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Everyone chases at happiness, not noticing that happiness is right at their heels.


– Bertolt Brecht


Oh God! That one might read the book of fate.


– King Henry IV Part II
William Shakespeare




Chapter One


‘Shut that noise!’


Trixie’s father’s thunderous voice accompanied the well-aimed kick at her heavily pregnant mother sprawled helplessly on the floor, petrifying Trixie.


At the same time, ‘Leave ’er alone!’ Teddy screamed, heaving his skinny arm backwards and throwing with all his might.


The chopper seemed to embed itself in the side of Dad’s head then drop like a stone to the floor. Dad buckled at the knees, a look of great surprise on his face, and then he concertinaed down to lie face up over the axe, as though hiding the terrible instrument of his death.


Silence filled the sparsely furnished scullery. Even Mum, huddled on the floor near the fireplace, where she’d been trying to shield herself from Dad’s heavy leather workboots, stopped her dreadful screaming. Her unblinking eyes took in the still form and the blood oozing from Dad’s head. A glassy look filled her watery blue eyes as though she’d suddenly become unseeing. Outside, on the street, footsteps and voices could be heard. The siren had wailed, announcing the moment for people to make their way to Portsmouth’s air-raid shelters and safety from the bombs.


Trixie looked across the room at her brother, now sheltering behind the upturned ragged sofa and making hideous sounds as he cried and hiccupped into the torn sleeve of his jumper while muttering, ‘I didn’t mean to ’urt him, just to stop him.’


Trixie cautiously stepped towards the figure on the floor and looked down, half expecting her father to open his eyes, maybe even to leap up and clout her one. Her heart was beating fast. His blood had trickled across the floor, its brightness at odds with the dull pattern on the worn lino. He was quite still.


He looked peaceful. The red kerchief that all the boatmen wore gave her father’s handsome face, tanned by the open air, a rakish look. Although sweat stained, its colour was brighter than the blood.


A sudden spark bursting noisily from the applewood fire burning in the grate made Trixie jump and its noise brought her back to reality.


Teddy had killed their dad.


She knelt down and listened to his heart through his thick navy blue crew-necked jersey, but all she could hear was her own thumping against her chest. Another spark crackled loudly from the firewood as it jumped to the lino. Trixie stood up and put her foot over the burning splinter, her haste causing her sandal to kick against a tin mug with drops of weak tea inside. A piece of potato nestled next to a lump of carrot trodden into the rag rug. She could still smell the remains of the meatless stew that was to have been their supper even though the saucepan lay empty and upturned on the floor where Dad had thrown it.


She looked over at Teddy. Her brother had stopped sniffling.


They had to get their father’s body out of the house. To leave him here would cause all kinds of problems.


‘Is he dead?’ Teddy’s voice was shaking.


Trixie felt all the air leave her body as she looked down again at the man who had made their lives a misery. Never again, drunk or sober, would their father ever beat any of them. A feeling of thankfulness stole over her.


‘Yes,’ she whispered, ‘he’s dead.’


‘What’ll we do? The police’ll take me away!’ Teddy was rocking his body backwards and forwards and staring at her as though she had all the answers. Trixie looked at her mother, slumped against the wall, thin hands clutching her swollen belly, supporting its heaviness. Her eyes in her wax-like face were blank.


Her mother needed help. The beating she’d received had stunned her.


And ten-year-old Teddy was out of his mind with shock at what he’d accomplished with one thoughtless action.


Trixie felt her brain flood with adrenalin. It was up to her to protect her mother and brother.


‘Grab Dad’s legs, Teddy. We’ll drag ’im downstairs to the winkle barrow and get ’im out of ’ere.’


With her heart beating so loudly she was sure her brother could hear it, Trixie bent forward and slid her arms beneath the big man’s shoulders and heaved. The smell of damp cloth and beer rose strongly to greet her. The bile rose inside her as her fine blond hair fell forward to mingle stickily with the bloody wound at the side of her father’s head.


Trixie, fifteen years old, was faced with disposing of her father’s body so that her brother wouldn’t be taken away for murdering him. She shook her head to dislodge her hair from her father’s congealing blood and screwed her eyes tightly shut, willing herself not to lose her courage to protect those she loved.


When she opened her eyes she saw the scullery with its dresser and a few precious blue and white plates still sitting on its shelves. She saw the overturned table and mismatched cutlery spread across the lino and she saw Teddy hadn’t moved except to continue rocking backwards and forwards.


Anger suddenly swept through her. ‘I can’t do this all on my own. You’ve got to help me,’ she cried. Teddy looked at her, tears welling in his eyes. He’s just a kid, she thought; he’s just a kid.


Somewhere near, in Pompey’s city, a bomb exploded. Trixie jumped. The building quivered and dust shook itself in the room then began settling like snow. Red and orange flared against the blackout curtains. The shadeless bulb hanging from the centre of the ceiling swung crazily, moving in a dance of its own creation.


Teddy too was scared by the closeness of the explosion. The boy’s face was as white as parchment, his eyes wide as he thoughtlessly babbled, ‘I didn’t mean to kill ’im. Don’t let them take me away. I didn’t mean to kill ’im.’ Trixie sprang forward and delivered a sharp slap that echoed round the scullery. Teddy’s hand went to his face and it was as if the force of her smack had wakened him from a dream. Trixie, satisfied he had regained his senses, snapped, ‘Thank God the All Clear hasn’t sounded. When he’s found, people will think he got caught in the raid. With a bit of luck we’ll be out of the city and on our way by then.’ She watched and sighed as Teddy scratched his dirty blond head; the nits were biting again. No matter, she thought, how many times their mother washed the buggers out, they came back to haunt Teddy. Tears had flooded the little boy’s eyes. She gathered him to her thin body and felt him relax against her. ‘I know you didn’t want to hurt him,’ she murmured. ‘You just wanted to stop ’im beltin’ ten bales of shit out of our mum.’


