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1
            - CHAPTER ONE -

            Flores Sea

         

         - 29 November 1943 -

         Jack hesitated for a moment, breathing heavily. Through his mind passed a lifetime of consideration and terrifying visions. Within a few frantic displaced seconds his thoughts swung from demanding he leap into the boiling sea to distractedly wondering if he would survive the fall. His mind swam with images of home and his family, and of all he had endured, all he had survived. Now all to be washed away. Disconnected to the unfolding horror before him, he pondered in that single blink, the dark depth of the water and worrying height of the deck, the inevitable long plunge and the lurching list of the ship. He was not aware if he spoke yet he noticed his mouth flapping open like a fish suffocating in air. Frighteningly, his thoughts became magnetically absorbed by the ominous throb and sucking power of the ship’s propeller. Its laborious heaving rumbled unseen, deep under the ship, vibrating the metallic hulk and pulsing every cell in his body. He breathlessly imagined himself exposed, drowning, being helplessly drawn face to face with its hypnotic danger as a second explosion abruptly caused its shuddering halt, shattering his thoughts. He 2gathered himself, his mind wild and alight with indecision. He hardly noticed peripheral flickering fire and spectres of men leaping in the edge of his vision as he swayed unsteadily, terrified to make his choiceless decision. Then, clear through the cacophony a solitary voice pierced his frightened deliberation. “Abandon ship!” it screamed in Japanese. Jack didn’t understand the words but heard their desperate meaning. He had fumbled to the conclusion that the unknown ocean depths and sickening fall were marginally safer than the imploding deck of their torpedoed ship.

         Off guard and caught in immobile motion as the voice rang out, Jack startled into action. He began the deep inhale, the drawing of breath in preparation for his plunge, but was cut short as a final fireball explosion rocked the ship, sending a bellowing reverberation along its length. The concussive blast hurled Jack overboard so ferociously he had hardly taken breath in his lungs and had no understanding he had fallen until he was deep underwater, falling in a cascade of light and fire. The slowing of time and the drawing out of each action happened simultaneously. The fearful hesitation, decision to jump, shout to abandon ship, inhalation, explosion and plunge, all punctuated by wrenching doubt. And yet throughout, not once had he considered the temperature of the water. It had been hot and clammy as the ship lurched somewhere on the Flores Sea. Sweat had clung to him like a damp rag, and Jack could not have imagined the sea would be so numbingly cold. Darkened time washed over him and he was lost.

         
             

         

         In that same moment the ship shuddered, the inky sea swallowed him instantly, just one greedy gulp and he was gone. He could not grasp he was underwater or that he was sinking as he dropped down and down, a falling deadweight. The slight impact of his thin body slicing the thick surface of the water disassociated itself from the sharp sting of salt clenching his eyes shut. He keenly sensed the cold, oily sensation of water as it slid over and completely covered his parched sunburnt skin but he watched from another place, some other life. A moment earlier he’d watched himself arc overboard, bare feet high in the air, buckled knees bent, hands rounded as if still gripping the gunwale rail. Jack had watched himself, mute and expressionless as the rail fell away, 3disappearing into sparkling black, as the ocean submerged him. The thick water thundered round his ears like a steam train in a tunnel, all oil and smoke and exploding fire, and hell it was cold.

         
             

         

         In truth, he had considered the jump rationally and somewhat calmly despite the brevity and chaos. Inevitably he had made daily life and death decisions during his captivity. It was a necessity to judge situations quickly, those long months, those longer two years. His life, all their lives hung by the fragile thread of pause, reflection and considered action and still that was not enough to save many. The men had existed in a shifting, semiconscious hellish state, it took but a small step, some unremarkable adjustment to make life unbearable. And now, their worsening nightmare had unravelled and spilled into the sea. A new terror heaped upon their already overburdened and miserable existence. Empty stomachs had lurched metronomically as the ship had ploughed on, indifferent to unspoken suffering. The single screw churned as the funnel had belched choking black smoke. Pumping forward through the dark sea as they pressed, cramped and trapped in its damp holds, gripped by multitudinous fears. Of the four stifling storage holds concealed in the belly of the four and a half thousand ton metal ship, the rear two were wedged to overcapacity with five hundred and forty-eight pained men. A sick draft of far east prisoners of war. Five hundred and forty-eight souls, starved, diseased and weakened, rolled together in despair as the ship rattled endlessly on and on. Their ship seemed sure to be attacked. The huge belching target churning from the funnel signalled their position clearly to the Allies. Jack had noticed with sickening alarm as he’d embarked, that the ship was not marked with red crosses indicating PoWs, or a hospital ship. As he’d shuffled on board, carrying one end of a stretcher, he’d briefly hunkered below one of the damaged fuselage from enemy Zero aircraft lashed to the deck. Who would imagine this ship was a sick draft, carrying desperate Allied PoWs? The hellship that had brought them, some seven months and a lifetime before, to the hell-island had been similarly unmarked. But then, Jack had not fully realised the terrifying significance. On this, their return journey it was their collective, immovable fear as the ship wheezed on through the dark water. Its old bones creaked until 4inevitably in a heart-stopping rush of shuddering explosions it was shot from beneath them. Its heavy lumbering carcass disappeared with more than half their brothers into the black ocean depths in a matter of minutes.

         Moments earlier the stifling hold had been an insufferable imprisonment yet had held a tentative safety. Now the entire ship had become a deathly prison, dragging his brothers away and down. They didn’t have a chance, Jack could do nothing to save them, or himself. And still, he thought bloody hell, the sea was so cold as he drifted down into the murk. Blinking, he saw vivid visions of his young life exploding in front of him. He watched, paralysed and dumbstruck. So touchably real, that in one splintering second he swore his brother, George had just pushed him into the cool water at Hyde Municipal Baths, as he had so often in their boyhood. Jack gasped for air, hearing his childish shriek cut short as he splashed into the clear water, all legs and arms. Protesting mutely as streams of air rushed from his gaping mouth he heard George’s muffled laughter from the edge of the water, his outline rippling through the glassy surface. He watched old men in baggy bathing suits shuffling along duckboards, towels rolled underarm, jowls dripping and their sagging bodies bristling with water. Jack floated down, open-eyed and open-mouthed awaiting the dull bump of the pool bottom. He watched multicoloured shafts of stained-glass light dance through the Gothic windows of the grand old Victorian building, illuminating the thin water in a spectacular firework display. George threw himself in, legs folded under his wrapped arms as he landed harmlessly on Jack, cushioned by the air he brought into the water. They wriggled, play-fighting and swimming until surfacing, gasping, spluttering and laughing soundlessly, their eyes creased closed. Opening his creased eyes, the expected dull bump was a hard crate, sinking in the water beside him and banging his side painfully. Multicoloured shafts of light burned within the sinking ship like cold silent fireworks. Jack frowned in confusion touching his mouth with fingertips, tasting not sour chlorine but heavy salt, sickly and thick with oil. His mind spun. Looking frantically around, this was no childhood pool. No soft light reflected here and no shouts echoed dully in the water. He shook away George’s familiar face and stared hard into the gloom swallowing the 5sinking ship. He demanded his mind respond, demanded it grasp that this was the deep, dark ocean and he was still falling into its cold depths.

         Wild thoughts gradually subsided, and his mind calmed as he reconciled himself to the situation, and gathered himself. His mind quietly said he’d been lucky to be on deck as the torpedoes hit. Jammed together in the hold of the transport ship more than twenty-three hours a day, he had been waiting to take the temporary relief of his few minutes permitted on deck as they lurched heavily through the sea, moments from catastrophe. He had waited achingly in the slow stream of unsteady men climbing from the hatch, stumbling upwards and forwards. His desperation for a moment of fresh air on deck was given and he waited to use the insanitary arrangements. A drum in the corner of the hold on the outbound voyage was now considered too disgusting and disease hungry for even their captors, and open boxes had been hung over the side of the ship. The precarious perched positions and lack of dignity afforded, starkly matched the PoWs’ precarious and undignified existence. Food was delivered via a bucket lowered twice a day, once in early morning and once late in the afternoon, accompanied by a shout of makan which announced a meal. The descending bucket was usually filled with infested rotten rice and filthy water, not nearly enough for more than a handful slopped into each tin canteen. These tiny portions the men ate and drank quickly as if at a banquet, such was their hunger and thirst. The creaking, sinking ship had been a coal transporter, and the PoWs had been loaded as cargo, forced down into the depths some four days earlier, man upon man pressed into glistening filthy holds, less valuable but more troublesome than the black fuel. They were quickly rubbed sore with coal-dust, it covered ulcerated skin, filled noses and caught in the throat. There was barely room to breathe in, let alone to move, or stretch or lie. The men were so tired, so desperate to get off that hell-island that they didn’t complain, couldn’t complain. They would not dare. Each had personally learnt the hard lesson that silent rebellion and tiny gains were the only collective victories keeping each man fastened to sanity. The PoWs had all become ill long before boarding. Most were walking skeletons barely more than sunburnt skin taut over bone, quietly staring through stark eyes. Watching and breathing slowly. A sick draft from hellish island 6to god only knew where. Each man had quietly, resolutely descended into the sparkling blackness, trying hard not to wonder if this could be the beginning of the journey home. Instead each filled their thoughts with other imaginings. Anything that could be cradled like a precious bubble of normality in the mind, to keep from drowning in despair. But still, home permeated Jacks thoughts despite the pointlessness.

         Some poor souls had been so deathly ill before boarding they were now beyond help. They lay out, stretchered on deck, maybe thirty of them, all angular joints and rasping coughs breathing their last in the stinking heat. All the men on board were ill. They lay silently in the deep hold, some so weakened that inevitably they did not wake at the dawn shout for makan. Each of these poor men was gently lifted. Every hand, no matter how weakened themselves, offered up support and a last human touch. Thus, the sorry soul would rise slowly to the hatch as softly as the others were able. They had been ordered to unceremoniously throw the dead overboard. Instead, they were offered to the sea with all the care the sickly men could muster, gently letting them drop as quiet, heartfelt farewells were spoken. The PoWs attempted to offer their brothers the respect they had been denied, as they slipped away. That ominous morning two lives had passed, one silently and the other with low groans, a last splutter but no final words. They had both already been lifted up as Jack had begun his ascent into the glaring light of the open deck for his turn at the precarious box. He’d reached up, grasping the rim of the hatch watching the white bones of his knuckles pushing against his scarred skin, as he heaved himself into daylight, blinking and squinting. The warmth of the sun on his face seemed so long ago, but it must have been only a matter of moments since he had stood frozen in indecision. And still, he rolled over and over, down and down in the dark freezing sea. Folded in a protective ball, his cushion of air and bubbles flying from him like shooting stars, as the attack replayed and raced in his mind, flashing by in fractions of seconds, oblivious to the swirling sea he drowned in.

         The torpedoes had scored a direct hit, not long after what the PoWs dryly called breakfast. The sun had settled comfortably above the horizon, its warmth steaming moisture mistily off the deck and burnishing the ships peeling hull. Most of the men were awake, night-time 7and darkness brought little sleep. The men simply hunched against each other, tired worn shoulder to bruised jutting cheek. Jack had planted his bare feet unsteadily on the deck as the sun began warming his face and he had glanced around, orientating himself before taking the few steps to the gunwale. A few enemy soldiers leant there, looking out to sea, joking with each other and smoking cigarettes, flicking the butts into the white frothing side-wake. Three tired and harassed looking Japanese crew had hurried past, clattering tools and stacking painting gear for some task or other. The six or seven PoWs who had already climbed on deck were holding the rail tight, swaying as they staggered on stiff limbs toward the hanging boxes. Jack stretched out a hand to grip the rail as he reached it, leaning into the rising swell knees bent, as he looked out to the horizon. Blinking in the glaring sunlight, he felt its heat permeate his bone-tired body as he gathered himself to move. He was about to turn when two white lines tracing fast, fizzed through the water, catching his eye. He had never before seen torpedoes but knew instantly what they were. The terrifying foaming slashes coursed directly for the ship. Fear gripped his throat closed. The two lines were suddenly staggered by another two behind, and all four closing frighteningly fast. Jack turned, mouth agape, terrified the attack would go unnoticed as the shrill jabbering shrieks of Japanese erupted, raising the alarm. Instantly the Japanese scurried like rats in a panicked scramble to turn the ship. It was too late. Jack watched the first torpedo whizz by in a foaming blur, but the second slammed into the ship with a sickening thud. It resonated the vessel like a gong for a moment before exploding. Everyone and everything amidships was thrown in the air, and he was surrounded by a huge pulsating fireball. Instinctively he covered his ears against the almighty roar of the explosion. Pieces of ship and fragments of aircraft fuselage sailed through the air around him. It seemed to happen slowly, silently as he instinctively tried to curl into ball. He watched as some of the Japanese and PoWs immediately leapt into the sea, their mouths silently shrieking.

         Soldiers, officers and civilian crew, and prisoners of war alike stood stunned and dazed, looking around dully. Jack heard nothing except his own blood pounding and a singing-ringing concussion noise in his ears, all around was slow muted chaos, as if it was too much for 8his mind to process. With the impact he’d fallen to the deck, hands thrown out in front as the ship shook and an instant later rocked, by the massive explosion. He was on hands and knees reaching for the rail as the ship had shuddered. The explosion knocked him upright, his feet leaving the deck. Terrified he’d go overboard he hung onto the rail, as he came crashing down again onto his knees, still unconsciously cradling the smooth metal. The explosion seemed incredibly close, underneath and all around, engulfing him in ear-splitting sound and roaring fireball. He was in the centre of the storm but in his own silent bubble observing distractedly as the ship lurched to and fro. It was a matter of moments before the third and fourth torpedoes closed in. Jack didn’t feel anything of the strike of the third, he wondered if it had missed the ship. But the fourth found its target, slamming home under the main mast. The impact was thundering and even closer. It shook the ship from stern to bow, rattling everything loose. The explosion a second later was muted, as if imploding deep underwater, the searing pain of bursting appendix deep within. It snapped the ships back and collapsed the aft deck. The ship stopped dead in the water and the propeller wheezed to a stop with a final shuddering throb. There was a horrible yawning groan as the ship seemed first to swallow the fireball then spit it back out as it split apart. The stern lurched down into the sea as waves surged over onto the deck. Prisoners were heaving themselves from the nearest hold, turning quickly to help those behind, as Japanese soldiers rushed forwards to free a lifeboat. Cargo broke loose and slid down the deck, crashing into obstacles. Everything not fastened securely slipped into the burning, boiling sea.

