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Prologue

‘How am I supposed to contact you?’ his father hissed 
through gritted teeth. ‘You don’t even know where you’re 
going to live! You’re making a show of me. People will 
talk.’

Ned had walked in on another argument between his 
parents. Arguing was all they seemed to do since the war 
broke out and his mother had started working, much against 
his father’s wishes.

‘I’ll write as soon as Miriam’s found us digs,’ his mother 
replied calmly, though her cracking voice betrayed her. ‘I’ll 
send our forwarding address. And you can post anything 
to us via the National Gallery, of course.’

What was she talking about? Ned closed the kitchen door 
behind him and sat down at the table. His mother smiled 
at him and automatically began slicing bread, even though 
he hadn’t washed his hands yet.

‘Digs! Hark at her. Digs!’ his father said to Ned, as if it 
was the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard.

He knew better than to respond. His father wasn’t looking 
for an opinion.
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‘And who’s this Miriam when she’s at home?’ his father 
snapped, crashing his teacup onto its saucer.

Ned had never heard his mother speak about a Miriam 
before. In fact, he realised, his mother didn’t really have 
any friends. His father didn’t like strangers in the house. 
Didn’t much like them outside the house either.

‘A friend who works for the Foreign Office,’ his mother 
replied. ‘She’s arranged our travel passes. You needn’t worry.’

‘Worry! Of course I’m worried. You’re talking about 
swanning off to another country. You’re my wife! You’ve 
responsibilities here, Helen. I’m putting my foot down!’

Ned gasped. Another country? Where could they possibly 
be going?

‘I’ve signed the Official Secrets Act; you know I have,’ his 
mother said. Clearly it wasn’t the first time she’d reminded 
him of this. ‘I really can’t tell you any more than I already 
have.’

Ned knew from experience that the penalty for breaking 
the Official Secrets Act was prison – or worse, death by firing 
squad! Even if you were a child. You kept your mouth shut 
and got the job done. Or else.

‘That business at the brickyard’s gone to your head. I said 
it was a mistake, didn’t I? Getting ideas above your station. 
Working for the National Gallery indeed!’ His father was 
referring to the top-secret work Ned and his friends Robyn 
and Mary had uncovered at Bletchley Park. Top-secret work 
that it turned out his mother had been involved in! She 
had been working at Bletchley brickyard, helping to keep 
priceless artwork out of enemy hands by taking it out of 
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London to an unknown location. And now it seemed they 
wanted her to get even more involved.

‘I’m sure they can find someone else to fetch their cups of 
tea,’ his father ranted on. ‘You’ve turned the boy’s head too, 
with all this war-effort talk. Bad enough that he’s prancing 
about the gardens, planting flowers like a girl, instead of 
working with me in the funeral parlour.’

His father said ‘girl’ as if it was a bad thing; the girls Ned 
knew were just as good as any boy. And he was proud to be 
an apprentice gardener at Bletchley Park, although he had to 
admit that Mary and Robyn’s new roles were more exciting. 
Life had become a whole lot more interesting since he’d first 
made friends with those two. Robyn had worked with the 
carrier pigeons up in the lofts and Mary had been a bicycle 
messenger, roaming all over the park to deliver top-secret 
mail. Between them they’d kept a close eye on the thousands 
of adults working at Bletchley – especially a mysterious man 
they’d nicknamed the Heron. But then Mary was sent away 
somewhere to learn a new language and Robyn had started 
spending more time with the motorcycle dispatch riders.

‘Ned will be a real help to me. He’s a big strong lad now, 
and there’ll be lots to do. And, when we come home . . .’ 
his mother tried to negotiate.

Ned nodded enthusiastically but one dark look from his 
father made him stop.

‘Mark my words, you’ll both be home before the end of 
the week. You don’t even speak the language. And don’t 
you dare come crying to me when you’ve made fools of 
yourselves and it’s all gone wrong! Which it will, as anyone 
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can see.’ His father stormed out of the house without so 
much as a goodbye, slamming the kitchen door behind him.

Ned’s mother turned to him and gave an encouraging 
smile. ‘It won’t go wrong. I’m not leaving you behind, Ned. 
Now, look sharp, love, the train won’t wait.’

His mother gestured to two small cases sitting under the 
kitchen table. If this train was taking them on an adventure, 
away from the gloomy funeral parlour and his even gloomier 
father, he’d follow his mother to the ends of the earth!
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February 1942

Ned nervously watched the Cadbury’s delivery truck reverse 
carefully down the mountain path. There were large signs 
everywhere: Keep Away! Danger! The driver had told them 
in no uncertain terms that he didn’t have time to hang about 
or wait for someone to meet them. So he was just leaving 
them in the middle of nowhere.

The truck’s engine cut out and it began to slide in the snow, 
sending gravel and stones skittering down the mountain. 
Ned’s mother clutched his arm, digging her nails in. The 
driver revved the engine and began to descend again, 
cautiously. Ned peeled his mother’s hand from his arm and 
held it, giving it a reassuring squeeze, running his thumb 
over the dent on her finger where her wedding ring used to 
be. Up until then he hadn’t realised she’d taken it off.

Ned kept his eyes fixed on the distinctive writing on the 
side of the truck as it backed away from them, remembering 
the last time he had a bar of Cadbury’s chocolate. When it 
was first announced that sweets were to be rationed, almost 
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two years ago, he’d run to the shop to stock up. But when 
he got there, the Dairy Milk bars had already disappeared. 
The shopkeeper had replaced them with a pale imitation 
that made Ned’s teeth itch when he bit into it.

