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For JAcob

with love



If you and your family have to leave home at 
very short notice, on no account leave your ani-
mals in the house or turn them into the street.

If  you cannot place them in the care of 
neighbours, it really is kindest to have them 
destroyed.

extract from ‘Advice to Animal Owners’, 
Ministry of  Home Security, 25th August 1939

At the going down of the sun and in the morning,
We will remember them.

from ‘For the Fallen’ by  
Robert Laurence Binyon
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Chapter 1

the den

Saturday 26th August 1939

“Hi there!” called Tilly.

Rosy waved back from the bridge over the canal.

“Come on, Bonny.” Tilly turned her bike onto the 

towpath, her little dog trotting behind. 

Rosy was leaning over her bike basket, tucking a piece 

of pink flannel around her cat.

“How’s Tinkerbell this morning?” asked Tilly as she 

pedalled onto the bridge.

“Fine and dandy,” said Rosy, stroking along Tinkerbell’s 

golden back.

“Come on then, let’s go!”

Bonny gave a high-pitched bark and ran forward as 

Tilly pushed off and whizzed down the slope onto the 

opposite bank.



8 9

the emergency zoo chApter 1

“Then we could sweep the floor so everything’s nice 

and tidy before lunch,” called Tilly over her shoulder, as 

she and Bonny raced into the den.

Rosy wandered off, stroking Tinkerbell and looking 

around for flowers.

“Poppies near the field, daisies in the grass,” she mur-

mured, “a couple of yellow irises and there’s a big foxglove 

under the oak tree.”

Tilly couldn’t help smiling to herself as she dumped 

the old flowers in the clearing and emptied out the 

stale water. Rosy knew the names of all the flowers 

and all the trees and pretty much anything else. It 

was as though she swallowed books whole. On her 

bookshelf in her bedroom, she had the ten volumes 

of Arthur Mee’s encyclopaedia, which she carefully 

consulted whenever Tilly wanted to know anything, as 

well as more books than anyone else Tilly knew. Now 

that they were twelve and in the High School, Tilly 

needed Rosy’s books more than ever for the masses 

of homework.

That’s what’s so wonderful about the holidays, Tilly 

thought, stretching her long frame. No homework for 

six whole weeks.

“Wait for me,” called out Rosy, setting off at a wobble.

They had to slow down anyway as they rode onto 

wasteland between the deserted factories. The ground 

was littered with broken glass and bits of metal which 

might puncture their tyres.

But very soon they reached a gap in a broken-down 

wall, and then fields opened up. Tilly set off at a fast pace 

over the bumpy ground towards a wood in the distance, 

Rosy’s short legs struggling to keep up behind.

It only took a couple of minutes to reach the far end of 

the field. Then they had to push through brambles which 

tore at their skirts and scratched their bare arms, while 

Bonny tunnelled through the undergrowth. Finally they 

were in the clearing – Tilly let out a great whoop of joy 

and dropped her bike on the grass.

In front of them stood an old hut about the size of two 

big garden sheds put together. It had crumbling walls, there 

were holes in the roof and the door was half off, but it was 

their very own secret den. They’d discovered it at the begin-

ning of the holidays, and had played there every day since.

Rosy lifted Tinkerbell out of her basket and propped 

her bike against a tree. “You change the water in the jam 

jars,” she said. “I’ll pick some fresh flowers.”
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“Mind,” warned Rosy, as she stood at the door of the 

den, a broken broom in her hand. “There’s still nails 

around.”

Over the summer they’d turned the den into their own 

little home, spending days tidying and organizing. Tilly 

thought the old hut probably belonged to a farmer, but the 

place was so full of cobwebs it was obvious no one came 

there any more. They’d bashed down the worst cobwebs 

on the walls and laid a couple of sacks like rugs on the 

earth floor. There were a few wooden crates and they’d 

set these out as seats. With fresh jars of flowers and an 

old bit of red velvet Tilly had begged from Mum, they’d 

made their very own cosy den.

“We’re so lucky no one else has found out yet,” she said 

now, as she took packets of sandwiches from the bike 

baskets.

“That’s because we know how to keep a secret,” 

said Rosy, sitting with her legs curled under her and 

Tinkerbell in her arms. The cat was licking her front 

paws with long, slow strokes as Rosy fondled an ear. “I 

do love the way cats’ ears go up in points like elves,” 

she said. 

“Come on, Bonny,” she called out, “let’s go down to 

the stream.” Bonny gave a delighted yap and raced off 

into the wood.

The stream had almost dried up in the summer, but 

then the weather broke with terrible thunderstorms, so 

the water was running freely again between mossy banks. 

