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Kate came up beside her. ‘Whatever’s the matter with Maxine? She looked as if she was giving you a real mouthful.’


‘She was.’ Elsie turned and looked at her, still dazed. ‘She said she was getting engaged at the weekend, and then getting married. I didn’t even know she was going out with anyone special. Did you know about it, Kate? Who is it?’


‘Engaged!’ Kate echoed in astonishment. ‘Married! Well, I supppose she must mean Joey Hutton, but they’ve only been going out together for a few weeks. I never realised it was that serious.’ There was no reason why it shouldn’t be, though, she thought. She’d known Brad only a few weeks and she was deeply, hopelessly in love with him.


Elsie shook her head. ‘I hope she’s not going to do anything silly. It’s not worth getting married to the wrong bloke, just to leave home. I dunno, Kate, everything seems to be falling to bits lately. This war’s getting us all down, that’s what it is, and with this invasion hanging over our heads we’re all starting to feel the strain.’


‘We’ve got to carry on though,’ Kate said. ‘We can’t crack up now, not if it’s getting as close as they say.’ She thought of Brad again and shivered. ‘If our boys are going over to France, they’re going to need all the munitions they can get.’






Lilian Harry grew up close to Portsmouth Harbour, where her earliest memories are of nights spent in an air-raid shelter listening to the drone of enemy aircraft and the thunder of exploding bombs. But her memories are also those of a warm family life shared with two brothers and a sister in a tiny backstreet house where hard work, love and laughter went hand in hand. Lilian Harry now lives on the edge of Dartmoor where she has two ginger cats to love and laugh at. She has a son and daughter and two grandchildren and, as well as gardening, country dancing, amateur dramatics and church bellringing, she loves to walk on the moors and – whenever possible – to go skiing in the mountains of Europe. She has written a number of books under other names, including historical novels and contemporary romances. Visit her website at www.lilianharry.co.uk.






By Lilian Harry


Goodbye Sweetheart
The Girls They Left Behind
Keep Smiling Through
Moonlight & Lovesongs
Love & Laughter
Wives & Sweethearts
Corner House Girls
Kiss the Girls Goodbye
PS I Love You
A Girl Called Thursday
Tuppence to Spend
A Promise to Keep
Under the Apple Tree
Dance Little Lady
A Farthing Will Do










Dance Little Lady


LILIAN HARRY


[image: Image]






AN ORION EBOOK


First published in Great Britain in 2004 by Orion
This ebook first published in 2010 by Orion Books


Copyright © Lilian Harry 2004


The moral right of Lilian Harry to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All the characters in this book are fictitious,
and any resemblance to actual persons,
living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978 1 4091 3026 0


The Orion Publishing Group Ltd
Orion House
5 Upper Saint Martin’s Lane
London WC2H 9EA


An Hachette UK Company


www.orionbooks.co.uk






To all the ladies (and the gentlemen!) of Priddy’s Hard, Gosport, and other Armament and Munitions Depots throughout the country, who worked throughout World War Two to supply our troops, ships and aircraft with the equipment they needed.


Special thanks to the wonderful Explosion! exhibitions situated at Priddy’s Hard itself and to the ladies who came there one afternoon to reminisce on my behalf, together with that fount of knowledge, Bill Mansfield. And special thanks as well to fellow-author Julia Bryant, who so generously shared her own research with me.


With such a complex subject as armaments, I feel sure that I have made some mistakes. I hope that my readers will forgive these and understand that I did try hard to get everything right - and enjoy the story of Kate, Maxine and the others as a fair portrayal of life at that time and the people who lived it.







Chapter One


March, 1944


‘No! Don’t! You mustn’t!’


The man just about to lower a sack into the choppy waters of Portsmouth Harbour turned in surprise as a girl rushed towards him, her dark curls flying out from under the scarf she wore around her head. With half a dozen others, she had been walking through the Naval Armament Depot of Priddy’s Hard, on her way to the shifting room, when through the dim morning mist she had seen Sam Reece stride past, carrying the sack. From the size and shape of it, and the way something inside wriggled, she knew just what he was about to do.


‘He’s drowning the kittens!’ Forgetting all about work, she pushed past the other girls and rushed across to the Camber. Sam was almost at the quayside now, a shadowy figure bending to find a space between the barges where he could drop his burden into the waves that slapped against the wall. Kate screamed at the top of her voice, and several men, at work loading the lighters to take munitions across the harbour, straightened up and stared at her. Sam Reece himself jumped like a naughty boy caught in the act of mischief, and then flushed a dark, angry red. He was a squat, swarthy man with small, permanently bloodshot eyes and a surly scowl, and he’d never approved of bringing women in to work at Priddy’s Hard.


‘You yelling at me, girl?’


‘Yes, I am!’ Kate was beside him now, breathless, her eyes spitting blue fire. She snatched at the bag and tried to pull it away from him. ‘You’re going to drop them in, aren’t you? Our Tibby’s kittens – you’re going to drop them in the water.’


‘Yeah. What of it?’ He dragged the sack back and a chorus of faint mewing sounds rose from inside. Kate’s eyes filled with tears. ‘You know we can’t keep all the bloody kittens that are born here. Leave go, and get over to the shifting room, or you’ll be late clocking on.’


‘I don’t care if I am!’ It would mean a dock in her pay but Kate ignored that. ‘You’re not drowning these kittens.’


‘For cripes’ sake—’ Sam was beginning, when another voice broke in and they both turned to see the office manager bearing down upon them. Thank goodness, Kate thought, seeing the tall, broad figure. It’s Mr Milner – he’ll understand. She let go of the sack and stepped towards him.


‘What’s going on here?’ Arthur Milner stopped and stared at them both. ‘I could hear the shouting back in the office. Why aren’t you getting ready for work, young lady, and what’s in that bag?’


‘It’s the kittens, Mr Milner,’ Kate began, but Sam’s voice overrode hers, taking on an indignant whine. ‘I’m just trying to carry out orders, sir. It’s nothing to do with this young woman. She just flew at me, started on about how I mustn’t do this, can’t do that – if you ask me, it’s a pity they ever brought women into the yard. Nothing but trouble, they bin, ever since they first walked in the gates!’


‘Well, that’s a matter of opinion,’ Mr Milner said, cutting in on the flow. ‘We’d be in a poor way without them. Anyway, you haven’t answered my question. What’s in the bag and what were you going to do with it?’


‘It’s the kittens,’ Kate began again, but the manager lifted his hand to silence her and looked at Sam.


‘Well?’


The workman thrust out his lower lip. ‘All right, so it’s kittens. I was going to drop ’em over the side – it’s what we always do when there’s too many. Blooming cats bin popping off all over the place the past few weeks; we can’t let ’em all live, now can we?’ He appealed to Mr Milner, as man to man. ‘I mean, I likes animals as much as the next bloke – got a cat of me own at home, Ginger he’s called and soft as butter ’cept when another tom comes sniffing round – but anyone with any sense’d see that we can’t just let ’em breed willy-nilly. Wouldn’t be able to move for the little perishers, now would we? So when we gets a new litter, we just puts ’em in an old sack with a couple of stones and drops ’em over the side, nice and tidy. It’s the best way. They don’t know nothing about it.’


‘Of course they know about it!’ Kate burst out. ‘They’re drowning! It must be horrible for them. It’s cruel.’


Arthur Milner looked uncomfortable. ‘Yes, but Reece has got a point,’ he said. ‘We’d be overrun with cats if we let them all live. We need a few to keep down rats, and if anyone wants to give a kitten a home they’re welcome to take them, but apart from that they’ve got to be put down. And they don’t suffer much, not if it’s done almost as soon as they’re born.’


Kate stared at him. ‘You mean you’re going to let him do it?’ She snatched the bag and Sam, taken unawares, released his grip. Kate untied the bit of string that was knotted around its neck and peered inside. ‘I knew it! These haven’t just been born – they’re nearly six weeks old! They’re Tibby’s kittens, from our hut. We’ve been helping her look after them.’ She cradled the bag against her and looked fiercely at the two men. ‘You’re not drowning Tibby’s kittens.’


There was a moment’s silence. Kate was suddenly aware of the clatter going on around her – the noise of the munitions factory at work, the clanging and shouting as the lighters were loaded with crates of shells, the sounds of the great harbour that lay beyond the jetties of the little dock. In a few moments she should be clocking on, and even one minute late would mean the loss of half a day’s pay. She stood her ground, meeting the manager’s eye, and he sighed.