Ned shook himself slightly; it was freezing up on the slopes 
in the bitter wind. He couldn’t believe that they’d finally 
arrived, after their long and complicated train journeys. 
But now they were here, in this wild, remote landscape, and 
without a clear idea of what was to happen next.

Ned’s stomach growled. They’d not stopped to eat 
anything on the way to Wales and he was, as usual, absolutely 
starving. Since the cup of tea and a few slices of bread and 
jam before they’d left the house, the only things he’d eaten 
were the Spam sandwiches his mother had packed. The 
journey had seemed to go on forever, the train had stopped 
and started so many times. They’d waited for what felt 
like hours while a troop train had been moved. But no one 
complained, no one asked any questions. It was simply 
accepted that the government had taken control of all the 
railways, ports and roads and would do with them as they 
wished.

Ned had stared out of the window to distract himself. He’d 
counted all the cars he could see abandoned by the side of 
the railway lines following the rationing of petrol. Railway 
sleepers haphazardly crisscrossed fields to stop parachutists 
from landing. Roadblocks were here, there and everywhere. 
Shop names were scrubbed out ready for enemy invasion, 
which was all anyone could talk about on the wireless. He’d 
stared out onto anonymous station platforms; they could be 
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anywhere. Having never really travelled far from Bletchley, 
Ned had expected to feel rattled. But he was brimming 
with excitement. He was escaping! It was his turn for an 
adventure, and he was more than ready for it.

Before they got on the train his mother had recommended 
that he only take small sips from their flask of Bovril. This 
had paid off because there were no corridors on the train, 
which meant no toilets. One man had pushed down a window 
and peed out of it, to the collective horror of the carriage.

‘Desperate times, desperate measures!’ he said with a 
deep laugh.

Ned got a gentle prod in the ribs from his mother’s knitting 
needle, for smirking.

‘Why don’t you look out of the other window,’ she’d 
quietly suggested.

Her needles clacked and clicked in time with those of other 
women in their carriage. Everyone was knitting something 
or other. Two old nosy Noras sitting opposite knitted scarves 
while scanning the carriage. They didn’t look down once 
at their stitches; it was, he’d had to admit, impressive. No 
doubt they’d felt they were keeping up morale by making 
clothes for the troops. He’d fixed his stare on a Ribena 
advertisement. But that didn’t help his bladder and so his 
mind had wandered back to his favourite topic: food.

His mother had promised him a hot meal once they arrived 
at Manod – but here they were, and the only signs of life 
they’d spotted on their way up the wide Welsh valley were 
sheep, goats and a farm or two. Birds of prey had been 
circling menacingly, their hunting spoilt by the snow. The 
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lorry driver said he’d seen an eagle. Or possibly an osprey. 
Ned thought he must have been joking.

On the mountain  – which was called Manod Mawr, 
according to the driver – the steep slate path was framed with 
tall white grasses and fans of green ferns clumped with snow. 
Water ran down the mountain in streams as the afternoon 
sun melted the snow and ice. And not a barrage balloon in 
sight, Ned noticed; there wasn’t much need to force enemy 
aircraft to greater heights, he supposed, not out here in the 
wilderness of Wales. He wondered if the enemy had even 
heard of Wales.

At the top of the mountain were two rusty bronze gates, 
standing upright in what looked like the mouth of a cave. 
Another lay across the top. Several bolts and padlocks held 
them firmly shut.

Ned left his mother’s side and ran up to the gates. As he 
peered through into the tunnel leading into the mountain 
he was slapped by a bitter blast of air. He peered into the 
gloom, but it was raven black. He looked around him, 
turning in a complete circle. He’d got used to the blackout, 
which had started before the war was even declared.  
But the cavernous darkness in the quarry beyond wasn’t like 
the blackout; it was deep, layered and mysterious.

It felt like the place was deserted. He pressed his face to 
the cold bronze gates and sniffed deeply, like a dog catching 
a scent. The air was damp with his disappointment.

‘Is someone supposed to meet us? Should I call out?’ he 
asked his mother.
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She was shivering and he worried that she’d catch a cold 
if they stood there much longer.

‘They know we’re coming. I expect they’re busy. What 
do you think, love?’ She stared into the void.

‘I don’t know.’ He shrugged, trying to keep the panic 
out of his voice.

He wasn’t used to adults asking what he thought. He 
rattled the gates half-heartedly, sending a skinny brown 
rat scuttling across his feet.

‘Ugh!’ he cried out, kicking at it. Unsuccessfully, as the 
rat was far too quick for him.

His reaction broke the tension but, rather than being 
embarrassed, he felt pleased to have made his mum laugh. 
And the sound seemed to have alerted someone at last. 
They listened to footsteps coming closer, although they still 
couldn’t see anyone. Ned longed for a torch – he hadn’t 
thought to pack one – but it was too late to worry now.
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A circle of torchlight shone towards them, dazzling Ned 
and making him think of Sirius, the brightest star, also 
known as the Dog Star. People thought the North Star 
was the brightest, but this wasn’t true. He’d borrowed 
books on the solar system from the library in town, when 
his mother had taken him. And his grandfather had given 
him an old pocket telescope. Ned had shoved the telescope 
into the pocket of his shorts before his mother rushed him 
to the station to catch the train.

After many trains, they’d eventually reached Birmingham, 
where they’d walked through the blitzed streets, navigating 
by pubs and cinemas and other landmarks. He wondered if 
he’d ever be able to navigate by the stars, like sailors did. 
It wasn’t until he had to step out of the path of air-raid 
wardens that he realised he’d been feeling sorry for himself, 
and quickly pulled himself together. 