A soft moan from their mother caused Trixie to look towards the hearth where she was huddled.


‘Chucking the axe at Dad’s head wasn’t the right way to stop the bugger, though,’ Trixie said. Pushing him away, she knelt and picked up the faded patchwork quilt from the floor and went over to stand looking down at her mother. Already bruises of blue and welts of blood red were appearing on the thin woman’s face and neck. ‘Got to go out, Mum,’ Trixie said softly, bending and tucking the quilt snugly around her. ‘I won’t be long.’ She kissed the woman’s damp forehead hung about with wispy bits of fair hair. Trixie could see her mother wouldn’t move while she was gone, might even welcome the peace after the aftermath of the row. ‘You,’ Trixie looked towards Teddy and her voice became firmer. ‘Help me.’


The noise from falling bombs hadn’t let up as Teddy tried grabbing hold of his father’s feet. Together, this time, they managed to manoeuvre the weighty form down the scullery steps and pull him into the yard. Tipping the hand cart Trixie was able to hoist the body on to its flat bed. She quickly covered her father with a tarpaulin sheet.


The smell of cordite and the bright flashes from the bombing cut through the mist from the sea and the haze of bomb dust. Trixie stood with her fingers on the handles of the winkle cart.


God, how she’d feared this bully of a man, she thought, but fearing him didn’t mean it was right to throw him away like a discarded fish and chip newspaper. But what else could she do? She must keep the family together. Teddy mustn’t be taken from them.


Suddenly the buildings about her rippled with the aftershock of yet another bomb dropped by the German Luftwaffe. It barely missed the target of the Portsmouth Dockyard that supported the Royal Navy with dry docks big enough for the world’s largest and most powerful battleships. Thousands of men and women worked there, at the base, and in the victualling and armament yards overlooking the murky waters of the Solent. Teddy’s voice cut into her thoughts.


‘I didn’t mean. I thought he was goin’ to kill her.’


‘Shut up, Teddy.’ Her voice was weary. She stared at the snail-like smears of blood trailing down the stone steps. ‘When we get back we’ll clear up. Leave the place looking as though nothing happened. But now you get the barrow outside the yard and into the street and don’t let anyone see you. Make sure you put the blackout curtain back against the door while I take a last look at Mum.’


Trixie ran back up the steps to the scullery. Broken crockery littered the floor and underfoot the sticky mess of food caused her sandals to cling limpet-like to the lino. The meal had been meatless, because her father had drunk away the money for food and rent. The letter from the landlord, giving them notice to quit for rent arrears, lay on the floor where it had fluttered from her father’s hands after he had read its fateful news. Trixie picked it up and slipped it in her pocket. The ensuing row between her parents had ended with her trying to hide behind the battered sofa, her mother broken and bloody on the floor and Teddy throwing the axe he’d been using to split tomorrow’s firewood at his father’s head.


Trixie didn’t think she’d ever forget the look of surprise on her father’s face as the weapon found its mark. He’d crumpled to the floor like a stone down a well. It had all happened so quickly.


Trixie went over to her mother; it was as she’d thought: eyes closed now, the woman was sleeping.


She turned and made for the stairs. Disposing of her father’s body was the next thing to do. And then they must leave this place, their home opposite the Portsmouth ferry where her father worked as a boatman on the small, squat tugs that plied passenger trade between Portsmouth and Gosport. Albert True would be missed. Despite his heavy drinking he never missed a day’s work and like most bullies, he was an affable man in public.


Teddy wouldn’t be able to cope with the questions that would be levelled at him about his father’s disappearance. To lie would be anathema and sooner or later everyone would know he had killed his own father. Teddy would be taken away, put into care, possibly never to see his mother or her again. He wouldn’t survive, neither mentally nor physically.


She switched off the electric light. They would find another place to live. Night flittings during the war were commonplace with bombs destroying homes. Thank God their school was closed. One of the classrooms had been hit during a night-time raid. There were no casualties but it did mean that both she and Teddy wouldn’t be missed until the school reopened and possibly not even then. They would have a new address, a new school for Teddy and new lives for the three of them and the coming baby. And freedom from Dad’s fists. Trixie closed the door behind her. She must make the new beginning happen.


‘Ain’t you frightened of the bombs?’


Trixie looked down at her brother. Despite the blackout she could see the tear streaks on his face. His big blue eyes were opened wide and he lifted a grubby hand to scratch at his head. His other hand was clenched tightly on the handle of the cart that was solidly built with wooden wheels that trundled noisily over the cobbles of the Hard.


To make money they helped their mother when the tide was out, picking winkles from the rocks that fringed the jetty and pontoon where the ferry-boats landed. Cockles, too, could be teased from the sand and mud at the shoreline. After their mother had washed and cooked the delicacies, leaving the scullery smelling freshly of the sea, Trixie and her brother would sit on the bollards near the gates of the Dockyard and wait for passers-by to approach the barrow. Cockles or winkles placed between slices of fresh bread and marge was a delicious meal and soon all the fruits of the sea would be sold.


‘Not much point. I reckon if one of Hitler’s bombs ’as got my name on it, it’ll find me, won’t it?’


He gave her a nod. ‘Where we takin’ ’im?’


‘I reckon the railway embankment is far enough, don’t you?’


The boy nodded again.


‘I want to get back to Mum as quickly as we can,’ Trixie said. ‘I think she’s in a bad way this time.’ Trixie feared for the unborn child. Her mother lacked energy. Trixie remembered when Teddy had been born her mother was always happy and busy.


For a while, apart from flares lighting up the skies and the steady thwump of far-off bombs finding targets, the ominous silence was punctuated only by the barrow’s creaking wheels as they pushed their heavy burden along the narrow streets. Without the usual busy crush of people, the Hard had an eerie, misty presence.


‘The air-raid shelters in Queen Street will be filled with people hoping to save their lives,’ said Trixie. ‘We’ve got to get this done before the All Clear sounds.’


