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Chapter One

Lennie knew they would be waiting for him. As he 

came out through the school gates he saw them, on 

the corner by the King’s Arms: Reggie Dean, Alan 

Revell, Bert Haines.

Every day for nearly half a term they had caught 

him there. If he left school early they sprinted after 

him. If he hung back, they waited; they never tired 

of waiting.

Not today, Lennie decided. He’d had enough. He 

had to try and give them the slip.

He eased himself out of the gateway alongside a 

crowd of girls, turned left instead of right, then 

pelted down the road and round the corner into 

Waters Lane.
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Halfway down the lane, where a footpath led into 

the woods, he stopped for breath. He glanced round 

– and saw them coming, dodging between groups of 

dawdlers.

In panic he plunged onto the woodland path and 

down into the dingle. At the bottom was a shallow 

brook forded by stones. He sprang from stone to 

stone, hearing behind him the familiar voices: 

“Hey! Dyer!” “Miss Neale’s pet!” He turned to see 

them charging down the slope.

He wouldn’t run. He wouldn’t give them the sat-

isfaction. He stood on the far bank and faced them.

Bert straddled the ford. “Forgotten the way 

home, Dyer?”

Alan and Reggie sniggered.

“You’re not allowed to play in the water, are you, 

Mummy’s boy?” And, as he spoke, Bert stamped in 

the stream, sending a spray of water up Lennie’s leg.

Bert was the one Lennie was most afraid of. 

Reggie had been all right last year, until Miss Neale 

came, and Alan was the sort that would follow any 

idiot. But Bert was big, with a bashed-in nose and 

flat, hard eyes. Lennie hated him.

He brushed the water from his trousers and tried 
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to walk past. Bert shoved him and he staggered and 

fell into the muddy brook, dropping his coat. His 

lunch tin clanged on the stepping stones. Reggie 

kicked it. The lid flew off and an apple core rolled 

into the water.

Two girls approaching the brook from the other 

side stopped and stared. One of them shouted, 

“Leave him alone, can’t you? He’s never done you 

any harm.”

Lennie knew the girls. They were in his class. He 

wished they would go away.

He tried to get up. Bert kicked him and he fell 

again, grazing his knee on a stone.

“I’m telling Miss Neale,” said Margaret Palmer.

“Telling Miss Neale,” mimicked Alan in a girly 

voice, but he sauntered off. The other two followed. 

Bert chucked a screwed-up piece of paper at Lennie 

as he went.

“Look at his coat!” exclaimed Sylvia Lee. She 

pulled it out of the water.

Lennie picked up the paper and smoothed it out. 

With a shock he recognized his own writing. It was 

a page torn from his school exercise book – this 

morning’s handwriting practice: the date, Friday 



10

22nd October 1937, followed by some poetry.

The trees are in their autumn beauty, 

The woodland paths are dry…

Margaret turned to Sylvia and sucked in her 

breath. “They’ve torn a page out of his book.”

Lennie felt hot with anxiety. Miss Neale hadn’t 

even marked it yet; she’d be furious.

“I’ll tell Miss Neale it wasn’t you,” said Margaret.

Lennie was alarmed. “No! Don’t.”

He daren’t tell on Bert; it would only make things 

worse. He’d have to pretend it was an accident.

He became aware of Sylvia, holding his coat.

“I could have got that,” he growled.

He didn’t want their help. He felt a fool. Some 

other children had appeared and were staring at his 

bloodied knee and wet clothes.

He put the paper in his pocket, picked up his tin, 

and turned for home.

But he didn’t want to go home. He’d face a wall of 

questions, arriving there wet and bleeding, with his 

coat in such a state. If he waited a bit he might dry 

out and could brush himself down.
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He turned off the road and made his way across 

field paths to Love Lane, on the far side of town, 

near the brickworks.

There were no other children here. A few cot-

tages were clustered at the top of the lane, but soon 

the path dwindled to a dirt track that led into 

woodland. Lennie followed it for half a mile or so. 

The ground was soft under his feet and in the 

breeze a scatter of leaves fell continuously: red-

gold, amber, yellow, brown. He picked up a crimson 

cherry leaf. Miss Neale would like that. She had 

made an arrangement of autumn leaves, nuts, tree 

bark and toadstools on a table in the classroom. 

The boys sneered, but Lennie secretly enjoyed it. 

He imagined his leaf on the table, part of the dis-

play. But he wouldn’t give it to her. He didn’t want 

her attention; he had too much already. He threw 

the leaf away.

He saw some big stones scattered around, and 

went to investigate. They were the remains of a 

cottage, almost buried in undergrowth. Doors, win-

dows and roof were gone, but parts of the four walls 

still stood, grey-white amongst the dark holly and 

elder.
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Lennie pulled away the ivy that grew across the 

doorway, and went in.

It was tiny – a labourer’s cottage with an earth 

floor. The home, perhaps, of someone who’d worked 

on the land, or at the brickworks, years ago. There 

were traces of a campfire in the centre: ash and 

blackened sticks in a ring of stones. But nothing 

recent. No one had been here for a long time.

This could be my secret place, Lennie thought.

No one would find him here. He could bring 

sacking to sit on; he could bring some of his things 

from behind the settee.

Lennie had no space of his own at home. Behind 

the settee he kept a few sheets of paper – opened-

out envelopes and sugar bags – with his conkers 

and marbles, some comics, a dried flattened frog 

and a jay’s feather. Every so often when Mum was 

cleaning she would move the settee, and if she 

wasn’t in a good mood his treasures were in danger 

of being thrown away.

But here – here he could bring a tin, then even 

his paper would keep dry. And a mug. And matches. 

He could light a fire, boil water, make tea, even 

roast things… Lennie had never caught an animal 



in his life, let alone cooked it on a campfire, but 

he’d watched enough Tarzan films to know how it 

should be done.

The thought of cooking reminded him that he 

was hungry. It must be tea time. Phyl and Mary 

would be home from work and Mum would be lay-

ing the table.

He gave a last look round the cottage.

I’ll come back tomorrow, he thought, first thing. 

And next week – next week was half term, a whole 

week without school.

The mud drying on his clothes no longer seemed 

important as he ran home.

 


