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    ONE




    “Beauty’s only skin deep, yeah, yeah, yeah.” If Micky could hear himself, he would have stopped making such a mess of The Temptations classic. But the fact that his singing had resulted in the loveliest smile from his friend Collin’s sister, Catherine, was worth the mockery. Like any teenage boy, a smile like that usually resulted in sexual thoughts way above any realistic expectations. Yet, at 5 ft 10, with fair hair and sparkling blue eyes, Micky’s glass was always half full.




    It was 1966 and Micky was seventeen. He lived in a village forty miles north of London with his mum, dad, and younger sister Helen. His dad, Bill, was a lorry driver and his mum, Irene, a waitress – and even though, like most working-class families, they had very little, he never wanted for anything.




    ‘You’ll never be a singer, mate,’ said Collin, shaking his head and laughing at Micky. ‘Are we going to the game Saturday? It’s going to be your last for a while, when will they let you out?’




    ‘Yeah, looking forward to it,’ Micky replied, before adding, ‘and it’s not prison – it’s the Royal Navy! I’ll be back in about three months, for a while at least… then who knows?’




    ‘What will you miss most then, Micky?’ asked Catherine.




    ‘Your sexy smile, of course,’ he replied, not missing a beat.




    ‘Bugger off, cheeky sod! I won’t miss you at all,’ retorted Catherine, causing all three of them to laugh.




    ***




    Micky became an Arsenal Supporter, one grey and chilly Saturday in October 1964, after he and Collin had taken the train to Finsbury Park and followed the crowd through the streets to Highbury Stadium, where they shuffled along in the ticket queue and got caught up in the noise and hustle of the vast crowd. Unfortunately, they saw no more than thirty minutes of actual football during the whole two hours they were there, as they spent most of their time staggering up and down the beer and urine-soaked terraces, learning how to balance on treacherous surfaces – and how to use foul language as encouragement. Neither Micky nor Collin believed that the men in the rest of the ground were fucking idiots or blind bastards, but they shouted these insults anyway… and now they were supporters for life.




    Micky also considered himself a Mod, as you had to be either a Mod or a Rocker. Micky found the choice of Mod easy, as the guys were always smart, the girls stylish and sexy, and the music – from R&B to Motown –was guaranteed to get you dancing. This was something Micky was never shy about, as his mum had taught him how to waltz and jive when he was just thirteen years old – with a promise that, if you could dance, you would always have a girl in your arms. They still enjoyed a dance every so often, in the kitchen or the backyard on a Sunday morning.




    Micky worked at an engineering company, where he and his workmate – sixty-four-year-old Arthur – made nuts and bolts. The best part of the job was the little brown envelope that was brought around by Marge from accounts – along with her bodyguard, Fat Fred – every Friday, which always felt like winning the pools. He always ended up with lots of spending money, even after giving a large chunk of it to his mum for housekeeping.




    He had found a girlfriend in Margaret, who he was sure would finally agree to have sex one day soon. Losing his virginity to the lovely Edith on the last day of school had felt like an age ago now, and he was longing to practise some more, often thinking he would get lucky one Saturday night – that was, if they were able to sneak into Margaret’s house. This was never an easy task, as she was the daughter of the local policeman, who was always on the lookout. Micky had resigned himself that, for now, getting his fingers in her knickers was the best he was going to get.


  




  

    TWO




    One Saturday, early in 1965, Micky went to the football without Collin. By half time he had got fed up with all the pushing and shoving – and, once again, not seeing any football – so he decided to leave and look around the market and shops near the station instead. It was here that two events occurred – events that were to shape his future.




    First, he saw, and – with some apprehension – started a conversation with a black man and his very attractive lady friend.




    ‘Excuse me, are there any record shops nearby?’ he asked nervously.




    ‘Just down the next street,’ the man replied with a distinctive London accent.




    ‘Thanks,’ said Micky, before walking off with a head full of other questions he wished he had asked.




    These were the first black people Micky had seen up close, and he had certainly never spoken to any before. There had been none at school, there were none in the village or at work, and older people had given him all sorts of advice about avoiding them, as they, supposedly: smelled odd, spoke funny, listened to jungle music and were dangerous, though this was not the impression Micky had been getting at all.




    Micky found the shop and, after having a good look around, decided to buy a Temptations album. He then wandered back to the station and, as he had time to spare –went into the café. After buying a mug of coffee, he saw and, taking a chance, asked to join his new acquaintances.




    ‘Can I sit with you?’




    ‘Sure,’ the man replied, ‘what’s your name?’




    ‘Micky,’ he said, pulling out a chair and sitting opposite the very attractive young lady.




    ‘Hi, I’m Danny, and this is Faye,’ he said, offering a handshake, which Micky took.




    ‘You found the shop then?’ asked Faye. ‘What did you buy?’




    ‘A Temptations album; I already have one of the singles from it,’ Micky explained, feeling a bit flustered – like he may have been doing something wrong by sitting with them. He then showed them his newly acquired record, which they responded to with much approval. Micky wanted to know everything about them and so, for the next hour, they had a conversation about black American music, including R&B and Motown. Danny showed him some records they’d just bought by a reggae artist called Prince Buster. They talked about fashion, and they told him they were both eighteen and in their first year at the London School of Art, studying fashion design. They talked about where they bought the smart, stylish clothes they were wearing, as well as some of the clubs they frequented.




    Micky then explained, in a jokey manner, the art of making nuts and bolts and the downside of living in a village forty-five minutes away by train, all of which resulted in lots of laughter and fresh coffee. Of the few people who were sitting in the café, a group of older ladies kept looking over at them and tutting quite loudly.




    ‘Shouldn’t we say something?’ Micky asked.




    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Danny, ‘we get it all the time.’




    ‘It’s just one of the things all black people experience,’ added Faye.




    Danny nodded. ‘We get a lot worse, believe me. It’s best just to ignore it.’




    ‘It still doesn’t seem right,’ said Micky.




    The old girls tutting away had no idea what Danny and Faye were actually like; they had made up their minds about them based purely on the colour of their skin, not on what they were like as people. Eventually, Danny and Faye had to go. 




    ‘Here’s my phone number,’ said Faye, scribbling it down on a napkin and handing it over. ‘Give me a call in a couple of weeks; we can arrange to meet again.’




    As Faye touched his hand while passing the number over, Micky – who could barely contain his excitement – suddenly got all tongue-tied.




    ‘Th-thanks, OK, that would be nice,’ he stammered. ‘I really will, in a week or so, yeah?’ As the couple walked away, Faye smiled at him over her shoulder.




    The second event happened while Micky was standing on the platform, waiting for his train. When Micky saw a sailor from the Royal Navy standing on the opposite platform, in a smart blue uniform, white vest, and round hat –with HMS ARK ROYAL on the ribbon around the edge. That was the very moment Micky decided he was going to join the Royal Navy.


  




  

    THREE




    Micky felt utterly lost about where to even begin to join the Navy or what steps were necessary to join.up. On arriving home, he went straight to the telephone box at the end of his street and looked up the Royal Navy in the directory. He discovered that there was a recruitment office in the town where he worked, which opened Tuesday through Saturday, so Micky wrote down the phone number on his hand, went home and spent the next few nights lying in bed, daydreaming of exotic places with girls in grass skirts serving beer on the beach.




    The following Tuesday, Micky couldn’t wait until lunchtime to call them.




    ‘Royal Navy Recruitment, Petty Officer Gill speaking,’ said the voice on the other end.




    ‘I want to join,’ said Micky, a little too quickly.




    ‘You’re in a bit of a rush. First things first. What’s your name?’




    ‘Micky Moore.’




    ‘How old are you, Micky?’




    ‘Sixteen,’ he replied, standing up a bit straighter.




    ‘Well, you’re too young for now,’ the officer told him. ‘When are you seventeen then, Micky?’




    ‘Next January.’




    ‘Hmm, ten months away,’ he replied, after a brief pause, ‘still, we could get things like the entry test and medical sorted without a rush. Why don’t you come in and see us, and have a chat about things? We can answer any questions you have.’




    ‘I could get into town on Saturday,’ said Micky.




    ‘OK, let’s see… how about 10 am?’




    ‘I’ll be there,’ said Micky, before quickly adding, ‘I know where you are.’




    ‘I look forward to seeing you then, Micky,’ said Petty Officer Gill.




    Micky smiled as he hung up the phone. This is it, he thought, this is the first step. I suppose I ought to tell Mum and Dad?




    He pondered this for a while and then said to himself, ‘Nah, plenty of time for that; they’d only try to talk me out of it. I’ll tell them when I’m ready.’ But that Petty Officer Gill sounded OK, he thought. Right then: Saturday. Though it was only a few days away, it seemed like a lifetime.


  




  

    FOUR




    Saturday soon came around. Micky woke up early and got dressed in his smart trousers, polo shirt, and jacket – along with a paisley scarf – prompting questions from his mum as to where he was going so early on a Saturday.




    ‘Said I’d meet a mate from work and go into London,’ he told her, not sounding wholly convincing as lying to his mum never felt comfortable.




    Micky arrived in town with a good thirty-five minutes to spare –and feeling quite nervous went and sat in the familiar surroundings of the Wimpy Bar, where the two weekend waitresses, Jill and Linda, smiled, said hello, and brought him his favourite frothy coffee.




    ‘Hello Micky, I ain’t seen you since we left school! What you up to, looking all smart and that?’




    Micky looked up to see Tom Jenkins, a lad from school who had the loudest voice ever; even when ‘whispering’, he shouted as if he were ten feet away.




    ‘Hello Tom, I see you were trying to sneak up on me!’ Micky laughed. ‘What you up to these days?’




    ‘Got a job in the headache pill factory, ain’t I,’ said Tom. He meant the pharmaceutical company on the trading estate.




    ‘So, you’re a drug dealer now?’ asked Micky with a big grin, making the two girls giggle.




    ‘No, I ain’t!’ said Tom with much indignation. ‘And don’t ask me to get you anything; I know all about you Mod boys and your “uppers”.’




