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up a trip to the pictures, not even for good old
Winnie.

“Oh no,” | moaned. “Does that mean I'll have
to stay in to look after Mavis?”

“Certainly not,” Mavis snapped. “l can look
after myself, can’t |, Mum?”

“Relax, the pair of you,” said Mum. “Mauvis,
I’'ve asked Marge if she’ll have you for the day.
| think you’ll enjoy that more than being stuck
at home arguing with your brother. So you can
go to the pictures, Jimmy. You’ll have to collect
your sister and bring her back, though. Marge
will expect you at six o’clock. Don’t be late.”

“I won’t be, Mum,” | said with a big smile.
“Cross my heart and hope to die.”

“Don’t say things like that, Jimmy, you're
tempting fate!” Mum shuddered as if she was
suddenly cold. She crossed her fingers on both
hands and reached out to touch the wood of the
kitchen table. “None of us will be safe till this
war is over.”

“Sorry, Mum,” | said, and popped the bit of
Spam into my mouth. Mum often came out with
gloomy stuff like that.
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The next morning | volunteered to take
Mavis to Marge’s and we all set off early to-
gether. The weather had turned a bit milder, but
Mum still made sure we were wearing our win-
ter coats. | had nearly outgrown mine, but new
coats were very hard to come by. Mum had also
knitted gloves for us, using the wool from an
old jumper. She caught her bus at Waterloo and
Mavis and | carried on to Marge’s.

“Coming in for a cup of tea, Jimmy?” Marge
said when she opened the door of her place in
Dodson Street. It’s in a terrace of small houses.
Marge is little and round, with dark frizzy hair
and a smiley face and she’s full of fun and
laughter. Mum and her have been best friends
since they were kids, so I've known her my
whole life. “Why don’t you stay?” Marge added.
“We could have a lovely day together!”

“Er, no thanks, Marge,” | said. | liked Marge,
but | liked the idea of having the morning to my-
self much more. “Actually, I’'ve got a lot of things
planned.”

“Ooh, hark at your big brother, Mavis!” she
said, and laughed. “Excuse me for asking! Well,
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| suppose us girls can just about survive without
you.”

“You’ll have to,” | said. “There is a war on,
you know — see you later.”

“Cheeky!” said Marge, and pretended to cuff
me round the ear. But she was smiling as she
did it and | smiled back as | ducked. Then
| walked off and Mavis went into the house.
Marge stood there, waving until | turned the cor-
ner. | remember so clearly the way she looked
at that moment, framed in the doorway of her
small house.

| went home so | could enjoy reading my
comics without being interrupted — I'd got a few
more in swaps at school. Then | read the Just
William book Mum and Dad had bought me
for Christmas. Those stories always made me
laugh — William and his friends call themselves
‘The Outlaws’ and they get up to all sorts of
mischief.

| felt bored after a while, though, and | de-
cided to go out even though | didn’t have to
meet my mates till two o’clock. Mum had given
me a couple of shillings for the day. A ticket
for the pictures would cost me sixpence, but |
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would still have enough to buy a bag of chips
before | went in. | was also going to try and buy
some sweets. They were rationed too, but big
shops like Woolworth’s occasionally got a spe-
cial delivery.

As usual, Waterloo station and the streets
around it were busy. There weren’t many cars,
of course — petrol was rationed as well — but
there were plenty of buses. Lots of people were
arriving at the station or coming out of it, many
of them in uniform. It was fascinating to watch
them - half the world seemed to be coming to-
gether to fight rotten old Hitler and his Nazis.
| saw British soldiers, sailors and airmen, but
also Yanks, Canadians, Aussies, Kiwis, Indians,
Frenchmen, Danes, Czechs, Poles and loads
more. | saw women in uniform as well, ATS girls,
Wrens and WAAFs. | wondered if any of the Brit-
ish sailors might know my dad, but | was too shy
to ask. So | hung about, bought a bag of chips,
and then | went to Woolworth’s. But surprise,
surprise, they didn’t have any sweets.

Harry was waiting outside the Regal’s glass
doors when | got there. | spotted him straight-
away, even though he was surrounded by the
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usual crowd waiting for the doors to open. You
can’t really miss him - he’s tall, gangly and
ginger.

“All right, Jimmy?” he said, grinning. “Looks
like it’s just you and me - none of the others
have turned up. More fool them, | reckon.
There’s some good stuff on today.”

“That’s brilliant,” | said. The doors opened at
exactly two o’clock and the whole crowd surged
forward. “Come on, let’s get our tickets before
they all go.”

We pushed into the lobby, queued up,
handed over our sixpences and then headed to
the stalls. We got a couple of seats in the front
row, right underneath the screen. | liked being
up close — sometimes it felt as if you were al-
most inside the film.