‘These kittens ought to have been dealt with before,’ he told Reece. ‘Five weeks is too late – they’re almost ready to leave their mother. Why wasn’t this done sooner?’


‘It’s them bleeding girls,’ the man grumbled. ‘You heard what she said. Bin looking after them, they have. Hiding them in a locker, I dare say, bringing in food for ’em, giving the mother milk. You knows what girls are.’


Mr Milner glanced at Kate and she felt her face colour. ‘We were going to find homes for them all,’ she said defensively. ‘And they’re so pretty. One of them’s a tortoiseshell – look – and one’s black with a white bib and paws, just as if he was going to a posh party. And this one’s pure white. Look, see how fluffy—’


‘Yes, yes, all right,’ Mr Milner said hastily as she drew out the tiny creatures, one after another, to display their charms. ‘They’re pretty little mites, but they still ought to have been dealt with sooner.’ He sighed. ‘You say you’ve found homes for them all?’


‘Well, I’m having the tortoiseshell,’ Kate said eagerly, seeing victory within her grasp. ‘Maxine Fowler wants the white one, Elsie Philpotts says she’ll have the fluffy ginger one, and I’m sure someone will have the black and white one.’ She looked up at him, opening her dark blue eyes very wide. ‘You wouldn’t like him, would you, Mr Milner? He’s got ever such a sweet face. And they’re almost ready to go – we were going to take them home on Friday.’ She put her head on one side. ‘Don’t let him drown them, Mr Milner. Please don’t let him drown them.’


The office manager hesitated. Sam Reece heaved a loud, heavy sigh. Kate cuddled the tortoiseshell kitten against her breast and kissed the top of its head, then looked up at Mr Milner from under her lashes. He pursed his lips in resignation.


‘All right. You can take them back. So long as they’re not in a dangerous place – dangerous to the job and the workers, I mean. They’ve got to be out on Friday, mind – and if the mother cat gives birth again you must let your supervisor know at once, and leave them to be disposed of. Understood?’


For a moment, Kate struggled with her feelings. Then she nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’


Mr Milner glanced at Sam Reece. ‘Right. You’d better both get back to work. The whistle will be going at any minute and we’ve got a big job on. Nobody’s going to have time to worry about kittens for the next few weeks, I can tell you that.’


He turned and strode away. Kate and the workman looked at each other.


‘Bleedin’ kittens!’ he said disgustedly. ‘Bleedin’ girls!’


The other girls looked at Kate as she strode towards the shifting room, triumphantly holding up the sack of wriggling, mewing kittens. ‘You did it! You stopped him! What did Mr Milner say?’


‘He said they were too old to drown. But next time Tibby has kittens, we’ve got to let someone know, so they can be “disposed of”.’ She snorted. ‘Disposed of! He means drowned, just like these would’ve been. It’s cruel.’


‘My dad always drowns our Micky’s kittens,’ one of the girls said sadly. ‘He says they don’t feel it when they’re so young. He leaves her one though, otherwise she’s got nothing to take the milk, see.’


‘Well, I don’t believe it. Of course they feel it.’ Kate carried the sack over to the corner just outside the long shed, where the mother cat had a nest made of old rags in a disused wooden bomb crate. Tibby wasn’t there – she’d probably gone hunting – and wouldn’t even know that her babies had been missing. Kate opened the sack and tipped the kittens gently into the crate, watching them as they scrambled about in a heap of fur.


‘Come on, Kate.’ Maxine Fowler, Kate’s best friend, was at her elbow. ‘The whistle will be going any minute and you’re nowhere near ready. They’ll be all right now.’


Kate nodded and opened her locker. Each girl had one, a green-painted metal cupboard where she could put her outdoor clothes and valuables while she was at work. Not that anyone had anything of real value, except for wedding or engagement rings, but even these must be put into the locker. Anything made of metal could cause a spark and blow the entire site sky-high. It had happened years ago – her grandfather, who had also worked here, still talked about the men who had been killed then – and again, in 1921, when her father had been here. Four men had been killed then, all Gosport chaps, and it had brought home to everyone on the site the dangers of the materials they worked with.


The shriek of the whistle broke into her thoughts. She closed the locker door and followed the others into the shifting room. They had five minutes now, to take off their jumpers and skirts and hang them up, then step across the painted red line in their underclothes into the ‘clean’ area and put on their magazine clothing – loose brown overalls and a cloth cap. Some of the caps bore a red spot, denoting that its wearer worked with gun-powder, while those who worked with more modern explosives were marked by a black spot.


‘I feel like Blind Pew,’ Kate observed when she was first given her cap, and when the others looked blank she explained, ‘You know. The old pirate in Treasure Island,’ They nodded then. The story had been read to most of them at school and they remembered the sinister tap-tap-tap of the blind man’s stick, and the horror of having the ‘black spot’ laid on you. It had haunted Kate for a week, and she’d been unable to sleep at nights, certain that every little tapping sound was Blind Pew coming for her. Her brother Ian had discovered this and stood outside her bedroom door when she was in bed, tapping on the stairs and driving her into nightmares from which she woke screaming, but she’d never told her mother what was frightening her so much. She didn’t want her complaining to the teacher who read the story to them, in case he stopped.


From the shifting room, the girls trooped through to the laboratory and took their places at the benches where they would spend the next twelve hours inspecting and putting together ammunition. As soon as the chargehand’s back was turned, Kate ducked down and lifted a section of floorboard to reveal her tea can. She pushed in the paper bag of sandwiches she had brought with her, replaced the board swiftly and stood up, winking at Maxine. ‘That’s for tea-break. We’ll make a cuppa from the outlet pipe when old Fred goes up to the office.’


‘You’ll get caught one of these days,’ Maxine said, but Kate shrugged.


‘Everyone does it – reckon they know, anyway. They never search us for food. A couple of Marmite sandwiches won’t set the cordite off – and I haven’t noticed you turning your nose up when I offer you one!’


Maxine grinned. ‘Matter of fact, I’ve got a bit of cake this morning. Mum found a packet of sultanas at the back of the cupboard and made one at the weekend.’ She didn’t add that she’d deliberately refused a piece when it was offered her at Sunday tea-time, just to upset her mother, Clarrie, and only grudgingly accepted it for her lunch-box.


‘Fruit cake!’ Kate rolled her eyes. ‘You’ll share it around, naturally.’


‘Only with my best friend,’ Maxine said, and then turned hastily to her work as the chargehand bore down upon them.


They worked steadily through the morning, stopping only for the illicit tea-break when the supervisor was out of the way, and then for their official lunchtime at twelve. By then, Kate’s legs were aching from having stood for nearly six hours, and she was glad to push her way out with the rest of the girls and get a bit of fresh air.


Set on a peninsula of land on the western shores of Portsmouth Harbour, the armament depot covered a large area of what had once been wasteground, a ‘hard’ area of solid mud, its channels washed twice a day by the tide, and covered with tough grass and furze bushes which burst into golden flowers every spring. Until it had been taken over by the government nearly two hundred years ago, the area had been more or less wild, with the grassy ramparts of Gosport Lines – the earthen fortifications once constructed to ward off possible invasion by the French – forming a long low hill across its neck.


Before then, Naval munitions had been made and loaded at the Gunwharf, on the Portsmouth side of the harbour, but that had been considered too dangerous for the fleet of ships coming through the narrow entrance and mooring at the jetties, so the work had been transferred to Gosport. By 1777, the huge Magazine had been built and munitions were being shipped across the harbour by barge, or lighter, just as they were now.


The ramparts were still there, making a good buffer against possible explosions, and other hillocks had been pushed up between the sheds so that each was protected from the others. What with these and the old moats that ran between the Lines, with blackberry bushes growing along their banks, and the groves of walnut trees that had been planted to provide wood for rifle butts and pistol grips, it was almost like being out in the country.


‘They say you can’t see Priddy’s from the air at all, with all the roofs being painted green to match the grass,’ Maxine observed. ‘That’s why we don’t get bombed. Makes you wonder why they don’t paint everyone’s roofs green, doesn’t it.’ She looked up at the sky and unbuttoned her brown herringbone tweed coat. ‘Look – sunshine!’