Bonny arrived first and splashed straight into the 

middle, lapping up the cool, fresh water. Pond skaters, 

with their tiny bodies and long spidery legs, skated across 

the surface of a pool trapped between tree roots. A cheery 

blackbird was singing above them, almost drowning out 

the sound of Bonny lapping away furiously.

Tilly slipped off her sandals and socks, tucked her 

dress into her knickers and paddled in after Bonny. 

The bed of the stream was muddy and Tilly liked 

the squishy feeling between her toes. Rosy was scared 

that creatures might be hiding in the mud and bite 

her, so she would only sit on the bank and dangle 

her feet in the water. 

Once Tilly had filled the jam jars with fresh water, she 

climbed out of the stream, tucked her shoes and socks 

under her arm, and, whistling to Bonny, went back to the 

clearing, barefoot.
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The girls sat eating in the warm sunshine and Tilly fed 

Bonny some dog biscuits. Then they lay down on their 

fronts to read their books. 

They lost all track of time, as usual, until Rosy said, 

“We have to go in twenty-five minutes or we’ll be late 

for tea again.”

“All right,” said Tilly with a sigh. She took her book 

over to her bicycle, calling Bonny to follow. 

“It’s Sunday school in the morning, and then Megan’s 

invited the vicar and his wife for lunch,” said Rosy.

The girls rolled their eyes at each other. 

“Poor you,” said Tilly. 

The vicar had a strange, high-pitched voice, and Tilly 

was always getting into trouble in Sunday school for dis-

solving into fits of giggles. 

“He says I’m incorrigible,” she muttered.

“Oh yes,” said Rosy. “Incorrigible: not able to be cor-

rected or reformed.”

“Crikey, Rose, how on earth do you remember all that?”

“Sometimes I just read the dictionary – you know, for 

fun.” 

Rosy bent down to kiss Tinkerbell’s button nose and 

the cat yawned and stretched herself.

“Or Martians,” said Tilly with a grin, as she flopped 

down in the long grass and pulled Bonny on her lap. “Our 

pets love the secret den as much we do,” she said, kissing 

the large white patch on Bonny’s forehead. 

Bonny was a King Charles spaniel, nearly two years 

old. Her fur was a mixture of black, white and gold; she 

had long curly ears and huge brown eyes, which could 

melt the hardest heart.

Rosy was holding out a whole sardine to Tinkerbell. A 

deep purring was coming from the cat as she delicately 

nosed the fish.

“Where did you get that?” said Tilly.

“Pinched it from the larder without Megan noticing,” 

said Rosy with a mischievous grin. 

Tilly laughed and Tinkerbell opened her mouth and 

began taking small pieces of the sardine between her 

teeth. “She eats so much more politely than Bonny.”

“Course,” said Rosy, “cats don’t wolf food because 

they’re tigers really – don’t you think Tinkerbell looks 

like a small tiger?” She stroked the tabby cat’s golden fur 

with its black stripes.

“Terrifyingly so,” mumbled Tilly through a mouthful 

of cheese and pickle sandwich. 
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Tilly was the tallest girl in her class and the fastest 

runner. Rosy was a rather small person, three whole inches 

shorter than Tilly, with curly shoulder-length hair and tiny 

feet. She was top of everything at school, but Tilly was the 

daring one. Rosy worried about even the smallest things.

Which isn’t surprising really, Tilly often reminded her-

self. Rosy lived with her married sister, Megan, and 

Megan’s husband, Donald, who was a butcher. Rosy had 

lost her parents three years earlier, when they both caught 

pneumonia one freezing cold January. 

Tilly had long ago decided Rosy was the bravest person she 

knew. She’d been weepy for the first few months, and then 

she’d buried herself in her books and hardly talked about 

her Mum and Dad again. Megan, who was twenty-five, was 

more like a very strict, frumpy parent than a big sister. She 

insisted on rules which drove Rosy mad, such as changing 

into slippers the minute she was inside the front door, and 

wearing gloves to church. Fortunately, Donald, who was 

ten years older than Megan, was funny and jolly, and often 

slipped Rosy extra pocket money or sweets on the quiet. 

“I know Megan’s my sister,” Rosy had told Tilly. “And 

I’m lucky to have her, as she does say rather often, but 

really I’m an only child, like you.”

“I need some fun right now,” said Tilly, throwing her-

self to her feet. “I’m going to get to the top branch of 

the oak tree.”

“Well hurry up, we have to go very soon.” Rosy picked 

up Tinkerbell and took her into the den, where she could 

let her run free and explore without getting lost.

