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classes, with over forty kids in each. Mavis was
in the younger class and her teacher was young
Mrs Peters, who was lovely. Us bigger kids had
to put up with mean old Mrs Reynolds. She had
retired just before the war and only came back
to help out. We wished she hadn’t bothered -
she often spent the day telling us off.

| hadn’t said any of that to Mum, though.
| reckoned she had more than enough on her
plate without me complaining about school. Her
job was quite important — she worked as a typ-
ist at the Ministry of Labour in Whitehall, on the
other side of the river. She said it was where the
government organised the workers for all the
vital industries. The three of us usually left to-
gether in the mornings. Mum walked Mavis and
me to school and then she went on to catch the
bus outside Waterloo station.

“And remember, Jimmy, you don’t have to
collect your sister from Marge’s this afternoon,”
said Mum when we were about to leave. “Your
dad will do that.”

The two classes at our school finished at
different times, the younger kids getting out at
two-thirty, us older kids at quarter to four. Mum
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hated the idea of Mavis walking home alone,
but luckily there was someone who could help,
Mum'’s friend Marge. Mavis likes Marge and so
do | — we call her Auntie Marge. Her husband Alf
was with the Eighth Army in North Africa, and
now they were fighting in Italy. Alf and Marge
didn’t have any kids yet, and she worked in a
factory in Deptford that made ammunition for
the army. She did shifts and she could always
arrange things to look after Mavis and me for
Mum. Mum usually comes home at about six
thirty, | collect Mavis from Auntie Marge’s after
school, and then we walk home together.

“See you later, kids,” said Dad, smiling at us.
“I’m sure the day will fly past.”

It didn’t. If anything it seemed to crawl
more slowly than ever. Mrs Reynolds was very
grumpy and she made us do our times tables
over and over again. The whole class had to
chant them together and it was really boring. |
couldn’t wait for the day to finish. When the bell
went at quarter to four, | shot out of school and
ran home as quickly as | could.

It was a dark December evening and the
streets were almost pitch black because of the
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blackout. | had my torch with me, but | could
have made the journey home with my eyes
closed. | suppose we’d got used to there not
being any lights in the streets after dark — the
blackout rule had come in at the beginning of
the war. It made sense, of course. Leaving the
lights on would have made it easy for the Luft-
waffe to see where to drop their bombs. But
| remembered how things had been before the
war, the street lamps glowing, the windows of
shops and houses full of bright lights. Now spe-
cial Air Raid Precaution wardens patrolled all the
streets to check that everybody was sticking to
the rule. Sometimes you’d hear an ARP warden
shout, “Put that bloomin’ light out!”

I’d also got used to the flat being cold and
dark when Mavis and | came home after school,
but tonight it was warm and bright. Dad had put
up the blackout blinds so the lights were on and
he had also made up the fire. Two big logs were
merrily burning away in the grate and he’d been
down to the courtyard to fill the coal scuttle for
the evening.

“Blimey, where did you get the logs?” |
asked. “We haven’t had any for ages!”
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“A bloke had a heap of them down at the
market in Lower Marsh,” Dad said. “It was lucky
| spotted him — | swear he sold the lot in about
two minutes flat.”

“That’s not all,” Mavis said excitedly. “We’re
having chops for dinner!”

| could hardly believe it, but it was true.
Dad had managed to find probably the only
pork chops in London. Apparently Ernie, the
man who owned the butchers we used to live
over, owed Dad a favour. The chops were ac-
tually more fat than meat, but we ate them
with mashed potato and some spinach and they
tasted good to me. Although Mum moaned a bit
— she hates the idea of doing anything dodgy.

“Oh, George, | do wish you hadn’t got them
from Ernie,” she said. “Just the other day some-
one was telling me he’s well known for selling
under the counter.”

That's what people say when they accuse
a shopkeeper of selling stuff they shouldn’t to
make extra money for themselves, but if you’ve
got enough money you can buy plenty you're
not supposed to. Mum reckons that’s not fair, so
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she won’t buy anything on the ‘Black Market’,
as it’s often called.

“Ernie’s all right,” said Dad. “He only does
that kind of thing for his old mates. Besides,
we’re not doing it all the time. | don’t see the
harm in it myself.”

Mum gave him a look, but she didn’t make
any more fuss. Like Mavis and me, she was
happy to have Dad back and | could tell she
didn’t want to spoil things. | have to say | agreed
with Dad. It didn’t seem like that much of a big
deal to me.