‘Don’t blink, it’ll be gone in a minute,’ Kate advised. ‘It’s only the first of March, you know, not Midsummer Day.’ She grinned as a chilly wind sprang up and Maxine hurriedly pulled her coat around her again. ‘Not a bad day really, though: in like a lion, out like a lamb, they say, don’t they? Don’t really know what today is like, it’s just sort of grey and draughty. Like a seagull, perhaps,’ she added as half a dozen birds flew over, cackling.


‘It’d be quite nice if you pushed away the clouds and switched off the wind,’ Hazel Jackman remarked. ‘At least it’s not raining.’ She gazed across the harbour at the warships that lay at the jetties, awaiting their load of ammunition. ‘Did you hear Mr Churchill was in Pompey last Monday? My Uncle Joe came round last night for a game of cards, and he said heaps of people saw him walking round looking at the bomb damage. He was smoking a cigar and he gave them the V-sign and every-thing.’


‘Well, I’m more interested in all those Canadians who arrived at the weekend,’ Maxine declared with a wink. ‘Reckon it’ll be worth taking a trip over the water on Saturday? I bet there’ll be quite a few on the lookout for a nice girl to show them the sights, and they’ll have plenty of money to spend as well.’


‘Maxine! You’re awful.’ Kate poked her friend in the ribs. ‘You’ll get into trouble one of these days, the way you go on.’


‘Not me! I may not always be good, but I’m always careful.’ Maxine tossed her blonde curls and giggled. ‘Why don’t you come too? It’s only a bit of fun – they’re decent blokes, most of them.’


‘Sad to say,’ another girl put in, and they all laughed. ‘Let’s all go. Safety in numbers and all that. What about it?’


Maxine nodded vigorously. ‘I’m on! Hazel? Janice? Val? Kate, you’ll come, won’t you?’


‘I don’t know,’ Kate said, and the others stared at her in surprise. ‘I’ll be taking Topsy home on Friday. She’ll be lonely – I can’t really leave her to Mum.’


‘For goodness’ sake, you can’t stay in all weekend for a kitten! She’ll be all right – probably sleep most of the time anyway. Look, you’ll have all Saturday afternoon to play nursemaid, and you can come out with us in the evening – what about that? We’ll go over to South Parade Pier, there’s bound to be a dance on and they always have a good band. You don’t even need to talk to a boy if you don’t want to.’


‘Well, that sounds like a really good night out,’ Kate said. ‘I can sit on a chair being a wallflower and not open my mouth all evening, while the rest of you get off with rich Canadians. Thanks a lot!’


Maxine laughed. ‘I can’t really see you doing that! You talk more than all the rest of us put together. Anyway, I thought maybe we could get some of them to take us to the pictures on Sunday. That new Bob Hope and Bing Crosby film’s on at the Gaiety – Road to Zanzibar. They say it’s ever so good. It’s got Dorothy Lamour in it as well, she’s really glamorous. But if you’re not interested …’


Kate clutched her arm. ‘I didn’t mean it! I was only joking. I’ll come. Only – I don’t want to come home on my own, all right? No malarkey – you’ll have to promise to catch the last boat with me.’


‘Well, what else d’you think we’re going to do? Of course we’ll catch the last boat, dope!’ The irrepressible blue eyes gleamed. ‘There’s plenty of time for a bit of malarkey before then.’ Maxine grinned. ‘Don’t worry, Kate, we’ll be good. Won’t we, girls? The question is – will you?’


The others giggled and nudged each other. Val said, ‘We might find ourselves a nice rich husband, what about that? I wouldn’t mind going to live in Canada.’


‘Gosh, yes! That’d be nearly as good as America – better, because they’re still British. Part of the Empire, anyway.’ Maxine stretched her arms above her head. ‘Just think of it, no food rationing, plenty of nylons, plenty of everything.’


‘That’s just greed,’ Kate protested. ‘You wouldn’t marry someone just for nylons. You’d have to love him.’


‘Well, I would love him,’ Maxine said. ‘I’d love anyone who could give me a new pair of nylons every day!’


They screamed with laughter, and Kate gave them a reproving look. ‘Well, I’m not going to look for a rich Canadian to marry. I’m not looking for a steady boy at all. Not till the war’s over, and maybe not even then.’


‘We’ll all be old by the time the war’s over,’ Hazel told her. ‘Nobody will look at us. You’ve got to take your chances when they come, Kate. There’s a Mr Right for all of us. You never know when you might meet him. Anyway, I’m just looking for a bit of fun – a good dance, and a nice kiss and cuddle at the end of it.’


‘And that’s all?’ Janice asked slyly, and they laughed again.


Kate shrugged but joined in their laughter, while privately making up her mind that although she was happy to dance with boys, British or Canadian, and even go to the pictures with them, any goodnight kisses would be just that – a kiss and no more. And there would be no question of finding ‘Mr Right’.


I wish I could be like the others, she thought, eating her sandwiches and gazing out across the grey, choppy waters. I wish I could believe that there’s a boy out there who’s meant for me. But I just can’t. I can’t forget what happened before, and I can’t believe it won’t happen again.


It would take one very special man to make her believe in love again. Perhaps there really was one somewhere, and one day she would meet him.


Perhaps.







Chapter Two


Friday was payday. At twelve o’clock prompt, everyone gathered outside the pay office. They sorted themselves into queues – one for the store and factory, one for the laboratory. The supervisors and men were paid first and the girls waited until it was their turn, then walked one by one into the office and came out, feeling the lumps in their little brown pay packets. It was rather like feeling the lumps in your Christmas stocking when you were little.


Pay for working in munitions was good for the girls and women. Kate was taking home four pounds a week now, a handy addition to the family income. She gave her mother two pounds ten shillings, put ten shillings into National Savings and had a pound left over for pocket money.


‘Well, girls, we’re rich again,’ she declared as they strolled back to eat their sandwiches. It was raining today, a cold, spiteful rain that tasted of salt from the wind which was blowing across the harbour and whipping the tops off the waves. ‘What shall we spend it on?’


The others laughed sarcastically. ‘What is there to spend money on these days?’ Janice Watson asked, turning back from the scrap of spotted mirror that hung on the wall, where she had been trying to twist her straight, light brown hair into some sort of curl. ‘Boxes of chocolates? Frilly petticoats? Gravy browning for your legs, to make out you’re wearing stockings? It’s not even worth going round the shops now. Not that there’s many shops to go round,’ she added, gazing with dislike at the row of brown overalls hanging like gloomy ghosts on their pegs. ‘I tell you what, I’d give a month’s wages for a pretty frock. A new one, not one I’d cobbled together from something else.’


The others grimaced in agreement. So many of the big Portsmouth shops had been bombed, some of them scattered into different small departments all over the city, that an afternoon’s shopping was more like a hunting expedition, and when you did get there you couldn’t find much worth buying. What there was would be on ration anyway, and most of the girls had used up their clothing coupons on winter clothes. It was no fun going shopping when you couldn’t buy anything.


‘We’ll have a real fling when it’s all over,’ Val Drayton said. She was a tall, thin girl with glossy brown hair that fell as straight as rainwater down her back, and which she never even attempted to curl but usually twisted into a single thick plait. She and Hazel Jackman were close friends and often referred to as ‘the long and the short of it’, for small, chubby Hazel barely came up to Val’s shoulder. She opened her pay packet and counted the contents. ‘If we save up hard, we’ll have enough to buy our own houses!’


‘Don’t make me laugh. Girls can’t buy their own houses.’ Maxine stretched her arms above her head. ‘Why should we, anyway? We’ll stay at home with our mums and dads till we get married, and then it’ll be our husbands who pay for the house. We buy the crockery and bedlinen and stuff. I wouldn’t mind buying some furniture too,’ she added thoughtfully. ‘I want a nice home. But there’s only utility now, and that’s horrible. Anyway, I’m not getting married for ages.’


‘You’ll be on the shelf then,’ Janice warned her. ‘If you haven’t got a boy by the time you’re twenty-one, no one will look at you, that’s what my mum says.’ She glanced at her left hand. Janice was engaged to a soldier but couldn’t wear her ring at work because of the danger of sparks. You weren’t allowed to wear any jewellery or anything inflammable, not even nail varnish. Janice didn’t always wear her ring at weekends either, particularly if they were going to a dance. She said she didn’t see any reason why she couldn’t have a bit of fun while Wally was away, so long as she kept her promise when he came home.


