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For my mother and for all children who live through war
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Note on exams in the 1930s: The School Certificate was taken at fifteen or sixteen, just like GCSEs today. You had to pass six subjects to get a certificate. The Higher School Certificate was taken at eighteen, like ‘A’ levels.
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3 September 1939

It was funny, thought Justice, how everything could change in an instant. She and Peter were sitting in the garden of her home in London, while Justice’s father and Peter’s parents listened to the wireless inside. They could hear Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s voice, sounding very old and weary.

‘This morning the British ambassador in Berlin handed the German government a final note stating that unless we heard from them by eleven o’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.’

Everything was the same – bees buzzing in the hollyhocks, voices from a neighbouring garden, a bird singing somewhere high above them – but everything had changed.

Peter looked at Justice. ‘We’re at war,’ he said.

It sounded ridiculous. Wars were for history books. Miss Hunting droning on about York and Lancaster. Justice’s father had been a pilot in the Great War and had always said that he hoped that she, Justice, would never live through anything similar.

Suddenly, Justice realised that the Great War was now the first world war – and she was going to experience the second.

Inside the grown-ups were talking. Peter’s mother, Hilda, was crying. Justice’s father, Herbert Jones KC, was using his barrister voice, and sounding very calm and reasonable. Peter’s father said something about Czechoslovakia.

Justice didn’t want to go into the sitting room, because then it would all be real. She wanted to stay in the garden with Peter. Possibly for ever.

‘Will you go back to school?’ she asked him. Peter went to a specialist music school in London.

‘I suppose so,’ he said. ‘I heard Mum saying that some London schools would be evacuated. Moved to the countryside.’

Justice’s school, Highbury House, was already in the countryside. In fact, it was in the middle of nowhere in Kent, surrounded by marshland and fields. Would Highbury House stay open if there was a war? For years, Justice had dreamt of leaving boarding school but now she thought of her friends Stella, Dorothy and Letitia. Of Nora and Eva too. Even the often insufferable Rose. It would be terrible not to see them again. And she was going into the fifth form in a few weeks, preparing for her School Certificate. She realised that she had even been looking forward to it.

‘I hope my school doesn’t close,’ she said.

‘I thought you hated it,’ said Peter, who was pacing around the small garden, kicking leaves.

‘I thought so too,’ said Justice. ‘Mind you, nothing will happen immediately.’

At that moment, an air raid siren went off.

It was the most terrifying sound – an awful wail that seemed to echo and reverberate, getting louder and more ominous with every second. Justice and Peter bolted into the house.

‘Get your gas masks!’ said Hilda. ‘Hurry!’

Justice had no idea where she’d left hers. They’d been to get them the other week and Justice had thought they were very scary-looking. The masks for little children were worse.

They were meant to look like Mickey Mouse but, to Justice, they looked like terrifying undersea monsters: bright red rubber with a weird tongue-thing sticking out.

‘Should we go to the shelter?’ said Hilda. There was an air raid shelter in the communal gardens of the square. It was basically a hole in the ground, with steps leading down. Justice and her father had watched the men digging it.

‘Let’s all be calm,’ said Herbert. ‘It might be a false alarm.’

As he said this, another sound filled the air. It was almost as bad as the air raid warning but Herbert said, ‘That’s the “all clear”. Everything’s all right.’ Hilda sat down on the sofa, fanning herself. Peter’s father, David, patted her on the back. Justice and Peter looked at each other. Justice could feel her heart beating extra fast. Was this what war was going to be like? Air raid warnings all the time, bombs dropping?

‘Go and find your mask, Justice,’ said Dad. ‘You should leave it by the door in case you need it.’

‘Will I have to take it to school?’ said Justice.

‘We don’t know what’s happening about school yet,’ said Dad.

Highbury House was to remain open. Herbert rang the headmistress, Miss de Vere, the next day, and she said that everything would carry on as normal. Herbert told Justice this, adding that Highbury House would be a safe place to be.

‘I don’t know how you can say that,’ said Justice. ‘Considering it’s full of murderers and kidnappers.’

She was referring to the times when she had helped solve crimes at the school. Her first two years at Highbury House seemed to have been full of dead bodies, secret tunnels and ghostly apparitions. It had been very exciting.

‘Things have been fairly quiet for the last year or so,’ said Herbert, with a slight smile.

‘War’s not exactly quiet,’ said Justice. Her feelings about the coming conflict wavered between fear and a sort of horrible fascination.

‘It will be for you,’ said Herbert firmly.

Two weeks later Herbert drove Justice and her friend Stella to Highbury House for the new term. Stella’s sister Sarah was also with them: she was about to start her second year. Sarah talked all the time, which Justice often found rather irritating, but today she found that she welcomed the flow of words: school, lacrosse, the exploits of her younger brothers Aaron, Gabriel and Ben, baby sister Sheila, Minky the cat, Sarah’s favourite things to eat and drink … Justice wondered how Sarah could be related to Stella, who was always quiet but today, especially, had hardly said a word. There were seven Goldman children so maybe Sarah, who was right in the middle, had to battle to make herself heard.

‘Maybe we’ll have to stay in school at Christmas,’ said Sarah. ‘Especially if there are bombs.’

‘Put a sock in it, Sarah,’ said Stella.

Sarah lapsed into hurt silence that lasted until Maidstone when she piped up cheerfully: ‘Will you be joining the army, Mr Jones?’

‘No,’ said Herbert. ‘I’m far too old.’

Justice, who had held her breath, felt herself relaxing. Ever since war had been declared, she had been terrified that Dad would join up. Dad was all she had. Justice’s mother, a crime writer called Veronica Burton, had died when Justice was twelve. Justice didn’t think she could bear it if anything happened to her father. But Dad was forty-six; he was definitely too old to be a soldier.

‘I’ll probably carry on being a lawyer,’ said Herbert. ‘People will still need lawyers. I might volunteer to be an air raid warden.’

Justice’s detective senses were immediately on alert. ‘Always notice when people offer unnecessary detail,’ Leslie Light, the hero of her mum’s mystery novels, always said. ‘It could be a sign that they have something to hide.’

‘How old do you have to be to be a soldier?’ asked Sarah.

‘Eighteen,’ said Herbert.

‘Our brother Josh is seventeen,’ said Sarah.

Justice realised why Stella was being so quiet.
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