The wardens were working their way through the rubble 
of a building to find people, dead or alive. Although he’d 
seen the pictures in the papers and heard the reports on the 
radio, Ned wasn’t ready to see the ruins of strangers’ lives. 

2
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Yet as they passed one particular bombed-out house, Ned 
had found he couldn’t take his eyes off it. The front was 
ripped open and a bedroom exposed, like a doll’s house 
from a horror story. Splinters of plaster and jagged edges of 
bricks were all that was left of a church. His mother gently 
suggested he recite the names of the planets aloud, which 
helped distract him, as it always did. Then they’d caught 
another train and somehow, finally, arrived in Wales.

As the circle of light got brighter, the gloom of the tunnel 
gradually receded. Ned could see a man approaching the 
gates, holding a gas lamp. He was dressed in dark trousers, 
a waistcoat and a flat cap. The man was about his father’s 
age – clean-shaven, with white shirtsleeves rolled up and 
held in place at the elbow. ‘Hello there!’ he called out, 
and smiled, clearly pleased to see them. 

Ned could tell this reassured his mother. She pulled her 
case tighter to her side and gave herself a little shake. Ned 
lifted his own small case, which his mother had packed for 
him, and drew himself up to his full height. He wanted to 
show that he was up to the job from the start. He knew his 
mother had had to pull strings to convince the gallery people 
to let her bring him along. He wanted to be taller than his 
brothers, Robert and Joseph, by the time they came back 
from the war. When they came back, not if, he told himself.

‘Ah, good, you’re here. You must be Mrs Letton. I’m 
Mr Rees. Come on in, then, let’s be having you,’ he said, 
taking a key out of his jacket pocket and unbolting the 
locks in the gate. ‘We don’t usually lock up during the day, 
but the security guards have spotted one or two skulkers 
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out on the mountain. Probably just kids, but you never 
know. Can’t take any risks, not with what’s inside. Careless 
talk costs lives and all that. You’ve both signed the act?’ 
he checked, giving Ned a stern look.

They nodded and he pushed the gates open. Ned pulled 
his mum back, just in time to prevent a shower of water 
tipping down on her from a wall of glossy ivy that was 
hanging over the top section of the gates.

‘Good lad! Quick on your feet! Mind yourselves. It’s 
rained – as it sometimes likes to do in Manod!’ Mr Rees 
laughed.

Ned shivered. If it was always as cold as this he’d have to 
wear long trousers. His mother said she’d packed some of 
Joseph’s old trousers for him, but he’d have to find something 
to hold them up with, as she’d no more clothing coupons 
for belts. And he wouldn’t mind a waistcoat, or a flat cap, 
like the one Mr Rees was wearing. This was his chance to 
reinvent himself. No one here would call him coffin kid 
or the grim reaper. He’d tell no one that his father was an 
undertaker, absolutely no one at all.

‘Watch your step, it’s slippery if you’re not used to it. 
That’s sorbo rubber, absorbs the shock.’ Mr Rees pointed 
to the sheeting covering the tracks. ‘And don’t worry about 
your eyes, my boy, they’ll soon adjust. You’ll have miner’s 
vision in no time,’ the man chattered on.

Ned nodded confidently and strode out in front of 
his mother. He was more than ready to tackle whatever 
lurked in the coal-black underground cavern. His mother 
had explained to him that artwork from the galleries and 
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museums in London was being hidden in the quarry, where 
no one would ever think to look for it.

‘Follow me,’ Mr Rees said. ‘We’re glad you’ve arrived, 
Mrs Letton. There’s a tidy pile of work waiting for you now 
your project’s been approved. It’s the talk of the quarry.’

They walked into the mine along what felt like a very 
narrow railway track. Ned’s first instinct was to look 
around in panic for a train, but then he chided himself. 
Of course a train couldn’t fit through a mine! Mr Rees 
raised his hand in greeting as they walked past a shed full 
of men cleaning a canvas, each working on a tiny section 
with magnifying glasses. His mother said they were in a 
national crisis and they were working right on the front: 
the Heritage Front. It didn’t sound anywhere near as 
exciting as what his brothers were up to, out there on the 
real front. He hoped Rob and Joe wouldn’t be ashamed 
of him, when they asked him what he’d done to help the 
war effort.

‘Come on, Ned, keep up, we don’t want to lose our way,’ 
his mother said, walking briskly to catch up with Mr Rees.

‘Welcome to the Cathedral,’ Mr Rees said grandly. ‘We 
don’t let just anyone into the most secret Aladdin’s cave in 
the world, mind!’

They stepped off the track into an imposing cavern, 
splendidly lit by overhead electric lights hanging from cables 
and powered by whirring generators. Ned had pictured 
people wearing old fashioned miners’ headlamps working 
in the dark, but this was far more impressive. It was clear 
even to his inexperienced eye that the pictures piled up 

497ae809-bef3-4c09-8d7c-44eb15574075_1025_r1_t1_x1_t1.indb   13497ae809-bef3-4c09-8d7c-44eb15574075_1025_r1_t1_x1_t1.indb   13 17/12/2023   18:14:3317/12/2023   18:14:33



14

here were worth an absolute fortune. He recognised one of 
them from a project on Leonardo da Vinci they’d done at 
school. It was one of his funny drawings of the insides of 
people’s bodies. Ned had always quite liked those drawings, 
though it didn’t do to say so aloud. His favourite fact 
about da Vinci was that he had solved the mystery of 
earthshine, when the Earth and the Moon reflect sunlight 
at the same time.