‘Go on, Maxine’ll never be on the shelf,’ Hazel said. ‘She could have any boy she likes, any time.’ She looked enviously at the blonde hair, freed from its turban and shaken out into curls. ‘You know, you could be a film star with those looks, Max. You look just like Anna Neagle.’


‘I certainly wouldn’t mind having Michael Wilding as my sweetheart,’ Maxine said. ‘But as it is, I suppose I’ll probably have to settle for someone like … like …’ She grinned wickedly at their expectant faces. ‘Sam Reece!’


The girls howled with laughter. ‘Sam Reece! Gosport’s answer to the Hunchback of Notre Dame! You’ll be telling us next you’re going out with Blobber Norman, or Bogey Pinner!’


‘Or Spud Murphy!’ They were all joining in now, the name of each male worker or chargehand producing a fresh gale of mirth. ‘Or Wiggly Bennet, or Onion Bailey, or Jumper Collins!’


‘You’re all having a good laugh.’ An older woman, plump and ginger-haired, came over to them. ‘What’s the joke?’


‘It’s Maxie,’ Hazel said, still giggling. ‘She wants to go out with all the blokes in Priddy’s.’


‘I never said anything of the kind!’ Maxine protested. ‘Don’t you believe a word of it, Elsie. They’re just a lot of silly girls.’


‘Oh, teasing you about your boyfriends, are they?’ Elsie Philpotts found a space on the bench and settled her broad bottom between Hazel and Val. ‘Well, don’t you take no notice of them, Maxine. You have your fun while you can. There’s too much sorrow in this world to pass up any chance of a good time.’ Her cheery face saddened for a moment and then she shrugged and gave them a large wink. ‘So are you all off to Pompey tomorrow to see what the Canadians have got to offer? Much the same as British boys, I wouldn’t wonder, only with a bit more cash to go with it! They’ll be glad of a few girls to help them spend it.’


‘Elsie!’ Val Drayton protested. ‘You make us sound like a lot of gold-diggers. I’m not going looking for a boy, anyway – I’ve already got my Jack. I don’t mind having a bit of fun, a dance and a giggle, but that’s as far as it goes.’


‘That’s all any of us want, isn’t it,’ Maxine said demurely, and the other girls hooted. The whistle blew, making them all jump, and they gathered up their things hastily and hastened back to the shifting room, stuffing empty paper bags and greaseproof paper back into their lockers to take home, and hurrying to change from outdoor ‘dirty’ clothing to ‘clean’ brown overalls.


Friday afternoon was everyone’s favourite. Not only did they get paid, but they also knocked off work early, the rest of the time being given over to cleaning the magazines. Everyone had their own task: while Val and Hazel helped pack up the boxes and stack them against the wall, Kate and Maxine worked at clearing the tables and benches. Then they set to work with cans of lacquer, rubbing it into the wood until it shone, and the charge-hand – the very ‘Jumper’ Collins they’d been laughing about over their sandwiches – got out his can of shellac to spread over the floor. By the time they had finished, you would have thought it was a new magazine that had never been used before.


‘Well, that’s that,’ Kate said, surveying it with satisfaction. ‘All nice and smart for Monday morning. Now I’m going to get the kittens.’


She returned to the shifting room. Tibby was in her box just outside the door, with all her kittens around her. She was washing them industriously, and the girls looked down at them with softened faces.


‘It’s almost as if she knows what’s going to happen,’ Hazel said. ‘She’s saying goodbye – having a last cuddle and making sure they’re all clean and smart to leave home. She’s going to miss them, isn’t she?’


‘I don’t think so – not much, anyway.’ Kate bent and lifted out the tortoiseshell that she had chosen for herself. ‘She’s got fed up with them this week, been off hunting for hours and only come back to give them the odd feed. And they’re used to drinking out of a saucer and eating scraps now, so they haven’t been needing her much. They’re ready to go.’


She had brought a cardboard box for each kitten, and now she began to lift them inside, tying a bit of string round each one so that they couldn’t force their way out. There were holes punched in the sides to let them breathe and the girls laughed as a tiny black and orange paw tried to push out. She gave the white kitten to Maxine and the fluffy ginger one to Elsie Philpotts. ‘There – it matches your hair!’ Then she put the black and white one into a box and glanced around.


‘I’ll take this one to the office. Mr Milner’s having it.’ In truth, she wasn’t absolutely sure of this – he hadn’t exactly said he would take the kitten – but she was certain that if she took it along, he wouldn’t refuse. She set off, carrying the two boxes.


Arthur Milner was in his office, filling in forms. Priddy’s Hard was very strict about keeping track of all the explosives and the munitions that were made with them. Gunpowder, cordite, shells, cartridges – all had to be accounted for. They also kept figures for the number of shells produced each week, and the different huts and magazines would compete for the honour of having made the most.


As Kate knocked on the door, he looked up, frowning for a moment until he recognised her.


‘Hello, Kate. What can I do for you?’


Kate held out the box. ‘It’s your kitten – the black and white one. They’re seven weeks old now, and we’re taking them away. I’m having the tortoiseshell one and Maxine’s having—’


‘Yes, yes, I remember.’ He looked at the box. ‘But I didn’t say I’d have one, Kate. Whatever made you think I did?’


‘Well,’ she stared at him in dismay, ‘you didn’t say you wouldn’t. When we were down on the quay, when Mr Reece was going to drown them, I showed them to you, and you said they were pretty, and I said the only one that hadn’t got a home was the black and white one, and I looked at you, and I thought …’


‘I see.’ He remembered very well the way Kate had looked at him, her dark head tilted to one side and her blue eyes peeping up at him through long, black lashes. ‘But I didn’t say I’d have one, Kate. I can’t.’


‘Oh.’ She gazed at him, her lips trembling a little. ‘But what am I going to do? The others will have gone home now and I’ve got to take it somewhere. Can’t you really have one, Mr Milner? He’s very small.’


He smiled a little. ‘But he will get bigger,’ he pointed out. ‘However, that’s not the point here. I can’t have one because I’ve got a dog – a big one – and he hates cats. He’d eat this little fellow for breakfast, he really would. It wouldn’t last five minutes.’


‘Oh,’ she said in a deflated tone. ‘That’s that, then. I’m sorry, Mr Milner.’


‘I’m sorry too,’ he said. ‘Are you sure there’s no one else who will have it?’


‘I’ve asked,’ she said despondently. ‘I asked weeks ago, when we decided to help Tibby keep them. They’ve all got cats already, and some of them are having kittens too.’ She lifted a corner of the lid and looked inside. The tiny black face, with a smudge of white on its nose, peered up at her and opened a pink mouth to emit a loud miaow. Mr Milner laughed.


‘I think you’d better take him home with you, Kate. He obviously holds you responsible. And you’re having one already – will another one make so much difference?’


‘Not to me,’ Kate admitted. ‘But my mum might have something to say about it – she wasn’t all that keen on having one at all. We’ve got a dog, too, but he’s a daft thing, he’ll probably be terrified of them.’ She lifted the two boxes and prepared to leave. ‘Well, I don’t see what else I can do. Maybe I’ll find someone over the weekend. I’m sorry, Mr Milner.’


‘I’m sorry too, Kate. I’d have taken one willingly if it weren’t for Rajah.’ He smiled at her, then added as she opened the door, ‘But I think the next time Tibby has kittens, you’d better let Reece deal with them, all right? I know it seems harsh, but it really is the best way. It’s very quick, and they can’t suffer for more than a second or two. And we really can’t have the place overrun with cats, now can we? We need a few to keep the rats down, but they do have to be controlled.’


‘I suppose so. All right, Mr Milner, Goodnight.’ She made her way out into the yard, still unconvinced that kittens did not suffer when they were drowned at birth. But at least Tibby wouldn’t be having any more for a while. The big ginger tom responsible for most of the litters that had been born this spring had been caught and dealt with by one of the men in the Proof House, who had once worked in a chemist’s shop and had got to know a vet. The ginger tom had been released from his ministrations furious, snarling and no longer a true tom. He prowled around the yards as if looking for something he had lost and spat viciously at anyone who came close.


Kate walked to the gates. She was almost the last to leave and the duty policeman came out of the search hut and looked suspiciously at the boxes. ‘What you got in there, then?’


‘Kittens.’ She lifted the corner of the boxes to show him. ‘You wouldn’t like one, would you? It’s ever so pretty – black and white, look.’