Across the playing fields flickering searchlights lit the skies as bombs fell from the growl of planes.


‘Here, I think.’ Trixie pulled the barrow to a halt and put her hand on top of the tarpaulin to stop the body from sliding. Bushes and privet hedges at the base of the embankment made a shelter for the cart. Trixie looked about her. The railway line loomed above. There seemed to be no one on the road.


Teddy’s voice sounded reedy in the darkness. ‘Shall I hold the barrow still and wait for you to tip it so he slides off gently?’


‘Don’t think it matters to him one way or the other,’ she said, ‘whether he falls carefully.’ But she was moved by Teddy’s thoughtfulness all the same.


Together they watched as the heavy form slid, then fell to the earth to lie lumpen as a log. Trixie picked up the tarpaulin, folded it and set it back on the upright barrow.


Teddy was staring at his father’s body. ‘We can’t just leave him. Shouldn’t we cover him or say a prayer, or something?’


Trixie narrowed her eyes. ‘We can’t tuck him up like he’s sleeping. It’s got to look like he crawled in there and died.’ She let out a huge sigh. After all the unhappiness this man had caused them, Teddy’s kind heart pricked at her conscience. ‘You can pray if you want.’ Her voice was snippy. ‘He’s leaving Mum with her mind half gone and I’ve been thrashed so many times to within an inch of me life I couldn’t care less.’ Teddy snuggled against her. Her heart melted. ‘Go on then, you say what you want and I’ll sing along with you. But we daren’t linger. When the siren goes there’ll be people everywhere. We need to hurry back to Mum.’


After they had both recited the Lord’s Prayer, Teddy started singing, ‘There is a green hill far away.’ Trixie’s eyes filled with tears. It was the only hymn he knew all the way through. She joined in, careful not to let her strong voice ring out in the darkness. Then, as the last notes died away she said, ‘That was a nice thing for you to want to do. You’re a good boy.’ She put her hand beneath his chin, tipped it up and looked down at him. ‘I want you to run home now as fast as you can. I think we’ve left Mum for long enough. I’ll bring the barrow back.’


Teddy looked down at the still form on the ground. ‘We gonna just leave him?’


Trixie nodded. ‘Best thing,’ she said. ‘Scoot.’


He lingered, looking at the body. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt him.’


‘I know. But Mum needs us now,’ she said. ‘Buzz off.’


When she was sure he was gone she bent down and, though hating to touch him, rifled through her father’s pockets. She didn’t want Teddy seeing her search her father for money, money that he might have left on his body from his foray into the pub. Besides, she needed to be alone, to think over all that had happened and to be sure the next steps she took were the right ones, not just for herself but for Teddy and her mother.


The hymn they’d sung ran around her brain. Forever now, she knew, when she heard that music she would remember the reason she and Teddy had sung it. As a child, when she had helped her mother around the house, the two of them had sung happily in their pure, clear voices. But as the years had flown and the bitterness had grown her mother’s voice had become silenced by the hate and drink that fuelled her father’s temper.


Not so Trixie; she had often found herself humming or singing a piece of music whenever she felt unhappy. At first she didn’t realise she did it. Singing softly in times of loneliness, or after her father had hit her and she’d escaped to another part of the house to be away from his pounding fists. The music lifted her thoughts, stopped the tears and helped her forget the pain of an empty stomach or the weight of her father’s hands on her body. In her head the songs and their stories of love, sadness and happiness gave her hope to cling to as she envisaged herself as the heroine of the songs. She could be a costermonger, laughingly telling the world about her bunch of coconuts; she could be a serviceman talking about his love, the Rose of Picardy. The music gave Trixie the chance to escape from her miserable surroundings and be anyone she chose for the duration of the song. But she wasn’t singing now as she searched her dead father’s pockets.


Her collection of money from her father amounted to very little. ‘Damn,’ she said quietly. They needed as much cash as she could find and she prayed she might discover more in the house.


Standing, she looked down at the man who seemed to bear no relation to the smiling person in the photographs she had seen in the worn shoebox her mother kept solely for all important documents.


One snap Trixie clearly remembered was of the handsome moustached man looking proudly down into her mother’s eyes. His hand was on her shoulder and his face was full of love and longing. How had it happened that the love her father so clearly felt then for her mother, had been replaced by disgust and violence?


And how could a man of his breadth and stature justify knocking his children about so that some days she and Teddy had bunked off school for fear their bruises and welts would be seen by their peers or the teachers and commented on?


Trixie tried to hold back her tears. Whatever pain this man had inflicted upon them, he was still her father.


‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ she said. ‘I wish things could have been different.’ The sound of her voice brought her thoughts back into focus.


The barrow. She must get the cart back to the house so they could start loading it with their belongings. At any moment the All Clear could sound and it wouldn’t look good, her being discovered with her father’s dead body.


After slipping the coins into her pocket she hoisted up the handles of the cart and began pushing it back towards the Hard.


The All Clear sounded its mournful cry as she was within sight of home.


Immediately Portsmouth’s streets became a hive of activity again with doors opening, blinds rolling up from shop windows, people running – some laughing, some serious. Most were praying as they emerged from the shelter, hoping to find their homes still intact. No one glanced her way or took any notice of the schoolgirl pushing an empty barrow, until she reached the pub.


‘Hello, Trixie, love. Bit late for you to be out selling, ain’t it?’


Trixie’s heart began thumping faster. ‘Not selling winkles, Rosa. Our Teddy left the barrer out.’ There it was, the first lie. To Rosa, the barmaid from Nelson’s, the public house where her dad regularly drank his ale. The blonde was dusting off the windowsills with a bedraggled ostrich-feather duster. Trixie noticed one of the lines painted in eyebrow pencil up the back of her shapely legs was crooked.