         It had taken mere moments but the screaming chaos seemed endless. Everything around him was terrifying and violent. Jacks mind could not absorb it and his eyes involuntarily blurred. The horror of the deck dissolved into a swarm of colour and silent activity, like a melting oil painting lying exposed in the rain. He stared hard, trying to refocus his vision, but could only see a swirling painting of relentless colours, and smoke and fire. He blinked hard and looked to his hands. He watched calmly, as his grip relaxed and readjusted on the rail, “This must be how it ends,” a part of his mind quietly observed. Another part of his mind tugged at his sleeve. It forced him to shift his eyes from his 9hands, moving his gaze along his thin sun-cracked arm. He saw his elbow resting on his knee, his feet tucked underneath him. He blinked hard and suddenly saw himself and the scene with clarity, his eyes refocused and his vision cleared. He sagged onto the rail gripping the metal underarm and drew a breath. Moving his slight weight onto one knee he attempted to stand. He had long since been barefoot, trading boots for a small amount of food and a tattered shirt. Pushing himself higher he held the rail with both hands, his head bowed. His straggly hair flopped down covering his dark eyes, creating a screen through which he swiftly looked left then right, taking in the situation to his overloaded senses. He watched men swarming overboard, plopping into the sea like pebbles into a frothing lake. The ship listed horribly, smoke billowed from every available opening. Forked tongue flames licked the air from the huge open wound in the deck. Jack looked down at the water. It was littered with debris and seemed a long way down. Waves massaged the hull, the dark water frothing white as it struck the metal. The sea lolled and rolled, and the ship sagged heavily and broken in it. It was then that Jack considered jumping and had failed to immediately decide. It was then he hesitated. The ship was certainly going to sink beneath him, taking him down with it. He had to jump he reasoned. But, god the sea looked wild and it was such a terrifying leap. Suddenly with a fearful shiver he saw himself as one of his unfortunate brothers, slipping overboard, unburied at sea, dropping dead into the water. It filled him with horror. He was utterly lost in the chaos of indecision when sound had returned in screaming, frightened shouts and bursts of frantic activity all around. It was now that a Japanese soldier howled the belated order to abandon ship. Jack spun and saw through the clearing smoke, the aft hold and the deck collapsed around it. He couldn’t see any life inside. The packed, squirming mass of men trapped in the hold was calmly silent, no one moved in its interior. It was darkly still in the midst of the screaming melee. He swung back around, looking into the hold he had climbed from moments, and a lifetime before. Four or five thin men climbed from it, turning to reach down. They wore only tattered shorts and their exposed ribs expanded as they panted heavily. Bending, reaching downwards they pulled at outstretched hands, helping up those they could. Slowly men appeared out of the 10deathly hold, dazed and blackened with soot. Jack wiped his brow with the ragged end of his shirt front and began to turn toward them, to help. He was distracted by the pull of his hand, and found himself still gripping the rail tightly. Something about it looked odd. He realised it was not horizontal, the ship was listing some thirty degrees. “What the hell?” He muttered as he looked up and down the length of the ship. It was undoubtedly going to sink, and soon. The bow was rising from the sea, pointing skywards as the stern slipped deeper underwater, dragging the limp belly of the ship with it. Jack tried to unclench the railing, knuckles again trying to burst through thin skin as time continued slowly. He watched a man emerge from the hold into chaos, panic and fear and blood on his blackened face. He stared through the fire and smoke, looking at Jack momentarily. His eyes were wild and his mouth chattered as he ran past and leapt. He coursed through the air and crashed into the sea below, disappearing into the blue. And still, only a few elongated minutes had passed since Jack had seen the white traces and the first torpedo had struck. He turned to those at the hatch, but as he moved the final massive explosion deep within the ship had finally, senselessly, flung him overboard. Cartwheeling over the railing and weighing nothing Jack looked like a rag doll, the ship a toy bobbing in bathwater. He had no sense of why he was in the air, there was nothing, but waiting. He finally crashed unknowingly into the sea amongst the debris, as his mind screamed, “God the water’s cold.”

         Sinking into the gloom Jack felt the numbing water permeate his body. Such unexpected cold sucked away his heat, and took his remaining breath. He fell for so long in its glassy grip he thought he would never surface. As he sank he looked wide-eyed, down and around, casually, as if he had all the time in the world. He was terrified, unnerved by the dark void below and above, suffocating and close. He watched an eternity of swirling dark blue under his motionless feet. He saw air bubbles leave him, disappearing from every fold like sand shaken from clothes on a beach. He listened to the pound-pound, pound-pound of his rapid heartbeat bursting in his ears, drumming each second into an hour. He watched the ships aft hull lolling underwater, a huge ripped gash in its side. Cargo dropped out into the sea, falling away into the void beneath. Air bubbles streamed from the ships torn wound and oil 11leaked from somewhere. Somehow it was still bleakly lit from within. A tepid orange glow like an ember, as if still alive deep in its heart. A dying creature gasping its last breaths. All around him, men floated silently like suspended still puppets lost underwater. Their mouths open, their life gone. The ship groaned painfully as it broke apart. Jack saw muted flashes of inner implosions as pockets of air dashed for the surface from the flickering fire. The dark enormity of the ship’s hull tapered down to the depths, its bow still gasping above the waves. He distractedly thought it strange that he didn’t feel the wetness of the sea, he felt only a numbing cold, a dampness sucking at every pore, draining away life. Noises from the ship became muffled, overtaken by a singing, cracking and clicking in his ears from underwater pressure, from drowning. Darkness began to slide over him like a velvet sheet, as sparkling light danced in the last bubbles of trapped air leaving his ragged clothing. They streamed upwards, drawn magnetically to the surface as Jack dropped quietly and steadily downward into the gloom, swallowed in the great maw. He closed his eyes and drifted down.

         Jack convulsed silently as he tried to take an unconscious breath and sucked in only salt water. He shuddered, feeling a sharp ache in his side, his lungs complaining. Suddenly and urgently, for the first time he felt a surge of panic and the suffocating fear of drowning, and he strained for the surface. He was shocked to see shadow above as dark as the bottomless pit beneath him. Startled into conscious reaction and an overwhelming desire to survive, he began to kick. Glancing to his feet, he noticed their movement, somehow graceful like little fins against the weight of water. He felt he had held his breath for hours, but it must have been not much more than a minute. He had lost all idea of time. He opened and closed his mouth trying to breathe but no air escaped. He tasted only sea, thick and clagging despite being mere water. Looking up, his path from the surface was completely gone. There was no trace of his effervescent descent. He felt struck by the conviction that he must not, could not, drown. Not now. The chaos of falling and sinking had been muted as if happening far away to someone else, but now he felt alive and invigorated, even if he had little strength. He kicked, seemingly endlessly in nothingness, feeling like he wasn’t moving. Desperately he pulled at the water with his arms, his muscles 12complaining as he clawed, but he seemed frozen and trapped in place. He struggled on and on, alone in the claustrophobic dark. Surely the surface must be nearing. He was sure the water seemed lighter now. Yes, he could see sunbeams slicing down from above. His mind blinked into a parallel life. Shafts of sun slicing through heavy curtains on a summer’s day. Tiny dust motes swaying lazily in the beams of light. He almost sighed with the promise of warmth, just outside as he felt the cool shadows of his house, beckoning him home. His eyes widened as he strained to focus. They looked so much like sunbeams, these tiny particles floating in an almost silent sea. He stretched out a hand to touch, but could not reach. Again, his mind tugged at his sleeve. “Come on, Jack!” it whispered. He turned his head and his mind returned him to the water, to the drowning sea. Frantic now, he scratched at the water, his mind screaming, “I must get to the surface. I can’t drown, not now.” He tried to fight the drowsiness folding in on him, and he began to feel peaceful. He no longer sensed the cold. A corner of his mind now told him to give in, to relax in the darkness. Let go and disappear into the black. Again he closed his eyes. Something caught in his throat. His reflexes coughed and gagged on the slick taste of oil in the salt water, rallying him. Again he fought against nothingness. Kicking, gasping, retching and convulsing he reached out for the elusive surface. Almost imperceptibly the water seemed lighten. Yes, it was brighter as he neared. “Is this the surface?” His mind urgently asked. He tried again to take a breath, feeling he must be about to break through. No, he was still under. He choked on mouthfuls of water as he tried to breathe. A surge of fury that he would die for nothing after everything he had survived, gave him the energy to kick again with ebbing strength, but still the surface eluded him. He kicked once more in frustration. The muffled sea seemed strangely louder but he felt quiet and calm. The cold that permeated his thin body had receded and he felt warmer. He realised it was over. It was finally over. He could not breathe. He stopped kicking, and drifted. Slowly, sleepily, blinking in the salt, he dreamily looked about. The ship, huge and gasping for its own breath broke silently apart, its broken stern sliding away and down. Only the point of the bow still precariously remained above water. Here and there were men, still reaching for the surface from 13the depths. Two uniformed men fell into the sea from the protruding bow beyond his sight—the last to escape the dying ship. Enveloped in exploding fireworks they fell through bubbles of air, kicking out like frogs alongside debris and cargo that slipped away. Jack burst to breathe. His mouth opened and closed as a heavy fog crept in around him. His glazing eyes finally, eventually, closed. His mouth opened and he slipped away. In that instant he heard an ear-splitting crash as he exploded through the water’s surface, as if smashing through a glass window. Jack gulped at lungfuls of air, his mouth wide, coughing and heaving up seawater as he went under again. Thrashing wildly he quickly surfaced, bobbing like a cork. Then still gasping, he starfished out on the surface. Breathing deeply, catching his breath, his eyes bulging as slowly his bursting lungs eased. He squinted in the brilliant gleaming sunlight that he had left only moments before and wiped at his face and eyes with his ragged shirt. The moving, dispersing layer of oil on the surface left an acrid smell and taste which had caught in his nose and in his mouth. There were slicks of it here and there and he moved quickly away from the edge of the closest pool. The chaos he had briefly left remained. Sound returned like a hurricane to accompany the turmoil and disorder of his numbed senses. The muted time underwater had seemed to last an eternity of gasping cold darkness, now the thought of it disappeared, as if it had occurred in the blink of an eye. There was now only the swashing commotion of light and colour and sound above the surface. He turned in the water, eyes gleaming, aware his next struggle awaited.

         The sea sagged with oil and small fires flickered across the debris. Metal protruded from floating barrels, broken crates and destroyed jetsam from the ship, bumping the men in the water as they struggled to remain afloat. Jack felt grateful to be alive, to able to breathe, but soon faced new concerns as he wearily trod water. Despite the plunge he didn’t feel injured, but it was hard to be sure. He was in shock. Moments later a dull ache in his side rose to a sharp pain. He felt around his ribs under his tattered shirt and found no wound. “Perhaps a broken rib,” he muttered to himself. Jack glanced around looking for something to hold onto, he knew he couldn’t tread water for long and was already weakening. Suddenly, he noticed someone close by, a 14head bobbing maybe ten feet away. Jack decided there might be safety in numbers. He leant forward to swim to him. The thick green-blue swell rose him up and lowered him down as he made his first stroke forward. As his face touched the surface of the water he felt himself pulled back into cool clear chlorinated water. Young Jack moved forward, pushing his arms in wide breaststroke circles. He rolled over and kicked off from the smooth white and green tiles on the wall of the pool as his pale teenage legs frogged out propelling him forward, the water-filtered light dappling his muscles. He shook his head as he heard muffled sounds of children shrieking with laughter, splashing into the pool. Their young voices echoed in his mind as he lifted his face from the sea. Some four feet away bobbed the oil drenched face of a man, unblinking and nodding. Kicking out Jack moved toward him, keeping his head above the water to avoid drifting back to the childhood pool. He made a last pull against the sea causing a small wave to splash the man, alerting him to Jack’s nearing presence. The man had blood smeared down one cheek, and his glassy eyes darted about unfocussed, settling on Jack’s face as he spoke. Jack hardly recognised his own croaking voice as he asked, “Are you hurt badly? Can you hear me?” Jack pulled the last stoke to him, and reached out grasping his shoulder. His wake caught up with them and swirled around in tiny eddies. The man shook his head dimly as his eyes left Jack’s face to focus on something over his shoulder. Jack turned, as two thin men swam up behind, then another joined the band. The small group grabbed at a passing plank of wood, and the five moved close clinging to it. They each looked hollowed and terrified. In unspoken agreement they held on, gathering passing flotsam to cling to. Each man was silently grateful to not be singularly, completely alone on the swaying ocean. Jack looked round the group for a moment and realised he recognised all of them. He looked from man to man, each thinned face wore the same protruding cheekbones and prominent noses, scarred by malnutrition. Each hollowed eye apprehensive and filled with dread. Jack saw the deep creases that cut lines into each young brow and their weathered shoulders like polished horse-chestnuts. He knew these faces, he knew these fears. Each glassy eye carried a ghost within, the horrors each had witnessed. The two-year burden each 15had endured fused with their unfolding nightmare. The visions were written on each face as clearly as if drawn in Indian ink.