He shook his head. ‘We’ve already got a cat, love. How d’you manage to rear these, then? I thought they all got drowned at birth.’


‘Well, these didn’t.’ Kate was tired of people assuming that it was all right to drown kittens as soon as they were born. ‘And I’m taking them home – both of them. I won’t drown them.’ She marched out through the gate, her head held high to prevent the tears from slipping down her cheeks. Nobody cares, she thought, nobody. They just think newborn kittens are lumps of meat to be chucked away. They don’t realise that animals have feelings like anyone else. They don’t realise what Tibby feels when her litters get taken away. It must be every bit as bad as a mother losing her children in the war.


‘Kate! Is that you?’


She turned swiftly. In the gathering darkness, she could see a tall, shambling figure. She waited, feeling a mixture of relief and mild exasperation as the young man caught up with her.


‘Ned, for goodness sake, you nearly made me jump out of my skin.’ She regarded him with disapproval. ‘When are you going to get your hair cut? It’s sticking out all round your head – you look like a flipping scarecrow.’


‘I thought it was you,’ he said, coming to her side. ‘I’ve been waiting by the gate. Why’re you late coming out?’


‘I had to collect the kittens.’ She showed him the boxes and he peered at them in the darkness. ‘I couldn’t leave them any longer. Old Pig-Eye Reece would have drowned them over the weekend, I know he would.’ Her voice rose indignantly. ‘He won’t get the chance now.’


‘That’s two boxes,’ he informed her. ‘I thought you were only going to have one kitty.’


‘I know it’s two. I can count, you know!’ Immediately, she felt ashamed of her sharpness, and added more gently, ‘I couldn’t find anyone to have the other one. Can’t you really have him, Ned?’


He shook his head. ‘Cats bring on my mum’s chest. It’s the hairs. What are you going to do with him, Kate?’


‘Take him home, I suppose. I don’t know what Mum will say – it took me a fortnight to talk her into having one. She thinks Tyke won’t like it, but Tyke’s so daft he’s frightened of his own shadow. Anyway, two will be able to gang up on him. Here,’ she held the boxes out towards him, ‘you can carry one for me.’


Ned took the box and they walked along the road together. Priddy’s Hard was bordered on two sides by creeks that ran deep into the streets around the yard. Like Foxbury Point, a little way to the north, it was still covered with gorse bushes, which the local people called ‘furze’. Some people said that was where Gosport had got its name – ‘Gorse Port’ – but Kate preferred the other explanation, that a one-time Bishop of Winchester had been caught in a storm at sea and found refuge in the little settlement, calling it ‘God’s Port’.


Ned loped along beside Kate, talking in his rambling way about the week at work, what was on at the pictures, and the latest ITMA programme on the wireless. Tommy Handley was a great favourite of his and he refused to go out on the evenings when it was broadcast. He also liked Arthur Askey and Richard Murdoch, and chuntered on, repeating the jokes in their recent wireless programme, until Kate thought she would scream.


‘I know what the barmaid said, Ned. I heard it too. And you told me all about it yesterday as well.’


‘Oh.’ He was silent for a moment, then went on cheerfully, ‘Will you come to the pictures with me tomorrow, Kate? There’s a Roy Rogers on at the Cri. I like Roy Rogers, he’s good. And Trigger, I like him as well.’


‘You like any cowboy picture.’ Kate quite liked Roy Rogers and his horse Trigger as well, but she always pretended reluctance, knowing that if she didn’t, Ned would want to take her to every cowboy film that came along. ‘Anyway, I can’t, I’m going over to Pompey with the girls. We’re going to the Pier.’


‘Dancing? I could come too,’ he said a shade doubtfully. Dancing was something Ned did not do well. He was too lanky and awkward, never sure what to do with his feet, and he didn’t even know how to hold a girl. He seemed to need an extra pair of elbows in his long arms.


‘No, you couldn’t. We’re just going together, all girls.’ She didn’t say they were hoping to pal up with some of the Canadians who had arrived last week. Not that it mattered, she told herself. Ned wasn’t her boyfriend, she just went out with him sometimes because she felt sorry for him, and she had no intention of getting off with a Canadian anyway. But there was no point in upsetting him.


‘Oh. Well, I’ll go anyway,’ he said, returning to the subject of Roy Rogers, and then added hopefully, ‘It’s on all week. We could go on Wednesday.’


‘You’ll have seen it by then, you dope.’


‘I don’t mind seeing it again.’


She could feel him gazing at her with the eyes that always reminded her of Tyke when he wanted a titbit. ‘Oh, all right. We’ll go on Wednesday.’


They had arrived at the corner of Kate’s street. She took the box back from him. ‘Thanks, Ned.’


‘Come for a walk, Sunday afternoon?’ he suggested, and she hesitated.


‘I don’t know. I’ve got a lot to do – mending, and things. I ought to stop in and help Mum. And there’s the kittens – they’ll need to settle in.’


‘Oh. All right then, Kate. I’ll see you on Monday.’ Ned worked in one of the other magazines and they encountered each other frequently around the yard, or going to and coming home from work. He shambled off into the darkness and Kate turned to walk down Cider Lane to number 12.


The Fisher family had lived in Cider Lane ever since Kate had been born. Before that, they’d lived in a two-up, two-down terraced house in one of the streets off Whit-worth Road, but with Kate’s arrival Win and George had decided to move to a larger house in Elson. They now had three bedrooms – one for themselves, one that Kate shared with her sister Sally, and one for the boys: Ian, who was now away in the Navy, and Pete, who was out in the country, leaving the room for Barney, the baby of the family, to have all to himself. There was also a small room described as a ‘boxroom’ where Barney had had his cot at first and where he’d have to sleep again when the family was together once more.


Barney wasn’t really a baby any more, he would be five in September, but Win always called the youngest ‘the baby’, and would probably go on doing so until Barney objected, or another one came along to take his place – not that that seemed very likely. Five was enough, she said. Barney himself was an ‘afterthought’, and anyway she was forty-seven now and too old to have babies.


‘My friend Pam knows a woman in her street who had a baby when she was fifty. She didn’t even know it was coming till it was born,’ Sally had remarked once when Win had said this, and her mother had turned on her sharply.


‘Well, I’m not going to, and I’ll thank you not to talk about such things, young lady. It’s not decent.’


‘I only said—’


‘I know what you said. It’s what you and your friends talk about that bothers me. Babies, at your age! It’s nothing to do with you.’


Sally scowled and glared at her plate. Kate felt sorry for her sister. Ever since she’d come home from the village where she’d been evacuated, she seemed to be forever in trouble for saying the wrong thing, and Kate sometimes wondered if she’d rather have stayed with the Spriggs, who had fostered her. But when she’d suggested this once, Sally had made a face and shaken her head.


‘No! I wouldn’t go back there for a fortune. I wanted to come home.’


Sally had come home because she was fourteen and old enough to leave school. She’d got a job in Woolworths at the bottom of the High Street, serving on the hardware counter and living in hope of being moved to cosmetics, but she’d been there nearly a year now and was beginning to give up hope.


Kate pushed open the gate leading into the tiny front garden. George was proud of the tiny strip of lawn there and Win grew a few flowers in a little border round it in summer. The back garden was given over to vegetables and soft fruit – currants, gooseberries, a few raspberry canes and two or three rows of strawberries. The family was allowed one serving for Sunday tea when they were picked, and the rest were bottled or made into jam.


Kate rang the doorbell and waited, shivering in the cold night air, until her mother came to open it. Then she hurried in, pulling the blackout curtain tightly behind her. Tyke, the spaniel, came rushing to meet her and then backed off, growling at Kate’s burden.


‘What’s that you’ve got?’ Win Fisher was a small, birdlike woman who did everything quickly. She would have died for any member of her family, but treated them as if they were permanently on probation for some misdeed. Her bright brown eyes scanned the boxes keenly. ‘Is that the kitten?’


‘Yes. Mum. Well, as a matter of fact, there’s two of them.’


‘Two? You mean you’ve brought two of the blessed things home with you!’


‘I had to. I couldn’t find anyone to take the black and white one and he’s ever so sweet. Look.’ They were in the back room now and Barney, who had been on the floor playing with tin soldiers, scrambled up and tried to grab the boxes from her hands. She held them away and then set them on the square dining table that stood in the middle of the room. ‘Wait a minute, Barney. Don’t frighten them.’