    ‘Haha never crossed my mind,’ said Micky, getting up to leave.




    ‘It’s good to see you, Tom, but I have to be off; I have an interview with Special Branch in ten minutes.’




    With that, Micky said goodbye to the girls and then strode off to meet Petty Officer Gill, with Tom shouting, ‘Bollocks, you have!’ and everyone in the Wimpy looking at him.




    When he got there, he could see Petty Officer Gill was busy talking to another lad, so he sat and looked through some booklets on the Navy and a copy of Navy News while he waited.




    Within minutes, Petty Officer Gill was standing in front of him, offering to shake hands. ‘Micky, yes?’ he asked. ‘Petty Officer Gill. How are you?’ Petty Officer Gill exuded confidence, with his uniform smartly pressed, his shoes all shiny, and the row of medal ribbons on his chest glinting impressively in the light.




    ‘I-I’m fine, thank you!’ blurted out Micky, feeling incredibly nervous all of a sudden.




    ‘Good, come and have a seat,’ said Petty Officer Gill.




    For the next hour or so, Petty Officer Gill explained all the benefits of having a career in the Navy, as well as all the various jobs available and their different functions. In the end Micky opted for either a Radar Operator or Communications specialisation, and he was asked to come back in a few weeks to take the Maths and English entry tests, which would take an hour. After passing those, he would have to have a medical. Petty Officer Gill also explained that he could not join until he was seventeen and that actual service could only start from eighteen. Also, Micky would need his mum and dad to sign the approval form – something Micky didn’t think would be a problem… once he’d actually told them.




    Once they had finished, Micky thanked Petty Officer Gill and left to catch the next bus.




    When leaving town, the bus route went down a long but not very steep hill, at the bottom of which was a T-junction. Micky was sitting in the middle of the bus on the left-hand side, and he had five fellow passengers: two young women with two young girls about five or six, and an older man.




    As the bus got about halfway down the hill, it suddenly swerved to the right. Startled, Micky looked over at the driver, who appeared to be slumped on the steering wheel and was quickly losing control of the vehicle.




    Now realising that something was wrong, the two women exchanged nervous glances while the two young ones whimpered loudly. The older man just continued staring straight ahead.




    Micky stood up and quickly made his way over to the driver. He then reached over and got hold of the steering wheel, pulling hard on it, trying to straighten up the bus. Seeing that he couldn’t get near the foot brake, he reached over the small sill where the driver dispensed tickets and pulled hard on the handbrake. Having felt unsure about what that would do, Micky was relieved to feel the bus slow down a little; he was still holding the steering wheel tight and struggling to stand as the bus bounced down the hill.




    Then, everything seemed to move in slow motion as the bus flew across the junction, bounced up the curb, and – with the banging and crashing of broken glass and the screeching of metal against wood – crashed through a hedge before coming to a stop in a field.




    Everything went quiet, except for a hissing sound coming from the smashed radiator and the whimpering of the two young girls.




    ‘Fuck, that was close!’ exclaimed Micky, shaking broken glass off his coat and patting himself to make sure he was OK, before looking down at the driver –who, even to his untrained eye, looked dead.




    Micky lifted his arm and felt for a pulse at his wrist. When he realised there was nothing there, he pulled the overcoat from the back of the driver’s seat and covered him with it.




    ‘Are any of you hurt?’ he asked, turning around to face the other passengers.




    ‘My head hurts, my arms are aching from holding on so tight, and I’ve busted a nail,’ said one of the women.




    ‘My leg hurts,’ said the other, examining the ripped stockings on her knee, which had hit the seat in front and was already looking bruised.




    ‘What about you girls?’ Micky asked the young ones.




    ‘I want to get off,’ said one in between sobs.




    ‘I think I’ve cut my arm,’ said the other, looking at the graze on her forearm.




    ‘You’ll be OK, keep smiling,’ was all Micky could think of to say. ‘And how are you feeling, sir?’ he asked the older man.




    ‘I’ve peed myself,’ he said abruptly, before nervously laughing – which they all joined in with.




    ‘Change seats,’ suggested the taller of the women, taking his arm to help him, ‘it will be more comfortable.’




    Micky nodded. ‘I’m going to see if I can get some help; I think maybe you should all stay here till I come back.’




    The others agreed and Micky pulled open the door, stepping down slowly and testing the ground, which seemed to be OK. He then walked around to the back of the bus and pushed his way through the hedge to find a bewildered-looking policeman sitting on his Noddy moped.




    ‘Bloody hell, son!’ he exclaimed. ‘What happened?’




    ‘Well, it’s like this,’ Micky started, explaining the situation as he led the policeman back to the bus and its passengers.




    ***




    Within half an hour, another policeman had arrived, then an ambulance and a doctor, and then, finally, a black van from the morgue. Micky had never seen a dead body before, and it was a strange experience. The driver had no injuries that he could see; he just looked to be sleeping.




    The doctor pronounced the driver dead, probably from a heart attack. He then checked out everyone else and, after deciding no one was seriously hurt, he put some ointment on the little girl’s graze and gave each of the ladies a painkiller for the headache and the bruising of the knee. Then, after they’d all spoken to the police and given their accounts of what had happened, everyone was given a lift home.




    Before going, the two women and the girls walked over to Micky.




    ‘I’m Annabel,’ said the shortest of the women, ‘and this is Caroline, my friend from work. These two are Annie and Karen, Caroline’s nieces.’




    The two girls both said hello at the same time and then grabbed Micky, each giving him a big hug.




    ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you,’ said Annabel. ‘You saved our lives, and you seemed so calm just holding the bus straight and taking control, as if it were an everyday thing!’




    ‘I’m Micky, and it’s good to meet you all – even if it’s an odd way to do it,’ he replied, laughing nervously. Previously, he’d been running on adrenaline. Now that it had worn off, the situation had caught up with him. ‘I may have looked calm, but I was just as scared as everyone else,’ he admitted.




    ‘How can we thank you?’ asked Caroline.




    ‘There’s no need to thank me – just as long as you’re all alright. Besides, you just did… quite a few times!’ added Micky, with more nervous laughter.




    ‘Here’s my business card,’ said Annabel, passing it over. ‘Give me a call soon and maybe we can buy you a drink.’




    ‘OK,’ said Micky, putting the card in his pocket as he smiled at Annabel. She’s cute, he thought, but I’m not about to tell her I’m only sixteen. ‘Bye then, look after yourselves.’




    To Micky’s surprise, the older man – whose name was Albert – lived in the same village as him. So, the police took Albert home first to his daughter – with much explaining about what had happened, and many thanks and smiles all around. Then they dropped Micky off at home, at which point the policeman insisted on meeting his mum. He explained what had happened and how Micky’s quick actions had saved the day.




    Once the policeman had left Micky’s, his mum got all emotional. Through tears, she asked, ‘What were you thinking? You could have been killed!’




    ‘I didn’t think; it just happened,’ Micky explained. ‘Besides, we could all have been killed if I hadn’t done anything.’ He sighed, shaking his head. ‘I could do with a cup of tea, though – being a hero is thirsty work!’ He laughed. ‘Where’s Dad?’




    ‘Helping Uncle Phil shift some furniture; he said he’d be back about dinnertime,’ his mum replied. ‘What happened to the driver? Did the doctor say? And everyone else was OK, were they?’




    ‘The doctor never said directly, but I overheard him say it was likely a heart attack,’ Micky explained. ‘And the girls just had a graze and a bruise – oh, and a broken nail,’ he added, laughing.




    ‘Where did these ladies and girls live?’




    ‘I’m not sure, but I think in Welwyn. Albert, the old man, lives on the High Street by the bakery.’




    ‘You mean Albert Turner?’ she asked.




    ‘Maybe, I guess so,’ said Micky, shrugging.




    ‘Do you think you’ll get your picture in the paper? I’ll have to ask Harry in the newsagents to keep a lookout.’




    Micky hadn’t even thought of this. ‘No one has talked to me or taken a picture,’ he replied. ‘I’m going to take this upstairs and have a lie-down,’ he added, nodding at his cup of tea.




    ‘OK, love, I’ll call when dinner’s ready.’




    ‘Thanks, Mum.’




    After changing out of his ‘nice clothes’, Micky took Annabel’s card from his pocket, flopped down on his bed, and took a closer look. It said ‘Annabel Wilks: Designer’, and it looked like she worked for some kind of travel goods company in Knightsbridge.




    ‘How cool is that?’ he said to himself, putting the card aside and closing his eyes.




    It had been a long day. Micky was just glad that his mum hadn’t asked why he’d been coming home so early – and that no one had noticed the brown envelope with the MOD crest and the Navy paperwork that had been sticking out of his jacket pocket.


  




  

    FIVE




    The following Saturday, Arsenal were playing at home, so Micky and Collin both set off to watch the game – with Micky getting lots of good-natured ribbing from Collin and the other lads about his heroics of the week before. No one asked why he’d been in town that day, and he wasn’t going to tell them about joining up until he’d passed the tests and the medical – and had told his mum and dad.




    As they were leaving Finsbury Park Station, Micky heard and saw Faye calling out to him. She looked so cool in a green dress and a smart red coat, and he quickly made his way over to her.




    ‘Hello, you look lovely,’ he said, leaning down to kiss her proffered cheek. ‘I was thinking about giving you a call in the week,’ he added, before pointing at Collin. ‘Oh, sorry, this is Collin. We’re off to watch the football.’




    ‘Hello, Collin,’ said Faye, extending her hand, which Collin ignored, pulling an odd face. Undeterred, she said to Micky, with a cheeky grin, ‘Thank you, sir.’




    ‘Where you off to?’ asked Micky, trying to hide his embarrassment and anger about Collin’s actions.




    ‘To meet some people from college,’ Faye replied. ‘Please give me that call –it would be nice to meet up. I’m free next weekend.’




    ‘I will. You look after yourself,’ said Micky, turning to leave.




