truth may surprise you...

To get a free copy of The Naming of Florrie,  set in 1935, go to https://www.jmcarr.com/ to sign up.

My email newsletter will land in your inbox about once a month or if I have something exciting to share. It will contain book news – about mine and those I can recommend and interesting background snippets about the stories.

You can unsubscribe at any time.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Did you enjoy ‘The Wonder Girls’?
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You Can Make a Big Difference

Honest reviews do a brilliant job of drawing attention to books. Particularly independently published ones without a huge advertising budget!

That attention is essential for sales. 

Sales are really important to me not only because it means more folk are reading my stories, which is thrilling. But also because those sales will help me to publish more. They’ll pay for editors, lovely covers, paperbacks and eventually recording studios to turn the stories into audiobooks. 

So, I would be hugely grateful if you could take a few minutes to write me a review. It doesn’t have to be very long, just a sentence would be great. 

Go to https://www.jmcarr.com/review-links, where there are links to lead you to the relevant pages. Thank You.
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About the Book
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Beware, this section contains spoilers!

The prompt for The Wonder Girls was a photo on the Internet from 1930 of a gang of rebellious looking girls. This immediately made me want to write about Ida, a very unrebellious girl, and the circumstances that would force her to join such a gang. 

Researching Britain in the 1930s, Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists, often known by their nickname ‘The Blackshirts’, quickly provided the inspiration for some baddies and rebelliousness became #resist. 

The Wonder Girls is a story I made up but there are elements rooted in historical fact, some of which I didn’t realise until I researched the story . . .

––––––––
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Lebensborn

When I was thinking about my baddies, I was imagining what could they want that would put children in dire peril? Orphanages had always filled me with dread as a child, perhaps because there are so many horrible fictional ones. I wondered what if my orphanage, which is totally made up, was part of a Blackshirt supply chain?

These would be ambitious, fanatical Blackshirts enamoured with Hitler’s ideas due to their own misguided thinking, greed and desire for power. They would be Blackshirts, who could supply the Nazis with what they most desired — an Aryan master race.  For a suitable reward, the Blackshirts would send children with the right physical Aryan qualities, notably blonde hair, to become part of that race. 

I thought that I’d invented the kidnapping of the blonde children but as an author friend (Matt Killeen, Orphan Monster Spy) pointed out, if you think up something horrible to do with the Nazis it’s highly likely that they thought of it first.

Lebensborn was just such an operation. Set up in 1935 by the SS, a Nazi paramilitary security service under Heinrich Himmler, Lebensborn aimed to increase the Aryan population by encouraging men and women who were also Aryan-looking, to have children.

But during WWII the policy extended to kidnapping Aryan-looking children, not always orphans, from other European countries to see if they were suitable for Germanisation and possibly adoption into Aryan families. Those that failed the tests at this stage were usually killed in one way or another.

I have imagined that my very misguided Uncle Arthur learned of the Lebensborn programme on his first walking holiday in Germany in the spring of 1936 and came up with his plan then. 
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Blackshirts

Some of these British supporters of Adolf Hitler were persuaded to join because of their experiences in WWI. Oswald Mosley, the Leader of the British Union of Fascists, said he was against another war with Germany. 

WWI soldiers, like Ida’s dad, had had terrible experiences during that war. Mosley fought on the Western Front between 1914 and 1915 and for some of that time was a pilot, like Harry. Some WWI veterans could not live with their memories and others survived by never talking about them. My own Uncle Sid was one. A gentle, kind man, he lived well into old age and never spoke about his time fighting for king and country.

War is an awful, awful thing and should always be avoided, but resistance – standing against Nazis and their evil – is just as vital. 

Mosley, like my fictional Uncle Arthur, was an admirer of Hitler. He shared Hitler’s views about Jewish people and acted to incite violence against them, as on 4th October 1936 where my story opens.
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The Battle of Cable Street

Oswald Mosley spoke to thousands of people at huge rallies in the early 1930s. At a rally in Olympia in London in 1934, violence broke out between Mosley’s black shirted bodyguards and protestors. About the same time in Germany, Hitler ordered the murders of his political rivals during The Night of the Long Knives. With these events more people were speaking out against fascism. 

Oswald Mosley was determined, however, and his British Union of Fascists, now popularly known as the Blackshirts, started marching.  They organised uniformed, military style marches through areas like Stepney in East London, where many Jewish people lived. It was obvious to Mosley’s opponents that these marches were designed to start trouble.