She opened the first box and a tiny black face, smudged with white, appeared, looking questioningly with wide eyes at the two humans. Tyke stood on his hind legs to sniff, and when the kitten moved towards him he jerked his head back as if he’d been stung.


‘Look at that! He wants to be friendly.’ Kate lifted the tiny scrap into her arms and nuzzled the hard little head. ‘Here, Mum, you hold him.’


Win Fisher gave her a look and held out her hand. ‘Are you sure they’re big enough to leave their mother? He’s no bigger than a mouse.’ The kitten sat on the palm of her hand, gazing into her face, and Win sighed. Kate hid a smile and opened the second box.


‘This is the one we’re having. I’ve been calling her Topsy. Isn’t she lovely?’ The second kitten was no bigger than the first, a jumbled mass of black and white and orange with a black patch over one eye that gave her a rather rakish appearance. She mewed and burrowed her nose into Kate’s coat.


‘Let me hold one! Let me!’ Barney hopped up and down, stretching out his hands, and Win handed him the black and white kitten.


‘Take care now, don’t squeeze him. They’re only babies.’ She watched him for a moment and then gave her daughter an ironic glance. ‘I suppose you think I’ll be soft-hearted enough to say we can keep them both.’


‘Oh, can we, Mum, can we?’ Barney was jumping up and down, the kitten clutched to his chest. ‘Please can we keep them both? I want this one. Look, he likes me.’ Kate saw that he was holding the kitten carefully, despite his eagerness. ‘He wants to stay with me, Mum, he does.’


Win sighed again. ‘Well, I suppose we’ll have to. But you’ve got to look after them, mind,’ she warned them both. ‘I’ve got too much to do to clear up after kittens. And I’m not buying fish and special stuff for them. They’ll have to live on scraps, same as Tyke does.’


‘I’ll buy them fish heads,’ Kate said, ‘and they can have some of my milk. We’ll look after them, won’t we, Barney? What are you going to call yours?’


‘Turvey,’ he said at once. ‘They’ll be Topsy and Turvey. Oh, listen – he’s purring!’ A grin of delight spread over his face and he held the tiny animal to his cheek. ‘He likes me, he really does.’


Kate cuddled the tortoiseshell kitten against her and looked at her mother. She didn’t bother to tilt her head or peep up through her lashes – she knew very well that those little tricks would get her nowhere – but she glanced down at Barney and gave a small, mischievous grin.


Win shook her head. ‘As if I hadn’t got enough to do! There’s to be no cats on beds, understand? Or on the chairs. They’ll sleep downstairs in their box. And it won’t be my fault if they get trodden on. You know what your father’s like with those great boots of his.’


‘Let’s put them on the floor,’ Kate said to Barney, and the two kittens were set down on the rag rug. They sniffed about cautiously, and Turvey put out a paw the size of a sixpence to touch one of the toy soldiers. Barney laughed uproariously and both kittens fled to hide beneath Win’s armchair. Tyke, who had already crept there when they were put down, scrambled out and ran whining to Kate.


‘You coward!’ She rubbed his ears. ‘Call yourself a dog! I can see who’s going to be in charge in this house.’


‘It’ll be Turvey,’ Barney said. ‘He’s a man. He’ll help me play with my soldiers and we’ll have wars.’ Barney had never known anything but war in his life. He had been born on 3 September 1939, only minutes before war had been declared, and the first sound in his ears had been the wail of the siren. It didn’t seem to bother him but then, as Win said, he didn’t really understand. Going down to the air-raid shelter was part of his life, something the family did so often it wasn’t worth asking about, and since he had never been taken to the pictures (except once, to see Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs) and never looked at newspapers or listened to the news on the wireless, he knew almost nothing about the war. The battles he fought on the rug in front of the fire were with soldiers on horseback, wearing old-fashioned uniforms, or with cowboys and Indians in feathered head-dresses.


Win went out to the kitchen and Kate followed her. ‘You don’t really mind me bringing two home, do you, Mum? Only no one else wanted him, and old Pig-Eye would have drowned him.’


‘Kate, I’ve told you before about calling the charge-hands names!’


‘Mr Reece, then. But it’s what everyone calls him – and he is a pig, Mum. He was going to drown them all the other day. I only just caught him in time. Anyway, you can see Barney loves him already,’ she added wheedlingly.


‘It doesn’t make much difference whether I do mind or not, does it,’ her mother retorted. ‘I’ve said we’ll keep them, and that’s that. Now, take off your coat and give me a hand with these vegetables. Your dad’ll be in any minute and tea’s nowhere near ready. I’m all behind like a duck’s tail this afternoon.’


Kate did as she was told and began rinsing chopped cabbage under the tap. The potatoes and carrots were already simmering and an appetising aroma filled the kitchen. ‘What are we having?’


‘Steak and kidney pudding without the steak and kidney. Well, more or less – I managed to get a bit of stewing steak this morning and one kidney, so it should have the flavour but you’ll have to look hard for the meat. It’ll fill us up though, and that’s as much as we can expect these days. There’s stewed apple and custard for afters.’


‘I can feel my tummy rumbling already.’ Kate shook the cabbage in its colander and tipped it into the saucepan of boiling water. Win put a cup of tea at her elbow and she sipped it gratefully, feeling the warmth trickle down into her stomach. The day had been a cold one, with a scouring wind and sudden showers. She was tired after the week’s work – twelve hours a day standing at the table working on heavy ammunition, with only the short lunch-break and whatever time they could snatch for a cup of tea or a snooze when the chargehand wasn’t looking. Her legs ached so she returned to the back room and sat down in her father’s armchair to drink her tea and watch Barney playing with the kittens.


They were exploring more boldly now, creeping about the room, pausing to sniff at each new object and starting back in surprise at smells they’d never encountered before. They found Tyke, now crouched under another chair, and climbed up on his back before he knew they were there. He jumped and almost tipped the chair over, and the kittens scampered away.


Win, laying the table, looked at them and then at Barney and Kate. ‘If they start getting destructive …’


‘They won’t. It was Tyke being stupid. Come here, Tyke.’ The dog crept to Kate on his stomach, rolling his eyes, and she laughed at him. ‘You’re a terrible coward! They’re only kittens, they’re not going to hurt you. Dogs are supposed to chase cats, don’t you know that?’ She rubbed his silky ears. ‘Bring one of them over here, Barney.’


Barney caught the black and white kitten and carried him across the room. Kate took Turvey from him and held the tiny animal under the dog’s nose, keeping his head firmly in her other hand so that he couldn’t squirm away. He whined and the kitten patted his nose with its paw, causing his whimpers to grow even more frantic.


‘Stop it!’ Kate commanded. ‘You’re being silly. Look at him. Look at him. Why, he’s hardly as big as one of your ears. Now be friendly. Come on. No, not that friendly,’ she added with a laugh as Tyke, gathering up his courage, put out a large pink tongue and licked the kitten’s fur. ‘You’ll drown him!’ She thought of the kitten’s fate if she hadn’t saved him from the chargehand, and cuddled him against her. ‘Poor little kitten. Poor little Turvey.’


Barney regarded his kitten with pride. ‘Turvey,’ he said, in a tone of deep satisfaction. ‘Turvey.’ He looked up at his mother. ‘Now we’re a proper family.’







Chapter Three


Elsie Philpotts took her kitten home to the little cul-de-sac off Carnarvon Road and let it out on to the floor in the back room. Her husband Charlie wasn’t in yet, and she was able to give the newcomer her full attention, watching it pick its way cautiously across the rug, pausing every few seconds to sniff at something.


There was plenty to sniff at. Elsie’s housekeeping was of the tidy-up-when-you’ve-got-to school, and she hadn’t felt the need for at least a fortnight. There were two weeks’ worth of the Daily Mirror piled beside Charlie’s armchair, a similar heap of Woman’s Weekly magazines beside Elsie’s with some navy-blue knitting perched on top, a wicker basket full of socks, shirts and jumpers waiting to be mended, and a pile of washing on the table waiting to be ironed. On the mantelpiece was a jumble of old letters, bills and Christmas cards that Elsie liked too much to throw away, all mixed up with cigarette packets and pipe-cleaners in a mug with a picture of King George VI and Queen Elizabeth at their Coronation. The walls were covered with gaudy pictures of seaside resorts and gloomy representations of Highland cattle up to their knees in bogs, waiting hopelessly for impending thunderstorms. Elsie had bought these in the junk shop in September Street, over in Portsmouth, where she and Charlie had lived before the war. She’d carried them home in triumph. ‘I like a bit of art,’ she’d declared, making Charlie hammer nails into the wall to hang them on. ‘The seaside pictures are more cheerful, mind, but these show you’ve got taste.’