The lights went down at last and the pro-
gramme started. There was always a short film
from the Ministry of Information about things
like growing vegetables (‘Dig for Victory’), or
not revealing any secrets to German spies, like
where your soldier husband had been posted
(‘Careless Talk Costs Lives’). They could be
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quite funny, but we’d seen them all before so
they weren’t really telling us anything new.

Next was the ‘B’ picture. It was a Western,
with Tom Mix, so there were endless chases on
horseback and gunfights between cowboys - |
quite like Westerns, but Harry absolutely loves
them. ‘B’ pictures weren’t as long as the main
feature and they were always followed by a
newsreel. That was like the news on the wire-
less, only with moving pictures as well as some-
one talking.

That day it was the usual mix of reports from
home and abroad, most of them to do with the
war. We always booed whenever rotten old Hit-
ler or his cronies appeared and the grown-ups
yelled out rude words. But that day there was
a report about Arctic convoys, with film shot on
our warships. Of course | was utterly gripped
and | scanned the faces of the sailors on the
screen in case one of them was Dad.

| didn’t see him, though, and the newsreel
was soon over. Next came the main feature,
a Hollywood thriller about a private detective.
| usually loved Hollywood movies, but | just
wanted this one to end. Once it was over |
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could stay in my seat and watch the whole pro-
gramme over again — you didn’t have to buy an-
other ticket. | wanted to see the newsreel again
— maybe I’d missed Dad. Harry stayed too.

But then suddenly, not long after the news-
reel came on once more, | remembered | was
supposed to collect Mavis from Marge’s at six
o’clock! | had no idea what the time was - |
didn’t have a watch. | jumped up and ran out
and Harry followed me.

There was a clock in the lobby. My heart
sank when | saw that it was half-past six and it
was dark outside. It would take me ages to get
to Marge’s place, even if | ran like the clappers.
| had a feeling Mum wasn’t going to be very
pleased with me.

“What’s up, Jimmy?” said Harry. “Where are
you off to in such a hurry?”

“I’ve got to collect my sister,” | said as we
stepped outside. “And I'm—"

A terrible noise drowned out the rest of what
| was going to say. It was a sound we hadn’t
heard for quite a while, but one that instantly
made my blood turn cold - the dreaded howling
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of the air raid sirens. We both looked up at the
night sky.
The Luftwaffe was coming.
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CHAPTER

Dad’s orders said he was to go to the big
naval base at Portsmouth on the south coast -
the Defiant would head there with some of the
crew once her refit was finished. It was lucky as
trains to Portsmouth departed from Waterloo,
so it meant we could see Dad off at the station.
There were more tears, of course. The three of
us waved to Dad as the train pulled out and we
kept waving till we couldn’t see him any more.
That was in early January, a few days into
1944. Mum did her best to keep us all cheerful,
but we were pretty glum - things weren’t the
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same without Dad around. School was boring,
evenings at home were boring, the news was
boring. The Russian advance on the Eastern
Front had slowed and our lads were struggling
to push the Germans back in Italy. At this rate |
thought the war might carry on for years.

In fact there was only one thing that could
really make me smile — my visits to the pictures.
I’ve loved the pictures ever since Mum and Dad
took me to see my first film just before the war.
It was Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs and
everything about it was wonderful — the colours
up on the screen, the music, the characters.
There was something magical about sitting in
the dark, completely gripped by the story.

In the last year I’d got into the habit of going
to the pictures with my friends from school,
especially Harry. We usually met on Saturday
afternoons at the Regal, our local picture house
— it’s much nicer than any of the other cinemas
near us. Dad called them ‘the flea-pits’ — they
were definitely a bit old and grubby. The Regal
was only built in the 1930s and it still looked
brand new, even after four hard years of war.
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Mum didn’t mind - she thinks it's a good
idea for me to get out of the flat on Saturdays.
That’s the day she does the cleaning and wash-
ing — she says she gets on much better if I’'m not
under her feet or bickering with Mavis because
I’'m bored. But a couple of weeks after Dad went
back to his ship, Mum announced at dinner one
Friday evening that she had been asked to go
into the office the next day.

“] could do without it, but | don’t feel | can
say no,” she said, sighing. “We’re so busy at the
moment, and as Mr Churchill says, we all have
to make sacrifices to back the war effort. And |
suppose the overtime money will come in handy
too.”

| stopped eating and stared at her, a piece of
Spam dangling from my fork. Mr Churchill is our
Prime Minister, the leader of our government.
His first name is Winston, but some people call
him ‘Winnie’. He took over in the dark days of
1940, and Mum says if it hadn’t been for him
we would probably have surrendered. He often
talked on the wireless to the nation and we all
thought he was great. But | didn’t want to give
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