‘Can’t leave valuables about outside, love. That cart could walk during the night.’ Rosa’s ample figure swayed as the duster danced in tune to the wireless and the melodic voice of Bing Crosby singing ‘Swinging on a Star’. Always a cheerful body, Rosa stopped dusting and said, ‘Didn’t see your dad tonight.’ A waft of heavy flowery perfume floated towards Trixie as Rosa continued, ‘He was in earlier. Him and Mickey Payne was ’aving quite a disagreement about them new buzz bombs raining down in Britain.’


‘Dunno nothin’ about that.’ Trixie shrugged her shoulders. She didn’t want to get caught up in a conversation that could force her to tell more lies. She began moving the barrow forward to show her part in the conversation was over.


‘Nice man, your dad,’ called Rosa thoughtfully.


‘Night,’ Trixie called. When she reached their yard door she used the front of the barrow as a battering ram and pushed it through, over the step, and into the yard. The stone steps were wet, the blood washed away. She could smell carbolic soap. Teddy had been working hard.


Up in the scullery, Teddy was washing the floor where his father’s body had lain. He looked up at her. She nodded at him, then turned towards their mother, who hadn’t moved.


‘I thought it best to wait for you to come back before getting stuff together.’


‘You did well, Teddy.’ Trixie’s voice was soft.


She knelt down beside the woman and picked up her cold hand, warming it with her own. ‘I’m going to wash the blood off your face, Mum.’


Teddy had come up behind her and now thrust an enamel bowl of warm water towards her. Trixie took it from him.


‘I put the kettle on the fire, figuring we’d need hot water,’ he said.


‘She’ll need a good strong cup of tea and I wouldn’t mind one meself.’ Trixie smiled, then turned back towards her mother before slipping the clean piece of rag that Teddy had found into the water. She gently raised her mother’s chin and with the gaunt face towards her, dabbed at the dried blood with the cloth.


‘It’ll be all right, Mum,’ she said as the woman winced. Bess True was a bag of bones. She opened her eyes and stared at Trixie.


‘He’s gone then?’ Her voice was weak.


Trixie nodded. ‘He can’t hurt us any more.’ Bess closed her eyes again but not before Trixie had seen the relief in them. She went on gently wiping at her mother’s cut skin and the water in the bowl quickly became red. Bess was like a child, unmoving now and allowing Trixie to do her will, screwing up her eyes in pain only when the warm flannel rubbed against a particularly tender part of her skin. ‘Listen, Mum,’ said Trixie, staring into her mother’s bloodshot eyes until the woman focused upon her again. ‘Where does Auntie Joan live?’


Bess took a while to digest the question.


‘Gosport,’ she said.


‘I know it’s Gosport. But where?’


‘Prefabs. She got one of them new-fangled prefabs near Haslar.’ The talking seemed to exhaust her. Bess closed her eyes again.


‘Teddy, help me get her off the floor and on to the sofa.’


‘Clayhall.’ The woman’s bony fingers gripped Trixie’s hand.


The body of their mother was as light as a feather as they gently lifted her and laid her on the sofa.


Teddy noticed the blood first. ‘She’s bleeding; is it the baby?’


Trixie saw the damp, dark stain on her mother’s clothing. ‘Mum, you want me to look at you down there?’


Bess shook her head. ‘I’m all right. I can’t feel any pain. I’m just tired, that’s all.’


Trixie wasn’t going to argue with her. The sooner she got the three of them away from Portsmouth and to the safety of her mother’s sister’s house, the better. Once more Trixie tucked the patchwork quilt around her.


‘How we going to get anywhere with Mum like that?’ asked Teddy. Worry spilled from his eyes. ‘Shouldn’t we get a doctor?’


‘No!’ For such a frail woman their mother’s voice was strident. Agitated, Bess tried to sit up. ‘No. No doctor. What if they take me away from you? I’m all right. I just need to rest. Get me a cloth an’ I’ll see to meself down there, later on.’


‘She’s right,’ said Trixie to Teddy, then to her mother. ‘Don’t upset yourself, Mum. Anyway I doubt if we could find a doctor who’d come out for a pregnant woman, not after the air raid and the damage the bombs leave behind.’ Trixie was thoughtful. ‘We’ll use the cart,’ she said. ‘Pile it with whatever we need and tuck Mum up on it, nice and warm. We can walk to Gosport around the harbour.’


‘Why do that when we live opposite the ferry and just the other side of the water there’s a bus station and a bus that’ll take us to Clayhall?’ Teddy was frowning.


‘With Dad working on the boats we can’t go anywhere near them. His mates will know we’ve crossed the harbour. When his body’s found and they come looking here for us, the next place they’ll go asking questions is his workplace. The bobbies’ll be all over Gosport like ants on a piece of cake if they know we travelled there. Anyway, we don’t have the money to squander on boat and bus fares when we need to eat.’ Trixie took the coins out of her pocket. ‘This is all we’ve got unless we can find some more while we’re packing up our goods.’


‘There’s nothing in my purse,’ Bess murmured.


‘Well, if we get to Auntie Joan’s, she’ll take us in, won’t she?’


Bess shrugged her thin shoulders at Trixie’s question. ‘Years ago, we was close. She got married. I got married. Your dad wouldn’t let me go near her or her husband. I only know Joan’s at Clayhall ’cos I met an old friend of hers.’


‘Well, she’s our only chance,’ said Trixie. ‘Teddy, go and find some cardboard boxes. I know there’s a couple down in the shed.’ She waved a hand towards the steps. ‘Then come back and we’ll start gathering our stuff together.’ None of them possessed many clothes.


‘Can I take my drawing stuff?’ Teddy’s voice was small.


Trixie smiled at her mother but Bess had dozed off again. She turned to Teddy. ‘Of course you can.’ His face lit up.


Teddy spent hours down on the Hard near the Dockyard gate sketching the boats and gulls that flew screeching overhead. Any spare paper suitable to draw on he carefully saved along with his charcoal and assorted bits of pencils that he kept in a lozenge tin. Trixie reckoned he was talented.