There was also a small bureau, tucked into an alcove beside the fireplace, but the top of this was given over to photographs of one person – Graham – Elsie and Charlie’s son. There were snaps of him as a baby, held awkwardly by Charlie, and at his christening, in a long white frock that Elsie had made herself. You couldn’t see the cobbled stitches at all, in the photo. There were a couple of pictures that had been taken at school in September Street, with Graham and his friend Bob Shaw in the front row, grinning to show the gaps in their teeth, and there was one of him and Betty Chapman, the girl from the bottom of March Street that he’d gone out with for a while. Elsie’s pride and joy was the one showing Graham in his Naval uniform when he’d first joined up, back at the beginning of the war, his face beaming and his lanyards carefully knotted. Elsie always laughed when she thought of Graham and his lanyards. He’d got in such a tangle with them, he’d been like Houdini trying to escape from a straitjacket.


She didn’t laugh for long, though. The pain of losing her only child was still too sharp and raw, even after three years. You don’t expect your children to die before you, she thought, watching the kitten trying to scramble up onto the pile of newspapers. You don’t expect it – but a hell of a lot do, these days.


The kitten had reached the top of the pile and perched there looking startled, as if it had never been so high before and didn’t know what to do next. It mewed, then noticed Charlie’s chair. Encouraged by its achievements, it started to clamber up the cover that Elsie had made for it, pulling out some of her big, untidy stitches and loosening the frayed ends.


‘Well, you’re going to be a proper treasure, I can see that,’ Elsie said, scooping it into her arms. It turned towards her body and nuzzled into her big, cushiony bosom and she smiled and pressed her cheek against its fur. At that moment, a slam of the back door announced that Charlie was home, and a minute later he was in the kitchen, taking off his coat and hanging it behind the door.


‘Blimey, it’s freezing brass monkeys out there,’ he said, coming in and rubbing his cold hands together. ‘Ain’t you got the fire alight yet, Else? Crikey, what’s that?’


Charlie’s voice was dry and rustly, like old sandpaper. Next to his wife, he looked small and grey, a wispy little man with pale blue eyes and a wary manner, as if he’d gone through life expecting something to fall on him and squash him. Bob Shaw had once said he was probably scared of being squashed by Elsie, but Graham had given him a black eye for it and he’d never said it again.


‘What’s it look like? It’s a kitten, of course. Here, you hold her for a bit while I puts a match to the fire.’ She’d cleared the fireplace and laid the fire before going out that morning. She thrust the kitten into Charlie’s arms and fished about amongst the cigarette packets for a box of matches. ‘I told you I was bringing her home today,’ she added, sinking to her knees on the rug and rearing up her broad bottom as she blew at the flames.


‘So you did. I’d forgot all about it.’ Charlie held the kitten as awkwardly as he’d held the baby Graham in the photograph. ‘Tell you the truth, I didn’t think you’d do it. You always said we’d never have another cat.’


‘Well, that was because of old Sooty, wasn’t it? He was always our Graham’s cat, and when he died I never had the heart to get another one. But when Tibby, down the Hard, had these kittens and young Kate Fisher said she was going to keep them out of the chargehand’s way and let them grow, I thought – well, why not? It’s nice to have an animal around the place. Pretty little thing, ain’t she?’


‘She is, now you mention it.’ Charlie held the kitten up and peered at her. ‘Got nice long fur. What are you going to call her, then?’


‘Fluffy.’ Elsie got up stiffly, leaning her hand on the arm of the chair, and took the animal back. Charlie laughed.


‘Know what? Her fur’s the same colour as your hair! You’ll know where to come if you ever need a wig, Else.’


‘That’s enough of your cheek, Charlie Philpotts,’ she said. ‘Look, I’ll put her on the floor again while I make a cuppa. You watch where you’re putting your feet, mind, I don’t want her trod on. Just let her find her way about, get used to things. And don’t let that fire go out.’


Charlie sat down in his chair and watched the kitten continue its explorations. Perhaps this was what Elsie needed, he thought. For all her loud cheerful manner, Charlie knew she was miserable, so miserable she hardly knew what to do with herself. He’d come in more than once and found her hunched over the dining table, crying her heart out, and there was nothing he could do but sit down beside her and lay his skinny arm over her shoulders. Nothing could ever bring back what she so desperately wanted – least of all a cat. But having something to look after might help.


Charlie and Elsie had lost Graham, when the Royal Hospital in Portsmouth had had a mine dropped right in front of the entrance. He’d been helping Gladys Shaw, who was a volunteer ambulance driver, to bring in patients, and by rights he shouldn’t even have been there. It seemed especially cruel, somehow, when he’d got through all those battles at sea, to come home and be killed in Pompey. But that was war for you – cruel and unfair. There was no sense in expecting anything else. As Elsie said, there were plenty who’d lost their sons, and their daughters too. And there’d be plenty more too, before this lot was over.


The kitten had approached him and started sniffing at his boots. It took one of the laces between its tiny white teeth and began to pull. The lace started to come undone, and Charlie gave a rueful chuckle.


‘So now I got two women after me to take me boots off the minute I come through the door! Talk about a man being master in his own house.’


Elsie came in with a tray of tea. She set it on the table on top of a knitting pattern and said, ‘What’s that about being master in your own house? I hope you’re not getting ideas above your station, Charlie Philpotts.’


He looked at her. ‘Not likely, after all this time. I knows me place, Elsie. I knows who’s top dog.’


Elsie paused. Her face softened and she came over to stand beside him, her plump hand on his bony shoulder. She bent and kissed his bald patch.


‘You’re an old fool,’ she said, ‘but you knows I couldn’t do without you, don’t you, Charlie? You knows I’d fall to bits if it wasn’t for you.’


There was a moment’s silence, and then he looked up at her and said, ‘You fall to bits, Else? That’ll be the day. It’s you what keeps me going – didn’t you know that?’ His voice was gruff and he cleared his throat and said as brusquely as he could manage, ‘What does a bloke have to do to get a cuppa tea round here? Come on, girl – pour it out, will you? I’m bloody parched.’


Clarrie Fowler had just arrived home from the dairy when Maxine came in. She was leaning back in her chair, a cup of tea beside her, greying hair straggling round her face, her eyes closed. The fire had only just been lit and the room was still cold. It was a comfortable enough room, with two armchairs and a small settee in front of the fireplace and the dining table pushed against one wall. The gramophone that Maxine’s brother Matthew had built stood in one alcove, with the wireless on a shelf above it, and the other was taken up by a built-in cupboard which housed crockery and groceries. It wasn’t very convenient, because Bert Fowler’s armchair was right beside it and when the cupboard was being used he was forever having to move or duck his head but, as he remarked philosophically, he didn’t get much time to sit in a chair these days so it didn’t really matter.


Clarrie opened her eyes as her daughter entered, and looked without much interest at the box.


‘What’s that you’ve got?’


Maxine set the box on the table and lifted the white kitten into her arms. Clarrie gave a little scream.


‘It’s a rat! Take it out, take it out of here, get it away!’ Her voice rose and she flapped her hands. ‘Take it out!’


‘Don’t be daft, Mum. Of course it’s not a rat. It’s a kitten – look. I told you I was bringing it home.’ Maxine held the little creature out and Clarrie looked at it nervously. Her lips twitched in a faint smile.


‘So it is, I can see that now. But when you picked it up, it looked …’ She shuddered and stared at the kitten more closely. ‘Here, it’s quite pretty, isn’t it? Sweet.’


‘Of course it is. Best of the bunch.’ Maxine held the small, furry body up to her cheek. Her hair fell against it and it reached up a paw to pat at the yellow curls. ‘I’m calling it Snowy.’


‘That’s a nice name, love.’ Clarrie levered herself up out of her chair. ‘I’ll get you a cup of tea, shall I?’


Maxine nodded and sat down in the chair her mother had just vacated. She cuddled the kitten on her lap, murmuring to it. Clarrie came back with the tea and sat down on one of the upright dining chairs watching her daughter.