We had such a good time over the next two
weeks. I’d forgotten what a lot of fun Dad could
be. He played with Mavis and he took me to
the park so we could have a kickabout with a
football. He also took me with him to Camber-
well market to buy our Christmas tree. Mum and
Mavis made decorations for the tree and the
flat. They cut up old magazines to make paper
chains and they looked great.

For Christmas dinner we had a plump rabbit,
supplied by Ernie the butcher, of course — Mum
didn’t say a word. There were potatoes too, and
carrots and turnips. Mum had even managed to
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make a proper Christmas pudding and she hid
a couple of sixpences in it. | don’t know how,
but Mum made sure Mavis and me found a six-
pence each.

That night we played Charades, and then we
listened to the wireless. There was a good var-
iety show on and the news wasn’t too grim. It al-
most felt like old times with us all being together
again. | think we enjoyed it more because we
knew it couldn’t last. Boxing Day was fun too,
but the next morning a telegram arrived for Dad.
He was being recalled to the Defiant and had to
leave immediately.

Mum and Mavis cried again and | did as well
this time. | didn’t want Dad to go. There had
been a report on the news about a sea-battle
north of Norway. A Royal Navy force including
the battleship Duke of York and the cruisers
Belfast, Norfolk and Sheffield had attacked and
sunk the German battleship Scharnhorst. It was
a victory for us, but it only made me worry about
what Dad might have to face when he went
back to sea. What if HMS Defiant got involved in
a big battle like that?
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“I'll be fine, Jimmy,” said Dad when he was
getting ready to go. We were together in Mum
and Dad’s bedroom, Dad packing away his stuff
in his kitbag. Mum and Mavis were in the hall
putting on their coats. “And | don’t want you
worrying about me all the time,” Dad continued.
“You’re the man of the house while I’'m away
and I’'m relying on you to keep your mind fo-
cused on taking care of your mum and sister.”

He was smiling when he said it and he ruffled
my hair, so | knew he was more than half joking.
| also knew Mum could look after herself as well
as me and Mavis. After all, that’s what she’d
been doing all the time Dad had been away. But
still, it did feel as if he was giving me a special
job and | took him seriously.

“You can count on me, Dad,” | said. “| prom-
ise | won’t let you down.”

Little did | know that those words would
come back to haunt me.
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CHAPTER

We stayed up talking late that night, which
meant we were a bit slow getting out of bed in
the morning. Mavis and me were supposed to
go to school, but | asked Mum if we could stay
at home instead. We both wanted to spend the
day with Dad.

“Certainly not! Don’t you know there’s a war
on?” Mum said with a frown. Nobody needed to
be reminded of that. But funnily enough, it was
something grown-ups said all the time, usually
when they wanted to stop you having fun. “A
fine pickle the country would be in if everyone
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just stopped at home whenever they felt like it,”
Mum added. “You might as well invite the Ger-
mans in and make them tea.”

We were sitting in the kitchen having break-
fast. Not that there was much to eat, only toast
with a thin scrape of marmalade on it. | couldn’t
remember the last time I'd seen an egg or a
rasher of bacon. | tried not to think about food,
but it was hard. The longer the war went on,
the less there was for everyone. Hitler had been
getting his submarines - his U-boats - to sink
the ships bringing us food across the sea.

Mind you, we knew now that Dad and his
shipmates had been doing their best to stop
that happening. He told us HMS Defiant had
mostly been in the North Atlantic, guarding the
great convoys of merchant ships coming to us
from America — they were under constant at-
tack. HMS Defiant had also been up in the Arc-
tic, protecting the ships taking supplies to the
Russians through icy seas and terrible storms.

It sounded awful. Dad told us that some-
times the ship’s decks were covered in sheets of
ice and huge icicles hung from the barrels of the
guns. The sailors had to chip the ice off every
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day. If they didn’t, it could make the ship top-
heavy and a big wave might turn it right over.
Dad said that wasn’t ever going to happen, but
| wished he hadn’t mentioned it. Up until then |
had just worried about German planes and sub-
marines attacking him. Now | had the weather to
worry about as well.

“Oh go on, Mum, be a sport!” | said. “Tell her
to let us stay at home, Dad.”

“Sorry, son,” said Dad, shrugging. “I agree
with your mum. We all have to do our bit in the
war and your job is going to school. Education
is very important.”

Dad was right, | suppose, but | didn’t think
we were getting much of an education. Our
school — St Edmund’s — never really recovered
from being evacuated when the war began. Half
the kids didn’t come back and most of the
teachers had stayed with them or been called
up. The same was true for plenty of other
schools in London and quite a few were closed
during the worst months of the Blitz — some
were even damaged in the bombing.

Our headmaster Mr Jackson managed to
keep our school open. But there were only two
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