         The sea was littered as far as the eye could see with shouting men and bobbing flotsam, cargo from their disappearing ship, dispersing and moving ever further apart. Jack heard shrieks in Japanese, Korean, Dutch and, English. Everywhere soldiers, crew and prisoners splashed wildly, screaming for help, hundreds of arms waved in desperation. Their escort ship, a minesweeper, seemed to sit in stunned apathy. Then, as if roused by the screams for help it moved forward, circling the debris field. The survivors quietened, believing rescue was imminent, but the minesweeper put on speed, powering away from the melee, to the wails of those left in the water. The shouting was interrupted by the splitting groans and final creaking of their stricken ship. Every face turned as it spluttered its remaining pockets of air as if expelling its last breath. There was no one on deck now as it broke apart. Splitting completely across its core, unseen under the water it filled with seawater, fatally sucking it downward. The bow pulled upright, it stood at ninety degrees out of the sea, tall and terrifying as it showed the red-orange belly of the water line and its broken hull. The name etched at the bow stood out in the sun, bold and clear, すえず丸. The dying ship held its breath for a moment, vertical and hesitant. As if casting a last glance across the ocean. As if it knew its fate. The men watched horrified as it descended, bubbling and choking into the water. It was a little distance off but Jack was terrified it would suck his small group down. He motioned to the others to move away and they kicked out, but they were overcome with exhaustion and made little headway. He had known the ship would sink but even so, he watched transfixed in horror and disbelief as it disappeared beneath the hypnotic motion of the sea with a final gurgle. The bowsprit slipped beneath and the ship was swallowed without a further moment’s drama. It disappeared, the sea was utterly indifferent. Jack almost expected to hear a plop, but there was no noise once it was gone. Aside from flotsam littering the sea and the men bobbing amongst it, you would not know the huge ship was ever there. The gathered men watched the receding ripples return to amalgamous ocean, and shared a breathless moment of calm and hushed bewilderment.16

         Jack turned to the group of bobbing men. The first man he’d swum to still bled from an open cut to his temple. Distractedly Jack observed the thin blood as it meandered a path from gash, around his hollowed temple, over his cheekbone and down his lined face, navigating the bristles of a stubby beard to his jaw. There, the blood mixed with beads of sweat and salty droplets from his wet hair. The weak solution hung for a moment at his jawline, then trickled drop by drop into the sea and were lost. The man noticed Jacks gaze and touched his temple, looking hesitantly to his fingers at the watery blood sliding down to his palm. He spoke quietly, “I’m all right, I-I think,” before drifting off. Clearly, he was not. The men gently cajoled and he nodded agreement as they dressed his wound as best they could, using strips easily torn from shredded clothes. Pressing down with the small bundle of rags they held it in place, as they wound a strip round the back of his head, then to the front, tying a small knot at the side. It was a lopsided arrangement, loosely covering one ear with the dirty shreds of material. But he was grateful as he silently submitted to the care, his eyes closed, teeth clenched and resolute. He thanked them quietly, acknowledged in return with nods and kind murmurs. Immediate first aid completed, they looked again to each other and considered the situation. It was clearly worsening. They held tightly on to the loose planks, kicking intermittently as the waves rolled around them, ebbing and flowing. Across the surface of the sea hundreds floated. Some clung to ropes tied to life-rafts, some hung onto half submerged life-planks. Stretching for miles, their heads bobbed on the surface like frightened apples. Many floated silently, and from a distance it was impossible to tell who was still alive. Everything was bumped by spewed loose flotsam of the ship’s cargo, nets, crates and a multitude of indistinguishable debris, floating across the surface of the sea. Everything heavy had sunk deep into the ocean. As the swell raised their bodies they surveyed the scene. The debris was spreading across a huge area, and everything, everything was lapped by the blossoming oil slick.

         Their escort ship, the minesweeper, returned and circled the debris field, leaving a rolling wave that made the flotsam bob frenetically. Everyone watched expectantly as it slowed, then suddenly put on speed and moved away. The men gasped, unable to do anything but watch 17its receding smoke. With their ship sunk, and their escort minesweeper gone, time trickled on and on. Jack’s small group could do nothing but grip the planks and listen to the creak of ropes, tied at one end. There was nothing but jostling debris and terrified men, alone in the sloshing roll of waves and beating sun. More than an hour had slowly passed since their ship had sunk, yet no ship came to their rescue, and the minesweeper had not returned. To Jack it felt like days. He felt vulnerable and stared hard at the sea. He couldn’t shake the gaping awareness of the vast water all around him. He felt acutely exposed as he sensed his cold feet kicking occasionally and numbly beneath him, floating in nothing but the endless blue chasm. The unknown depths terrified him and his stomach contracted. He wanted to hold onto something solid, he felt an urgent need to get to more solid wreckage. He felt a strong primal survival instinct to get out of the water. He was sickeningly and deeply afraid and began to shiver uncontrollably as panic washed over him like a wet suffocating cloth. Gasping breathlessly, choking, his lip twitched and his teeth chattered as his leg muscles tightened, cramping painfully then numbly. He felt as though he hadn’t blinked for a long time. “Control yourself, calm down,” he muttered to himself. Jack leant backwards slightly, touching the water with the back of his head, wetting his sodden hair as he tried to regain himself. He became absorbed by the rhythmic motion of the waves interspersed with shouts in different languages. The English and Dutch voices softer, more familiar and somewhat comforting as they called to each other. The Korean and Japanese voices barking, and angry. He supposed it was because that was all he’d had ever heard from them. The shouting, in every language, that had been at first frantic was now quieter. Here and there came sorrowful whimpers of the dying. He looked around at the men dispersed in mayhem, desperately clinging on and trying to remain buoyant. They seemed to drift further away and as his group topped a wave Jack could see the debris now stretched over a huge area, and was clearly dispersing. Some objects were so distant it was hard to make out what was floating junk, wreckage from the ship and which were men. It was an impossibly terrifying sight. Jack looked back to his little group, trying to push aside his fears. He felt gripped by inaction and decided he must do something. “We should 18gather together. Does everyone agree?” he called out loud, trying to keep his voice sounding strong and calm. In the absence of any other plan they decided to swim to the nearest group. Struggling from one piece of wreckage to another, they gathered men who held on to their loose raft as they went. Fighting the heavy swell they began to form a larger group. Each new man was as glassy eyed, each face equally filled with dread, their clavicles arched out of the water, bony as the next. The injured were tended to using what could be found floating in the debris. Cut and wounds were bound, and splints were fixed on broken bones with bits of rope, string and drifting wood.

         A few feet away a circle of perhaps ten men floated. One of Jack’s group called out and they waved back. Both groups began to kick out, splashing towards each other. As they moved they pushed debris away from their paths. There were so many planks of wood, the smallest of which were discarded, but the larger pieces were gathered up to build a bigger makeshift raft for the injured. In amongst the floating mess were men, dead and floating in the open blue. There was nothing to do for them, they gently pushed them aside. They were obliged to focus on their own survival. As the two groups neared each other, two dead Japanese were noticed in between. They were easy to recognise. They were not emaciated and ragged, they were clothed, fattened and looked healthy despite being dead. Conversely the prisoners looked almost dead despite being alive. As Jack began to move one away, pushing him gently aside by the shoulder, the body turned angrily. Jack started. The Japanese solider had only been resting on planking next to a dead Japanese comrade and Jack hadn’t noticed his quiet breathing. His rounded face contorted as he tried to grab at a startled Jack. Suddenly, Jack recognised him from the PoW camp on the island, the bastard. He looked quickly to the other men, their eyes in silent agreement as they in turn looked around, scanning the area. There were no other Japanese here, no one would see. Quickly the fat soldier was shoved ahead with all the strength of rising indignation. As Jack’s group joined the other men they gathered on the merciless soldier as he inhaled deeply to shriek. Someone quickly hit him hard with a small plank. The blow to the side of his head made his eyes wobble, and he quietened. Looking around furtively and huddling close to him so no one could see, they pushed 19his head beneath the water. They gathered round, stuffing his mouth with ragged sleeve as he went down. He wriggled mutely as they held him tight. One man would not have had the strength, but there were about twenty men now in the rapidly growing group. They had keen hold of him, the splashing of gathering hid the act in the commotion. He kicked lamely once, then twice more and stopped struggling. They pushed his body down with hands until he sank lower, then pushed down with feet on his shoulders. He slid away, and they watched him go, slipping into darkness, open mouthed and empty eyes. His fat hands outstretched, gripping nothing, unable to cause more suffering. As he disappeared, merging into the darkness of the deep sea, the men joined together spitting after him, “Bastard.” The now expanded group quickly shrugged off the moment. It was not revenge but retribution, for the endless suffering and deaths he personally had caused so many of their brothers.

         The new larger group looked around at each other, nodding as each recognised another, grimacing in shared acknowledgement of the dire situation. Jack knew most of them. Those he didn’t were the RAF men brought from another island. The only difference was that those with clothing left, wore remains of blue coloured rags to Jack’s green. They all wore the same hollow eyes, telling the same story they all knew. Two were injured but grimly said they were all right. The group knitted, arms around each other giving the false sense of security of better safety in bigger numbers. They formed a large circle, gripping tightly and bobbing to and fro in the rolling swell. And then they waited.

         The day drifted on, and the hours floated by in a staring, salt-burned, rocking of the sea, punctuated by occasionally moving a painful limb or adjusting a grip on a rope or plank. Jack felt utterly parched, alternately drowsy and wildly frightened. Over the endless hours several groups floating here and there merged into larger circles as the men tried to rescue and help each other. Each time the group expanded the men shouted for a commanding officer, knowing there were few of them, and fewer commands they could give. No higher ranking PoWs were found for some time, but the men knew their orders were to ‘stay alive’ and ‘help each other’. These had been their orders since February ’42. Larger groups drifted together as they gradually realised there were 20many survivors, many more than at first seemed. They floated in tens, twenties, forties and more to a group, gathering together in larger and larger numbers. “There must be hundreds of us,” someone said as they surveyed the scene. The littered surface now covered a greater expanse of sea, spreading across perhaps two miles. Jack could see the outline of bodies on life-rafts, masses of wet persons on life-planks, clinging to ropes attached to two lifeboats in the distance, and another lifeboat a little nearer. In amongst, individuals still bobbed between the spewed contents of their sunken ship. Jack’s group continued to grow, until they were a band of about fifty and finally a CO joined them. Conversation quickly spread round the circle as to what could be done. The CO hushed the group calmly, calling out for them to gather closer together. The men quietened to listen but the silence was abruptly broken by the chugging return of the minesweeper. Someone near to Jack said it must have given chase to the submarine that had torpedoed their ship. “Probably dropped depth charges, maybe sunk it,” said one. “Must have seen it off. It’ll have been one of ours, of course,” another said. The thought suddenly absorbed Jack, that somewhere, not far from him was an Allied vessel. People from his own familiar civilisation. Out there, perhaps under his feet, slid a sleek cocoon of rescue. The idea filled him with emotion, and his throat tightened. Scanning the sea he imagined the dark shape moving through the water carrying a slice of home, a submerged bubble of safety lurking in the deep. His excitement vanished as he immediately realised he was unable to reach it. With sinking sadness he spoke to himself, “Its sanctuary might as well be on the moon.”

         Jack and the men watched the minesweeper circle slowly around the debris field and collectively their shoulders relaxed a fraction. He looked gratefully to each near tearful man, as they realised they were finally, thankfully, about to be rescued. It had been at least five hours and they were exhausted. As the minesweeper chugged nearer the men paddled and swam toward it, but it began to move away. The men shouted, but the crew on deck ignored them. They were busy pointing, looking through binoculars for something, or someone. The Japanese crew saw the bobbing lifeboats populated with Japanese soldiers and pointed, chattering excitedly as they moved off toward them. The men shouted 21out in alarm but the minesweeper moved quickly away, and to the nearest lifeboat. A panic seemed to break out in the overfilled lifeboat as the minesweeper approached rapidly on an intersecting course. The tiny boat became overshadowed by the hulk of the minesweeper. The crew hanging onto ropes around the boat quickly let go as it met the hull of the ship with a splintering crack, sending the occupants overboard with loud squeals. It was difficult to see what had happened from Jack’s low position in the water, but he made out wet bodies climbing up onto the upturned hull of the lifeboat as the minesweeper stopped in its own frothy wake. The PoWs watched anxiously as rigging was thrown down the minesweepers flank. Rescuers clambered down, hanging on with hooked elbow and bended leg. Hands outstretched, the rescuers leaned down to hands reaching out from the water. They clasped wrists tightly as they were pulled to safety, their wet clothes sagging heavily as each was lifted. Jack squinted. “Wait a minute!” called one of the men. Suddenly the PoWs clearly saw these were not their men being rescued, these were not fellow PoWs. These were all soldiers wearing Imperial Japanese Army uniforms.

         The PoWs and Japanese survivors had all been floating alone in the sea for five or six long hours, but the PoWs were already ill, malnourished and weakened by their treatment in captivity. And still, the minesweeper continued, slowing here and there, plucking only Japanese from the swell. As they watched their enemies being pulled from the water, the PoWs looked to each other, mouths open in question, confusion grappling with fear. “Perhaps, they are just rescuing their own first?” suggested Jack drowsily. “Seems about right, they’ll be loath to rescue us, they’ll make us wait.” Each time the minesweeper neared the men reached out, waving frantically, hoping hands would pull them from the water, terrified they would be left. Each time, it passed them by. Then, the men huddled together again and continued to wait. A few PoWs were so close to the Japanese soldiers they were able to grab on and cling to the rigging, trying to climb to safety. Jack watched as they were violently pushed down, shoved with boots, fists and rifle butts. The thin men fell back, splashing into the water with frightened shouts. “They are just rescuing their own first,” Jack muttered again to himself, shaking his head. He didn’t believe his own words. The PoWs steeled themselves for a long wait for their turn to be rescued. Each time the 22minesweeper neared they futilely shouted out. Each time the engines powered up, churning the sea into froth as it moved away, again and again, ignoring their wretched screams for help. Jack watched the minesweeper moving from group to group, as time slipped by and the men waited on and on.

         The rescue of Japanese went on for hours, as the day beat on relentlessly. The sun arched higher then began to descend as the men became ever more desperate, their mouths and bodies ached thirstily. In the flotsam they looked for anything to salvage, to make any use of. A small tin can had floated past but they had no way to open it. All Jack could do was shake it, holding it against his ear as its contents sloshed tantalisingly without yielding. Someone held onto it as they called to others for help. Jack became so tired, so numbly cold he didn’t think he could stay awake any longer. He felt all was lost and he could not go on, his lips cracked painfully against his bristling and swelling tongue as it stuck dryly to the roof of his mouth. Then, from nowhere a banana and a cocoanut floated into his view at the same time, some lost cargo from the disappeared ship. The floating treasure was quickly grabbed, the banana disappearing amongst those worse off. Jack was grateful to be given a morsel. As someone pasted a soft chunk onto his lips he thought, ‘God it tastes like nectar.’ His mouth burst into bloom as he pressed the small lump of delicious mush with his tongue. It passed through his mind that he must have looked like one of those most sick, to be given it. Thankfully the cocoanut’s outer skin was damaged, so someone was able to pull the thick green skin and fibrous husk from it, laboriously screwing holes into two of its three dark circles with a small bent nail released from a floating plank. Jack was given a dribble of cocoanut water and again his mouth and body responded gratefully. He felt the tiny drips of liquid coursing down into his shrunken stomach, igniting his body with a tiny burst of energy. He opened his eyes, thanking the blurred face in front of him. Others weren’t so lucky. Even after all they had endured before, and survived that day, some could not be helped and had quietly slipped away. The man Jack had first found, whose head had been dressed so carefully, passed away early on in the day. It must have been worse than it looked, or more likely he was worse than he looked, and the injury took his last reserves. He bore it quietly, but 23had lost too much blood, it soaked through the rags he’d been patched up with and there was nothing anyone could do. The men closest by watched him, and listened as he spoke softly of home, of his family, his wife and his young son. Then he spoke no more. They held his hand a moment longer then let him go. The PoWs were sadly too accustomed to the injustice of surviving one unimaginable horror only to be taken by something seemingly insignificant and pointless. They observed again the unjust decisions of death, and spoke the man’s name aloud as they always did, and let him float away and down. As they watched him go their spirits sank lower, their despondency palpable in the salty air.