Tilly climbed into the lower branches of the tree and 

considered once more the branch above her head, which 

she hadn’t quite reached all summer. 

Today has to be the day, she told herself. Mum keeps 

saying I’ve grown out of everything, so I must be taller 

than I was at the end of term. She gave one huge push 

upwards on her long legs, stretching her fingers until she 

thought they’d come out of their sockets. For the first time 

she could feel the branch above her head and, reaching 

with both hands, she pulled herself up.

“I’ve done it! I’ve done it!” she called out in triumph, 

her face red with the effort.

“Well done,” Rosy called back from the den. “Now 

come down so we can get ready to go.”

“Coming,” and in a few seconds, Tilly swung down to 

the lowest branch and landed on the grass. Bonny jumped 

up to lick her hand with delight. 
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Chapter 2

the kindest thing

Sunday afternoon, 27th August 1939

“Let’s take our pets down to the stream and play by the 

water,” said Tilly.

“I’ll bring Tinkerbell’s tent with us,” said Rosy, gather-

ing together a large piece of material with long strings 

hanging down from a crate in the den.

“Good idea. Come on, Bonny!” With a sharp whistle, 

Tilly set off for the wood.

It was another beautiful day and the afternoon sun was 

hot in the clearing. The girls had swept out the old leaves 

which had fallen into the hut since Saturday, and pinned 

up some pictures Tilly had drawn in Sunday school. 

Sundays always made her restless with everyone expecting 

her to “sit down and do something quietly.” Dad mostly 

worked in the garden or listened to the radio. But Tilly 

“We’re not just best friends,” Tilly had declared. “We’re 

like sisters. I mean, we’ve known each other since babies and 

we have so much in common, like reading and our pets.” 

“Absolutely,” Rosy had replied.

Now Bonny started to run off towards the wood again 

and Tilly chased after her, slipping on a lead for the last 

few minutes as they packed everything away and Rosy 

settled Tinkerbell in her basket. The little cat was looking 

sleepy after playing ball in the den.

“Come on,” said Rosy in an anxious voice. “Megan 

will shout at me if I’m late like yesterday.”

“At least we have the ride home,” said Tilly with a sigh, 

as they pushed through the thicket. Then they jumped on 

their bikes and rode back to their streets in West London, 

beyond the canal and their beautiful den.

“See you after lunch tomorrow,” said Tilly, as they 

parted at the corner.

“Two thirty sharp,” called out Rosy, as she pedalled away.

Still another whole week of the holidays, thought Tilly 

as she rode slowly home, Bonny loping beside her, tongue 

lolling out of the side of her mouth.
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“Hooray! World’s cleverest cat!” cried Rosy. 

“I’d better see what Bonny’s doing,” said Tilly.

She crawled outside again and stood up, brushing her-

self down. Then, tucking her dress into her knickers, 

she pulled off her sandals and socks and slipped into the 

stream. Bonny had waded over to the opposite bank and 

was scrambling out. 

“What is it, Bonny Bonbons?” called Tilly as Bonny 

ran over to a tree and started to scrabble furiously 

in the ground with her front paws. Her little bottom 

stuck up in the air, wiggling from side to side with 

sheer pleasure.

Rosy popped her head out of the tent and called, 

“Everything all right?”

Tilly shrugged. “Look at Bonny – she’s having so much 

fun, isn’t she?” They both laughed as Bonny sat up on 

her haunches and let out a loud whuff and then burrowed 

down to start digging again. 

“Just coming up for air,” said Rosy.

“I’ll go and see what she’s found,” said Tilly, and waded 

back into the stream.

She was about to climb out when she heard Rosy cry 

out, “Tinkerbell’s gone!”

felt the muscles in her legs almost screaming out for a 

long bike ride or a good run by lunchtime.

Grown-ups are so lazy, she’d grumble to herself. Why 

on earth does anyone ever need to sit down and be quiet? 

It’s a complete waste of time.

Now she was outdoors again, running through the 

woods with Bonny and her best friend, and no grown-ups 

to bother them until teatime.

At the stream, Rosy and Tilly stretched out the torn 

sheet which Rosy had begged from Megan, and tied up 

two corners to the trees. Then they let the sides drop down 

to create a nice enclosure for Tinkerbell.

“We don’t want you to get lost in the wood, do we?” 

said Rosy, crawling into the makeshift tent and dropping 

a ball of wool.

Tilly crawled in beside her, leaving Bonny to drink from 

the stream. 