The bright lights cast shadows around the large chamber. 
Everywhere Ned looked were men in suits, just like at 
Bletchley, but here they were surrounded by frames, 
canvases and pictures, rather than studying maps and 
typing letters into strange-looking machines. Works of 
art of all shapes and sizes were hanging from racks, lined 
up against brick sheds, being carried out of containers, 
stacked against one another, crammed together closely, 
waiting. The subterranean cavern seemed to stretch on 
for miles, and he couldn’t see where it ended. Ned craned 
his neck heavenwards trying to find the roof; it was like 
looking into the depths of space. He heard his mother 
inhale sharply as she did the same, taking in the unexpected 
grandness and scale of the cave.

‘No turning back now you’ve seen where all our treasures 
are hidden, Mrs Letton!’ Mr Rees said, scooping up a lean 
ginger cat.

‘Who’s this?’ Ned’s mother held her hand out to the cat, 
which lifted its chin for a scratch.

‘This is Martini. She’s one of our best ratters,’ Mr Rees 
said, setting Martini back on the ground. He smiled at Ned’s 
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mother as she spotted someone she knew and strode off to 
hug her, Martini dashing out of her way.

‘And you, Ted, keep your mouth shut and your eyes open 
and you’ll do well.’ Mr Rees turned to him, without smiling.
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His mother shooed him away to get used to his new 
surroundings as she waltzed off with her friend Miriam. 
They were going to meet Kaye, who sounded like she ran 
the place. He’d have been happy to wait in the warm, but 
Mr Rees escorted him back to the entrance, like a guest who 
had outstayed his welcome.

‘Here you are, then, Ted. Do your mother a favour – find 
your digs and get settled in.’

‘It’s actually Ned, sir,’ he said, as politely as he could.
‘And stay out of trouble, mind. Follow the white stone 

markers on Quarryman’s Path if you get lost.’ Mr Rees 
passed him a folded-up piece of paper. Martini wound 
herself around the man’s leg as Ned opened it. Written in 
a scrawling hand was what looked like an address, but it 
was in a language he couldn’t read. Welsh, he guessed. But 
Ned didn’t want to ask Mr Rees for help reading it, as he 
didn’t have the measure of him yet. He turned around to 
say thank you, but the man was already walking along the 
track back into the quarry, whistling as he went.

Ned stood at the top of Manod mountain, edging  

3
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close to the dangerous precipice, and looked down the valley 
to the thin line of grey houses nestled in the bottom. It 
seemed like quite a trek down the track, but as he didn’t 
have anything better to do, Ned set off at as swift a pace as 
he could manage while carrying his case.

The snow and gravel scraped and slid under his boots and 
he stopped for a second to steady himself. When he looked 
up at the heavy sky, he thought about the solar system once 
more. He’d spent some time on the train drawing. He had 
started with the Sun, then Mercury, followed by Venus, 
Earth and so on, until he got to Neptune. Each time he 
changed colours to separate them. 

He visualised them separately orbiting around the Sun, 
which was the one thing linking them. Himself, Robyn and 
Mary were not so different. On different paths but all with 
Bletchley Park at their core.

As soon as he stepped down off the mountain path and 
onto the hilly street, it was clear to Ned that Manod was a 
very different place to Bletchley. The blue-grey slate houses 
here were arranged in neat rows, opposite one another, 
like a mirror. Two-up, two-down. There was a shop, a 
post office and a butcher with a blue-and-white-striped 
canopy over the door. And a pub, Y Manod. That was next 
to a church or chapel, a big grey building which looked 
like a face. The large brown door was a mouth. The wide 
arched windows either side were the eyes. And a circular 
glass pane, like a ship’s porthole, sat in the middle, like a 
nose. He could see a group of boys chasing a ball down an 
alleyway and hesitated, wondering if he could gather the 
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courage to approach them. But if he opened his mouth he’d 
give himself away with his English accent. He stopped and 
cleared some snow off the bench outside the post office. 
Perching on the edge, Ned tried to avoid getting his shorts 
wet and took out the piece of paper Mr Rees had given him.

‘You’ll have to queue in the post office. I’ll watch your 
case if you want?’ a girl offered, taking a seat on the bench 
next to him.

She looked a few years younger than him. Her dark brown 
curly hair was held back by slides, keeping it out of her 
eyes, which were also dark brown. He spotted one or two 
missing teeth when she smiled. She was about nine, maybe 
ten at the most. She was wearing a big brown coat with a 
maroon velvet collar. It didn’t look like it was hers, probably 
a hand-me-down – hardly a surprise when a coat cost nearly 
twenty clothing coupons. 

She swung her bare legs back and forth, waiting for him 
to reply. Ned looked down at his case, which was being 
investigated by a huge sandy-coloured dog whose fur was 
crimped and crinkled. The dog blinked the light snow flurry 
out of its eyes.

‘This is Kip. He’s having a rest from work. Don’t be scared 
of him, he’s a gentle giant.’ She looked over her shoulder 
then whispered, ‘Aren’t you, liebling?’

She spoke German! At least he thought it was German; 
he’d never met a German before. He looked about to see if 
anyone had heard her.

The dog, Kip, was nosing the opening to Ned’s case, 
nudging it wider, while looking up at the girl to see if she 
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was admiring his progress. Kip was broad, with a dignified 
look about him.

‘Nothing in there for you.’ Ned gently pushed the dog’s 
damp black nose away and closed his case back up.