         Jack felt he must keep busy if he were to avoid that fate, and as if he caught the thought, their CO suddenly called the men, to gather together. The CO spoke firmly, “We are not being rescued just yet. The Japanese are taking Japanese first.” He roused the men, “Come on, did you think they would help us first? Put us in the captain’s bunk?” A few managed a mirthless grin, as he continued. He asked, “Each man to work as best you can, to gather all survivors together.” He said, “No man is to be left alone,” and that, “all wreckage must be checked for anything useful or edible, and we must make rafts, so ‘buddy up,’ and keep watch on each other.” The words had a great effect and the men felt spurred into action by the new tasks. Having something to work to and the effects of the small morsels brought Jack a little energy where he thought he had none in reserve. They set to work, taking more than an hour to comb all the flotsam they could reach. All the while the minesweeper continued, moving in circles, gathering their own and pushing PoWs back. Over the endless hours of the faltering day a dozen life-rafts were salvaged as they were vacated by departing rescued Japanese. The men gathered the worst-off, lying them out as best they could onto the rafts. Others were helped onto discarded drifting life-planks which were smaller and left their legs dangling in the water. There simply wasn’t room or enough rafts to hold everyone. The CO ordered they share the use of the best life-raft, taking turns getting out of the water for a short time. He ordered a rotation so each man could briefly rest. Over the waning afternoon, the two remaining intact lifeboats and a few more life-rafts were emptied by the rescued Japanese and eventually all the PoWs had gathered from the widely 24spread shambles, into a single meandering group. They formed into a long line of floating men, lifeboats, life-rafts, patched together rafts and assorted flotsam. In all, a straggling line of about two hundred and fifty men, perhaps more.

         Gathering together, searching the wreckage and making life-rafts had occupied Jack wholly, giving him short bursts of adrenaline-fuelled energy. As the tasks concluded and the men quietened to wait, his energy quickly waned. He was utterly spent, witheringly dehydrated. He could feel himself slipping into delirious beckoning sleep. He floated, head resting on his arms on the edge of a life-plank as the sea lapped him, lolling his heavy head. He felt like a child being rocked back and forth, into a lullaby-inducing sleep. Again and again he closed his eyes only to be washed over with cold saltwater, choking and stinging his eyes, rousing him again. He again sensed the dark gaping void of ocean beneath him and began to feel pulled towards it. Someone noticed Jack fading, and pulled at his shoulder, lifting his head. A voice called out, shouting he “had a man here who needs to get out of the water.” “Who said that?” Jack wondered, not understanding they had meant him. He found himself being pulled aboard a lifeboat by other PoWs. Once his body was over the side, they released him and fell back to their sitting perches with a succession of thumps. Jack looked around and realised he was sitting in the prow of a lifeboat. Leaning forward to retch, head in his hands he watched the water drain from him, pooling in the shallow murky sea sloshing inside the boat. It felt good to be out of the water but he quickly began shivering with hypothermia. He was severely dehydrated, having lain by now, some six hours in the cold oily salt bath, it had sucked away moisture and wicked warmth from him. He slumped backwards and felt the sun pressing heavily on his brow. Sweat formed and sat damp and clammy at his hairline. He didn’t have enough moisture to bead or trickle. Achingly, his body dried in the descending sun, his skin cracking in the light breeze as his shuddering slowed. The fear of helplessly bobbing in the sea receded and he felt a little calmer, replaced as it was by a new gnawing weight in the pit of his stomach. The men continued to watch nervously, hopeful of eventual rescue. Jack realised there was nothing to do but close his eyes and join the others in endless collective waiting. His eyelids slid 25over his pupils, cleaving the world horizontally in two, framed only by the dark shadows of his eyelashes as they brushed closed, shutting out the last of the terrible panorama. It left him a pale yellow glow, edged with red as light permeated his thin-skinned lids. He heard chattering and twittering, the song of garden birds, and the fragrance of summer flowers floated to his senses. He tilted his head a fraction toward the light as he embraced the imaginary respite to elsewhere. He let go, allowing himself to fold into it completely.

         The torpedo attack and subsequent struggle in the sea was 29 November 1943. Jack knew that for everyone else in the world it was simply one of many dark days in the never-ending depths of a second world war that had raged for over four years. Millions like them scattered across the globe fighting to survive one horror, and then another, until it was finished. His torpedoed ship sank in less than twenty minutes, taking perhaps three hundred of his friends and brothers-in-arms to the ocean depths. Some two hundred and fifty prisoners of war survived and floated, alone and terrified on the Flores Sea.

         Jack had turned twenty-three only two weeks earlier. He had left his home almost exactly two years previously, to play his part in the war that consumed the earth. He’d barely had the chance to fight as he became a prisoner of war along with thousands of others. By the time his ship sank, he had been in Japanese hands for one year, eight months and twenty-one days. Throughout his captivity, during each and every one of those long, terrible days Jack Frith wanted to write letters home, to Spring Street.
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            - CHAPTER TWO -

            13 Spring Street

         

         The broad back of Spring Street arched like a bowed old man with houses stacked all along his tired cobbled spine. Jack listened to his work boots crack clacking as he trudged up from Lewis Street, watching the sun set into puddles of oily Manchester rain. The view, if he had stopped to look, ebbed and flowed up and down the hills of Manchester’s working-class towns-within-a-city, rows and rows of back-to-backs groaning on the vine. When he closed his eyes he was there in an instant, like slipping into a well-worn coat. Warm and familiar the shape enfolded his outline and he was home. The smoky hearth enveloped him in sooty warmth as the family gathered, his mother cooked hot dinners that were simple yet filling, and as always a fire crackled in the grate. The familiar collective smells soaked through him and warmed his soul. He often bathed gratefully in these comforts. He recreated the scent in his nostrils as clearly and precisely as imagining any family photograph. His house at 13 Spring Street was the very picture of home.

         He knew all the families along his street, as children they had grown together. They’d known all the same games, played out together and run amok at all the same places. Later he had watched as they’d marched away from him and signed up for the war. Rubble heaps of bricks and broken windows where old houses were only half knocked down made 28for hazardous yet convincing castles, defended with courage and stern-chinned bravery to the last. Lacking money, imagination had to do. The reservoir, a bicycle ride away, was perfect for cooling, if dangerous, skinny dips on hot summer days. Jack remembered the dark, still depths had terrified him. He had not dipped his head under since he’d been dared some summers ago to dive in ‘open-eyed.’ “Scaredy cat, scaredy cat! You can’t do it!” the other children had sing-songed, while sitting safely in the grass. His best friend, Harry had caught his arm, “You don’t have to do it you know.” Jack had shrugged, “Can’t back down now, kid!” Jack leapt confidently from rocks, laughing with a courage he hadn’t felt, arching through the air and splashing headlong into the dark pool. But as he descended into the gloom he’d looked around and found it silent and unnerving. The water tasted mossy, and sinister shadows tinged with green loomed in the echoing darkness. It was breathless, quiet and still like a damp, dimly lit cave and it had frightened something inside him. He’d looked down at his pale feet in the darkness and gasped. ‘Something’s down there,’ he thought, panicked. He spluttered, trying to surface, swimming frantically, clawing at the water as if chased by something monstrous from the depths. He’d leapt from the water panting, to the safety of the grassy verge. His friends had stood laughing as he, indignant and embarrassed, sat down with a thump and began to dry himself angrily with his thin towel. Harry approached him, “Are you all right, kid?” As soon as Jack pulled the towel from his wet hair and stood up in the warm grass he grinned at Harry, and laughed. He felt foolish for being spooked. But as they’d cycled away hooting and shouting on to their next adventure, Jack had looked back nervously at the menacing black water. He never forgot the still darkness. A fear of the depths had gripped him.

         Jack’s childhood was not often foolish antics and childish games. His family, like everyone else’s on his street, found money was scarce. As the 1920s had rolled into the 30s life seemed hardly changed, nor much improved from his grandparents deprived generation of the 1880s. The family was as poor as the house was sparse, filled largely with heirlooms and hand me downs. Number 13, Spring Street was small, even by small terraced house standards. A downstairs sitting room straight off the road with only a turn of the steep staircase shielding passers-by 29a view all the way through to the back gate. The room was mostly a thoroughfare, the straight backed two-seater chair used only to welcome visitors as they sipped cups of tea. A tall hatstand and mirror heavy with coats, stood by the door and the fat armchair facing the fireplace was his father’s favourite spot to squint at headlines and pictures in his newspaper. An open doorway at the far end of the sitting room led to a smaller room, the dining room which adjoined a compact galley kitchen tucked into an outhouse-sized annexe. The heavy, painted back door, always somewhat ajar, led from the kitchen out to a paved yard crisscrossed with hanging washing lines, a tin bath and two mismatched old bicycles. These home-built, salvaged bikes had been painted and repainted, so the many scratches and chips resembled rainbows of their previous colours, their previous lives and owners. In the corner of the yard a weathered pot held a tired strawberry plant, which struggled bravely to make blossom, while a tall wood container held heavy soil and small potatoes, harvested from a hatch at the bottom. Three wooden doors in a narrow brick outhouse led first to the outside, and only wc. Second along was a compact store shed filled with lengths of wood, near empty paint tins and dusty cobwebs, and at the end of the row a smaller painted door concealed the coal shed. The contents blackening the walls and filling the space with sparkling dust. Back through the house the dining room was snug, filled by a drop-leg dining table, surrounded by dark wooden chairs, their knees huddled under a brightly coloured tablecloth, which hung in a tasselled vee at either end. Standing heavily against the far wall was the heirloom sideboard, with fat rounded feet. Covered with photographs, each frame stood on a crocheted doily, tucked behind each were an assortments of letters and papers jutting out at all angles. A bowl of bits and bobs occupied the far end. On the opposite wall a tiled fireplace stood guard over the room, it seemed to sit cross-legged with broad arms and hunched shoulders, watching the occupants of the room go about their daily activities. Its brown glazed and cream tiles clashed with the tufted green and black hearthrug butting up against it, but neither seemed to mind. The mantlepiece was scattered with more letters, tattered photographs, an empty pipe in a tray and squatting in the centre, a black napoleon-hat clock. It ticked quietly to itself, tinging the half and quarter hours 30religiously. At the far end of the mantle sat a framed picture of Jack’s parents, smiling broadly on their wedding day, in tones of grey. Jack’s mother, Florrie, smiling shyly in a neat dress, short coat and flowered hat, standing slightly behind her new husband, her small hand in the crook of his arm. His father, John Robert, stood, chest puffed out, chin jutting, filled with pride. Florrie was busy every moment of each day, she took in washing and ironing, sewing and odd jobs to make ends nearly meet, somehow finding time between cooking for the hungry family, cleaning everything to sparkling shine and keeping all in repaired shirts and mended jumpers. She was the heart of their family in every way. His father, whom they called dad, now worked for Imperial Chemical Industries, in the Rexine Division, the leathercloth works that filled the skies above the town with thick industrial smoke. Despite his being partially blind since Passchendaele, due to the ‘Hun stuff’ he had risen from labourer to dyer and recently to the position of foreman. Rexine was a man-made fabric they called leathercloth. A cheap substitute for leather, it was used as a covering material for furniture, motorcar seats, bags and trunks and for bookbinding. John had worked for years in its noxious manufacture, mixing the powdered pigments with synthetic oils to colour the cellulose nitrate coating. This was mixed with polyvinyl chloride and the goop applied in several layers to cloth, each being stretched and dried out before the next application. Embossing was done with heavy engraved steel rollers, usually to imitate the grain of leather, but sometimes with wild abstract patterns. Jack’s father considered the chemical work unpleasant and hard graft, but he was paid as well as a sighted man, and was promoted more than he’d expected given his impairment. Despite coming home stinking to high heaven and tired out, it filled him with a warm, manly sense of providing for his family, as he kept his wife and their three children clothed, housed and well fed.

         Each of their three children had been welcome additions, although Jack was a ‘bit of a surprise’ as his father, John had put it. John Frith had married his childhood sweetheart, Florrie, in 1912, they’d welcomed daughter Gladys on Valentine’s Day, 1914. The happy occasion occurred in the shadow of looming war, the anticipatory bubble of which burst in August. At twenty-five years old, John signed up as Florrie knew he 31would. He was ready to help the war effort, and anyway it would all be over soon it was said. It’d be a short war. A war to end all wars. John had felt encouraged by that and wanted to take part for his family, and for his King and for his Country. The reality, he discovered, was quite different. As he sat entrenched on the Western Front in freezing mud early the next January he pondered deeply but privately, his swift decision and whether he would see his wife and young child again. In the midst of the war, their middle child George, arrived in 1916, conceived after John had been invalided home. He had been a casualty of an early gas attack, a terrifying new German tactic. The chlorine temporarily took his sight but John soon recovered and returned to the front line dodging bullets and bombs for two more years before being sent home on permanent convalescence in 1917. This time he had narrowly survived a mustard gas attack at the battle at Ypres which left his left eye swollen, cloudy and glazed for the rest of his life and the right constantly winking in the twilight of blurred peripheral vision. He was grateful to not have to return to that awful place and readily understood that although it had taken some of his useful sight his life had been spared, whilst those around him had perished.