    As soon as Faye was out of earshot, Micky turned to Collin and angrily asked, ‘What the fuck was that? Refusing to shake hands and completely ignoring her!’




    ‘I’m not shaking hands with some Nignog!’ Collin spat. ‘Where do you know her from anyhow?’




    By now, Micky was on the brink of smacking him in the mouth. ‘I met her and her friend Danny a few weeks back, when you didn’t come to the game. They’re students at the art college,’ he explained through gritted teeth.




    ‘And is he a bloody Nignog as well?’ asked Collin, not even trying to hide his disgust. ‘And what’s with the “call me” and “let’s meet”? Do your mum and dad know you’re meeting with them sort?’




    Micky narrowed his eyes. ‘What do you mean, “them, sort”?’




    ‘You know, bloody coons,’ said Collin.




    Micky was now seething with anger. Not wanting to resort to violence, he just turned and walked away, back into the station. Faye, Danny, and others like them must deal with this prejudice shit all the time, he thought, and at that moment, Micky promised himself that he would do his best not to notice the colour of someone’s skin. Apart from Collin, that was – that skinny white fucker could piss right off.




    Micky went up to the northbound platform and caught the next train back home. The journey took forty-five minutes, with the train stopping at every station, giving him a chance to calm down and think about what had happened –and what he would say to Collin when he next saw him.




    He didn’t think for too long, though, as he caught sight out the train window of a woman on the street outside Potters Bar station. She was wearing a red coat, which got him thinking about Faye and how smart and beautiful she’d looked. Taking the folded napkin from his wallet, he read: ‘Faye Finchley. 346212.’




    ***




    On Wednesday evening, when Micky was sitting at the table with his mum and dad with his sister Helen fast asleep in bed – his dad said, ‘Collin came around earlier.’




    ‘What did he want?’ asked Micky in a not-so-pleasant tone.




    ‘He suggested you were hanging around with a bunch of darkies instead of going to the football,’ his dad said, his voice emotionless.




    ‘And what did you say?’ asked Micky, shifting on his seat.




    ‘I told him that if you were breaking the law, I would kick your arse and if he were coming around telling tales just to make trouble, I would kick his arse. So, whose arse should I be kicking?’ asked his dad with a hint of a smile.




    Micky explained everything that had happened, finishing with Collin ignoring Faye and calling her names. ‘I’m not having it, Dad; they’re lovely people, they just have a different skin colour, that’s all. We have the same tastes and interests, plus… Faye is gorgeous!’ he added with a rather wicked laugh. ‘So, what do you think? Do you think I should be friends with Collin?’




    ‘Good for you, son, but just be careful – you can’t fight all the world’s battles. And, when I see Collin, I may have to have a word,’ said his dad quite sternly.




    His mum nodded, agreeing.




    ‘Thanks, Dad. I’m off down the phone box to see if I can speak to Faye,’ said Micky, walking over to the kitchen door and heading outside.




    Soon, he was at the phone box, dialling the number from the napkin.




    ‘346212, Linda here.’




    ‘Hello, I was after Faye,’ said Micky.




    ‘Aren’t we all, darlin’,’ came the response. ‘Hang on, FAYE, FAYE, TELEPHONE!’ she shouted, followed by much banging in the earpiece as she left it to dangle by the box.




    ‘Hello?’ said Faye, very quietly.




    ‘Faye, it’s Micky.’




    ‘Micky, how lovely. Are we going to meet Saturday? Is the football on?’




    ‘Yes and no,’ said Micky, laughing.




    ‘OK then, how about 2 o’clock in the café?’ suggested Faye, also laughing.




    ‘Sounds good!’




    ‘I’m looking forward to seeing you,’ Faye told him.




    Micky felt he could feel her smile through the telephone as he said, ‘Me too, 2 o’clock. See you there.’ He then hung up and almost skipped back up the road to his house.


  




  

    SIX




    On Saturday morning, Micky was up early polishing his shoes, pressing his new polo shirt, and brushing his overcoat. Then he just fussed about until it was time to meet Faye.




    When he arrived at the café, he felt a little nervous, especially as Faye wasn’t there yet. He got a coffee and sat at a table with his back to the wall and, as he looked up, Faye entered. At the same time, the dozen or so people in the café went quiet, turning to look at her.




    On her toned, slim, dark frame, she was wearing a short cream dress, which made her long legs seem like they went on forever. She wore brown, small-heeled shoes and carried her red coat and matching bag. She also had a cross on a gold chain, which fitted perfectly in her square neckline. Her hair was shoulder-length, curly, and a deep glossy black.




    ‘Wow,’ said Micky, ‘you look lovely! Here, let me take your coat. Can I get you a coffee or a tea, or…?’




    ‘Thank you; I’ll have a coffee. Have you been here long? I was worried I might be late,’ she said as she sat down.




    ‘Not long,’ said Micky, barely able to take his eyes off her as he moved over to the counter to get her coffee. ‘I meant to ask you on the phone whether Danny would be here. Is he your boyfriend?’




    ‘Danny? No,’ said Faye, shaking her head. ‘We’re in the same group at college so sometimes we double up on assignments. He’s friendly enough, but he’s not my type.’




    Smiling, Micky said, ‘That’s a shame.’




    ‘What would you like to do?’ asked Faye, grinning at his remark. ‘It’s too early for the movies… shall we go for a walk in the park after we’ve finished our drinks?’




    ‘That would be good,’ agreed Micky.




    They chatted for a while longer, about the course Faye was doing and how she wanted to start her own fashion brand once she’d graduated. Micky decided not to tell Faye about the Navy; he wanted to be sure about the test and the medical before telling anyone.




    After a while they gathered up their things, left the café, and headed for the park.




    It wasn’t the warmest of days, so they kept their coats on, and after finding a quiet spot, they sat down and continued chatting. Micky asked about her family, finding out all about her English mother, who lived in Dartford, Kent and her dad, a Jamaican sergeant in the RAF who was on a base somewhere in Suffolk but who came home most weekends. Then Micky explained that his family were only plain and ordinary, but loving, happy people.




    In the distance, but coming towards them, were a group of three rather overweight lads – possibly in their late teens –all eating chips out of a bag.




    ‘This looks like trouble,’ said Faye. ‘I think we should move on.’




    ‘No, not yet’ replied Micky, ‘they might not want to cause any bother.’




    When they were around thirty yards away, however, one of them slyly said, just loud enough for Faye and Micky to hear, ‘Nigger lovers get everywhere these days, don’t they, lads?’ followed by giggling and smirking from the others.




    ‘Is that the other entrance, where those buses are?’ Micky asked while nodding towards a set of open gates about a hundred yards away.




    ‘Yes, it is,’ said Faye. ‘Why?’




    ‘Can you run in those shoes?’ asked Micky.




    ‘Of course, I was cross-country champion for two years running at school,’ said Faye, smiling.




    ‘OK, let’s stand up and walk quickly toward the gates.’




    ‘What are you going to do, Micky?’ asked Faye with a giggle.




    ‘Come on, let’s go,’ he said, once again not answering her question.




    The three lads were standing, watching, as Micky and Faye got further and further away. Then, suddenly, Micky stopped, turned, and shouted,




    ‘OI, FAT BASTARDS!




    YES YOU, YOU FAT, RACIST BASTARDS!




    YOU DO REALISE THAT NOT ONE OF YOU WILL




    EVER BE ANYONE’S LOVER, DON’T YOU?’




    They stared at him in shock, not knowing how to respond.




    ‘Time to show off those running skills!’ said Micky, and with that, he took hold of Faye’s hand, and they ran straight over to the gates, darting through them at speed. Luckily, a bus was just about to pull away, so they jumped on and ducked down behind the seats as it gathered momentum. Then, giggling and catching their breath, they looked back out the window, watching as the lads came running through the gates, all puffing and panting.




    Micky paid the clippie for two stops, and after a few minutes they got off and looked around to see where they were.




    ‘We’re only a short taxi ride from my flat; would you like to come back?’ Faye asked Micky, before putting her hand on his cheek and kissing him – taking Micky by surprise.




    He wasn’t sure what to do –he’d never been kissed like that before – and now Faye was leaning toward him, creating all sorts of stirrings and feelings while whispering in his ear, ‘You’ve got me feeling all unnecessary… come on, let’s go.’




    As they were walking up the path to Faye’s flat, she told him that one of her flatmates, Coleen, was away in Ireland for another week, and Linda – who had answered the phone to Micky –was off visiting her girlfriend’s parents in the country. So they would have the place to themselves.




    As they made their way through the front door, however, they found that Linda was still there.




    ‘Hello, what do we have here?’ asked Linda with a big grin.




    ‘Linda, this is Micky,’ said Faye. ‘Hello Micky,’ she replied, before adding, ‘I won’t be long; I’ve just been wrapping presents.’ Then, with a small laugh, she said, ‘It looks to me like there might be some unwrapping going on here soon too!’ She then disappeared into her room, leaving Micky sitting on the sofa and Faye sitting on a dining chair in the living room, smiling knowingly at each other.




    Micky started to feel the stirrings of arousal as Faye lifted one knee, letting her already short dress ride up to expose her thigh, stocking top, and white suspender.




    ‘OK, I’m off, I’m already late,’ said Linda as she rushed back into the room. ‘You have fun and I’ll see you Monday. Goodbye, Micky!’ she added, kissing Faye on the cheek on her way out the door. And then she was gone.




    Faye immediately moved over to Micky and took his hand in hers, leading him over to her bedroom, where she leant in to kiss him again.




    ‘Faye, Faye, hold on,’ said Micky, pulling away. ‘I have to tell you something.’




    ‘What?’ asked Faye, looking puzzled.




    Micky took a deep breath. ‘I’ve only had sex once before, and that was pretty bad,’ he admitted. ‘I’ve read books and seen movies, and I want you like crazy – you are the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen – but I also want to get it right for you. So, if I’m about to do something wrong or if you don’t like it, I want you to tell me.’