‘How old are you? Where did you come from? Are you 
on your own?’ the girl asked, looking around curiously.

‘Um . . .’ Ned wasn’t sure what he was allowed to reveal. 
He remembered Mr Rees’s reminder: Careless talk costs 
lives. Ned got up and tucked the paper away in his pocket. 
He picked up his case and mumbled a quick bye, before 
marching away from the girl and her dog. He walked past 
an abandoned red-and-green quarry locomotive next to 
two rusty wagons and stopped to look back at her. She 
was still watching him go, as if he was the suspicious one, 
rather than the other way round! He wasn’t the one going 
about speaking German!
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From what he could decipher of the address on the piece 
of paper Mr Rees had given him, Ned was looking for Ty 
Ysgol. But was that the name of a road? Or a business? 
Ysgol sounded like skull. Could it be a church? Maybe they 
were going to stay with a vicar? That didn’t sound like fun. 
Not more blinking dead people.

‘What are you on about?’ A boy on a bicycle said as he 
skidded to a stop, flicking up snow sludge onto Ned’s bare 
legs.

‘Huh?’ Ned said in confusion.
‘What about dead people?’ the boy continued.
‘Nothing. No one.’ Ned scolded himself inwardly. He 

must have been thinking aloud again.
‘Where you from, then?’ the boy asked. ‘Another evacuee? 

Bringing your germs and lice and disease with you, is it?’ 
He positioned his bicycle across the path so that Ned would 
have to walk around to get past.

‘Um . . .’ Ned said uncertainly. ‘I don’t have lice.’
‘Hello there!’ came a familiar voice. Ned turned to see 

his mother appear as if from thin air and sweep up the 

4
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path. ‘We’re staying in Manod while I do some work for 
the War Office. This is my son,’ she added, laying her hand 
on his shoulder.

‘Oh, right. See you after,’ the boy said, hopping on his 
bicycle and pedalling off in the other direction.

Ned turned to his mother and gave her a smile. ‘Not sure I 
want to see him after,’ he said. ‘He didn’t seem that friendly.’

She gave his hand a squeeze. ‘He looks about your 
age. Maybe you’ll be pals soon. Shall we go and find the 
schoolhouse?’ she added, looking up and down the street.

Ned groaned. ‘I thought I was going to work with you, 
not go to school!’ He did not want to go back to school. 
He hated reading: the words wriggled on the page, and 
no one could read his spidery writing. Even he sometimes 
struggled to decipher it.

‘Don’t worry. No one’s going to make you go to school! 
The schoolhouse is where we’re staying – our digs.’ She 
grinned.

‘Oh! That’s all right, then,’ Ned said in relief. Ysgol was 
school, he realised. Why couldn’t Mr Rees have just told 
him that?

They turned the corner of what seemed to be the main 
road, lined with rows of grey slate and brick houses on 
both sides. Every now and then there was a gap between the 
houses leading to an alleyway. Ned spotted lines of washing 
stretched across them, shirtsleeves waving in the wind. And 
there in the distance, standing on its own, slightly raised 
on a grassy hill, was the school. The long, low grey-brick 
building had an enormous bell in front of it, and a chimney.
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‘Now, where’s the door to Mrs Thomas’s quarters, do 
you think?’

‘Quarters?’ Ned teased.
‘Sorry. Everyone in the quarry talks like that.’ His mother 

smiled.
He followed his mother through an uneven schoolyard. 

Hopscotch was drawn on the ground in chalk and a 
football pitch was marked by wooden goalposts at each 
end. Behind the building the craggy mountain range  
rose and fell, changing in colour from brown and grey to 
green and yellow, in contrast to the neat and measured 
lines of the schoolhouse.

‘This must be the door to the cottage.’ She called the 
place a cottage rather than quarters this time, and nudged 
him, emphasising the word. 

The cottage was a modest two-storey building tucked away 
behind the school. Next to it was a coal shed and a privy 
or a washhouse. Ned wondered how they were supposed 
to fit inside the cottage and who they’d be living with. But 
he was here on important war work, he reminded himself. 
If this was where they were to stay, then he’d make the 
best of it. It wouldn’t do to start worrying about how he 
was going to get from the cottage to the quarry. Or if his 
mother would share their new address with his father. Or 
if his father would find them and insist they come straight 
back home . . . He counted the planets on his fingers to slow 
the worries that were crowding his thoughts.

‘Shall I knock?’ His mother now looked less sure of herself.
‘I’ll do it,’ Ned volunteered.
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He stepped forward, rapping confidently on the green door. 
Peeling paint strips fell as the door shook and immediately 
a dog started barking, followed by shouts and footsteps. 
They stood back and looked at each other nervously.

‘Are you sure this is the right place?’ he checked. ‘I don’t 
think they’re expecting us.’

Then the door opened and the boy from before was 
standing there looking sullenly at Ned. ‘Lost again, are 
you?’

‘Is Mrs Thomas here?’ his mother said with a smile, cutting 
the boy off.

‘Yeah,’ the boy said, pushing a dog back from the door. 
The dog shoved its head through his legs.

‘Ah, you’re lovely, aren’t you! Hello there!’ His mother 
bent down to fuss the honey-coloured dog whose silky ears 
went back as its dark eyes widened in happiness.

‘It’s Kip, isn’t it?’ Ned asked the boy, gesturing to the dog.
‘How do you know that?’ the boy asked suspiciously.
‘I think I met your sister, earlier,’ he said, scratching behind 

the dog’s ears.
‘She’s not my sister. Anni has to stay with us. She’s a 

refugee. Wait . . . ! Are you Mrs Letton?’ The boy suddenly 
stood up straighter.