         John Robert chose to shoulder his condition stoically, never complaining about his situation or the difficulties and frustrations it caused him. Then, the last of the three siblings, the ‘surprise’ as John had said, and ‘gift’ as Florrie called him, baby Jack arrived with a gurgle on 15 November 1920, all giggles and fluffy hair. As children the three had their own circles of friends, in part due to the age gaps between them, but once at home they formed a strong pack and were the best and kindest of friends. Jack attended Green Street School and was known as a bit of a scrapper, despite hardly ever getting into fights in his later years there. He was somewhat short for his age and when he first started school he’d been pushed about a few times. It didn’t seem too serious, a bump here, a nudge there. His books would fall to the ground or he would be pushed into someone else, causing his embarrassed apologies. He was shoved in the dinner queue one lunchtime causing his gravy to slop over his plate, splashing onto the chequered tile of the dining room. He was scolded for it by teachers uninterested in his brief protestations of innocence. Jack had been incensed, causing the roots to take of a deep 32dislike and simmering distrust of those in authority who abused their power. Then, as bullies are prone to do, they pushed Jack a little more. He had been on his way home as they’d pulled his satchel from his shoulders, throwing it into a puddle. Jack silently bent to pick it up and received a boot to his rear, landing him in the gritty rainwater grazing his knees and palms. He cried indignantly. Just once he cried. He ran home, breathlessly afraid of being chased. When his mother looked at his hands and saw his bloodied knees her face flushed with rage. She swept him up to her and held him close, tears escaping her angry eyes as she closed her arms around him. She was not angry with him of course, she was furious someone would push her boy, her baby boy.

         He was asleep, tucked warmly in bed when his father came home. Jack woke on hearing the low rumble of voices downstairs. He crept to the top of the stairs to listen. They sounded angry and Jack worried he would get in trouble. In the morning his father beckoned him with crooked finger. Jack followed him into the sitting room and as he dropped into his stuffed armchair his father spoke. He wagged a finger, “Son, there is nothing much worse than a bully. They never pick on someone bigger, never someone stronger. It’s because they themselves are cowards. You mustn’t let them push you, son. You must push back. You give one of them a smack on the nose, just the once and they won’t bother you again. Yes, you might get a smack in return, but it will only be one. And one bloody nose will be worth it. They’ll leave you be. Do you understand me?” He smiled, placing his hand on his son’s shoulder and squeezing gently. Jack nodded dully, feeling the end of his nose gingerly and worrying less about his own nose than the idea of bopping someone else’s. The next week, two bigger boys slyly followed him as he ran to fetch a kicked football, booted to the back of the playground near the dustbin sheds and bicycle racks, out of sight of disinterested teachers. They’d shoved Jacks shoulder, looking down at him menacingly as they demanded he hand over his pennies. Jack’s blood rose unconsciously. Unbidden his bicep bulged and his knuckles tightened. He watched in surprise as his fist moved back then swung through the air toward the bigger boy. Jack looked on as his small knuckles connected with the boy’s nose with a horrible squelch. The boy went over and smacked onto the ground, his nose a red welt. The 33other boy startled and retreated as Jack, equally as surprised, stood over his foe. The boy on the ground scrabbled to gather himself, crawling to his feet. Jack was stunned, but defiant as the other kids gathered and looked on in surprise. He beamed, his father had been right, and he knew no one would bother him again.

         Jack was a little annoyed later to get into trouble for the punch, from the teachers. It earned him a crack on the palm with a wooden ruler, detention and lines repeated endlessly in chalk across the vast blackboard, until the light dimmed outside the window. Nevertheless, the pride in himself could not be extinguished. Despite his new found authority in the playground, Jack never bullied nor pushed anyone. He did not let it go to his head, he knew all too well what it felt like, but he grew to dislike authority of any kind. He keenly felt the injustice of the fickle teachers. They chose their favourites and he sensed their adult pettiness even as a child. He soon felt caged and restricted at school, and despite not enjoying lessons he loved the outdoor games, especially football. He was scrappy on the field, running and tackling fearlessly as if each Schools Knockout match was the FA Cup. Mud-smudged and mucky-kneed, Jack happily sat cross-legged on the front row showing his toothy grin as the local paper photographed his team. They’d made the final and had beaten their rivals at Flowery Fields School, winning the 1933 Schoolboys’ Shield.

         Jack had looked wistfully to the ever-nearing end of his schooldays, he smelled the chance for freedom, and how he longed for it. To do as he chose and go wherever he wanted. He had lost himself in the idea of it before realising with a shudder he would actually have to find a job and work the moment he left school. He felt suddenly caged by his future self. And as children will do, the three siblings grew up and away. First, George started at the ICI Rexine works with their father and Jack dreaded the idea of joining them. Then, the family of five became four as their sister Gladys married and moved to her own family home. It was the September Jack left school, and just over a year later their sister had a daughter, Carole. Jack was delighted by the little bundle and played with her whenever he could. He thought she was the most wonderful thing he’d ever seen. He sang to her and twirled her around as she grew, to Gladys’ laughing shouts to stop.34

         As a man, as he had been as a boy, Jack was short at five foot four, but he was strong and wiry. He left school behind and was fit from working a dozen jobs and odd ends of money-making schemes. He had worked hard, pulling sacks of coal onto carts, heaving crates, rolling barrels, hefting timber and anything he could, carrying anything for money. He ran along the canal towpath, calling out for odd jobs to passing barges and he cycled for miles to the smallest of jobs. And he swam. Long easy strokes up and down the cool clear municipal baths. It was an escape, a slice of the freedom he longed for. His father had tried to coax him into a job at the ICI Rexine works, but Jack still did not like the idea of it. He saw himself as a young man with his whole life stretching ahead of him and despite his somewhat poor prospects and modest education, he wanted something more. He admired his father and brother for their care and provision for the family, but he did not want to become an anonymous man in a long line of sons shuffling along in their father’s footsteps, emerging from the factory gates day after day as the sky darkened, until one day he would appear at the gates an old grey man, retiring to his grave. He talked to George about his worries, “It’s not that I’m not grateful for the chance of a proper job, I just don’t want to be tied to it. Not yet. I want to do something more.” He’d argued. “What do you want to do?” George had asked, intrigued. “Well, I want to see the world.” George laughed, stopped and apologised in the same breath, protesting, “No, sorry, I understand, Jack.” Jack ignored the chuckle, “What if I joined the navy, or the army? I saw an advertisement hoarding today, it said ‘see the world’, underneath it said, ‘and get paid for doing it’.” A light seemed to blink on in George’s eyes, causing Jack to stop to ask, “What?” George blushed, “Nothing, nothing. Anyway you’re too young, you have to get some muscle on your skinny self first!” Jack fake fainted, falling backwards dramatically. George laughed, offering a hand to help him up. They laughed as they made their way home in the dimming light. It was only a matter of weeks later when George spoke to Jack, telling him of his decision to join up. “You were right. It is a proper job. I’m sorry Jack. I’ve signed up. I leave in a week,” Jack watched his brother, open-mouthed, as he continued. “I’ll have leave and I’ll be seeing you. But, like you said, it’s a chance see the world. And, it’s a proper job.” 35Jack nodded dully, closing his mouth, “Aye, you said that.” Jack felt his own chance of escape slipping away. And the family of four became three. Jack had shaken his elder brothers hand and now stood at the door waving glumly to George as he left to begin his barrage balloon training at RAF Cardington.

         1938 drifted to its end and 1939 rolled over on the calendar, and the year seemed to speed by. As Jack neared his nineteenth birthday he became reflective. He felt his eighteen and three-quarter years had been a blur, as if the months and years had been speeding up, faster and faster until the spinning calendar came to a shuddering halt one dark, rainy September day in 1939. It had been suspected of course, rumours of impending shadows haunted the country, but now it had arrived. Jack huddled with his parents, leaning toward the crackling radio, listening as a new war was declared. “But it couldn’t happen again…” His father had slapped his paper onto the hearth, rising from his chair to lean heavily over the fireplace as the solemn monotonous toned words echoed around the stunned sitting room, “…I have to tell you now, that no such undertaking has been received and consequently, this country is at war with Germany.” The crackling of the radio faded in his ears as Jack saw the potential of his life gutter and blow out, leaving his hopes smouldering with the realisation instead of future hardship. The family again gathered to listen as the King called upon, “…Ah… my people at home and my peoples across the seas… to stand calm, firm and united in this time of trial.” They exchanged deeply concerned glances as the King warned, “Ah… the task will be hard. There may be dark days ahead and war can no longer be confined to the battlefield…” His mother held the two men close, her husband and her youngest son as she wept for a moment then turned, bustling away to the kitchen.

         Jack expected sudden and great changes, but nothing seemed to happen except that the news weighed heavily on his father. His eyes saddened and his brow was troubled. He began for the first time to speak of his war, the Great War, the War to End all Wars. He had not spoken of it previously. Now, his abstract half-stories filled the house with shelling and dark skies, lightning flashes of exploding bombs, fountains of mud raining down, row upon row of men walking, tin-helmeted, rifles in hand, rearing wild-eyed horses, miles of mud-seas 36stretching in every direction, the choking yellow gas rolling over barren wasteland, and the sodden infested trenches which offered precious little sanctuary from any of it. Initially, the effect of these stories had made Jack strangely, and somewhat unexpectedly interested in the prospect of adventures overseas, but as he listened more closely, and his father’s stories darkened, he became disturbed by his father’s retelling of the rising ominous shadow of war, the dreadful waste and the sickening pointlessness of it. His father withdrew further and his face aged visibly. The declaration of war changed him as it had changed everyone. The faces of people on the street changed, all talk was of what was happening, or not happening as was the case, and inevitably, worrisome talk turned to what might be to come. Jack felt the sad burden it placed on the little family in Spring Street as it weighed on families all over the country. He felt uncertain what to do but decided ultimately he must do his bit and would sign up straight away. Yet, he was anxious not to simply ‘throw his life away in the first round, as cannon-fodder,’ as his father called it. John had spoken gently with his youngest son, his eyes glistening, “Our sort go down first, we’re expendable. Yes, we will defend the country, we will answer the call, but there has been no call. No, you must not go, son. Not yet.” Even as Jack listened, wide-eyed and promising with hidden crossed fingers not to sign up, he knew he would, and sooner rather than later. His mother wouldn’t listen to a word of it as Jack had tried to persuade her, following her around the house and into the kitchen. She directed him back to his father knowing he would be equally adamant that Jack should wait. They had discussed it and agreed. “But, George enlisted a year ago, and he’s all right,” and “But, I’m nearly twenty!” Jack had protested, backing away from his mother’s waving hand, and following his father out into the yard. His father had nodded, offering reasons and alternatives, “You know, you could join me at the factory, they are making munitions now. You’ll be doing essential war work. If that isn’t doing your bit…” he had trailed off. Jack frowned, “I want to be doing actual essential war work!” His father did not reply. He made his way back into the house, slowly lowered himself into his armchair and tapped out his pipe until it was empty. Jack waited for a reply but his father calmly filled his pipe, lit it and quietly blew little puffs of smoke 37across the room. He looked to Jack and slowly shook his head. There would be no further discussion, his answer had been given and Jack knew there was little point protesting further.

         George in the meantime, had completed his training as Barrage Balloon Rigger at RAF Cardington earning the rank of Leading Aircraftman as war had been declared. He was quickly posted to Glasgow, attached to ‘City of Glasgow, Balloon Squadron No.945’ where he and his men worked steadily fixing the fat barrage balloons over the city’s most important areas. They moved the Fordson Sussex anchoring trucks into strategic positions, hoisting great clouds of defensive balloons over the shipyards, railways and warehouses in staunch readiness for anticipated attack. The balloon crew of two corporals and ten men worked hard, with much to cram in to every day. Their day started with two hours of guard duty, then breakfast. Only then did they start their daily balloon routine. The corporal would check the operational orders to fly, alter height, close-haul or bed the balloons. Hauling down a balloon was very labour intensive, and the men preferred it when the daily orders did not include moving a balloon any great distance. Daily inspections of all the equipment was essential, as was balloon maintenance, repairing and topping up the gas. Maintenance tasks were shared as it took hours to clean, check and test everything. George had settled into the job and army life well, but the endless waiting for the war to actually start he found nauseating.

         Christmas 1939 passed, his first of the war, away from the warmth of his family, and he was lonely and miserable in snowy Glasgow. His heart felt bleak as January 1940 rolled in, bone chillingly cold. The wind in blew off the Clyde, freezing Glasgow over in glassy iced sheets. George stood stamping his feet, watching his breath billow through his cupped hands one morning as they struggled to re-position an unruly balloon. The gear had iced up and the men poured warm water over the mechanism to free it. Suddenly, one of the young recruits lost his grip on the pulley handle and it span out of control, slipping and trapping his fingers in the ropes with a yelp. He would be all right, it didn’t seem too bad an injury on inspection. George took him, nursing his swollen hand in a wrapped cloth and grimacing, to Bawhirley Hospital to be checked over. There, whilst sitting idly waiting in a corridor, twisting 38his folded cap in both hands, George noticed a young nurse passing by wearing a sparkling white apron and folded headdress. She carried a metal tray of bandages and assorted rattling implements. He must have been staring, because she turned to look back at him as the waft of her enclosed him, she smelled of soft soapy flowers. “Those are the bluest blue eyes I have ever seen,” he muttered quietly to himself. He smiled weakly as she turned her gaze away and continued on her way. George gathered his courage and returned the next day to look for her, on the pretence of checking on the young recruit, but found the lad had already been discharged with only a bandaged hand. Scuffing his boots, George wondered how to meet the pretty young nurse with the kind eyes again when suddenly she was there, walking toward and past him. This time he quickly stood, shyly calling out. The voice he emitted was croakingly hoarse, only managing a strangled cough at first, but it was enough to make her stop. She turned and smiled. George blushed, looking up and down the hospital corridor nervously before blurting out an invitation to accompany him to a dance that Thursday. She replied in soft Scottish tones, “Aren’t you going to ask my name first?” He laughed self-consciously, blushing a deeper red. He seemed stuck for words so she replied kindly, blinking softly, “It’s Elizabeth, and yes, since it’s my birthday on Thursday, I’ll go to a dance with you.” George seemed to start, suddenly gabbling, “You’re pulling my leg, it’s your birthday?” She looked puzzled, and he held up his hands, “No, no its fate! You see, it’s mine today!” He smiled, his shyness overcome a little, but his cheeks still flushed. After agreeing they’d meet under the old clock on High Street at six o’clock, he watched her walk away. She turned a corner looking back briefly with a smile, then she disappeared. He turned on a heel and practically skipped down the hospital steps. He almost danced back to his balloon squadron.

