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Chapter One
Puzzle

I don’t know what Mum is up to. Every week, she buys a bit more stuff than we need. Sugar, tinned fruit and baked beans, sardines, tea and coffee, bars of chocolate.
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She stacks it in the high cupboard in the kitchen, which we never usually use.

Why do we need such a lot?

This morning, Mum was looking at a photo in the newspaper. “Poor souls,” she said.

She wasn’t really talking to me, but I went to see what she was looking at.

The photo showed a muddy road with people walking along it. They were carrying heavy suitcases and bundles. A couple of families had piled all their things on carts pulled by horses.

“Some people called Nazis have come to power in Germany,” Mum told me. “They are doing terrible things, and these families have to leave their homes.”
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“But why?” I asked.

“The Nazis say Germany should only be for people who are pure Germans. Anyone else will be sent to a prison camp.”

She seemed really upset.

“What do you mean, ‘pure’?”

“Someone who has parents and grandparents who are German,” she explained. “Not mixed with people from any other country. Especially not Jews.”

“Where are the people going?” I asked.

“They’re hoping to get to France,” Mum said. “The French are like us – they don’t like the Nazis, either.” Then she folded the paper and said, “Don’t you worry about it. Go and play in the garden. It’s a lovely day.”

There’s a swing in the garden, among the cherry trees, so I went out there like Mum said, and swung for a bit, but I kept thinking about the people with their cases and bundles. I’d hate to leave this house, and the cherry trees, and Smudge. He’s my cat, and he’s beautiful.
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When Dad came in from work this evening, he said, “Hello, sweetheart. How’s my Mandy?”
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I thought he meant someone else, but he was smiling at me. I frowned and said, “I’m Miriam.”

“Mandy is a nickname,” said Mum.

I frowned again and said, “I don’t want a nickname.”

“We think it’s really nice,” said Mum.

After I went to bed, I could hear Dad playing the piano downstairs, same as he always does, but things seemed kind of different.

Pam is older than me, but she’s my best friend. She lives just up the road. We were upstairs in her bedroom today, and I told her about Dad calling me Mandy. She nodded, as if she knew all about it.

“It’s because Miriam is a Jewish name,” she said. “Your mother was here the other day, talking to my mum, and she mentioned it. They didn’t think I could hear, but I was in the dining room and they were in the kitchen, and you can hear through the serving hatch.”
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I get a bit fed up with Pam knowing everything. I know things, too. “There are Nazis in Germany,” I told her. “People are leaving their homes, in case they get sent to prison camps.”

But Pam knew about that, too. “Yes,” she agreed. “And the Nazis invaded Czechoslovakia a couple of months ago. Your mum thinks Britain should have declared war on them because of that, but a lot of people think it’s nothing to do with us. If the Nazis come here, though, it might be dangerous for you to have a Jewish name.”

I was a bit scared. “Do you think they will come?” I asked.

Pam shrugged. “Don’t know.”

Then her mum shouted up the stairs for Pam to hurry, because they were getting the bus to the library, so we didn’t say any more.

Mum put two more bags of sugar in the high cupboard this morning.

I said, “Are you saving things up because there’s going to be a war?”

She got down off the chair she was standing on, and put it back at the table. Then she said, “Who told you there’s going to be a war?”
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“Pam did,” I said.

Mum sighed. “Well, yes, there may be,” she said. “And if there is, food will be short. Britain gets a lot of things from overseas, and our ships will be under attack.” Then she ruffled my hair and said, “Don’t look so worried. It may not happen. And we’re going on holiday next week. That’ll be nice, won’t it!”

We’re going to the seaside. I wish we could take Smudge, but it’s a long way on the train and Dad said, “Don’t be silly, love, he’d hate it.” Pam says she will come in every day and feed him.


Chapter Two
Seaside

We can’t go on the beach. There are rolls of barbed wire all over it, and big, metal spikes sticking out of the sand, pointing towards the sea.
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Dad says the spikes are to stop tanks. I’ve seen pictures of tanks. They have a big gun at the front, and they run on caterpillars.

There are enormous guns all the way along the cliffs, with long barrels that reach into the sky above our heads.

[image: images]

I put my hands over my ears every time we go past them, because I’m scared that one might go off. I hate loud bangs.

Dad said, “They won’t go off. They’re only there in case the Germans come.”

But our soldiers might want to fire them just for practice, so I still put my hands over my ears.

Mrs Bingley, who owns our boarding house, always calls me Mandy. I suppose it’s what Mum and Dad told her. She argues with Mum about the war. She says Mr Chamberlain, our Prime Minister, won’t let it happen. He came back from a meeting in Germany last year saying there will be ‘peace for our time’.
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Mum said, “He gave the Nazis part of Czechoslovakia. But they won’t be satisfied with that.”

It’s not much fun here, really. We go for walks and sit in cafés, but I want to paddle in the sea and make sand castles, and you can’t go on the beach anywhere. We went to the funfair yesterday, and I won a teapot shaped like a cottage, but it doesn’t pour very well. We’re going home tomorrow. It’ll be nice to see Smudge.

Church bells are not to be rung any more. If we hear them, it will mean the German troops have invaded. I thought of the spikes on the beach, and the rolls of barbed wire. Maybe the invaders’ warships will blow all that stuff up, and their tanks will roll in across our fields and along our roads. It’s very scary.

This morning, Mum and Dad told me we’re going to stay with Gran in the country.

I asked, “For another holiday?” and they looked at each other.

Then Dad said, “No, it’s longer than a holiday. We’ll be there for a while.”

“But what about school?” I said. “Term starts next week.”

“I’ll help you with some lessons,” said Mum. “Gran’s got lots of books. We can do nature study. There’s lots of nature in the country.”

There’s a big pine forest next to Gran’s house. It’s very dark and quiet, and you can get lost in it easily, because it all looks the same. Gran always has her back door open for the birds. She’s mad about birds. She puts chopped-up cheese on the table so the robin can help himself.
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“I suppose we can’t take Smudge,” I said.

“I’m sorry, darling,” said Mum. “But you know how Gran feels about her birds.”

“Can’t I stay here?” I asked. “I can cook and everything. Smudge and I would be all right.”

“No, sweetheart, you can’t,” said Dad. He gave me a hug and added, “What would we do without you?”
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Pam’s dad drove us in his car, because we were taking so much stuff. His name is Bob. Mum brought quite a lot of things from the high cupboard in the kitchen, so she must think we’re going for ages.

Bob said that petrol will be rationed when the war starts. He’s a salesman, so he thinks he’ll be able to keep his car, but he says most people won’t be allowed to drive at all.
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Mum and I sat in the back. She was leaning forward so she could hear what Bob and Dad were saying, but I felt a bit carsick, so I had my eyes shut. I think they thought I was asleep, but I wasn’t.
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“It’ll be an early start for you in the mornings, getting to work in London,” Bob said to my dad. “You’re a long way from the city.”

Dad said, “I know that. But I can’t take the risk.”

“Look on the bright side,” Bob said. “They may not invade.”

“But they might,” said Dad. “So it’s better to be out of London. Just going to the bank every day should be all right. If they pick me up, I’ll be interned – but at least my family will be safe.”

I wanted to know what ‘interned’ meant, so I opened my eyes and sat up, but Mum said quickly, “Hello, darling – are you feeling better? Let’s play ‘I Spy’.” So I never got the chance to ask.
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