‘It’s a pity we never had a cat before,’ she said at last. ‘I expect you’d have liked one when you were little, wouldn’t you?’


‘I expect I would,’ Maxine said briefly. ‘Not that that would have made any difference.’


‘Don’t say that, love! Of course it would’ve made a difference. It’s just that, what with me out at work all day, and your dad having Rex …’


‘Well, that’s it, isn’t it? Dad had Rex, so there was never any question of us having a cat. Some people have cats as well as dogs, but we couldn’t. But then some people have dads who—’


‘Maxine! Don’t start that again – please.’ Clarrie gave her a pleading look. ‘Rex is gone now and you’ve got your kitten, and there’s nothing any of us can do about the rest of it. Why can’t you just let – let—’


‘Let sleeping dogs lie?’ Maxine said caustically, but her mother shook her head.


‘Let bygones be bygones. That’s what I was going to say.’ She stretched out a hand, but Maxine turned away. ‘You know we’ve always done our best for you and Matt.’


‘Yes, but it was different for Matt, wasn’t it!’ Maxine burst out. ‘He’s younger, and he’s Dad’s son. Of course you’ve always done your best for him – you would.’


‘It’s nothing to do with that,’ Clarrie said quietly. ‘We’ve treated you both equal. You know we have.’


Maxine stared at her. She opened her mouth to make a sharp retort, then closed it again abruptly as the kitten began to climb up her front. With tears stinging her eyes, she bent and rubbed her nose against the hard round head. I didn’t mean to start arguing the minute I came in, she thought miserably. I meant to try to be nice, but somehow it never seems to work. Somehow, it’s as if just seeing her sets me off.


‘So it’s all right if I keep Snowy, then?’ she asked, trying not to sound too ungracious.


‘Of course it is, love. Only you’ll have to see to it, mind. What with me having to be out early in the morning and your dad over in the Dockyard …’


‘I’m not asking anyone else to do it. It’ll be my cat.’ Maxine bent her head and nuzzled the furry body again. ‘Something of my own. Something I know is mine.’


Clarrie looked at her daughter and sighed. She opened her mouth to speak, then thought better of it. Instead, she levered herself out of her chair again and started to lay the table for supper.


‘It’s sausages and mash tonight. I managed to go round the butcher’s at dinnertime and get two each. We’ll have a tin of peas with them too.’


Maxine nodded. She didn’t offer to help her mother. She sat in the chair, playing with the kitten, and then put it on the floor and rolled up a sheet of newspaper into a ball for it to play with. When she went upstairs to wash in the tiny bathroom she took the kitten with her and put it on her bed, then stroked its fur until it fell asleep.


Something of her own. Something that was really hers.







Chapter Four


Friday night was bath night. Some houses, like the one Maxine lived in, had a bathroom – a tiny slip of a room, with just enough space to stand beside the big bath and a huge geyser – known as the Monster – taking up the wall at one end. Others, like Kate’s, hadn’t been built with such facilities and although George Fisher had talked about turning the boxroom into a bathroom, Barney’s arrival and the start of the war had put paid to that idea so the family still had to lug in the tin bath from the yard and fill it up with buckets of hot water from the Ascot.


On Friday nights the whole family took turns to have a bath. It was a long drawn-out process, with Kate and Sally having first go, then Barney because he was the smallest – though not necessarily the cleanest – and then Win, and lastly George. There were frequent top-ups of hot water, but you couldn’t use too much because of the necessity to save both gas and water. You weren’t supposed to have more than five inches anyway, although as Sally pointed out, if they all had their own five inches, George would be up to his neck by the time his turn came so she didn’t see why she should have to make do with the least. Win dismissed this, as she did most of Sally’s pronouncements, saying that since she got the cleanest water she must be satisfied with that. And if George objected to the perfume of Sally’s ‘English Rose’ bath salts, he must make do as well – although by the time Barney’d been in the water it didn’t smell of anything much, other than the general grubbiness of a small boy and coal tar soap.


Hair-washing had to be done on a different day. George and Barney did theirs in the bath but Win and the girls refused to do this, saying that it spoilt their hair. You couldn’t rinse it properly and it wouldn’t shine. They did it on Saturday afternoons when they came home from shopping, each leaning over the sink with her head under the tap of the Ascot, the water adjusted so that it was just the right temperature, with the cup of shampoo powder mixed with water beside them. Afterwards, they knelt in front of the fire to dry it.


Sally’s hair was long and more or less straight. She’d worn it in plaits when she was at school but refused now that she was out at work, and was trying it out in a French pleat. Win disapproved of this, saying it made her look too old, and now Sally was thinking of having it cut. That meant having a perm, but Win wouldn’t hear of it. ‘At fifteen! I never heard of such a thing. A nice bob’s all a girl needs at your age.’


‘A nice bob!’ Sally said in disgust. ‘It’s too straight, Mum. It’ll never keep a curl, not just with setting lotion. It’ll look awful.’


‘Well, you’re not having a perm and that’s that. And you can wipe that lipstick off your mouth. You know your father doesn’t like young girls wearing make-up.’ Win sat down in her armchair to do her knitting. She had unpicked an old jumper and was turning it into a sleeveless pullover for George.


‘I’m only trying it out,’ Sally muttered, and knelt down again beside Kate. ‘I don’t see why I can’t have a perm. Our Kate’s hair looks as if it has one.’


‘Kate’s hair’s naturally curly.’ Win looked at Kate’s mass of dark curls, so like her father’s. ‘She doesn’t even need setting lotion.’


‘Yes, but it looks as if it’s permed,’ Sally argued. ‘It did when she was fifteen too, so what’s the difference? It’s not fair. Why should she have all that curly hair and me not have a single wave?’


‘You could have some of my curls and welcome,’ Kate said. ‘I’d quite like to be able to do it different sometimes.’


‘We all have to make do with what we get,’ Win said, tiring of the argument. ‘Are you going out tonight, Kate?’


‘Yes, we thought we’d go over the Savoy or Kimball’s, or maybe the Pier. There’s a good band on tonight.’


‘Can I come too?’ Sally asked instantly, and her mother turned on her.


‘No, you can’t go too! How often do I have to tell you, Sally? The local church hop’s all the dancing you’re going to get for the next few years. A girl of fifteen, wanting to go to South Parade Pier and the Savoy – I never heard the like!’


Sally pushed out her lips. ‘Brenda Sellaway goes to dances. Her mum doesn’t mind.’


‘What Brenda Sellaway does is nothing to do with it. You won’t go until you’re seventeen at least, and that’s an end of it.’


‘Seventeen? But that’s nearly two years away. What am I supposed to do in the meantime? How will I ever get a boyfriend?’


‘I told you. Go to the church dances. Go to the pictures with your friends. Girls,’ Win added emphatically. ‘Boyfriends, indeed! You shouldn’t even be thinking about such things. I don’t know what girls are coming to, I really don’t.’


‘Juliet was only fourteen when she got married.’


‘Juliet? I don’t know any Juliets. Is she that girl with yellow hair that’s just come to live up the top of Perry Street? Anyway, she can’t be married. You’re not allowed to get married till you’re sixteen.’


‘In Romeo and Juliet,’ Sally explained with heavy sarcasm. ‘You know – by Shakespeare. Our teacher told us about it at school. She read bits out to us.’


‘Well, she shouldn’t have. Putting ideas into young girls’ heads – she should have read you something out of the Bible, or a nice story like Jane Eyre. I’ve always liked that book.’


‘Oh yes,’ Sally said. ‘The mad wife locked up in the attic and setting fire to the house. A really nice, family story.’


Win sighed with exasperation. ‘I’ve dropped a stitch now, with all this argufying.’ She peered at her knitting, then turned back to Kate. ‘You won’t be late, will you? You know I worry when you’re over in Pompey.’


‘We’ll catch the last ferry, don’t fret.’ Kate ran her fingers through her tight, dark curls. ‘There, I’m dry. You can have the fire to yourself now, Sal.’ She got up and looked in the mirror that hung over the fireplace. Dark blue eyes looked back at her but she grimaced at the sallowness of her skin. It was working with gunpowder that did it. Kate was luckier than most, and Maxine too had managed to keep her English rose complexion, but some of the girls at Priddy’s had gone a real yellow. You had to keep scrubbing away, and putting on plenty of Pond’s cold cream to protect it. They were all looking forward to the summer, when they could sunbathe and get a bit of a tan.
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