         For Jack, back at Spring Street, the first few months of 1940 dragged on miserably. He grew ever more restless and frustrated with himself. He was itching to join up but reluctantly carried on running odd jobs and watching as almost all the lads from his neighbourhood gathered and disappeared into the offices, signing their names at the bottom of the enlistment forms. He listened intently with his parents in late May, as reports of a stranded British Army at Dunkirk drifted daily through 39the radio. Each report becoming increasingly frightening. He followed the radio closely and news in early June of the evacuation of most of the soldiers left Jack as relieved as the rest of the country and increasingly disgruntled with himself and by extension, his family for not allowing him to be part of the war effort. They knew him too well. His father especially worried about his keenness, he knew they only held their youngest son by a thread. His father spoke softly and gently to remind him, “George is doing the family bit for now, son. You’ll have your chance, but you’re needed at home.” He asked Jack to “wait till you are called up,” to “wait until you are twenty-one.” Jack quickly counted on his fingers, “That won’t be ’til November 1941, the end of next year! It will all be over!” His father would sigh and Jack would look at his boots as his father would thank him for staying, “I’ll be glad if you’ll stay son. If you go we will only have my wage,” and “I’m getting on, think of your mother,” and so on until again Jack relented. After conceding Jack would settle down for a week or so. Then the cycle of discussion, frustration and eventual relenting would begin again.

         In the summer heat of August 1940, Jack was up early helping with the local milk delivery, running errands and fetching parcels for his mother, he’d just returned as the postman stopped off with the usual three or four letters. Today, there was one addressed to Jack. He tore at the flap, discarding the others onto the dining table. His eyes scanned to the bottom of the familiar handwriting confirming it was from his brother, George. He waved the paper in the air, moving around the table and blurting excited stunted sentences to his parents as his mother tried to take it from him to read properly. “George is being posted to Belfast… he’s been promoted to Corporal…. er… he’s met a girl… Her name is Elizabeth, and she’s a Fever Nurse. And–” Jack stopped suddenly, his face full of surprise, which quickly folded into a grin, “They’re getting married,” he announced. Jack looked to his mother briefly, then continued, “We’re invited obviously, but it’ll be a small wedding… in Greenock… they’ll be reading the Banns soon.” Finally his mother grasped the letter, re-reading it and dabbing at her eyes with the end of her apron. The news jolted Jack, and his thoughts turned from excitement for his brother to his own future. He often went out with his pals, sometimes a pint, sometimes for walks, to the 40cinema, maybe to the park. But after working all his odd-jobs, his family, and generally trying to keep out of mischief he hadn’t had too much time for meeting many girls or being too serious with those he knew. He was approaching twenty years old but still felt like a child, perhaps because he was the baby of the family. It didn’t help matters that his mother told him off rather often, clipping him round the ear for swearing or other misdemeanours. He shook himself, and decided to get on with it and ask a girl to a dance or perhaps the cinema. He’d liked a girl, Irene for a while. She only lived two streets away and he decided it was about time he asked her to go out with him. Sitting at the dinner table on Sunday teatime he broached the idea with his mother, who frowned as his father raised an eyebrow and peered across the table. Jack pointed with his fork, his mouth half full, “I’ll tell you what, I swear that next time I see her I will walk right up to her, and well, I will just damn well ask her.” His mother automatically shouted, “Jack! Language!” He reached forward for the salt, narrowly dodging her swipe and returned to spearing a potato, “I’ll tell you what else, I think it is time I came to work with you dad.” That stopped his parents mid-mouthful and they exchanged glances as Jack looked to his next potato, pressing peas against it with his knife. He had grown tired of running errands, that had made him feel childish too, like a newspaper boy. He had liked the freedom in the sense that he could cycle here and there, collecting threepence for delivering something or other, but he was ready and keen to take things more seriously. Dad chuckled over his pipe, “A steady job and a girl, ha-ha, yes, that will certainly make you serious!” Jack rolled his eyes and agreed to see his fathers foreman at ICI Rexine works. Except of course, they no longer made Rexine, they made munitions. His father cajoled him again hoping he’d completely emptied his mind of joining up. “This’ll be doing your bit, won’t it, kid?” Jack had rolled his eyes again, but as he saw the burden seemed to lift from his father, he nodded and smiled, “Yes, dad, it will.”

         In late September, Jack was called into the office of a stern-jawed manager, his father had ushered him in and waited outside. Jack sat nervously as the foreman told him about the job and asked him a few questions. It was a done deal. They shook hands as Jack was offered the job. The following week, Jack stood, his head turned slightly to the left 41to show his good side, a card pinned to his lapel as his was picture taken for his official work identification card. He watched as 1st October 1940 was stamped over his photograph, then signed his name neatly underneath. He peered at his small square portrait. He’d worn shirt and tie with a thick mother-knitted jumper under his jacket, and they’d given him a long black apron to wear over the top. He had combed his thick hair back but still it had tried to escape. He looked closely at the card pinned to his jacket, it bore the number ‘295’. He was not keen to be numbered, there was something about it he didn’t like. He knew it wasn’t a popular opinion, his family said everyone had to get in line, and number off. But still, Jack couldn’t take to the idea that people should be boxed and allocated, like cattle or goods. Despite misgivings about being sucked into factory life he was not ungrateful for the job, he felt finally at the beginning of his adulthood. He worked hard, long days but, as he had dreaded it would, work soon echoed school with an eerie familiarity. He later felt it perhaps helped him survive, working hard at unpleasant jobs, under constant scrutiny, having to find clever ways to make ones own tiny freedoms and personal victories. He would reflect sadly on the easier life he’d felt so stifled by. Once his freedom was gone.

         In his new working life at the factory, he would wake early, leaving before the rest of the house to cycle down Spring Street, bumping the cobbled turn onto Lewis Street, up onto Hoviley Street and out onto the main Talbot Road. He imagined this half hour as his own private moments of liberation. If he was especially early he could take his time, looping round the streets, weaving through the few trees at the edge of his path. These were his own slices of freedom, his own world to do as he chose. As soon as he punched in, it would begin, “stop talking,” “carry that,” and “bring this” and “go here” and “go there.” He detested that part of the job, but refrained, almost always, from giving cheek. He found that a word or two thrown back to a superior in jest, or even sneaking a cigarette earned him docked wages and threats of sacking, instead of the lines and rapped knuckles of school. The humiliation was the same, and being constantly ‘told’ irked him endlessly. As the munitions work became increasingly mundane, he found he spent his time lost in thought. He wondered about each cartridge as he loaded 42them into boxes, imagining where each might end up. He was often to be found gazing out of the window, needing to be nudged back to the job by colleagues. The job he realised quickly, as he knew he would, wasn’t what he was cut out for at all. ‘On the upside,’ he thought, ‘it not only paid enough to properly support the family, it also gave enough money to enjoy a little of the freedom he so keenly wanted.’ He could afford to have a couple of pints with best friend Harry, who also hadn’t signed up, not yet. Best of all, he could go to the cinema rather than trying to sneak in after the picture had started, as he and his friends had done. He couldn’t do that when out with Irene. He had taken her on a few inexpensive dates, he now wanted to hold the door for her as he bought two tickets for the good seats. His father asked if it were getting serious, but Jack had shrugged, embarrassed. Irene knew all Jack’s family and he hers. They sometimes walked round and picked up his sister Gladys’ little girl, Carole, on the way to the cinema, treating her to a bag of sweets then taking her home. “I am nearly four!” she would exclaim as Jack laughed, carrying her on his shoulders. But no matter the distractions of work, of money, family and friends or even his girlfriend, Jack’s thoughts were constantly drawn to joining up. His hesitation was now only torn between his absolute promise to family and his gnawing sense of duty.

         Jack had been at the munitions factory for nearly a month when the family boarded a bus to Glasgow, then another on to Greenock for George and Elizabeth’s wedding. There had been much discussion about who would be able go as the travel costs would not be small, but Jack had insisted and saved for his own fare. Gladys had married locally and it had been a grand day, and now he wanted to see his brother go the same path. It was early in the year for such a wintery day, and the weather cooled further still on their journey north. Flurries of snow drifted so gently they appeared to be moving upwards, not falling. The delicate blossoms gathered first on hedges and the side of the lane, then quickly drifted into layers of powder snow. By the time the family, dressed in their best, took their seats in the chill of the chapel, a white sparkling blanket had spread over the churchyard and roof and bright white lace glittered at the high windows, as if it had also dressed for the occasion. Mother had made her best fruitcake, 43scraping together ingredients she could still get and using some of their small savings. Elizabeth wore a cream fitted dress with slim belt and a two-flowered corsage and a dainty netted hat. She arrived with her sister and mother and, as her father had passed two years before, her brother Butler took her arm for the short steps down the aisle. She had smiled brightly as she entered the chapel, her blue eyes flashing in the pale light. George, nervous but grinning waited at the front in his RAF uniform, alongside a beaming Jack. George watched Elizabeth’s progress towards him, their eyes never breaking their locked gaze. As they met they smiled affectionately, blushing together the same shade of pink. Elizabeth stifled a giggle which caused the vicar to ahem. Later, the family threw tiny handfuls of rice confetti, George and Elizabeth dodged underneath as they ran outside. The couple smiled shyly as half a dozen pictures were taken in front of the church gate, then the family gathered to take drinks and eat the cake in celebration. The snow continued to fall, drifting deeply, stopping buses and trains and their return journey home. In all they stayed for three days, lodging with Elizabeth’s family, the Norrie’s, all over Greenock.

         It was icy cold but finally stopped snowing on the second night, leaving a bright fresh day and a thick, deep carpet of snow. George and Jack decided to walk down to look at the Clyde and the shipyard. Jack had never seen ships towering over the street like that before, huge and to him, somehow ominous. They seemed to peer across the street, looking into the windows of the warehouses opposite and standing sentinel over the unseen occupants. He found them strangely terrifying, their huge bulk exposed, their massive propellers silently waiting. He didn’t mention his fear to George as he craned his neck to see shipwrights clattering and riveting, painting and building. There weren’t many working in the freezing conditions but it was essential war work and had to continue no matter the weather. The war was moving on apace and Jack’s thoughts filled again with enlisting. He turned to George as they stopped their crunching snow tracks to look out to the ships bobbing at anchor on the Clyde. “I need to be doing something more, I can’t simply wait to be called, I must play my part now!” he said earnestly as George put out a cigarette under his boot. He looked sympathetically at his younger brother, whose eyes shone with 44expectation. Jack had always looked up to him, even though he was the more energetic and adventurous brother, he’d always watched George, waiting to see approval in his expression. George kicked a snowball and sighed, “It’ll probably be over soon. You’re just not needed, not yet. You need to stay with mother and dad, look after them. You’re needed there more,” he pointed southwards in the air indicating Hyde, then paused, “–You know, once you’re in, you can’t change your mind.” Jack frowned, in every word he’d heard disappointment. He had hoped to find an ally to argue his case at home. Jack’s mind was in turmoil, war or not, he wanted something more from life. He wanted to make his mark, to find someone special, and in the future have a family of his own. But, George wouldn’t be drawn further so Jack dropped the subject, and asked him about Elizabeth, as they began walking again. “I expect you’ll be having some wee bairns, then,” he said pushing George with his shoulder. George blushed, laughing, “All in good time! Anyway, we’re to Belfast next.” “You’re back home, at Hyde for Christmas though?” asked Jack, alarmed, “We wouldn’t miss it for anything!” laughed George, as they trudged back up the hill to the warm Scots hearths of the Norrie family, as heavy snow flurries again began to fall.

         December 1940 brought a brief, but warm and happy family Christmas in Hyde. Jack would remember it fondly, too fondly, later. He would have to push away thoughts of home and think only in fragments of those happier times, otherwise it overwhelmed him. George and Elizabeth had stayed only a few days, bringing news they were expecting a baby. Jack was delighted, whooping and shouting he was to be an uncle again. And again he tried pressing George about signing up. George eventually agreed if he could not wait any longer he should perhaps try to persuade their mother first, then move on to talking to their dad. As an adult, Jack did not need their permission, but neither did he want their disappointment. He saw the smart blue RAF uniform on his brother, saw the life he was making and he decided he must go, and as soon as he possibly could. He felt conspicuously out of uniform at twenty years old, despite working in essential war industry. He told his dad almost every morning he felt he was dodging his responsibility. Then, as it happened, it wasn’t George, nor his parents permission, that finally caused Jack to march into the enlistment office.45

         George and Elizabeth were long gone to Belfast, he to No. 968 barrage balloon squadron and she to stay with the maiden aunts in Magherafelt. Spring had begun in earnest in Manchester. Ice dripped from the trees and brave buds appeared everywhere, as news of tragedy came home. Jack had many friends who had signed up and gone. But, his best friend, Harry had been especially keen to go despite his own family discouraging it. Most families Jack knew bore scars of the previous war, which showed in a reluctance to let their precious boys disappear the same way. Jack and Harry had often talked about going together, but then talked each other out of it because their mothers would play hell. Harry thought Jack should look after his family, and Jack had responded similarly. Then, Jack unexpectedly met him one afternoon. Harry had been beaming broadly, his eyes sparkling with adventure, his lank frame wrapped in a neat, brand new uniform. He had gone and joined up anyway. Jack had felt even more determined, but his family again dissuaded him. He must continue doing his bit in essential war work, the family needed him, and their last backstop, that George was already serving, giving their family’s bit. As always Jack had exhaled deeply and backed down. But that spring morning the last straw was laid upon his back and he refused to delay. Determinedly he strode away to sign up on 10 April 1941. He paused outside the enlistment office, housed in the post office building. He stood, one foot on the step, looking into the shadowy rooms beyond the heavy door. Hesitation briefly flooded him, he pushed it aside and stepped up. ‘He would not turn away, not now,’ he thought as he disappeared into the darkened interior. Earlier that morning Harry’s sister had dashed to their house in tears, rushing into the sitting room and standing in the middle of the room blurting news between sobs. Jack’s ears had thundered with fragments of the story as each word hit him like a bolt of lightning. Harry. had. been. killed. in. action. Jack could hardly catch his breath. Harry had been aboard HMS Bonaventure. It had been sunk on 31 March. Torpedoed by an Italian submarine, off the coast of Crete. Harry was not among the 300 or so survivors rescued by HMS Hereward and HMAS Stuart. Jack was stunned, the war had come home. He shook his head trying to rid his mind of the terrible news. He couldn’t imagine such a fate, unknowingly torpedoed, invisibly 46sunk from below. It seemed so pointless. And a waste, a futile waste. Harry’s death had gained no ground, there was no victory, just a total senseless waste. Jack’s empty chest exhaled as he threw his shoulders back in fury. He deeply wanted revenge on their enemy, he felt he had to do something to make Harry’s loss worth something. As Jack marched home from the recruitment office his chin determined and resolute, he nodded to everyone he passed. He was certain it was the right thing to do and now he’d done it, he couldn’t believe he had waited so long.