    Faye smiled. ‘Oh Micky, I’m only one more than you, so no more experienced – let’s see what we can learn together.’ With that, she kissed him on the cheek and then unzipped her dress, letting it fall to the floor.




    Micky let out a sigh; she looked gorgeous with her chocolatey soft skin, silky white underwear, and tan stockings.




    Sitting on the bed and leaning forward, he fumbled with the suspender fastening before slowly rolling down her stockings and softly kissing her thighs. He then stood up and, reaching behind her, unclasped her bra, revealing beautiful round breasts with pointy nipples that he licked and kissed, generating low moans from Faye. Then, hooking his fingers in her knickers, he gently pulled them down and, as she stepped out, he looked up at her beautiful, shiny, smooth skin and the mound of curly black hair at the top of her thighs.




    He was taking a deep breath, taking in as much of her fragrance as possible, when Faye touched his face and said gently, ‘Let’s get you out of these clothes now,’ while pulling his shirt over his head.




    At the same time, he undid his trousers and kicked them off – along with his shoes and socks – and stood before her in just his pants, with a visible erection.




    Faye knelt and pulled them down, his penis bouncing as she did. Taking hold of him, she started to rub it back and forth before slipping it into her mouth and licking all around the head. Micky felt like he had died and gone to heaven, so good were these new sensations.




    He gently eased Faye up onto the bed and, moving between her thighs, parted her lips with his fingers and inserted first one, then two fingers inside her tight wetness, moving them back and forth, building a rhythm that was producing lots of moaning sounds from Faye.




    ‘God, yes, yes! Faster, Micky, I’m nearly there!’ she exclaimed, lifting her hips and holding onto the top of his hand, pressing hard on his fingers while she orgasmed.




    ‘Jesus, Micky, I thought you said you hadn’t done this before,’ said a panting Faye.




    ‘I haven’t,’ replied Micky, feeling pleased with himself, ‘and I haven’t done this either,’ he added, kissing his way around her wetness.




    Finding her clitoris, he licked it with slow, steady strokes. He could hear her moans getting louder and could feel her beginning to reach another climax. So, he started to slow down, only for Faye to say, quite sharply, ‘Don’t you dare slow down – this is so fucking good!’ And, in no time, she lifted her hips to him and trembled as another orgasm took over her quivering body.




    After a few moments, Faye sat up and, looking at Micky with a wicked smile, produced a condom from the drawer in the bedside cabinet. She then reached out and took hold of his erect penis, slowly rolling it on before pushing Micky onto his back. She straddled him, holding his penis steady in her hand, and let out a long ‘mmm’ as she slowly lowered herself onto it. Then, resting her hands on his chest, she began to ride him back and forth and up and down, all the while looking deep into his eyes.




    Micky seemed to instinctively know what to do; he took hold of her hands and joined in with pushing up and down. Before too long – and with a loud ‘arrgh’ – he exploded into her in a shaking, shuddering climax.




    Faye rolled off, panting for breath, and then snuggled into his arm with her head on his chest. Both of them were utterly exhausted.




    ‘That was something else,’ said Faye.




    ‘I thought it was pretty bloody good too,’ replied Micky.




    ‘How long before we can do it again?’ asked Faye, a glint in her eye.




    ‘Well, I’m told a nice brew usually gets things going again,’ hinted Micky.




    ‘Give me fifteen minutes.’




    ‘I won’t be able to keep my hands off you for that long,’ he grinned.




    True to his word, within less than ten minutes, he had turned her onto her tummy and was kissing down her spine.




    ***




    The second time was a lot slower –allowing Micky and Faye to really explore each other’s bodies – and just short of an hour later, they both lay back on the bed, holding hands and breathing heavily.




    ‘I think we’re getting good at this,’ said Micky, with an air of confidence he never knew he could have.




    ‘I think you fibbed when you said you’d only done it once before,’ said Faye, smiling.




    ‘I didn’t!’ Micky insisted. ‘It’s your sexy body –I’m just doing what it tells me.’




    ‘Well, I could eat a whole cow,’ said Faye, bursting into laughter.




    ‘There’s a fish and chip café down the road, isn’t there?’




    ‘There is,’ said Faye. ‘Let’s pull some clothes on and go eat.’




    Fifteen minutes later, they were sitting together on a bench, devouring cod and chips along with a couple of mugs of tea.




    ‘All this loving certainly generates an appetite, doesn’t it?’ asked Faye. Then, taking Micky’s hand, she put it under her coat and slid it up her thigh.




    Micky soon found that she had no knickers on, so when she parted her thighs a little, he ran his hand up her leg and parted her lips with his finger. None of the people in the café were taking any notice of them, which was a good job as Faye had her eyes closed and was clamping his hand tight between her thighs.




    ‘Are you still hungry?’ Micky asked.




    ‘Nnno,’ she muttered quietly.




    ‘I think we’d better go then,’ he suggested.




    ‘I think so too,’ agreed Faye as they stood up and made their way back to hers.




    It was now 11.15 and Micky knew he wouldn’t make the last train –which was at 12.15  – before the morning service started again from King’s Cross at 6.30.am He also knew that he couldn’t contact home, as no one in their street had a telephone. So, instead, he resigned himself to having a barrage of a rollicking when he got home on Sunday, hoping that maybe his heroics with the bus would save him!




    Meanwhile, he had some learning to do. Faye had just emerged from the bathroom wearing a pair of silky, baggy-legged shorts and a top. Micky took all his clothes off again and lay spread-eagled on the bed.




    ‘One request,’ said Micky.




    ‘Anything, good sir,’ giggled Faye, reaching for him.




    ‘Leave the shorts on and show me your tits.’




    ‘What sort of girl do you think I am?’ mocked Faye, teasingly pulling up her top and then pushing it back down again.




    They continued for most of the night before they finally drifted off into a perfect sleep, lying contentedly in each other’s arms.




    ***




    The next morning, as they lay together, Micky sensed a change of mood from Faye –as if something were missing that he couldn’t quite place.




    ‘Would you like me to cook breakfast?’ asked Faye.




    ‘No, I’ll just have some tea and cereal, if you have any? I’m going to have to go shortly, I’m afraid; no one knows where I am,’ he explained.




    ‘OK,’ said Faye, slipping out of bed and pulling on a dressing gown.




    Micky used the bathroom, washing his face before getting dressed and ready to leave.




    They then both sat at the dining table with tea and toast, looking at each other in silence, until Micky said, ‘What’s wrong? Have I offended you?’




    ‘No, not at all,’ said Faye. ‘I’ve had the most spectacular fifteen hours.’




    ‘Me too,’ agreed Micky. ‘So why do I get the feeling something isn’t right?’




    ‘Please try to understand this,’ said Faye with a sigh. ‘I don’t want a boyfriend or a committed relationship; I have to work hard at college to achieve my degree and sort out my future. Being black doesn’t help – oh, I know you don’t mind, and I love the fact you don’t –but every time we’d go out together, another incident would happen like the one in the park, and you’d react the same way because you care, and I couldn’t have that, not continuously. So, I just want us to be friends and to see each other occasionally. In fact, I want another fifteen hours sometime in the future… if you do,’ she added, with a faint smile but a hint of sadness in her voice.




    Micky could only say, ‘OK, I guess I’ll call.’


  




  

    SEVEN




    ‘WHERE THE HELL HAVE YOU BEEN? WELL,? WELL?’ yelled his mum. ‘I’ve been worried sick, and so has your dad – we even called the hospital and the police, though a fat lot of good they were! They asked how old you were, and when I said sixteen, the cheeky bugger said, “He’s probably found himself a friend, I wouldn’t worry,” but if he doesn’t turn up in a week – A BLOODY WEEK – to call them back! Well? What have you got to say for yourself?’




    ‘I’m sorry you were worried, Mum…’ Micky started to reply.




    ‘SORRY? I bet you are! Have you been drinking?’




    ‘I had one glass of beer, that’s all,’ he said. ‘I was with some friends, talking and listening to music, and the time passed, and then I missed the last train… so what could I do? I had no way of contacting you.’




    Just then, his dad came in and Micky braced himself for more, but what he got instead was a one-word question: ‘Faye?’




    ‘Yes,’ replied Micky, avoiding his mum’s eye after having just been caught in a lie.




    ‘Next time, let someone know, eh?’ said his dad.




    ***




    Two weeks later and nothing had come in the post from the Navy about the test, so Micky phoned the recruitment office.




    ‘Royal Navy Recruitment, Petty Officer Gill speaking.’




    ‘Hello, it’s Micky Moore here,’ he said. ‘I haven’t had a letter about the test?’




    ‘You are always in a hurry, Micky,’ said Petty Officer Gill. ‘We have dates for the 7th and 8th of June –that’s three weeks away, will that be OK? You don’t have to say which day right now; you should get a letter by next Tuesday, so have a read of it and call me, OK?’




    ‘OK, thank you,’ said Micky.




    He hung up and pondered for a moment about getting the letter in the post. I may have to tell Mum and Dad if they see it before I can get to it, he thought.




    Tuesday after work, his mum handed him an envelope. ‘This came for you today.’




    ‘Thank you,’ said Micky, turning the plain brown envelope over, relieved to see no RN stamp or anything on it.




    ‘What you got there then?’ asked his mum.




    ‘It’s just some information the careers teacher told me to send for last year, and I’ve only just done it,’ he explained, coming up with the lie on the spot. ‘What’s for dinner?’ he asked, trying to change the subject.




    ‘Shepherd’s pie,’ his mum replied. ‘You’ve already got a good job. Why are you looking for another?’




    ‘Because’ said Micky, ‘this is only short term – it’s tedious work, and it has no future. Looking at some of the automation in other parts of the factory, it won’t be long before there’s a machine to make nuts and bolts, so Arthur and I are looking elsewhere. It’s blokes like Arthur I feel for, as he’ll find it difficult to get another job. He’s been there twenty years or more; it was his first job after the war. Especially with his limp and having to wear that boot thing because he lost his foot… which he’s always telling tales about. One week he says he lost it in France, being shot, and the next it’s running from some German woman’s husband and stepping on a mine.’