‘Yes. We’re going to be lodging with you, while I do some 
War Office work.’ His mother held out her hand to the boy, 
but he didn’t take it.

The tension was broken by the appearance of a girl, 
who pushed past and said brightly, ‘Hello again. Are you 
a refugee too? I told you, Harri!’
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‘Shut up, Anni! S’pose you’d better come in,’ the boy 
said grudgingly. ‘Mam’s out in the yard, in the horsebox.’

‘You have horses?’ Ned asked.
‘No,’ the boy said, looking at Ned like he was stupid.
‘Why’s your mum got a horsebox, then?’ Ned asked.
‘It’s where she plays the piano,’ Harri sneered, as if the 

answer were obvious.
Anni began to explain. ‘There’s not enough room to swing 

a cat in here, Auntie Merryn says. She’s always getting 
interrupted by people knocking on the door. She keeps the 
piano in the horsebox. But it’s a secret, so no one will bother 
her. Isn’t that clever!’ She sounded full of admiration.

‘Well, if you could run and get her?’ Ned’s mum smiled 
at Harri, who hesitated.

‘Go on, Anni, you go.’ Harri pushed her gently in the 
direction of the field.

Anni ran off and Kip crashed into Harri in the narrow 
doorway in his eagerness to chase her.

‘Big buffoon!’ Harri shouted at the dog, as Ned’s mother 
stepped into the cottage. ‘Are you going to hang around 
like a bad smell?’ Harri said to Ned, who was hesitating 
in the doorway.

‘Are you always this welcoming?’ Ned asked.
‘Only to you, English. Only to you,’ the boy replied, 

marching back into the cottage and leaving Ned to close 
the door behind him.
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‘Hello, welcome! Sorry I wasn’t here to greet you. I was 
practising a new piece for choir.’ Mrs Thomas came bustling 
into the cottage.

They’d been sitting on chairs arranged around the fire in 
oppressive silence and looked up in relief as Mrs Thomas 
took off her heavy damp coat. She draped it over a chair in 
front of the fire, where it began to steam, then unwound the 
green scarf from her neck and peeled off her green bobble 
hat and matching gloves. She set these on hooks around the 
hearth, to dry. Ned noticed that she wore a patch over one 
eye; even that was green. As she put the kettle on the hob, Kip 
stayed by her side and gently nudged her with his large head.

‘He’s not allowed in the horsebox with me when I’m 
practising because there’s no room. He’s always a bit clingy 
when I come out,’ she explained, walking across the kitchen 
with the teacups, Kip weaving in and out of her legs, tail 
swishing from side to side with happiness.

Mrs Thomas passed everyone a teacup and then briefly 
rested her hand on Anni’s brown curls and stroked her hair. 
‘Anni, get the cakes, cariad.’

5
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Merryn Thomas was a tall woman, strong, neat and tidy. 
Even her hair, which was long and almost pure white, was 
straight as a rod. Ned thought she looked about the same 
age as his mother, although he had never seen such white 
hair on someone who wasn’t old.

‘Thanks for taking us in,’ his mother said. ‘Can I help?’ 
She gestured at the teapot.

‘No. Anni’s on the case. You must be shattered after your 
journey. I doubt it was straightforward. We hear on the 
news that the roads and railways are difficult.’

‘It was challenging,’ his mother agreed.
‘Has Harri shown you your rooms? Harri sleeps up in 

the attic now, and I thought the boys could –’ Mrs Thomas 
started.

‘No!’ Harri interrupted before Mrs Thomas could finish 
her sentence. ‘No way, Mam!’

Silence fell again, possibly even more awkward than 
before. Ned kept his head down and his eyes on the table. 
Mrs Thomas poured tea and milk and passed cakes around, 
as if everything was perfectly fine.

‘You two could share Anni’s old room.’ Mrs Thomas 
blushed but she didn’t tell Harri off for being rude.

‘It’s not Anni’s old room, it’s my room! At least it was 
until you shoved me up in the attic, with the bats. And 
probably rats too. And now you’re giving it to them?’ 
Harri muttered.

‘Harri – please!’ Mrs Thomas tutted.
‘Why can’t they go up in the attic?’ Harri continued.
‘Unfortunately this cottage was designed for a headmaster, 
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back in 1871, rather than a headmistress with children!’ 
Mrs Thomas carried on smoothly.

‘A child. Not children.’ Harri sniffed. ‘And not three 
children!’

‘Hush, now! That’s enough, Harri,’ Mrs Thomas snapped, 
her patience finally running out.

Ned shifted uncomfortably, taking in this strange place 
full of secrets and silences.

‘I don’t know if you’d want to, Ned, but there is the 
nook?’ Mrs Thomas suggested.

‘With the dog?’ Harri burst out laughing, but it wasn’t 
a nice sound.

‘Well, yes. It’s an idea, isn’t it?’ Mrs Thomas looked to 
Ned’s mum.

‘Why don’t we sort it out later? Ned and I are starving, and 
these cakes look delicious.’ She pointed at the squashed currant 
buns. ‘I’ve always wished I was a better baker,’ she confided.

Anni and Harri reached forward and loaded their plates, 
so Ned did the same.

‘These are Welsh cakes; we made them in class today, 
didn’t we, Anni? Now let’s have a nice cup of tea and get 
to know each other, will we?’ Mrs Thomas smiled, but her 
face fell as Harri scraped his chair back.

‘See you after.’ Harri shovelled one cake into his mouth 
and rammed another into his pocket, while crashing out of 
the door. ‘Got to go!’