         Jack had signed up to the Territorial Army. Filling out his form was a squat man, who’d lifted his bald head to peer at Jack over half-moon glasses as he asked each question in slow monotone. “Name?” “Jack Frith.” “Address?” “13, Spring Street, Hyde, Cheshire.” “Are you a British subject?” “Yes.” “And your parents nationality at birth was?” “My father and mother are both British.” “Your date of birth?” “The fifteenth of November, twenty.” “And are you married, widower or single?” “I am single.” The questions went on and on. Had he ever served in the forces? Did he have national health insurance? Yes? What was his membership number? Was he insured under the Unemployment Insurance Act? Eventually, the bald man leaned across the table, spinning the form around to face Jack and proffering a fountain pen after pushing the lid firmly on its end. Jack spread a hand over the paper and took the pen in the other. The nib gushed a drop of ink as he pressed it too hard onto the paper. The bald man leaned across, his glasses sliding down his nose as he offered a square of blotting paper. He’d only written the ‘J’ of Jack, and grinned sheepishly. Lifting the blotting paper Jack pressed lightly, going over the ‘J’ and finishing his signature without incident. He dotted a hard full stop after his name in subconscious completion of the deed done. The bald man took the form and signed his own name, whilst indicating Jack should wait in the next room to be called for his medical. Jack rose quickly on hearing his name called and found himself standing in a row of men undressed to their underwear and socks. Most were about his age but a few wore greying temples and peppered moustaches. One or two looked much too young to be trying their luck. Self-consciously Jack stepped up onto heavy enamelled scales as a nurse moved small weights back and forth, before settling on a number. She wrote 111 lbs on the reverse 47of his form, which was attached to a buff-coloured clipboard. Next, he stood heels to a metal plate as his height was measured, the sliding scale pressed into his hair, taking at least half an inch off the total five foot four and a half written onto his form. Jack blushed as the nurse pulled a tape around his chest and asked him to expand. He inhaled deeply to be measured and frowned as she said thirty-three inches. She held the tape in place asking him to breath out, he released the air and she wrote ‘two inches expansion’. The nurse looked him over peering closely as she moved his chin to the right. She nodded as she noticed a small mole on his left cheek and noted it on his sheet. “Thank you. You can get dressed now.” She pointed with a flick of her pen to a curtained screen without looking up. Jack blushed again and gathered his clothes, pulling on his trousers and hopping about behind the screen. When he emerged a doctor called his name. Jack crossed the room to him as the doctor spoke, “Certified A1, good luck young man.” He smiled. Jack returned the smile as he shook the doctor’s outstretched hand and pulling his cap on his head he dashed home to tell his family. He knew very well, they would not be smiling.

         As expected, his decision was not greeted with excitement at home. Mother was worried to have ‘both her boys away’ and in the ‘thick of it’. She had sat heavily at the dining table, her eyes brimming with concern and trepidation. His father had remained silent, his eyes lost in images from his war and terrible imaginings of his young son in such hell. Jack told them he would send part of his army wage and they were not to worry, it would all be all right. He said he couldn’t stay at home and have his brother and all his friends going to war without him. They didn’t object further, what more could they say, there was nothing to be done now Jack had signed the papers. His mother must have quickly written to George, as Jack received his letter only a few days later. George did not to try to dissuade, he knew it was too late for that, but instead offered advice. He told Jack to as keep safe, keep his head down but said he hoped to visit before Jack was posted. Then, the day after another letter arrived which turned his mother’s face as pale as the sheets she’d been pegging out in the spring sunshine. Jack took the letter from her, reading it slowly and carefully. It was from George. He and Elizabeth had been walking home along a busy street 48as the Belfast Blitz had begun. Jack’s eyes ran about the page as he breathlessly read it out loud. It had been the Tuesday after Easter, 15 April. They’d been to the cinema but left early as Elizabeth, cradling her small baby bump, had felt quite tired. George helped Elizabeth into her coat and they’d walked arm in arm, chatting and chuckling. They stopped, looking wildly to the skies as the wail of the city’s air-raid sirens sounded the alarm. The buzzing drone of hundreds of aeroplanes overhead began almost immediately. The city held its breath then lit up, roaring with fire and explosions as bombs fell indiscriminately everywhere. They had looked to each other momentarily, then they ran. George grabbed two dustbin lids which they held over their heads for protection against flying glass and debris as the world exploded around them. They ran to three shelters before finding one with room, just a few streets from their new married quarters at Victoria barracks. There, they waited it out in the dim earthy garden bunker. They huddled with strangers around a faltering candle as soil drifted down, dislodged by exploding nearby bombs. The muffled booming caused each face to flinch in terror. Elizabeth buried her face in the folds of George’s coat, and he wrapped his arms around her and the bump protectively. They felt they’d hardly breathed as they waited in flickering shadows for a rumbling eternity in the Anderson shelter. They emerged blinking, to a cratered street. Fires raged in pockets everywhere and the sky was shadowed with flashing orange smoke. George had written the letter as soon as possible to let his family know they were all right, he hoped to beat the newspaper reports he knew would frighten his mother. Jack put down the pages of Georges letter and gulped, wiping his nose he went to fetch a newspaper. The family read eagerly from the newsprint. Their father said how terrible to think of them there, in the middle of the worst blitz outside London! Jack read snippets out loud. A thousand killed, another thousand injured. More than half the houses damaged. Hundreds of thousands of people had fled the city. Jack’s mother all the while had her eyes fixed on him. She shook her head and Jack knew she was thinking both her boys were now in this indiscriminately insane war. Conversely Jack had been relieved to hear his brother and sister-in-law were fine, repeating to his mother, “They’re all right, they escaped!” But inside he felt deeply uneasy, as if the shadow of the war 49was closing in on them, drawing nearer all the time. His concern when George had joined the RAF, had been that he might be killed in action. But his fear had assumed that terrible fate, if it happened, would lie somewhere overseas in some nameless place, some dangerous foreign place fighting some foreign enemy. Jack had been relieved George had been posted to Scotland, and then on to Belfast. He thought he would be safe on home shores. How wrong he had been. As his mother left the room Jack he turned to his father, “You know, in this war, it’s bloody dangerous everywhere and anywhere you go!” His father had nodded thoughtfully and distantly as his mother called from the kitchen, “Jack, watch your language!”

         Jack’s first taste of army life wasn’t the gritty baptism of fire he’d expected, but a rather damp and drizzly Royal Artillery army camp near Crewe where he had been posted for basic training. He took the first train of the day, already full of early morning fresh faced boys. Jack thought they looked hardly older than children really, until he caught his own clean-shaven pink reflection in the window as he hefted his small brown suitcase onto an overhead shelf. Jack offered a light to a chap standing at the end of a carriage. He had weaved down the train to have a smoke and noticed the man patting his pockets while an unlit cigarette bobbed at his lips. They’d gathered around the blossoming flame, leaning in turns to catch the paper ends in the phosphoric flash. They leant back against the clattering carriage as the embers glowed with each inhale. “Thank you, I’m Harold,” “Jack,” replied Jack stretching out a hand in greeting. They shook, and spoke for a while as the train rattled on. Harold Guest was a quiet man, gentle with warm eyes. He was slow to anger and fiercely loyal. He and Jack got on well being ‘practically neighbours’ as they’d said laughingly, Jack being from Hyde and Harold from some eight miles nearer Manchester at Miles Platting.

         The train full of young men had chattered excitedly as if off for a day at the seaside but a quiet gloom settled as the train slowed its approach into Crewe station and reality arrived. The young men filed into a large building at the camp, settling on rows of long benches in the mess hall. They were given strong tea and jam on thick doorsteps of bread, as their new life was briefly outlined by the booming voice of the sergeant standing on a small dais at the front. No one spoke. 50In dripping rain, the line of new recruits jogged single file, carrying folded piles of clothing topped with a pair of boots from stores as they peeled off a dozen at a time into a row of long Nissen huts. Inside, each was lined on either side with a row of single metal beds piled with neat stacks of sheets and army issue blankets. Beside each bed stood a tall locker, into one of which Jack hung his woollen suit and jumper, placing his boots together at the bottom. It appeared as though a flattened, headless man now occupied it. Jack pulled the green itchy army trousers on, and sitting on the end of his bunk pulled on his new army boots as he looked about the hut. A man at the next bunk nodded in greeting, “Hello,” he called out. Jack stood, offering his hand to shake. “Jack,” he said in introduction, gripping firmly. “Henry, pleased to meet you.” Henry Milner was a genial chap from Mansfield, with a kind face and ready grin. Slim, firm jawed and strong spirited, like Jack he had not wanted to shirk what he saw as his obligation to do his bit. He was called up and immediately felt the strong pull of duty. Henry and Jack shared brief details with each other, of home and family before turning their thoughts to what might lay ahead. They both took pride in carefully combed hair and joked of their arrow straight Brylcreem partings, laughing as each offered tips on making a neater line. A shout from the end of the hut, warning they had ten minutes before first briefing returned Jack’s focus to finishing getting himself dressed and ready. He turned to a small mirror hanging on the inside of his locker door and placed his cap at a jaunty angle almost on the side of his head. Jack craned his neck, peering to look from all angles, tweaking and pulling it this way and that unsatisfactorily, until he gave up. Closing his locker door revealed the man sitting on the next bunk, folding his own civilian suit. Jack recognised him from the train and leant across clapping him on the shoulder. “Harold!” Jack exclaimed. The man turned and broke into a wide grin. “Young Jack, how are you?” “Can’t complain, I didn’t see you there, but I’m glad it’s you.” “Likewise,” replied Harold. Jack turned to Henry, who had disappeared halfway into his own locker. He bumped his head on a shelf as Jack called out. “Henry, this is Harold.” “Just a second,” came the reply, his voice muffled by the contents of his locker. Henry emerged with a wrapped package. “Wonder if we can find some tea from somewhere, my mother 51sent me with this.” He peeled back the brown paper to reveal a small brick of fruit cake. Jack laughed, reaching into his locker, pulling out a greaseproof package, “Snap!” He said as he revealed his own heavy curranty loaf. Both were startled by Harold whose loud laughter had turned a few heads in the hut. Harold leant over his bed to his own locker and pulled from it a similar looking paper parcel. “Triple snap,” he gasped between bouts of chuckles. “Well, I think we’ll be all right for cake won’t we! We just need a brew now,” Jack said, looking about and smiling. The three new friends burst out laughing again, relieving a little of the weight they carried.

         Over the next few weeks Jack and the recruits learnt general warfare tactics, how to maintain, fire and best use different types of weapons, rifles, shotguns, pistols and bayonets. He learnt how to plant mines, throw bombs and grenades, as well as how to handle larger machinery and guns. After weapons training and shooting practice Jack was issued with a .303 Lee–Enfield rifle. He’d held the heavy rifle, stroking the smooth wood as he imagined when he would first use it against the enemy. The recruits marched for miles, yomping across fields and streams on long cross-country runs, returning to barracks every day shattered, muddy and ravenously hungry. The men became a tight knit group and began to rely on one another. Jack slipped in a muddy scramble over a wall, Henry was running close by and stopped, grabbing an arm to help Jack up. “Come on kid, there’ll be no biscuits with your tea if you snooze along the way,” he laughed kindly. Jack grinned, scrambling up with a grunt. Running ahead a little, he turned, jogging backwards as he called out, “Aye, but there’s plenty if you get there first!” He turned to run, as Henry put his head down, running to catch up the few paces. The two raced, nudging each other and laughing breathlessly back to barracks. The men were taught to dig trenches and build defences. Jack imagined he would face a war like his dad had fought. He presumed he’d soon be somewhere in Europe, dug deep into a trench watching for the enemy and waiting out a war of whistle-screaming bombs and rifle pot shots while the sky flashed with near misses. During training they had covered what to do in a gas attack, shrapnel attack, bomb attack and artillery bombardment, and of course close physical fighting with enemy soldiers. The hand-to-hand fighting Jack found easiest to master 52physically, but it had filled him with anxious thoughts about being in such near contact with the enemy. He touched his nose distractedly as thought of the punch he’d landed at school, and how unpleasant it had sounded. He was not afraid, but the immediate proximity to some other human being, each of them fighting for his very life, each struggling to survive invaded his mind with doubt. Again his father’s war crowded in, and Jack thought of Harry and the futility of fighting a faceless enemy, he wanted to avenge his friend but worried about taking a life that was not responsible. He worried the soldiers on the other side were equally fresh faced as he. Most of their training had been condensed into four weeks, after that there were two weeks practicing general orders. Marching and saluting endlessly and they were shown how to wear their uniforms correctly. Occasionally they marched in uniformed parades about town, which bolstered Jack’s sense of courage and trepidation. His official posting was confirmed in mid-July. He had been ranked gunner and assigned to the anti-aircraft regiment, the 77th Heavy Ack Acks where he was put into 239 Battery. Four weeks of advanced artillery training followed, learning specifics of handling and firing the heavy anti-aircraft guns. When training was complete the men stayed on barracks continuing drills, exercises, parade marching, weapons training and practicing artillery manoeuvres for weeks before being granted leave, for nearly a month until late October ’41.