But as in Spain, where people were resisting a similar fascist threat, the community around Cable Street came together. They adopted No Pasaran, meaning ‘they shall not pass’, the Spanish slogan for resistance to an enemy and prevented the Blackshirt march.

But in this instance, on that sunny Sunday in October 1936, these Londoners did this by resisting the police more than the Blackshirts. The police were trying to clear the streets of protestors and their makeshift barricades, so that the march could take place. But it eventually became clear to the police commissioner, that to prevent much violence and even loss of life, the march could not go ahead. 

Mosley continued to organise marches, but after Cable Street, the government was concerned enough to pass the Public Order Act 1936 which came into effect on 1st January 1937 banning political uniforms and military style marches.

––––––––
[image: image]


Sophie Scholl

With her brother Hans, Sophie Scholl led The White Rose Student Resistance to Hitler. Like my Sophie, who I named after her, Sophie Scholl was 14 in 1936.

Hitler, though probably never a father himself, in his twisted way saw children as the future. He enjoyed their company and on his personal appearances was regularly greeted by a small girl with a bunch of flowers.

Hitler set up organisations for young people like the well-known Hitler Youth, and The League of German Girls of which the young Sophie Scholl was, at first, an enthusiastic member.

But it didn’t take long before Sophie, like many others in Germany, woke up to the reality of Hitler’s fascism. With her brother Hans and other students at the University of Munich, she painted graffiti and published leaflets condemning Hitler’s mass murder of the Jews, demanding freedom of speech and religion, and urging others to join the resistance. 

Sophie and Hans were so brave as they went to their deaths, tried and executed by the Nazis all on the same day – 22nd February 1943.

With her notes and graffiti, Baby is beginning to lead a resistance in the semi-fictional town of Nettlefield and I hope that, like Sophie, would be as brave.
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Baby

Baby’s backstory is one of an immigrant. She arrived in London on a boat from India at only a few months old and was immediately abandoned. 

When India was part of the British Empire, Indian women, employed as servants to upper class British families for the voyage home, were also often abandoned as soon as their rich employers set foot back in Britain.

Baby is aware of her Indian background though she has barely experienced it. I was thinking of old gangster movie names when I first thought of calling her Baby – like something out of Bugsy Malone. But I’m so grateful to my friend Nazneen, who told me that ‘Baby’ is often used as a child’s name in South Asia. In fact, at the time of writing, I’d recently read about another fictional Baby, in this case an unpleasant old lady, in a novel called The God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy. There is a story behind my Baby’s naming however, which may well form part of another Wonder Girls instalment.
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Nettlefield

The fictional town of Nettlefield, between Portsmouth and Southampton on the south coast of England, is based on Fareham, the town where I grew up. But for Nettlefield, I’ve moved things around, squished and stretched them to suit my purpose. It’s much easier to use a place you’re familiar with as a basis for your fictional setting than starting completely from scratch! Plus being able to lift huge buildings and plonk them somewhere else is lots of fun as anyone who’s played the Sims or Minecraft must know!
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Gyrocopters

Juan de la Cierva invented Gyrocopters, the predecessors of helicopters, in Spain, in 1923. He solved the problem of how to fly safely at low speeds. These first gyrocopters needed space to take off and land, but a few years later in 1927 a German inventor called Engelbert Zaschka developed Juan de la Cierva’s invention, ‘autogiro’ in Spanish, so that they could take off and land vertically. The early gyrocopters also known as gyroplanes or autogyros had a fixed wing similar to an aeroplane wing but Harry’s gyrocopter is one of the later models - Ida describes it like a skeleton of a plane. I wanted it to be scary! Englebert Zaschka also did a lot of work on human-powered aircraft i.e. flying without an engine, so some of his constructions look very precarious. If Ida were a twenty-first century girl she would definitely be building her own gyrocopter and running it on a renewable fuel!  

* * *
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It’s been fun researching the 1930s – they’re history, but when I was writing this first Wonder Girls story, the 1930s were still in living memory. Being a twenty-first century girl, I’ve been really grateful to the Internet for its help. Wikipedia, time and again, has pointed me in the right direction. Without distracting adverts it’s a fantastic resource. If you’re an adult and enjoy learning, please consider supporting Wikipedia to keep it ad-free.

Also, if you’re an adult, you may be interested in an excellent book  – Travellers in the Third Reich by Julia Boyd. It tells the stories of the visitors to Germany in the years between the end of WWI and the end of WWII and how many of them failed to notice that anything was seriously amiss.

Sometimes, it takes children to help adults wake up to the danger.
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