As the door slammed shut behind Harri, it felt like 
someone had burst a balloon relieving the tension. Anni 
grinned at Ned and broke the brief silence with a question.
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‘If you’re not a refugee, what are you?’ she asked, all 
reserve gone. ‘Are you an evacuee?’

‘Um. No,’ Ned said, turning to his mother. ‘I was an 
appr—’

‘We’re here on war work. Ned’s going to be working 
with me,’ his mother replied smoothly. She smiled at Anni 
over her teacup.

‘Why don’t you go and show Ned around Manod, Anni, 
while there’s still a bit of light left? Is that all right with you, 
Mrs Letton?’ Mrs Thomas suggested.

‘Yes, of course, Mrs Thomas.’ His mother nodded.
‘Anni, take Kip with you too and throw a stick about 

for him in the park, there’s a good girl. He’s due some fun 
now he’s finished work for the day.’ Mrs Thomas fixed a 
simple lead to Kip’s collar and scooted them both out of 
the door. ‘And stay out of Harri’s way, cariad,’ she added 
quietly to Anni.

‘Yes, Auntie Merryn. Come on, Ned. I know all the 
good spots in Manod. I’ll introduce you to the best people. 
There’s one or two who we’ll avoid but I’ll save Mr and 
Mrs Evans-next-door for tomorrow. You can meet all their 
animals. My favourite is their donkey, Myfanwy. We’ll go 
down to the shop now and see who’s about; there’s always 
someone to chat to in the shop. How fast can you run? I 
was the fastest girl in my last school! I’m A1 fit. Race you!’ 
Anni shoved Ned and sprinted out into the schoolyard, with 
Kip barking in excitement.
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‘This is Mrs Davies’s shop. Your mother will have to give 
Mrs Thomas your ration book. Mrs Davies marks down 
everything in the back, so you won’t get any extras. And 
mind your p’s and q’s with Mrs Davies. She stares. At least 
she always stares at me,’ Anni said with a shrug as she hung 
Kip’s lead on the hook right outside the shop.

‘Who’s this, then?’ A grey-haired woman wearing an 
apron appeared, accompanied by a cat.

She peered closely at Ned through dark-rimmed spectacles 
balanced on the tip of her thin nose. To avoid her gaze, he 
took in the small shop. It must have been someone’s front 
room once, except there was now sawdust on the floor. The 
shop was on two levels. The top had a counter, weighing 
scales, a till and shelves of supplies. The lower part, down 
some steps, was slightly darker, and frying smells wafted 
up from it.

‘This is Ned, Mrs Davies. He’s staying with us for . . . 
How long are you and your mother here for, Ned?’ Anni 
asked turning to him.

‘I don’t know.’ Ned shrugged.

6
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‘He doesn’t know much, Mrs Davies, to be honest with 
you, so don’t ask him too many questions,’ Anni warned.

‘English, is he?’ Her tone was sympathetic.
‘Yes.’ Anni nodded.
‘Well, there’s a thing, a boy who doesn’t know much!’ Mrs 

Davies blew her nose on a hankie she’d had tucked up her 
sleeve. ‘Tell Mrs Thomas your cod liver oil is coming next week.’

‘I will. Come on, Ned, I’ll show you where things are 
in case Auntie Merryn sends you down here. She won’t, 
though, because she has me. Shopping is one of my jobs,’ 
Anni explained. ‘I have lots of jobs but I’m sure I can share 
some of them with you,’ she offered generously.

Anni walked about waving her hand around at the shelves, 
which were neatly organised and labelled. Ned followed, 
listening to her chatter about which soap flakes Mrs Thomas 
preferred, and which tea. And why you had to watch Mrs 
Davies like a hawk when she weighed things out, otherwise 
she’d take advantage, especially of outsiders.

He’d need to draw a map tonight, Ned thought  – to 
mark the way from the schoolhouse to the shop to avoid 
getting lost. And he’d need to find out the best route from 
the schoolhouse to the quarry.

He was embarrassed that he didn’t know the answers to 
Anni’s many questions. She wouldn’t be the only one asking 
either, he guessed. Surely everyone in the village would 
wonder who he was and why he was here. He’d have to 
talk to his mother about it later.

‘Where did Harri go?’ Ned asked as they watched several 
sheep wander across the road, in no hurry at all.
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‘Choir practice. In the chapel. He plays the cello.’ Anni 
shrugged as if Harri was an enigma to her too. ‘He’s 
normally nicer,’ she said simply, before turning to talk 
to Kip. ‘Watch. Watch. Safe to cross, Kip?’ she asked the 
dog, who looked up and down the road before leading 
Anni across it.

Ned raised his eyebrows and followed Anni into a field 
where she made her way towards a tree with a rope swing 
hanging from it.

‘Well, sometimes he’s nice. He’ll argue black is white, 
Auntie Merryn says, but you’ll soon get used to him. There 
isn’t any other way when you’re living in someone else’s 
house.’ Her voice fell flat at the end of the sentence.

Despite being too old for swings, Ned took his turn. 
Kip watched them go up and down, panting and wagging 
his tail.

‘What kind of work does Kip do?’ Ned jumped off the 
swing mid-rise, just because he could. 

He untied the dog, unclipped the lead, and looked about 
for a stick to throw.

‘He’s Auntie Merryn’s Guide Dog. She doesn’t need him 
all the time, yet. Her eye is not very well and the other one 
fell out when she had measles,’ Anni said, waiting for the 
swing to come to a stop.