‘All this is my fault and—’


‘For God’s sake, Teddy,’ she said. ‘It was an accident.’ She put both her hands on his shoulders and looked into his eyes. ‘An accident,’ she repeated, enunciating the words. But even as she said them she knew Teddy would never be able to put his father’s death to the back of his mind and get on with his life. Teddy would always brood about this night. Always.


‘We’ll make a fresh start,’ said Trixie. ‘And look after each other. But leave no trace.’


‘I’ve been cleaning this place as best I can,’ Teddy said. ‘But I don’t want ever to touch that thing again.’ He pointed to the axe and began shivering. ‘I keep seeing it hit Dad.’ Teddy’s mouth began quivering and Trixie put her arms around him. Was Teddy’s fear of the chopper something that would forever haunt him? Surely not, Trixie prayed. What a burden for a ten-year-old to carry.


‘I’ll see to it.’ Her voice was soft. ‘Don’t forget that pot of tea; we could do with it,’ she said, briskly changing the subject. ‘Then you make a start by gathering the bedding. We’ll need to make Mum comfortable on the barrow and I think a couple of pillows won’t come amiss. Saucepans: we’ll need at least two. One to boil up something to eat when we stop for a rest and one to boil water for tea.’ She moved towards the cupboard and opened it, looking at the remnants of vegetables and food. ‘I’ll see what we can take with us to make a meal.’ She poked at a few of the opened packets and sighed. ‘Nobody’ll take any notice of us pushing a packed barrow after tonight’s air raid.’


Uninterested in what she’d found in the food cupboard her eyes roved along the top of the mantelpiece. She picked up the small oval mirror and glanced in it. Her face was grey, her eyes wild and her hair a dirty and unkempt blond. She ran her fingers over the scar on her forehead, another keepsake from her father. Disgusted, she put the mirror down. Surely Auntie Joan would have a mirror? Did she, Trixie, really want to worry about keeping the looking glass safe? If it broke it would mean seven years’ bad luck and Trixie reckoned they’d already had enough trouble to last a lifetime.


Teddy held out a saucerless cup of tea towards her.


‘Bless you,’ she said. Trixie took it from him and turned back to her mother. ‘I want you to take a few sips of this; it’ll do you good. Then I’d like you to go back to sleep while me and Teddy get everything ready for our flit.’ Supporting her mother’s shoulders, she held the cup to her lips and her mother drank. When the cup was less than half full her mother waved it away and sank back into the depths of the sofa.


‘That was a lifesaver,’ said Bess. Trixie gratefully finished the tea, then gave the cup to Teddy and settled her mother, satisfied when the older woman’s eyes closed and sleep overtook her.


From outside in the street came the sounds of ambulances. Voices too were heard. Would this awful war ever end? wondered Trixie. And how long would it be before her father’s body was discovered?


‘C’mon, Teddy,’ she said softly, feeling like crying but knowing her tears would serve no purpose at all, especially as her mother and Teddy were depending on her to be the strong one. ‘We’ve no time to waste. It’s a fair distance to walk to Gosport.’




Chapter Two


‘I can’t walk any further.’


‘Stop moaning, Teddy,’ said Trixie. Her brother had been dragging his feet for about a mile now. His pace had become slower and slower and she felt sorry for the little mite. ‘I promise when we get to Portchester we’ll stop for a while.’ The palms of her hands were covered in blisters from the splintered wood of the barrow’s handles. And the cart seemed to be getting heavier and more unwieldy with each turn of its wheels.


Bess was asleep – hopefully, Trixie thought, oblivious to the ruts in the road.


The sun was rising now, peeping above the ruins of Portchester Castle, giving the sea and fields a golden glow to accompany the birdsong that heralded the morning.


Portsmouth had taken a beating the previous night from Hitler’s bombs and as Trixie looked back a grey haze hung over the remains of the buildings. Smoking rubble and craters the width of the streets had almost barred their exit from the city. People had been wandering, wrapped in blankets, dazed expressions on their faces as they searched for loved ones in the transformed streets.


Trixie had been terrified walking at night through the war-torn roads but she was even more scared of meeting anyone they or their father knew and having to explain why they were flitting from the city.


Portsdown Hill looked fresh and green and was dotted with clumps of early summer flowers that loved the chalky soil. The shore of the Solent framed the other side of the road and was fringed with muddy seaweed and small wooden boats, some rotting at their moorings, some painted in bright seaside colours of blue and white.


‘What did they use that place for?’ Teddy pointed towards the distant grey stone battlements of the castle.


‘Long ago the Romans built a chain of coastal forts to stop the German Saxons from invading. At one time civilians lived within its walls but now it’s a ruin. We can rest a while inside the walled area where it’ll be quiet. Mum needs to take a few steps from that cart before she gets stiff with lying there and we could all do with a brew of tea.’


A faint smile crept over Teddy’s dirty face. The going was slow now, Trixie having reduced her pace to match Teddy’s. He scratched his head. ‘I’m hungry.’


Trixie thought about last night’s dinner of stew thrown to the floor. Then, no one had eaten. They were all hungry. ‘By the time we get there the market’ll be up and running. I’ll buy some bread.’ She’d scoured the cupboards for food before they’d left but all she’d been able to find was an opened tin of dried egg powder, a couple of potatoes, a box of porridge oats and a tin of Spam. An unopened quarter of Brooke Bond tea and a tin of condensed milk had been a bonus. Trixie had filled three empty bottles with tap water so they wouldn’t have to look for a standpipe.


‘We’re all hungry,’ she said wearily. ‘But when we get to the castle grounds we can put blankets on the grass, make a fire and get some tea going. If you put the potatoes in the fire they’ll cook and we’ll open the tin of Spam.’