    ‘Oh my, bit of a rogue, was he?’ asked his mum.




    ‘Haha, possibly,’ chuckled Micky. ‘Anyway, let’s hope they can train him to look after the new machines or something,’ he said, before putting his arms in the air and adding eerily, ‘we’re all being taken over by machines.’




    ‘You idiot,’ said his mum, shaking her head and smiling.




    ‘They’ll never be able to automate mums, though,’ Micky laughed, kissing her on the cheek and leaving her blushing and smiling. He then ran upstairs, quickly took off his jacket, and threw it over the envelope on his bed.




    Just then, Helen came flying into his room and jumped on him.




    ‘Hello sweety, I haven’t seen you for ages! Where have you been?’ asked Micky, tickling his little sister.




    ‘I saw you last night,’ said Helen, looking puzzled. ‘I’ve been to my friend Sally’s house from nursery. We had beans and chips for tea and Daddy just picked me up,’ she added, jumping on his bed.




    ‘Come on down then,’ said Micky, pulling her into his arms, ‘let’s get some ice cream, and you can tell me all about school.’




    ‘It’s not school, silly, it’s nursery – I don’t go to infants till after summer,’ Helen told him.




    ‘Alright, tell me about nursery then,’ he replied, laughing.




    Once Helen was seated, off she went, rambling about drawing and writing – which, as she assured everyone, she was very good at.




    In his room after dinner, Micky sat on his bed and looked through the copy of Navy News, which had come with the formal letter inviting Mr M. Moore to take part in a written examination in two parts, covering maths and English, at the recruitment office in town at 10 am on either the 7th or 8th of June.




    ‘Two weeks to go then; I’ll call tomorrow and ask for Tuesday the 7th,’ he said to himself.




    ***




    Soon enough, Tuesday the 7th arrived, and – full of apprehension –Micky walked into the recruitment office.




    ‘Morning, Micky, are you ready to go?’ asked Petty Officer Gill.




    ‘I think so,’ said Micky, mustering as much confidence as he could.




    A couple of hours later, Micky shook Petty Officer Gill’s hand and left with mixed feelings about how he’d done; some of the maths questions had foxed him, but he felt OK about the English. He knew he would get the results in the post on Friday, but Petty Officer Gill told him to call Thursday, as he’d be able to get them early.




    Before long, Thursday rolled around, and Micky phoned Petty Officer Gill.




    ‘Hello, Micky,’ he said when he answered. ‘Just so you know, the tests have minimum standards, and they are graded nine through one, so if you got nine on either, we wouldn’t be going forward, and if you got one on both, well… that’s educationally officer material. Now, I am pleased to say you got six in maths and three in English, which is a great start to at least the first level of promotion. So, well done. How do you feel?’




    ‘I don’t know,’ mumbled Micky, before adding, in a much clearer voice, ‘bloody brilliant! Sorry, but that’s great.’




    ‘Next step is the medical, which we get your doctor to do. Do you know where and who that is?’ asked Petty Officer Gill.




    ‘I know where the surgery is, but I don’t know the doctor’s name; I’ll ask tonight and give you a call. What happens after that?’




    ‘We get that done and, assuming it’s all clear, you wait until next February, which is the first intake after you turn seventeen. So, go relax and have that conversation with your parents; I’m sure they’ll be proud of you for taking this step, and if they want to talk to me, they can call or come in, OK, Micky?’




    ‘OK,’ Micky replied, feeling equal parts excited and anxious. ‘Thank you.’




    That night, after dinner, Micky washed up while his mum put Helen to bed.




    Once the three of them got back together again, Micky said, ‘Mum, Dad, I need to talk to you.’




    ‘What the bloody hell have you done now?’ asked his dad, settling into his armchair.




    ‘You about to be arrested?’ asked his mum, picking up her magazine.




    ‘Nothing, and no, I’m not,’ said Micky, ‘but… well, I’ve been talking to the Royal Navy recruitment office, and I’ve taken the entrance exam – which I passed with flying colours. Now all I need to do is pass the medical.’




    ‘You’ve done what?’ they said, almost together, with louder than normal voices.




    ‘When did this happen?’ asked his dad.




    ‘But you’re too young,’ his mum pointed out.




    ‘Why didn’t you say before you went?’ his dad added. ‘What even made you want to do it?’




    Micky took a deep breath. ‘I’m expecting a letter in a day or two, with a copy of my test results – even though I know them already –and with it will be a form for you to sign, saying you approve because I’m under eighteen. I can’t actually join as a junior until next February, when I turn seventeen,’ he told them with all the enthusiasm he could muster.




    The next hour was nothing short of a barrage of questions, which ended with his dad saying, ‘Well, it seems like you put some thought into it, and if it’s what you want to do, I think you should make the most of it.’




    His mum, on the other hand, asked, ‘Will you be gone for years? And what happens if you don’t like it?’




    ‘I forgot to say,’ said Micky, ‘the recruitment officer, Petty Officer Gill, said you could call or go see him if you want to.’




    ‘We might do that, but let’s leave it for now, Rene,’ his dad said to his mum. ‘It will make a man of him, that’s for sure.’




    His mum shook her head, clearly still uncertain.


  




  

    EIGHT




    SIX MONTHS LATER




    Micky passed the medical with ease, and his mum – only slightly reluctantly – signed the forms.




    After having a discussion with Collin and his parents about racist attitudes, Micky remembered what his dad had said about taking on the world’s battles, so the two friends made up and agreed to stay friends – even though they still disagreed on immigrants and skin colour. One good thing was finding out that Collin’s sister, Catherine, had similar views to him, which made their relationship easier.




    At Finsbury Park station one Saturday, the first-person Micky saw was Faye, whom he hadn’t spoken to for two months – before calling her on impulse a few days ago. They had chatted but made no plans, and he didn’t even tell her about joining the Navy, which was now just two Tuesdays away.




    ‘Hello,’ said Micky, ‘you’re looking lovely.’




    ‘Hello Faye,’ said Collin, and – much to both of their surprise – he added, ‘sorry for the misunderstanding before.’




    ‘It’s OK,’ said Faye softly, before asking, ‘you both off to the game?’




    ‘Yeah, last one for him though,’ said a smiling Collin, unaware that Micky hadn’t told Faye about joining the Navy and therefore causing a rather awkward moment. ‘Shit, you don’t know, do you?’ he added quickly.




    ‘What should I know?’ asked Faye, raising her eyebrows.




    ‘Are you busy now? Have you got time for a coffee?’ asked Micky quickly.




    ‘No, yes… ah, OK. Wait, have you done something wrong? Is something wrong with you?’ Faye asked, looking worried.




    ‘No, nothing like that,’ said Micky before turning to Collin and saying, ‘Can I catch you up? You’ll be in the usual place, yeah?’




    ‘OK,’ said Collin, adding to Faye, ‘It’s not my fault –I thought he’d told you. I’ll see you again, maybe?’




    Faye nodded and then Collin ran off to catch up with the others.




    Once they were settled in the café with a couple of coffees, Micky said, ‘You do look lovely. I like the suit; is it one of your designs?’




    ‘Thank you, and yes, it is,’ replied Faye, hurriedly adding, ‘Tell me.’




    ‘I suppose I should have told you,’ replied Micky, running his hand nervously through his hair. ‘I’ve joined the Royal Navy and leave Tuesday week to start basic training. The thing is, I didn’t tell anyone until I’d passed the test and had the medical – not even my parents.’




    Laughing Faye said, ‘Wow. Actually, that doesn’t surprise me at all… I can imagine you shagging your way around the world, girl in every port!’ Giggling, she continued, ‘But why keep it secret?’




    Micky laughed along with her, then shrugged. ‘I wanted to be sure it was right for me, and it always felt that way… so I just followed through,’ he explained.




    ‘Will you write to me?’ asked a smiling Faye, while at the same time reaching out to hold his hand. The smile – and the touch – reminded him of the amazing fifteen hours they’d spent together.




    ‘Sure, a postcard from every port,’ said a smiling Micky.




    ‘I don’t know what it is about you, Micky Moore, but you make my knickers wet,’ said Faye with that wicked smile again. ‘Do you want to come back to mine?’




    ‘Absolutely,’ said Micky, all thoughts of Collin and football immediately leaving his mind. ‘One thing, though – if I make you feel that way, as soon as it’s safe, you’re going to show me your tits,’ he added, suddenly feeling very brave.




    ‘Be careful of that power, Micky; if anyone else said that to me, I would whack them!’ she laughed, leaning over and kissing him lightly on the lips.




    ***




    Sitting on the 10.10 train out of King’s Cross, Micky reflected on the past seven hours. Sex with Faye was wonderful; she was always enthusiastic about everything and left him feeling on top of the world with every action.




    I could easily fall in love with her, he thought.




    She was attractive, smart, and sexy, and she cared about him. Plus, she had an amazing sense of fun – like when she’d put the sexy blue knickers, she’d been wearing in his pocket with a note that said: ‘Good luck sailor boy xxx’.


  




  

    NINE




    FEBRUARY 1966




    ‘Have you got everything? What time’s the train from London?’ asked his mum, before turning to his dad and saying, ‘Bill, are you leaving plenty of time? This weather’s awful! When is it going to stop being so cold?’




    ‘Yes, I have everything, and if we leave now, we’ll have plenty of time to get the 9.37 from Paddington to Plymouth,’ Micky reassured her. He had wanted to get to Paddington on his own, and it had taken lots of persuading and compromise before he agreed to let his dad drive him there. He said his goodbyes to his mum and Helen at home.




    ‘Give me a hug, sweety,’ Micky said to Helen as he lifted her in his arms. ‘You be a good girl. I love you, OK?’




    ‘I will. I love you too,’ said Helen, holding him tight around his neck.




    After letting go of his little sister, Micky put his arms around his mum and said, ‘I love you, Mum; thanks for everything. I promise I’ll write soon.’