“Here, Tinks, catch,” called Tilly as she grabbed the 

ball and threw it up in the air. 

The girls giggled as Tinkerbell sat up, her head cocked 

on one side, ears pricked, watching the ball curve up. 

Then, quick as flash, she leapt up and grabbed it with 

her front paws. 
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“She’s there!” cried Tilly, spotting Tinkerbell sitting 

on a branch licking her paws as if she didn’t have a care 

in the world.

“Rose! Over here! Bonny’s found her!” cried out Tilly, 

and Rosy came crashing through the bushes, bits of leaves 

and twigs tangled in her curly hair.

“Oh thank goodness,” said Rosy, panting hard. “I love 

you for ever, Bonny,” and she grabbed the little dog and 

kissed her on the nose. Bonny struggled away, giving an 

impatient yelp.

“I’ll go up and get her,” said Tilly, and she started 

to climb up the tree, which was quite easy. But just as 

she reached Tinkerbell’s branch the tabby cat stood up, 

stretched herself and jumped off the branch, down into 

Rosy’s waiting arms.

“She’s safe, oh my poor dear little cat,” cooed Rosy, 

burying her face in the golden fur.

“I should jolly well hope so,” called out Tilly, swinging 

herself down to the ground.

“I’ll never let you out of my sight again,” murmured 

Rosy, the cat purring gently in her arms.

Good thing we found her, thought Tilly, as they set off back 

to the den. Rosy’s Mum and Dad had given her Tinkerbell 

Oh no! thought Tilly, and she turned round and splashed 

back. “She can’t have gone far.”

Rosy was pulling up the flaps of the sheet, hunting for 

Tinkerbell, and then she started tearing at undergrowth 

around the trees, calling, “Tinkerbell, come here, you’ll 

get lost in the woods, please come back.”

“Me and Bonny will search this way,” said Tilly, whis-

tling for her dog. “You stay here in case she’s nearby.”

Rosy nodded and Tilly could see she was close to tears 

as she continued to shake the bushes and call for her cat.

Tilly set off towards the deeper part of the wood, 

poking gently in the undergrowth with a stick, Bonny 

nosing the ground beside her. “We’ve got to find her, 

Bons,” muttered Tilly. “She’s absolutely essential to Rosy, 

isn’t she?”

Bonny stopped for a second and stared up at Tilly, her 

brown eyes wide, ears perked as if she understood every 

word.

Then suddenly she gave a sharp whuff and leapt for-

ward. Sprinting behind, Tilly saw her come to a halt in 

front of a huge pine tree, with branches like steps all the 

way up the trunk. Bonny sat down and barked and barked, 

her nose pointing up into the tree.
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They rolled their eyes at each other and burst into high-

pitched laughter. 

“You could ask Donald to come and keep an eye on 

us.”

“Well, he’d be lots of fun, but never in a million years 

would Donald go camping. Come on, we’ve got fifteen 

minutes to get home for tea.”

They scurried around, gathering their things, and set 

off, pushing through the thicket. The sun was still quite 

high in the sky, and the corn in the fields was waving like 

a huge green sea in the breeze. 

Only a few more days of freedom before school starts 

next week, thought Tilly, as she stood up on her pedals 

and raced towards the canal.

Or the war starts this week.

The war. 

That’s all the grown-ups had talked about this summer. 

She overheard Mum and Dad murmuring in the living 

room every evening as she went upstairs to bed.

“They won’t call you up, Wilf, not again – you did your 

bit last time in the trenches,” Mum had said the night 

before, in that worried voice she used these days.

as a tiny kitten the year before they died. Tinkerbell was the 

centre of attention for months as they all discussed what 

to feed her and how to house-train her. Her dear little pet 

was one of Rosy’s last links back to those happy times.

Tilly felt a tear come to her eye, and she brushed it away 

so that her friend wouldn’t see.

They spent the rest of the afternoon playing with their 

pets and rearranging the hut. 

“I’m trying to persuade Dad to give me this big metal 

box he keeps in the shed for nails and things,” said Tilly, 

as she tweaked the corner of a sack. “It would be perfect 

for keeping supplies in.”

“Like biscuits—”

“—and pet food and stuff.”

“Then we could make our own little meals,” said Rosy. 

“In fact, I’m pretty sure I could make a camp fire to cook 

potatoes and things. There’s a book in the library on 

making fires in the outdoors.”

“Wouldn’t it be wonderful to camp out here properly 

one night?”

Rosy stared at Tilly and said, “It is absolutely impos-

sible to imagine Megan agreeing to camping.”
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She went out of the bathroom to see Dad on the upstairs 

landing. There was something in the look on his face 

which sent a chill through her: sort of sad and angry at 

the same time.