Trixie looked at her mother; it worried her that she was sleeping so much. And the bleeding? How serious was that? Her mother needed a doctor but Teddy was practically dead on his feet with weariness and hunger and even Trixie needed to rest. Surely a while spent eating and having a refreshing cup of tea would do them all good?


‘I brought cups and plates,’ Teddy said importantly. ‘Can I be in charge of the fire?’ Then without waiting for a reply he asked, ‘Anyway, how d’you know so much about the castle and the market?’


‘One of my teachers was telling us about it and the church – St Mary’s I think it’s called – that’s in the grounds.’


‘I see,’ said Teddy. Trixie steadied the cart so they could push it more easily over the cobbles of Castle Street. Portchester, the village, was waking up. Men on bicycles were riding to work, women were taking in milk from their doorsteps and snatches of music were coming from open kitchen windows, proof of a new day dawning, but already overhead the skies told of rain to be expected. Trixie’s heart plummeted; pushing the barrow in a downpour would be difficult. She looked down at Teddy and saw his face was wet with tears. She knew he’d been worrying about the events of yesterday.


‘Teddy.’ He looked up at her, his eyes red rimmed. ‘It was an accident. You, me, and Mum have to stay together and look after each other. I keep repeating it because it’s true.’ She licked her lips to ease their dryness. ‘You know of course we can never speak of last night to another living soul?’ She waited for his reply and was satisfied when he nodded. ‘And now promise me that you’ll try to put it out of your mind?’ Again he nodded. Trixie smiled at him. Deep in her heart she knew she had to take her own advice.


The entrance to the castle grounds loomed ahead. ‘This is where we’ll spend a few hours getting a bit of rest and something to eat.’ Trixie tried to jolly her voice up. ‘And if you’re in charge of the fire you’d better clear off and find some sticks.’ Happier at being given a job to do Teddy gave her a big toothy grin and wandered towards the shore and began picking up driftwood.


‘You’re a good girl.’


Trixie looked at her mother. ‘So, you’re awake? How do you feel?’


‘Better.’ Her mother tried to free herself of the blankets cocooned around her. Trixie was pleased to see a bit of colour in her mother’s face. ‘The sound of you singing softly, and the trundling of this barrow lulled me to sleep. But I’m awake now and want to stretch me legs.’


‘Wait till I prop this blessed cart against the wall before you start wriggling, else it’ll all go over.’ Trixie positioned the barrow against the stones jutting from the broken wall, steadying the cart. She gently lowered the handles to the ground. When she considered it was firm enough and not likely to tip, she held out her hands to her mother, who stood shakily. ‘Don’t you go falling; hold on to the cart or the wall.’


Trixie pulled the bedding from the barrow and shook out a blue blanket. It was stained with blood. She stuffed it back on the cart, too late – her mother had caught her looking at the offending article.


‘You’re not all right, Mum,’ Trixie said.


‘No. Well, there’s not a lot we can do about it until I get to our Joan’s.’ Her mother’s voice was small and fearful. ‘You just give me a few more cloths and I’ll clean meself up before Teddy comes back. Stop worrying, girl. I’m not in any pain and a nice cuppa will see me all right.’


‘Sit here.’ Trixie, feeling happier that her mother was so cheerful, shook out another blanket and set it in a patch of warming sun. She helped her mother practically fall on the softness of the long grass. ‘Where’s that boy?’ Trixie made a show of looking for Teddy, who was already walking towards them with arms full of wood.


‘Reckon he thinks he’s lighting a bonfire,’ said Bess, ‘size of that lot he’s collected.’ She and Trixie laughed, the awkwardness of talking about the baby and her mother’s loss of blood put aside for a moment.


‘About Joan’s man . . . It’s not my idea to go to them.’ Bess’s worried eyes stared into Trixie’s and she put out a thin hand to clutch at Trixie’s arm. ‘She’s my only relative but her and Sid aren’t what you might call a happy couple. He can be a bit, you know.’ Her voice faded.


‘He can’t be any worse than Dad, can he?’


Bess shook her head. ‘Men can be bad in different ways. I’m just saying.’ Her voice petered out. Amazingly, Teddy’s fire had caught within the confines of the four bricks he’d set out as protection against it spreading. He was now busily searching for the bottles of water. Bess and Trixie smiled at each other conspiratorially. Trixie knew all the time the boy was occupied he wasn’t dwelling on what had happened to their father.


‘I know you don’t want to go to them,’ said Trixie. ‘But we don’t have anywhere else to run to, so the choice is mine.’


‘Maybe,’ said Bess. Trixie watched her as she called to Teddy. ‘That’s a good fire.’ He was carefully watching the pan of water so it wouldn’t overturn. He grinned proudly.


Later, when a cup of hot sweet tea had put new life into her, Trixie decided to visit the market.


‘I really don’t want to leave you, Mum,’ she said, hovering.


‘Now don’t be silly. I can send our Teddy after you if I need anything. And the one thing we can do with is something in our bellies so we can get on the road again. Them potatoes’ll be cooked by the time you get back. I’m not keen on the porridge and Teddy don’t like Spam but if you can get a nice bit of crusty bread it’ll solve all our problems. Though come later on we’ll probably be so hungry we’ll be glad of anything!’ Bess grinned at her so Trixie felt happier and set off with the thought of food on her mind.


Although it was early, farmers had brought their produce to sell and the stalls were set up with foodstuffs, old clothes, fancy goods and second-hand furniture. There was an air of expectancy on the light wind and customers jostled each other as they examined the goods for sale.


Trixie wandered around the colourful stalls inhaling the scents and the sounds of the traders’ cheeky banter as they lured in unsuspecting customers to buy their wares.


At the bakery stall, Trixie carefully counted out her precious coins for a cottage loaf that she knew was her mother’s favourite. She stared at the meagre amount of money remaining. Thank God, with a little bit of luck, they might make Clayhall and her aunt’s home before nightfall, even with a stop to eat the Spam or porridge.