    ‘You just make sure you look after yourself and write often, OK?’ his mum responded, tears in her eyes. ‘I love you, son.’




    Micky was just about to leave when his mum added, ‘And Micky…’




    He turned to face her and Helen, who stood beside her. ‘Yeah?’




    ‘Be careful,’ she just about managed to say, her voice cracking a little.




    Micky smiled. ‘I will. I promise.’




    They made good time and arrived at Paddington with plenty of time to spare. ‘09.05 – I suppose I’m going to have to get used to saying the time like that. Looks like platform three for the 09.37,’ said Micky mockingly.




    ‘I’m going to leave you here and head off,’ said his dad, holding his hand out for Micky to shake. ‘Don’t forget to write to your mum – because it’s me that will get it in the neck if you don’t,’ he added, grinning a little.




    Taking his dad’s outstretched hand, Micky said, ‘I won’t forget, Dad, and thank you for all you’ve done for me – I’ll call in three months for the taxi back, OK?’




    ‘Get on, cheeky sod!’ his dad laughed. ‘Look after yourself… and enjoy every moment.’




    Micky boarded the train about halfway down and found a non-smoking compartment with one other person in it; he settled into the window seat opposite him, both nodding at each other in a sort of silent hello.




    And then, right on time, the 09.37 to Plymouth started to pull away.




    For the first fifteen minutes or so, Micky watched out the window as suburban West London drifted past; on a grey, miserable day, it all looked so depressing, especially with all the boarded-up houses and the half-cleared bomb sites that had been like that for over twenty years.




    Still, the Swinging Sixties were supposedly making major changes to how everyone lived, and there seemed to be an air of happy positivity making its way across the country –even though another general election had just been called. Harold Wilson and the Labour Party were expected to win again, not that Micky had given a great deal of thought to who ran the country, considering there was little he could do about it. After all, you had to be twenty-one to vote, which he thought was odd – at seventeen he could be on a warship getting shot at without having a choice about who sent him there!




    The train moved slowly into the countryside, and Micky soon got bored with looking out the window. He’d just reached up to get his book from his bag when he noticed that the other lad’s bag in the luggage rack had the same label as his: HMS Raleigh.




    ‘Hi, I’m Micky,’ he said to his fellow passenger, holding out his hand. ‘Looks like we’re going to the same place: HMS Raleigh!’




    The lad looked up at him and shook his hand, mumbling something that sounded like the name ‘Bob’.




    Chatty sort, thought Micky. ‘What part of the country are you from, Bob?’




    ‘Cheshire,’ said Bob, ‘near Crewe. Have you heard of Crewe? Most people have. I left yesterday afternoon and stayed in a B&B near Paddington overnight. It looks like a long journey, this – about four hours, I think. Where in London you from then, Micky?’ said a clearly nervous and fast-talking Bob.




    Because of his accent, it took Micky a few seconds to grasp everything he’d said. ‘I have heard of Crewe,’ he replied. ‘Is that like Crewe Alexander, the football club? Do you support them?’




    ‘No, I’m a Newcastle supporter; that’s where I was born. We moved to Cheshire when I was eight.’




    ‘Well, Bob, I’m afraid you’re stuck with an Arsenal supporter for the next four hours,’ said Micky, setting them both off laughing.




    ‘Just my bloody luck, eh? Still, it could have been worse –you could have been a Leeds supporter,’ joked Bob.




    ‘Or Tottenham,’ added Micky, pulling a funny face. ‘Shall we go find the buffet car and get a coffee?’




    ‘Coffee? That’s right bloody cockney,’ said Bob.




    ‘You’re funny,’ Micky replied. ‘I’m not from London – I live in Hertfordshire, about forty miles north of London. Bloody cockney! Well, come on, then; I’m thirsty.’




    ***




    For the next thirty minutes or so, they sat in the buffet car and chatted over tea and a bun, learning a lot about each other and realising just how much they had in common. For instance, they were three months apart in age, Bob having turned seventeen last October, and they both had a younger sister, although his was twelve years old. They also both liked black American music – such as soul and Motown – and clubs like the 100 Club. Bob told Micky that he went to The Twisted Wheel in Manchester.




    They both wore Mod fashions like Fred Perry shirts, Levi Sta-Prest trousers, and penny loafer shoes. And, most importantly, they bonded over girls –or the lack of them – with Bob telling of his one and only experience last year. Micky told him about Margaret and his fingers… but not about Faye. Words like integrity and respect kept getting in the way, but it definitely wasn’t about colour; Bob kept on about how the girl he’d been trying his luck with looked like Diana Ross from The Supremes.




    ‘Come on, let’s make our way back,’ said Bob eventually. ‘I think we’re approaching Reading.’




    ***




    As the train pulled away from Reading, there was a commotion in the corridor, and the door slid open to reveal two sets of long legs disappearing under short skirts and duffle coats.




    ‘This looks OK, Sheila – these two-look harmless,’ said a smiling redhead as her eyes darted around the carriage.




    ‘I think you may be right, Ames,’ said Sheila, reaching up to put her bag in the luggage rack and accidentally hitching up her skirt, showing her tights and knickers. ‘Hey, are you looking up my skirt?’ she asked, catching both Bob and Micky staring.




    The two of them looked at each other, smiling, and then Bob said, ‘He was, I saw him – not that I blame him. You do have lovely legs… you both do. Are you related?’




    Laughing out loud and plopping down on the seats facing each other, the redhead said, ‘Amy and Sheila, how do you do?’




    ‘Fantastically pleased to meet you. I am Micky, this is Bob, and yes, I was looking – sorry. Where are you girls going?’




    ‘Teacher training college in Cardiff,’ said Amy, ‘we have to change at Bristol.’




    ‘And you?’ asked Sheila.




    ‘We’re off to join the Navy to fight for Queen and Country – and to keep all the pretty girl trainee teachers safe,’ said Bob, setting all four off laughing again.




    The rest of the journey to Bristol was a banter-filled fun event that didn’t last long enough for either Micky or Bob. The girls gave them their addresses and they promised to send them at least one postcard.




    The rest of the journey was tedious beyond reason; after Bristol, the train stopped at every station it came to on the way down the Devon coastline. Micky and Bob eventually ran out of things to say, so they tried to sleep, but the nearer they got to Plymouth, the more excited and apprehensive they became, until…




    ‘PLYMOUTH, THIS IS PLYMOUTH,’ said the station announcer in a wonderful, slow Devon accent.




    Micky and Bob got off the train at a wet and grey Plymouth station, which seemed to be perched on a hill. They quickly made their way outside, where they were greeted by a smart petty officer.




    ‘You gentlemen for HMS Raleigh?’ he queried.




    ‘Yes, sir,’ said Bob, ‘we both are – we came on the same train.’




    ‘Names?’ he asked.




    ‘Micky Moore.’




    ‘Bob Wills, sir.’




    ‘Good. Hop up in the truck, then we can go get some tea.’




    In the truck, there were five others. Bob and Micky nodded at them as they got in.




    ‘Right, we’re on our way over to Torpoint and HMS Raleigh via the ferry, and it will take about forty minutes. My name is Petty Officer Jonas, and you will call me either sir or PO Jonas, OK?’




    Bob and Micky nodded.




    This is it, thought Micky. I’m finally here.




    ***




    For the next three months, HMS Raleigh gave Micky some of the most hardworking, nerve-wracking, intimidating, frightening, scary, fun, and rewarding experiences he had ever had. Bob had been put in a different class, so although they stayed friends, they were technically also rivals.




    The new recruits learnt to: march everywhere, shoot rifles and pistols, swim twenty lengths (Micky had not known how to swim, but 5 am classes had him learning quickly), swim with clothes on, make a float from the clothes they had on, and attend school to improve their test grades (when Micky re-took the tests, he achieved a 4–3). They took part in regular physical exercise that included running, weights, and callisthenics, and learnt how to fight fire on a ship – as well as how to lay out and store ropes, how to plug shell damage, and how to save someone unconscious from drowning. They got to grips with administering basic first aid, how to recognise different flags and their meaning, how to sew on badges, how to iron their clothes, how to tie knots and tie a cap tally bow, how to keep everything clean, how to polish their shoes properly, how to maintain their kit, how to grow and be more confident, how to be aware of others, and how to get along with everyone.




    Micky made lots of new friends, in particular, Alan ‘Taffy’ Green – ‘Taffy’ because he was Welsh –who went on to be a chef, plus Peter Oakes, or ‘Ginger’ –because he had Ginger hair – who went on to become an electrical engineer and a submariner, and Bob, who went on to do mechanical engineering. Some lads didn’t make it, some left, and some got asked to leave. Micky, Bob, Alan, and Peter, all made it to week thirteen.




    At the end of week nine, Micky, Bob, Taffy, and Ginger all took advantage of going ‘ashore’ in Plymouth, which meant wearing their best No. 1 uniforms for the first time for an evening of dancing, drinking, and generally having some fun. It was a laugh a minute getting used to dancing in bell-bottom trousers and tight tunics, and the girls – although used to having Navy boys around – found the four different accents confusing, though they still danced with them, at least until the end of their quite early evening. Leave finished at 23.59 hours at the barracks gate, which meant that if the four of them managed to get on the 22.45 ferry, they would make it back on board unscathed – and a little merry.




    During one of the early PE sessions, Micky nearly got into a fight as one of the other lads, Ian, kept pushing him over as he was doing sit-ups, thinking he was being funny. Micky waited until the lad jogged past, then he leant forward and punched him with a short jab to his abdomen, causing him to double over.




    Micky walked away casually, thinking no more of it, as the lad was in a different class anyway. When the session finished, however, he got called into the office, where one of the PO clubs – as the PE instructors were called – said, ‘I saw that, Moore. Very well executed – and very sneaky.’




    Micky, standing to attention, said, ‘I’m not sure what you mean, PO,’ trying – and failing – to look innocent and sheepish.