Dad’s hair was brown like hers, and he kept it clipped 

very short. They both had dark eyebrows, brown eyes and 

long narrow faces like their long legs. Mum had dusty 

blond hair and a round face, with a dimple in one cheek. 

These days, she was always wiping the back of her hand 

across her forehead, as if everything was too much for her. 

Has something happened? Tilly wondered.

She scooped up Bonny in her arms and blurted out, 

“Has the war started, Dad? Do me and Bonny have to 

go away?”

There had been a lot of talk of evacuating the children 

into the countryside, but Tilly hadn’t taken much notice. 

She was too busy with the secret den.

Dad looked puzzled for a second, and then he said the 

words that Tilly would never forget for the rest of her life.

“The war will start very soon and dogs won’t cope with 

the bombing and the blackout. Tomorrow I’m taking 

Bonny to the vet to be put down. It’s the kindest thing.”

Then he turned on his heel and went downstairs.

“They’ll call us all up and never mind the trenches,” 

Dad had growled.

Tilly didn’t know much about what Dad had done 

in the last war. He never talked about it. None of the 

fathers did. 

But my Dad’s not scared of anything, she told herself, 

pedalling over the bridge. She couldn’t imagine Dad, with 

his big muscles and long legs, ever being afraid. 

She and Rosy parted at the corner and Tilly rode on to 

her house, wheeling her bike up the path and propping it 

in the side passage near the bin. She pulled her key out of 

the front of her dress, where it hung on a string around her 

neck, and opened the front door, letting Bonny run in first. 

“Go and wash your hands and then lay the table,” 

Mum called from the kitchen. “You’re late. Dad’s home 

already.”

Tilly ran upstairs, Bonny hot on her heels, and went into 

the bathroom to wash her hands and drag a hairbrush 

through her long, tangled hair. She stared for a second in 

the mirror. I wish it was curly like Rosy’s – then I wouldn’t 

need to brush it so much, she thought with a sigh. It’s 

such a nuisance. 

“Tilly?” 
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Author’s Note

As the outbreak of  World War II approached, people 

started to destroy their pets, as they believed they would 

not cope with bombs and gas, and couldn’t be fed when 

rationing came in. It is estimated that around 750,000 

pets, mainly cats and dogs, were destroyed in Britain. 

Organizations such as the Dumb Animal League did 

their best to save as many pets as possible, but they could 

not halt the initial slaughter. However, at the end of  the 

week after war was declared, the population came to their 

senses and, with great remorse, published letters in the 

newspapers, apologizing to their deceased pets.

When I read this largely unknown story of  World War 

II in a short newspaper article, my first thought was, 

What would the children do? There must have been many 

children like Tilly and Rosy who felt desperate to save 

their pets – and so my story was born.

For the writing of  this book, I am grateful for comments 

from Savita and Hish Kalhan who kindly read a draft, as 

Rosy nodded as Tilly felt in her pocket for Aunt Edith’s 

address card. 

Bonny will always be my dog, no matter how long this 

war lasts, was Tilly’s final thought before she fell asleep 

to the sound of wheels rolling along the country roads.
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Writing this book has allowed me to revisit my own 

childhood in the 1960s – when children roamed free and 

only returned home when it was dark. I hope this book 

shows how much fun we had. 

 – Miriam Halahmy

London, 2016

well as to Leslie Wilson who also read a draft and advised 

me on the German. 

Margaret Mackay, Librarian at the Highgate Scientific 

and Literary Institute, helped find suitable books for 

research. Bridget Harrison, writer and biographer, shared 

her memories of  a childhood before the war. In addition, 

I read diaries from the Mass Observation archives at the 

British Library for details of  each day in the week leading 

up to the declaration of  war.

Many thanks to Anne Kirk, who came on the 

Kindertransport from Germany in April 1939, for allow-

ing me to read the correspondence between herself  and 

her mother and quote from it. Her husband, Bob, also a 

Kindertransport child, translated the letters from German 

for me and gave background information. Sadly their par-

ents and most of  their family perished in the Holocaust. 

To my publishers, Elisabetta Minervini and Alessandro 

Gallenzi, and to all at Alma – especially Will Dady – many 

thanks for bringing this book to publication. Bella Pearson’s 

editorial input was absolutely invaluable. A heartfelt thanks 

to my agent, Anne Clark, for her perseverance and belief  

in my writing. The loyal support of  my husband, Rafael 

Halahmy, continues to underpin my work and life.