And then Trixie drew a sudden gasp as she rounded a corner and saw the sheer beauty of the goods on sale at a stall.


Patchwork pillows in rich velvets, cotton patchwork skirts, quilts made of satin remnants that shone and glittered in the sunlight. One gorgeous skirt was stretched out on the top of a pile of pillows. Trixie wanted to finger the soft silk. She could never hope to own such a lovely article of clothing. At the back of the stall a bedspread hung, its vibrant soft material a pattern of shapes that must have taken ages to sew. Hanging from every available space around the stall were items for sale that took Trixie’s breath away. And sitting on a wooden stool was a young woman with dark swinging hair, and dressed in what was obviously her own creation of colourful clothing.


‘Did you make all these?’ Trixie’s words tumbled from her lips. Her fingers hovered over a velvet drawstring bag.


The young woman gave her a lazy smile that didn’t reach her eyes. ‘I did.’


‘They are so beautiful.’


‘Thank you.’ The girl raised a slim hand and raked it through her shining hair. ‘It’s all cobbled together from remnants and jumble sale materials.’


Trixie admired the young woman’s beautiful stock but knew she could never hope to make anything even half as pretty, just as she could never have the self-assurance of this stunning girl. Trixie was as different from this person as chalk is to cheese.


‘But it’s all so breathtakingly beautiful.’


‘I’m glad you like it. I only hope I sell plenty today.’


The young woman stared at her with eyes of a startling blue surrounded by long dark lashes. Trixie was suddenly aware of the state of herself. How scruffy she must look after trudging through the Portsmouth streets pushing a heavy barrow. She felt ashamed that she couldn’t afford to look through the goods for sale because she didn’t have any money to buy even the cheapest article on the stall. And what was she doing wasting time even looking when she should be getting back to Teddy and her mother, who were waiting to eat?


‘I hope you do; in fact I’m sure you’ll sell everything,’ she whispered in a guilty voice. Trixie turned away quickly after giving the young woman another smile.


She was so wrapped up in her thoughts that the voice startled her.


‘Fresh strawberries.’


The young man held out a small wicker basket filled to the brim with luscious red fruits. His hands were rough and worn and his clothing serviceable for a market trader.


‘I don’t have money for fruit,’ said Trixie. She made to walk away, knowing she mustn’t stay longer.


The lad laughed, showing white, even teeth. He was tall and strong-looking with dark curly hair and an infectious grin. He was, Trixie supposed, quite a few years older than her.


‘Taste one.’ He took a fruit, and holding it by its stem, leaned across the table. ‘Eat,’ he commanded. Trixie did as she was told and as her teeth bit into the flesh the strawberry burst in her mouth, its sweetness filling her with happiness. ‘Isn’t that the best thing you’ve eaten all day?’ He threw the stem to the earth.


Trixie nearly confessed it was the only thing she’d eaten all day.


‘I still can’t afford to buy any,’ she said. ‘But it tasted heavenly.’


‘I grows ’em,’ he said proudly.


‘I don’t have money for fruit,’ Trixie pressed. She thought suddenly how her mother would love one of the bright sweet-tasting berries. And Teddy? Trixie didn’t think Teddy had ever tasted fresh strawberries.


The young man looked her up and down. ‘I can’t turn a pretty girl away just because she can’t afford my wares. Take them and enjoy.’ He pushed the punnet into her hands.


His kindness was too much for Trixie and she burst into tears.


‘It’s only a punnet of strawberries,’ he said. His brown eyes were wide with worry. ‘Oh, Gawd, what have I done?’ And then he was round to her side of the stall and his arms were about her. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’


Trixie sniffed in the warm scent of soap and vegetables from his jacket and immediately began to feel better. And then a tall man with a blue raincape who had come, it seemed, from nowhere said, ‘Everything all right here?’


Trixie opened her eyes to see a policeman standing next to the young man. Immediately she panicked. Had something happened to her mother? She must get back to the castle grounds immediately.


Her heart was beating fast as the young man said, ‘Whatcher, Burt. Sure, everything’s all right.’ With great gentleness he pushed Trixie away from him so she could confirm his words and she nodded vigorously.


‘Mornin’, young Jem. Gonna rain later.’ Obviously satisfied with the scene before him, the policeman went on talking about the weather. ‘The gardens need the water.’ His eyes took in Trixie, who wanted nothing more than to run away.


‘I hope to be sold out and on me way home before the downpour comes.’ The young man called Jem looked up to the heavens.


‘And I hope to have got rid of a couple of gypsies who’ve set a fire going inside the castle walls.’


Trixie couldn’t help herself. ‘We’re not gypsies!’ She squeezed the strawberries so hard one popped from the punnet and lay at her feet. For a moment she stared at it lying on the grass, then bent and picked it up and put it back in the box. She could feel the policeman’s eyes on her and it discomfited her.


‘Oh, so you’re another of ’em, are you? How many more of you are trotting around this market looking for something to steal?’


‘Wait a minute, Burt.’ Jem put his hand on the policeman’s arm. ‘She says she’s not a gypsy.’


‘We, we got bombed out in Portsmouth.’ The lie rolled off Trixie’s tongue like a knife slicing through warm butter. ‘We’re takin’ a rest before we move on to me auntie’s.’


‘Where does she live?’ The policeman frowned.


‘At Gosport.’


‘This is a long way around. Wouldn’t it have been easier to have crossed by the ferry?’


‘Sure. If we’d had the money.’ Trixie stared into the tall man’s eyes. She was angry. Why did she have to explain herself? If she was dressed as well as Miss Glamour-puss with her lovely patchwork materials no one would have considered her a gypsy.


‘I can vouch for her – well, the fact she’s no money,’ said Jem. ‘Would she refuse to buy my delicious strawberries if she had money?’


The policeman looked at Trixie and smiled. The problem defused. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘just make sure you don’t spend the night there else the sergeant’ll have my guts for garters.’