    ‘Stand easy, relax. You’re not in trouble,’ PO Warren told him, before asking, ‘how would you like to join my special class? Once a week, for an hour, we’ll teach you how to look after yourself – not with boxing and martial arts but good old-fashioned street fighting, common sense, and being sneaky, always remembering that the best fights are the ones you avoid. You can’t just join this class; you have to be asked. Fancy it?’




    ‘Yes, please, sir,’ said Micky, flattered at the offer – and more than a little intrigued.




    ‘Good lad,’ PO Warren replied. ‘Tomorrow evening, 20.00, the officer’s gym – know where that is?’




    ‘Yes, I think so,’ said Micky, nodding.




    ‘Wear working uniform trousers, shoes, and a T-shirt – and bring a towel. Knock on the side door, which will be open for five minutes only from 20.00, and I will clear it with your class PO, Tony Gibbs, OK?’




    ‘Yes, sir!’




    ***




    At 20.00 on the dot, Micky knocked on the door, and over the next ten sessions, he learnt how to avoid fights, how to sense a room, how to see behind him, and how to hurt someone while defending himself – or, as the instructors said, how to strike first and ask questions after. It was always the most intense hour of his week, and he loved every moment, as it left him with the knowledge and confidence to deal with almost any situation.




    In the third week of April 1966 – thirteen weeks in – all the classes from the February 1st intake took part in their passing-out parade and collected their orders as to where to report next for specialist training.




    Unfortunately, Micky’s mum and dad – like many others – did not make it to the parade, as the distance was too far, and they couldn’t get the time off work.




    Micky discovered he was off to HMS Collingwood in Portsmouth for communications specialist training, but first, he had seven days of leave – which meant he was going home to show off for a few days.


  




  

    TEN




    Micky knocked on the door and immediately got, ‘Bloody hell, what have they done to my baby?’ from his mum as she stepped forward and hugged him tight. ‘You’re all filled out and muscly! And have you got taller?’ She looked him up and down as Micky’s dad appeared in the hallway. ‘You look so smart in that uniform, don’t he, Bill?’ she asked, before shouting, ‘Helen! Helen love, come see who’s here!’ As she shuffled him into the living room, she asked, ‘When have you got to be back?’




    Helen came dancing into the room and, with much delight, jumped up into her big brother’s arms. ‘Micky!’ she shouted. ‘I really missed you! I got your postcard from that place you went – I pinned it on my board. Come and see!’




    ‘Give me a minute, sweety,’ Micky replied, laughing. ‘I’ll have a cup of tea and then I will,’ he added, before turning to his mum. ‘And I don’t think I’m any taller, though I have gained about half a stone in weight. And I have to be at HMS Collingwood in Portsmouth a week Monday.’ Then, turning to his dad, he laughed and said, ‘No more racing snake.’




    ‘Certainly, looks good on you, son,’ said his dad, joining in with the laughter.




    ‘What time’s tea?’ asked Micky. ‘I was thinking about popping around Collin’s.’




    ‘Let us say 5.30,’ said his mum.




    ‘You mean 17.30,’ laughed Micky.




    ‘No, I do not. I’m not in the Navy,’ she replied, poking her tongue out at him.




    ‘OK then. Come on, sweet thing, show me your board,’ said Micky to an excited Helen, taking her hand and running up the stairs with her.




    ***




    Three months ago, Micky would have just knocked on the door and opened it at the same time, but this time he knocked and waited.




    ‘Someone at the door!’ shouted Collin from inside, making Micky smile.




    ‘Well, answer it!’ said a quieter voice – Catherine.




    ‘You answer it!’ shouted Collin.




    As she opened it, she looked straight at Micky and exclaimed, ‘Bloody hell, there’s a hunky sailor on our doorstep!’




    ‘Hello Catherine,’ said Micky, smiling at her response, ‘is Collin about?’




    ‘I am,’ she said, returning the smile, ‘will I do?’




    ‘Definitely not, you would break my heart – probably write me a Dear John after a week,’ said Micky, trying to look sad but ultimately laughing.




    ‘Who is… bloody hell, look at you!’ said an excited Collin as he came to the door. ‘Come in! Put the kettle on, Cath.’




    ‘Put your own kettle on!’ said Catherine, still looking at Micky. Then, with a wicked smile, she said, ‘You’ll never know.’ And with that –and a flick of her hips –she turned and walked off down the hallway.




    ‘Here, the youth club has that London DJ on tonight – you know, the one who plays all that soul music stuff,’ said Collin, clearly excited. ‘He’s supposed to be good, let’s go! You can keep your uniform on too; that would be groovy.’




    ‘Might be groovy for you, but I just want to get some smart civvy clothes on,’ Micky told him. ‘I haven’t seen any for three months.’




    ‘Oh, come on, Micky, it will be great!’ Collin pressed. ‘I’ll get Cath to give us a lift down about seven-thirty; she passed her test and got a Mini a couple of months back, so we can arrive in style and not on our bikes. Besides, that uniform has got to be a chick magnet, so I’m staying close by,’ he added, laughing and sounding pretty desperate at the same time.




    ‘OK,’ said a reluctant Micky, ‘pick me up at 19.30, but I don’t want to be out long; I’ve been up since 05.00 and I’m buggered.’




    ‘Ooh, get you, all 19.30 and 05.00,’ said Collin, laughing at his friend. ‘Seven-thirty, son, be ready!’




    ***




    For the past three years, the youth club had been the main local social hub on Friday nights. The routine was: have your tea, watch Ready Steady Go! to check out the latest dance moves, music, and fashion – and to see the regular dancers like Sandy Sarjeant –and then it was off to the youth club. Tonight seemed no different, except that Micky was in his best uniform and not really looking forward to it; he had the feeling he had outgrown the place.




    ‘Thanks for the lift, Catherine,’ Micky said as she dropped them off, ‘are you coming in?’




    ‘It’s not for me anymore, Micky,’ she replied, ‘they’re all too young –as you will see – but if you want picking up, just call me at home. We have a phone now; Collin has the number. See you!’




    And with that, she drove off, leaving Micky thinking that maybe he should take more notice of Catherine, who –at a year older –looked very much like girlfriend material.




    Inside the club, the music was loud; the sound system was ridiculously powerful for such a small space, but as it was ‘Mickey’s Monkey’ by The Miracles playing, Micky danced his way onto the floor, causing a stir with both boys and girls while acknowledging the few people he knew.




    Catherine had been right; although they were dressed up, most of the people there looked to be in their early teens, except for one that he knew to be seventeen – Margaret. Wearing a red velvet mini dress with a white lacy collar and cuffs, she looked fabulous.




    Catching her eye, he beckoned her over to where he was dancing, but she ignored him and carried on chatting with her friends. Not wanting to feel daunted by her anymore –as he had so many times over the past three years – he walked over to her and said, ‘You look fabulous.’




    ‘Thank you. Tell me why this happened?’ she said snappily, pointing at his uniform.




    ‘It’s just something I’ve always wanted to do,’ he explained, putting on his best smile.




    She shook her head. ‘I thought I was your girlfriend, Micky, yet I don’t hear from you in six months – not a word – and now this?’ she said angrily, with a tear in her eye.




    ‘I’m sorry you thought that’ said Micky, handing her his hanky, ‘but every time we were together you only ever gave me the cold shoulder, and let’s face it – until this last year, we would have been too young to get so serious.’




    ‘Maybe, but all you wanted to do was have sex,’ said Margaret, smiling a little now.




    ‘Have you looked in the mirror?’ asked Micky. ‘Probably all the boys in here, except for Collin,’ he added, laughing, ‘would love the opportunity to get in your knickers.’




    Then, with a wicked laugh he hadn’t heard from her before, Margaret said, ‘Mum and Dad are going to London to some concert tomorrow evening. Why don’t you come around about sevenish?’




    ‘Oh, young lady, are you going to lead me astray? Please say yes,’ replied Micky with a little laugh, while thinking to himself, It may have been worth coming down after all.




    ‘Sevenish,’ she repeated and then danced off with the other girls.




    Later on, Micky found Collin – who was hanging out with a bunch of lads – and feigned a headache, getting him to call Catherine for a lift, even though they’d only been out for an hour and a half.




    ‘You alright?’ asked his dad when he got in.




    ‘Yes, thanks, just got a bit of a headache and I feel tired, so I think I’ll turn in. Where’s Mum?’




    ‘Next door,’ his dad replied. ‘I’ll tell her you’re in bed, OK?’




    ***




    At sevenish the next evening, dressed in Levis and a polo shirt, Micky ventured to the police station, which was a smart detached house with an office at the front and a blue light over the door. He made his way to the side door and rang the bell.




    Because everything was so quiet, he half expected Sergeant Lite to answer the door, so when Margaret appeared, barefoot with just a short summer dress on – with the early evening light shining through it – he gulped and said, ‘I rest my case.’




    ‘What do you mean?’ asked Margaret.




    ‘Every boy there –except Collin,’ he said, laughing. Then, stepping closer, he put his arms around her and kissed her, first on the lips and then on the eyelids and neck, feeling her respond by pushing her body closer and darting her tongue in and out of his mouth.




    She must have felt him starting to grow as she pulled away and, with short breaths, said, ‘Would you like a beer? I know we have some pale ale in the cupboard. Go sit in the front room and I’ll bring it to you.’




    ‘That would be nice,’ he said and, while she was gone, he checked his wallet. Sure enough, the two condoms he’d picked up from the guardhouse at Raleigh were still there.




    Margaret put the beer down on the table and sat beside him, her dress riding up to show lots of thigh. Leaning into each other, they started to kiss again – this time, Micky took her face in his hands and kissed her softly, while she responded with low moans.




    Feeling bolder, Micky moved his hands easily over her breasts and her nipples, which nearly burst through the thin fabric as there was no bra to stop them. ‘They feel beautiful,’ he said, continuing to stroke and pinch them.




    ‘Hold on a minute, I’m going to close the curtains,’ said Margaret, breathlessly getting up and walking over to the window.




    Micky also stood up and, when she returned, he took her in his arms, kissing her again before reaching behind her for the zipper.