‘Her eye fell out?’ Ned said in disbelief as they walked 
away from the tree.

‘Well, it didn’t fall out, but it had to be taken out.’ Anni 
watched his reaction. ‘With a knife!’

‘Oh.’ Ned was surprised. That sounded awful.

497ae809-bef3-4c09-8d7c-44eb15574075_1025_r1_t1_x1_t1.indb   31497ae809-bef3-4c09-8d7c-44eb15574075_1025_r1_t1_x1_t1.indb   31 17/12/2023   18:14:3517/12/2023   18:14:35



32

Anni picked up the stick that Kip had dropped at her feet. 
Ned was surprised to see Kip almost bow to Anni, with 
the front half of his body on the ground and his bottom  
in the air. His tail wagged madly until Anni threw the stick, 
and he bounded off again.

‘Some people call them Seeing-eye Dogs, but we call him a 
Guide Dog. I’ve never lived with an animal before. We’re not 
allowed them in our apartment in London, but my parents 
had two cats in Vienna. Gustav and Ernst, brothers. I don’t 
know what happened to them. I suppose Jude, that’s my 
best friend, might have taken them in. He always liked our 
cats and was kind to animals. I thought I would be a cat 
person, like Mama and Papa, and Jude, but now I think I 
might be a dog person. What about you?’ she asked as she 
threw Kip’s stick again.

‘I’ve always wanted a dog, but I wouldn’t mind a cat either. 
Maybe I could be both a dog and a cat person?’ he said.

‘I don’t know. I think that’s against the rules,’ Anni said 
seriously.

‘So, you and your family are from Vienna?’ he asked.
Kip had dropped the stick by Ned’s feet and was barking 

impatiently at him, so he threw it as far as he could.
‘Yes. But now Mama is working in London and Papa 

is in Glenbranter camp in a place called Argyll, which is 
in Scotland, but he’ll be joining us just as soon as he can.’ 

‘What kind of camp?’ Ned asked.
‘An internment camp. They came at four o’clock in the 

morning and rounded the men up. They took Papa away 
with them in a Black Mariah.’ Anni shuddered, remembering.
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‘What’s a Mariah?’ Ned asked.
He was realising, since travelling to Wales, just how many 

things he didn’t know.
‘It’s a horrible police wagon used for prisoners, but my 

papa isn’t a prisoner. He hasn’t done anything wrong. They 
took them off to Kempton Park Racecourse and made them 
sleep in the empty horse stalls. But the last laugh was on 
them, because the racecourse had forgotten to switch the 
heating off. Papa was very funny in his letter – he’s allowed 
to send two a week – about how comfortable he and our 
neighbours, Mr Kaplan and Mr Simons, all were in their 
stall. He even drew a picture.’

‘Why did they put them in horse stalls?’ Ned asked.
‘Nowhere else to put them?’ Anni rubbed her eyes, 

warding off tears. ‘They called him an alien,’ she said, before 
throwing the stick for Kip as far as she could.

‘Who?’ Ned’s face crumpled in confusion.
‘Papa and our neighbours. But they’re not aliens  .  .  . 

They’re Jewish.’ She paused.
Ned felt Anni’s eyes on him, weighing his reaction before 

she said any more. He nodded supportively.
‘Mama and Papa were persecuted because they are Jews. 

Papa was beaten rather badly, Mama told me, right outside 
their university in Vienna. We were forced to flee the country 
and emigrate to England before the Anschluss.’

‘What was that?’ Ned didn’t attempt to say the word. 
‘The Anschluss? Austria, where we lived, was invaded and 

taken over by the Germans. I was only little so don’t remember 
much. Papa was given a work permit through his job at the 

497ae809-bef3-4c09-8d7c-44eb15574075_1025_r1_t1_x1_t1.indb   33497ae809-bef3-4c09-8d7c-44eb15574075_1025_r1_t1_x1_t1.indb   33 17/12/2023   18:14:3517/12/2023   18:14:35



34

library, and Mama was given a different type of permit to 
work by . . . someone else. And until I’m sixteen, I’m safe in 
Britain. I’ll be ten in a few months, but the war will be over 
before I turn sixteen. Won’t it?’ Anni sounded frightened.

‘But if your dad worked in the library and had a permit, 
why did they . . . ?’ Ned hesitated.

‘Because he is Jewish and seen as a threat. Papa’s friend 
Arthur was exempt from internment because his job was 
doing useful work as a BBC announcer. But no matter what 
job you do, some people in the government just don’t want to 
let Jewish people into Britain. Not even Jewish children.’ She 
stopped again before continuing, ‘Like me.’ She trailed off, 
clipping Kip’s lead back on, and much to Kip’s disappointment 
she turned, heading back towards the main road.

‘What’s your father’s name?’ Ned tried, wanting to make 
things better.

‘Otto. When we get home, I’ll show you a picture of him 
that Mama keeps in a frame. She gave it to me when Papa 
was taken,’ Anni explained. ‘Mama brought a folder of 
photos when we fled Vienna, and I have two of them here 
with me. The other one is of my grandmama Hilde. Anyway 
it’s time for tea. If we’re lucky, there’ll be cawl!’ She licked 
her lips. ‘Auntie Merryn’s cawl is almost as good as Mama’s 
chicken soup . Let’s go home.’ She held out Kip’s lead to Ned.

He didn’t know what cawl was, but he did know that his 
answers had earned him Anni’s stamp of approval. If only 
Harri was as easy to win over, he thought, as he followed 
Anni along the winding streets back to the schoolhouse 
which was, for now, home.
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