         Jack travelled home to see his mother and dad, hanging on as he swung about in the carriage aisle of an overcrowded train, his heart pounding to see his family and friends again. Spring Street seemed oddly smaller as he strode up its brow in uniform, passing the hunched terraces with each front door open at least a little. It seemed a long time since he had walked his street and he immersed himself in it completely. The smell of baking wafting from the half-open doors, children’s laughter as they played in the street, the snippets of a wireless radio programme floating from a sash window, and the low cries of babies in their prams on the narrow pavement. The sights, smells and sounds merged to create the flavour of his home, and he knew he would miss it terribly. He briefly pondered what might await him, what smells and sounds would fill his senses wherever he was bound for. For now, he soaked the favour of his street into his bones, as if it might protect him on the streets he was 53to travel. Leave was all too brief. Just a few months later he wouldn’t be able to remember in any detail what he had done there. He recalled simply an abstract feeling, of enjoying time with family, mother and dad, sister and niece, seeing friends and taking Irene to the cinema. They’d walked arm in arm in the park and sat on a bench to talk of the future. They had spoken of what might be to come. Jack had been concerned for her and said not to wait. Irene had replied she would write every day, and that she would wait for him. She had pinched his arm where she linked him and frowned. Jack had smiled. “All right then, love.” He remembered the time was tinged with the knowledge that his future was uncertain, as if he were preparing to drop off a cliff. He could not plan to meet friends the next week, or arrange go to football the week after. He did not know what the future would bring but he remembered his eagerness to get started.

         The time at home had felt almost surreal. A lulling waiting time, a deeply held breath before the plunge. He felt all dressed up with nowhere to go. He’d said goodbye to his sister, Gladys and her family at her home a few days before boarding the train. She’d stroked his cheek once, whispering, “Be careful.” His mother pressed her wet cheek to his face at the train station, she could not speak. Her eyes shone as she stepped back, grasping his father’s arm for support. Jack held out a hand to his father who held it tightly, his jaw gritted. No words were exchanged. His father’s clouded eyes had warned ‘be careful’ as his mother expression had told him, ‘come home safe’. Jack had replied with a smile and a nod that it was time. His father reluctantly let Jack’s hand slowly slip from his, as his mother caught his sleeve, squeezing his arm. Jack smiled at her, as he hefted his bulging kitbag onto his shoulder and turned away, mingling then disappearing into a sea of khaki which slowly merged and boarded the train. Jack stood up on the carriage step, searching the waving crowd for Irene but he did not find her face. He turned and ducked into the carriage. Florrie craned, looking for him as suddenly he appeared. Pushing down a small sliding window in a nearby carriage as he leant out to find them. Now they spoke. They rushed to him, all chattering at once. “Write whenever you can,” his mother called, her voice cracking. “You hear gunfire, you get down. Do you hear?” his father shouted as the train began to rumble, 54“Keep your helmet on, always. Do you hear me, son?” His advice became desperate as the train emitted a long high-pitched whistle and a fog of steam engulfed the crowd on the platform. Jack called out through the mist, “I will. Yes, I will, of course. Don’t worry, I’ll be all right. Goodbye mother, bye dad. I’ll be seeing you.” His last words were lost in the swirling smoke of the train as it shunted, clanked and moved rhythmically away, chugging behind great white plumes as it disappeared. John and Florrie stood blankly watching the empty track until the last wisps of smoke completely dissipated and no trace of the locomotive could be heard. They turned, heavy hearted to discover they stood alone on the platform.

         Jack spoke quietly of the parting to Henry and Harold as they sat on the end of his bunk back at the training camp. They had experienced their own regretful goodbyes with their own families but were, like Jack, keen to get stuck into the task they had trained for. Still, Jack saw in their eyes the same concerns as his own, the lurking shadow of the unknown. He chose not to voice the trepidation he felt, that whatever awaited them would be immensely difficult. He couldn’t entirely place the feeling. It was akin to butterflies, like some huge adventure but with potentially serious consequences. He found himself lurching between looking forward to going and a sickening nausea of what might lie ahead. Most of all he couldn’t stand the anticipation of waiting. Jack did not have too long to wait. Two weeks of marching drills and weapons practice later the 77ths were mobilised and ordered to proceed to Gourock for movement overseas. He sorted through his kit once again, checking everything. He had three fat packages he hoped he would never need containing large field-dressings alongside a tin holding a basic medical kit, canteen, mess tin and spooned-fork utensils. Into a pouch he tucked his few photographs and a notebook. He folded his spare shirt, trousers and socks, spare underwear and rolled up his gaiters and stuffed it all down his kitbag, which he heaved onto his bed. On top he laid his thick greatcoat. Around his neck hung two identity tags, a green octagonal one and a smaller red one hung from the green, strung on cotton cord. They read, ‘FRITH, J. 1794521. C.o.E.’ He looked closely at his name and number before tucking them inside his shirt with a sigh, where they pressed lightly 55on his chest. Kitted out in battledress, with his various small packs and pouches slung from webbing, Jack lowered his steel helmet on to his head, and pulling the chin strap taut and glancing into the mirror on the door of his locker. He immediately saw his father staring back. Not his father as Jack knew him now, but the young man that peered wide-eyed and shocked from twenty-year-old photographs, wearing his uniform and trapped in his war. It shocked Jack, quickly he pulled the helmet from his head and fastened it to his kitbag which he slung over his shoulder. He lifted his greatcoat, tucking it under his arm and followed the line of strong young men from the hut, all talking in excited whispers as they formed up outside on the parade ground. There, they quietened down as their commanding officer approached with their orders. Jack exchanged glances with Harold and Henry. They were finally for the off.

         - December 1941 -

         A cold, sleet ravished Gourock docks greeted Jack as he arrived by lorry transport. He had felt queasily sick lurching around in the back of the truck, huddled against the other men and rolling kitbags under the flapping tarpaulin roof of the six-wheeler Albion truck. They had pulled up and poured out. Jack vomited over the back wheel as he hit the ground heavily with his boots. Henry slapped his back, “That bodes well,” he laughed nodding to the rolling ships out on the Clyde. The smell of sea and oil caught in Jack’s throat as he wiped his mouth and looked round at the bleak docks. The pitching of the toy ships, the wind squally and cold, the dark swell of the sea the same colour as the grey ships hulls all permeated his senses and made his stomach retch. He looked out to the gathered ships as they swayed like drunks on a slowly moving ocean. Waves of nausea engulfed him as sheets of sleety rain moved across his view, veiling the ships behind their cold curtain. In contrast, the dock was abuzz with light and activity. Men hoisted pallets for loading, army vehicles chugged about as navy personnel shouted orders. Added to the bustle were endless streams of soldiers forming up as they arrived in their thousands. Jack noticed the Empress of Australia moored alongside 56the dock, taking on supplies. A huge ship, she loomed over the tiny figures standing, directing proceedings on the quayside. Harold nudged Jack, “You know the Empress of Australia was the Royal Yacht for the King and Queen two years ago. Took them on a Royal tour of Canada! That’ll do for us won’t it?” he nodded, smiling. Jack shook his head, “I don’t know how you remember all these things!” he laughed. “But, yes, that’ll do us all right!” They watched from within the midst of the organised chaos as kit and supplies were loaded. The atmosphere was frenetic, crates were dropped, some of the cargo going aboard seemed damaged, other supplies were bashed about. Everyone seemed in a hurry. “I hope that’s not our gear,” said Jack. Harold shrugged, “We don’t know which one we’re going on do we–” he was interrupted by a shout. They craned to listen, cupping hands to ears and turning to others who seemed to have heard. “We’ve got more supplies to gather, there’s a mess hall apparently.” “Good, I’m famished,” nodded Jack. His friends shook their heads as Jack slapped his belly, “I thought he was sick!” laughed Henry. They turned from the dock, marching into a long low building alongside the quay. Jack and the rest of 77th HAA, 239 Battery joined their comrades from 240 Battery arriving from Chester and 241 Battery, come up from Donnington. They were issued long sand-coloured shorts, thin shirts with roll-up sleeves and cloth buttons, and Wolseley helmets, which they tucked into kit bags. There were injections and tablets given as the men considered their likely destination. “Not France then!” said Jack, to anyone listening. “Maybe North Africa?” suggested Harold with a shrug. “We’re headed to the Middle East, Basra I heard,” said a man nearby quietly, as he rolled up his sleeve and offered his arm to a nurse readying a needle. Jack moved up the line to the nurse, nodding at the news and repeating, “Basra?” He winced and moved from the nurse rubbing his arm. Joining a queue for hot tea and food, he looked himself up and down while he waited. “Basra? Middle East?” He muttered. It suddenly seemed very real. Jack stared at his boots, sparkling new and shiny, and smoothed the jacket of his smart green uniform. He ran a hand through his new haircut and patted his soon to be full stomach and frowned. He moved with loaded tray to sit on a bench at a long trestle table with Henry and Harold. They chewed thoughtfully, each in quiet contemplation. No one spoke, 57but the air was full of breathless trepidation. Jack felt his moment had finally come and he was ready, wherever he was going.

         The gathered convoy had largely been loaded with supplies and artillery and now only awaited troop deployment. The smart well-fed men, bulging kitbags slung over their shoulders, headed back to the ships on the dock to embark. There, a few families had gathered and were waiting to wave them off. Jack looked across the sea of faces, his eyes scanning the crowd. He had already bid farewell to his parents and sister, they could not be here. No one he knew could be. He stopped short as he saw two people standing closely knitted together looking this way and that, between them a small baby. Jack blinked. He had seen George’s familiar face before Elizabeth’s, then his eyes fell to the child. He moved to them quickly, dropping the kitbag at his feet and grasping them all in one embrace. George was now a Corporal, and had been granted longer leave after serving continuously for seven months with his new posting to No. 952 Balloon Squadron at Sheerness, protecting the approaches to the River Medway and the Royal Navy dockyard at Chatham. He had travelled up to Greenock to be with Elizabeth, who had stayed there with her mother, and together they had taken the three-mile bus journey along the coast to Gourock, in the hope of seeing him off. The three stood beaming at each other. Jack felt his throat knot so he turned to the child. “Well, well, what a handsome little chap!” The baby boy gurgled, his bright blue eyes shining. “This, is Iain George,” said Elizabeth, her soft Scottish voice cracking as her lip trembled. Jack leaned down and kissed the baby on the top of his bonneted head. “I’m glad to have had the chance to have met him, kid,” he said to Elizabeth, then turned to his brother. Jack and George shook hands and shared a knowing look. Nothing was left unsaid in their exchange, but in any case Elizabeth spoke for them, “Watch yourself now Jack, go carefully,” she said, her eyes moistening. George nodded in agreement, as Jack cleared his throat and replied, “I will, don’t worry. I’ll be all right kid, cheerio then.” She smiled, patting at her cheeks with the back of her gloved hand. George clamped a hand on Jack’s shoulder and tried to raise a smile but in the moment could not, he simply squeezed his younger brother’s shoulder and flexed his jaw. Jack returned the expression with equally furrowed brow, he felt 58nervous but didn’t want to let it show. He didn’t want his brave face to slip, when he didn’t feel at all brave. Jack nodded to them both as he picked up his gear. It was time. He stood up, straightened his shoulders and without looking back, strode away gritting his teeth to convince himself, ‘I’ll be all right.’ He walked up the gangway and onto the ship, and was lost into the hundreds of others on deck. George and Elizabeth watched him go losing him the crowd, as they strained to catch sight of him again. He suddenly emerged leaning over the gunwale, waving energetically. The small family on the quayside waved back, their eyes brimming. Jack stood proudly on the deck of the Empress of Australia and gripped the rail with both hands. He inhaled a lungful of salty sea-mist and grinned. He felt the pull of sheer adventure, of the unknown and he was excited. The faceless fear remained but he pushed it to the pit of his stomach and puffed out his chest. This was his chance to prove himself. To defend his country and to make a man of himself. He would not let anyone down. He would fight. A bloody nose from these Nazi bullies would be just fine. For Harry and everyone else who had not come home. He imagined telling his children and his nephews and nieces his own war stories, as his father had done. He would lean back in his old armchair as they gathered round perhaps with grandchildren, grandnieces and grandnephews and he would talk of these days. He would hold a finger in the air, his eyes misting and say, “We sailed from Gourock on a cold early December night, bound for who knows where…” They would listen attentively, eyes wide and mouths open. The ships horn bellowed and Jack returned his thoughts to the masses on deck. He blew a kiss to the tiny figures of his brother and family below and closed his eyes as the engines pulsed. The ship shuddered and slipped slowly from its mooring to join the gathered ships anchored on the Clyde.

         The Empress of Australia sailed in convoy from Gourock late on the 7th of December 1941, joining ships from Bristol and Liverpool. The complete convoy, codenamed WS14 for Winston’s Special Convoy Fourteen, were to assemble off Orsay Islet on the West coast of Scotland. As WS14 departed Gourock, charting a course almost due south to traverse the West coast of Africa, the men below decks and their superiors above were unaware of events unfolding some seven thousand miles 59away. The Empress of Australia left Scottish waters and quietly moved into convoy formation in the Atlantic, while hundreds of Japanese planes screamed from the skies above Pearl Harbour, dropping bomb after bomb, lighting up the ships moored there. The docks were ablaze as bombers and fighter planes came in waves of attack, each bearing the beady red eye of Imperial Japan. Aboard the Empress of Australia the men settled into bunks for their first night at sea. They joked with one another, spoke of home in low murmurs and forged friendships, unaware of the deadly Japanese attack that would imminently throw all their lives into chaos. Even as the first day dawned on WS14’s journey, discussions in Whitehall were taking place at the highest level to decide which ships amongst the convoy would remain bound for destinations in the Middle East to shore up Allied action, and which must be sent to the other side of the world to tackle the new wound opened up there. Unaware of any change, or threat to their mission, the twenty-nine transport ships and seventeen escorts of WS14 moved in tight formation led by the Troilus, Warwick Castle, Orestes, Abosso, Duchess of Atholl, Durban Castle, Highland Princess and Empire Pintail. The second line comprised the City of Pretoria, Empress of Australia, Scythia, Strathallan, Athlone Castle, Highland Monarch and Clan Cameron. They were followed by the third line of the Empire Curlew, Empire Oriole, Oronsay, Reina Del Pacifico, Cameronia, Empire Peregrine, Empire Egret and armed merchant cruiser HMS Cilicia. The rear formation was held by Empire Condor, Andes, Orcades, HMS Engadine and Empire Widgeon. The sailing positions remained in place until docking at Freetown two weeks later. The convoy had been escorted by various ships as they travelled around the bulge of north-west Africa. Each had escorted for several days before handing over. The destroyers Beverley, Croome, Lancaster, Newark, Sherwood, Westcott and Witherington with auxiliary ships Ulster Queen, Foxhound, Gurkha, Nestor, Vanquisher, Volunteer, Badsworth, Beaufort and Witch and battleship Ramillies all shared escort duties for WS14, as it moved into warmer southern waters.
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