    ‘It’s on the side, just here,’ she said, reaching up to pull out the zip and allowing him to pull it down. Upon reaching the bottom, he gathered the material and lifted it over her head, revealing her beautifully formed breasts, erect nipples, and a pair of tiny black knickers that gave him an immediate erection.




    ‘Look, Micky,’ said Margaret, ‘I want to do this, and with you, but you have to be patient and don’t hurt me – that looks frightening,’ she added, pointing at his erection and giggling.




    ‘I won’t hurt you, nor will we do anything that makes you feel uncomfortable, OK?’ Micky reassured her. Then, to help make her feel more comfortable, Micky took off his shirt, to which she responded by reaching out and stroking his chest –while not losing eye contact for even one second.




    Micky undid his belt, guiding her into pulling down the zip and pushing his trousers down while he kicked off his shoes and socks, both of them giggling at their clumsiness.




    Finally, they pulled off each other’s underwear, revealing a small growth of fair hair at the top of Margaret’s thighs and Micky’s erect penis.




    Micky took Margaret’s hand and pulled her toward him, placing it over his erection, where she started to rub back and forth, causing all sorts of sensations.




    ‘This feels nice; I’ve never seen one hard like this,’ whispered Margaret.




    ‘Let me feel you,’ said Micky. Placing a hand between her slightly parted legs, he ran his finger into her tight wetness and, finding her clitoris, began to stroke and squeeze before inserting one and then two fingers.




    In a short time, Margaret was squeezing his fingers internally and holding his shoulders tight while bucking her hips and gasping, ‘Oh god, Micky, what are you doing? Don’t stop, don’t stop! Oh my, it’s wonderful! Oh god, no, no, no, ooh!’




    With that, she started to shake and go weak at the knees, so Micky slowly stopped and then eased her down to sitting back on the sofa.




    ‘That was amazing,’ said a still panting Margaret.




    ‘Thank you,’ said Micky before asking, ‘Do you have a small towel?’




    ‘What for?’ she asked, puzzled.




    ‘To rest your gorgeous bum on so we don’t make a mess on the sofa,’ said Micky, all concerned.




    Margaret jumped up and hurried to the downstairs toilet, coming back with a towel and spreading it on the sofa so that she could sit on it, facing him, with him kneeling on the floor between her legs.




    Micky then leant forward and kissed his way up her thighs, over her belly to her breasts, and onto her lips, where they kissed, with Margaret making little moaning sounds and Micky, with his fingers, parting her legs wide and opening her wetness. Leaning back, she watched him roll the condom down his penis.




    ‘Are you ready?’ he asked.




    ‘Yes… I… I think so,’ said Margaret as he moved forward and pushed at the tight, wet entrance. On the second push, he slowly slid nearly all the way in.




    ‘Oh, oh wait! No… keep going. No wait, oh… that feels so big!’ exclaimed Margaret.




    As Micky started to get into a rhythm, Margaret kept eye contact, smiling and pushing up to his thrusts. She was going red in the face and making all sorts of small noises.




    ‘Are you OK?’ asked a panting Micky.




    ‘Absolutely I’m… OK,’ said Margaret, and –after a while –she added, ‘I can feel you getting bigger.’




    ‘I can feel you squeezing me, and I know I’m about to… aargh, aargh!’ shouted Micky, pushing himself inside her as far as he could go and bursting into the condom.




    He collapsed onto her, and they both lay there for a while, panting and catching breaths and giggling at each other.




    After a while, Micky began to get uncomfortable. ‘I think we should tidy ourselves up, don’t you?’ he asked, while trying to discreetly withdraw and remove the condom.




    ‘No,’ said Margaret. ‘I feel fabulous and want to stay like this!’




    ‘Come on, put your knickers back on while l get dressed,’ he said, looking at the satisfaction on her face and feeling extremely pleased with himself.




    ***




    Ten minutes later, as she was sitting in Micky’s arms, Margaret said, ‘Will it be another six months before I see you again?’




    ‘I don’t know,’ he replied, shaking his head, ‘all I know is I have eight weeks of specialist training and then I could be off anywhere; I’ll write and let you know when I’m coming home. Anyway, you’re off to work at Roche Laboratories, where half the male workforce will be wanting you as their girlfriend!’




    ‘Only half, you think?’ replied Margaret. ‘I may have to do some vetting.’




    ‘Easy,’ said Micky, laughing, ‘tell them your dad is a police sergeant; that will narrow it down to just the brave ones.’




    ‘But not you, Micky? You don’t want me as your girlfriend?’ asked Margaret, looking all sad.




    ‘You don’t want to be waiting for me for six months at a time, then only seeing me for a week before I’m off again,’ Micky pointed out. ‘What happens when some hunky scientist takes your fancy, and you get to feeling all sexy?’ he asked, leaning in to kiss her neck as he ran his hand up and under her dress.




    ‘Get off! You do know my dad is a copper?’ said Margaret, laughing. ‘Go, before I have you arrested, you naughty boy!’




    On his way back up through the village, Micky thought to himself, I can’t be tying myself to a girlfriend just yet; there are way too many Margarets in the world.




    Still, as he walked, he couldn’t help but sing to himself, “Something tells me I’m into something good!”


  




  

    ELEVEN




    It was a drizzly but mild Sunday afternoon at the guardhouse of HMS Collingwood, Portsmouth.




    ‘I’ll leave you here to get sorted. We’ll meet up in the dining hall at 18.30, OK?’ said his new acquaintance, Phil.




    ‘OK, thanks,’ replied Micky. He had met Phil on the train down from Waterloo, which had been quite busy, with lots of sailors – new and seasoned – joining and returning to ships in the dockyard and the two naval bases in Collingwood and Nelson.




    ‘Hello. I’m Junior Seaman Moore, and I’m here for training,’ Micky said to the unhappy-looking leading seaman on guard duty.




    Checking his paperwork, he said, ‘So you are. Have you got ID?’




    Micky showed him his ID card and the leading seaman said, ‘OK, you’re the first of the new group to arrive so if I take you over to your mess, you get a choice of which comfortable bunk you have.’ Then, laughing, he said, ‘I’m only kidding; they’re all uncomfortable. Come on, are you OK with that?’ he added, gesturing at Micky’s brand-new kit bag, which weighed a ton.




    ‘I’ll manage,’ said Micky, trying to keep up with the leading seaman’s pace as he set off across the path.




    ‘Here you are,’ he said after a few minutes, opening the door to a version of what Micky had just left at HMS Raleigh. ‘There are twenty of you expected before 08.00 tomorrow and you must report at 08.30 to CR23, which is the block behind the one you can see from here, OK? The dining hall, which is there,’ he added, pointing across the road, ‘is open from… well… now until 19.30, so pick a pit, stow your gear, and get along for some food.’ He then turned and marched off.




    For no reason at all, Micky chose a bed halfway down the room. He then took all his kit from the bag, put it away in the available locker space, made up his bed, and – after checking to see that everything was tidy – he went to see if he could find Phil and some food.




    In the dining hall, Micky picked up a tray and chose a baked potato, which he put cheese and baked beans on, hoping for the best; at Raleigh, the consensus was that no matter what you chose, it all tasted the same.




    Spotting Phil sitting with a couple of others, he made his way over. ‘May I join you?’ he asked.




    ‘Of course you can,’ replied Phil. ‘This is Geordie and Tom,’ he told Micky, and then to the others he said, ‘this is Micky; we met on the train down from London. So, Micky, are you settled in now? Met any of your other trainees yet?’




    Reaching over to shake hands, Micky said hello to Geordie and Tom and replied, ‘I think I have everything sorted till tomorrow – and no, I haven’t seen anyone else yet. So what do you three do?’




    ‘We’re part of the ship’s company here,’ said Tom. ‘We help the instructors, and we set up the classrooms with the right equipment –from pads and pens to working projectors and various props. You’ll see us about the place all the time. Leading Seaman Geordie here is our boss, and… shhh,’ he added, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, ‘don’t tell anyone outside of this table, but… it’s a right cushy number, and we hope we’re forgotten about when drafts come up!’ he finished, getting them all laughing.




    ‘Also,’ said Geordie, ‘the instructors are all OK blokes – both the officers and civilians – so this part of training is like going to college, where the emphasis is on learning the subject. But there’s still all the pomp and bullshit of parade ground drills, evening rounds, and the regular kit musters; you’re still in the Navy, lad, and don’t you forget it!’ said Phil with a commanding voice, leaving Micky smiling and the three of them laughing.




    ‘Anyway, we have to be off; we have some things to do before the morning rush,’ said Geordie.




    ‘We’ll see you around, Micky; enjoy the course,’ said Phil, leaving him to finish his food – which turned out to taste like potato, cheese, and beans after all.




    ***




    Back in the mess, there were two new arrivals, so Micky ventured over to say hello. ‘Hi, Micky Moore,’ he said, extending his hand.




    ‘Paul James.’




    ‘Ian Worth.’




    ‘Have you travelled far?’ Micky enquired.




    ‘Both down from London,’ said Paul, ‘you?’




    ‘Welwyn, Hertfordshire,’ said Micky.




    ‘Do you know what we have to do?’ asked Ian.




    ‘As far as I know, we have to be at block CR23 by 08.30 tomorrow,’ said Micky. ‘I’ll leave you to get settled –let’s catch up later?’




    Micky got things in place and then went for a shower. By 21.45, he started to feel tired, so he got into bed to read his book and then quickly drifted off to sleep. During the night, he got woken several times as new arrivals appeared, and when he woke fully at 07.00, most of the beds seemed to have been taken.




    At 08.30, now washed and breakfasted, Micky – along with the others –found themselves standing around by the door to CR23. A moment later, Phil – or Able Seaman Harris – arrived with a lieutenant, unlocked the door, and ushered them in, with the officer saying, ‘Find yourselves a seat; it doesn’t matter where because my trusty sidekick AB Harris is going to split you into two classes of ten. Class B will then be taken next door.’
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