‘No need to worry about that, Burt. I’m taking the lot of ’em on to Gosport in my van when the market packs up.’ Jem swung his arm to the back of his stall where a green Morris van was parked.


‘Just you make sure you do, young Jem. Can’t abide gypsies,’ he muttered, walking away from the stall. Then he stopped, turned back and said, ‘Heard the news? The big invasion of Europe has begun. Caen is under attack and throughout the night RAF bombers have been pounding German forces along the coast.’ The policeman’s eyes were glittering. He didn’t stop for an answer, just walked on.


‘I heard this morning on the wireless,’ called Jem. ‘Cheerio, mate.’


Trixie stared at Jem. ‘You can’t do that,’ she said. ‘Offer to take us to Gosport.’


‘Why not? I live there, and when my fruit’s gone the van’ll be empty. Where does this aunt of yours live?’ Jem turned away to sell some strawberries to a customer, giving Trixie time to think how good it would be not to have to push the cart the rest of the way to Gosport. Why, with a bit of luck they might even escape the rain. And certainly this man would get them to their destination a lot faster than her and Teddy pushing that heavy barrow. It would mean that her mother could see a doctor sooner. She began to relax.


‘Prefabs. I don’t rightly know the number but there can’t be many of them new prefabs in Gosport at Clayhall. What about your petrol though? I’m sure you don’t want to waste it on us.’


‘Don’t you worry about my petrol allowance. I don’t do unnecessary journeys. Anyway, Clayhall’s even better because that’s where me small holding is. I know where the prefabs are,’ he said. Again he had to break off to serve a woman with a small child who was grizzling until she filled its mouth with a large strawberry. Trixie knew she must get back to her family and leave this kind man to his work. Teddy would be so pleased about not walking.


Jem again pointed behind him to the van. ‘It’s big enough to take four of us – there aren’t any more of you are there?’ Trixie laughed and shook her head. ‘This market closes down around midday,’ Jem added. ‘You just be here then and we’ll get loaded up. As long as we’re back before it gets dark,’ he said. ‘The blackout regulations about covering the lights with cardboard is pretty dangerous so I don’t like travelling much at dusk but it don’t apply in this instance.’


‘I don’t know what to say; you’re very kind,’ Trixie said. ‘But we’ve got a barrow.’


She thought for a moment when Jem went quiet that he would say he couldn’t take them after all. But she realised he was only thinking as he insisted, ‘That’s all right. I’ve got a tow-rope so we can tie the barrow behind the van.’ She looked into his cheerful brown eyes and grinned. ‘If I was you,’ he said, ‘I’d get a bit of rest before twelve.’


Her heart rose. How lovely it would be to eat the bread and have another cup of tea and rest a while. It would be so nice not to have to walk to Gosport. And Aunt Bess would be able to get the doctor to her mother. However, Trixie was still worried.


‘But suppose that policeman comes and finds us asleep?’


‘Burt’s bark is worse than his bite. He patrols the market to scare off thieves and pickpockets. Now he knows you aren’t going to set up a gypsy encampment he won’t bother you any more; I’ll see to that.’ He stared into her eyes. ‘Trust me,’ Jem said. And somehow Trixie knew she could trust him.


Clutching the box of precious strawberries and the loaf of bread she turned to go. As she looked over towards the stall filled with the amazing patchwork articles she saw the girl staring at her. And the look in the girl’s dark blue eyes was enough to make Trixie’s blood freeze.




Chapter Three


‘I never realised when you said you’d be travelling to Gosport you’d end up being just across the road from me,’ said Jem. He pointed through the open window of the van towards some fields. At the top end, almost hidden by trees, was a house. The fields next to the house contained strawberry plants and Trixie could see the red fruit that had ripened during the day’s sunshine. ‘The land and that house, and the house we live in, which is further down Clayhall Road, belongs to me grandad and in time will come to me.’


‘That house looks charming, hidden away like that.’


Jem broke in, ‘My grandad built it for his wife. He wanted to give her the best of everything but unfortunately she died before they could move in, so it’s lain empty for years.’


‘He’s never wanted to rent it out?’


‘Couldn’t bear anyone else to live there. There’s well water, fenced gardens in an orchard, and it was one of the first houses hereabouts to have electricity put in. We live together, him and me, over there.’ He pointed to a large, rambling house facing the road. ‘This smallholding is his life.’


‘If I loved someone and lost them I’d want to shut myself away in a place like that,’ she said. She was thinking that the small house looked as though it would cocoon anyone against the harshness of life.


‘You’re young and beautiful. Too pretty to be thinking dark thoughts like that,’ said Jem.


Oh, dear, thought Trixie, as a blush warmed the back of her neck. If only Jem knew what had happened to her these past days, she was sure he’d not have such a rosy view of her life. Trixie glanced at her mother fast asleep in Teddy’s arms.


‘They’re so tired. But I’ll have to wake them soon. Is it much further? And what about your mum and dad? Where are they?’


‘My parents went everywhere together. One night while my dad was fishing off Haslar sea wall a squall blew up and the boat overturned. I’m lucky I’ve got my grandad. I want to pay him back for bringing me up. And to the question about how far away are the prefabs, there they are.’


The squat grey buildings were laid out in a herringbone shape. With paths between them, some had the makings of pretty gardens with bright bursts of flowers and others were strewn about with crisp wrappers and old bicycle frames.


‘I’ve never seen houses like them before.’ Trixie was amazed.


‘They’ve not been built to last, so I’ve heard, but they have modern appliances in them, cookers, boilers, fridges and such. They even have inside toilets and a separate bathroom and hot and cold running water. Like little palaces, some are. What number do you want?’


‘Ah, I’m not sure of the number but Jean and Sid O’Hara are their names.’


For a moment there was silence, a drawn-in breath from Jem, then he clicked his tongue disapprovingly.


‘I’ve got a feeling you’ve not had much to do with these so-called relatives of yours.’ Trixie heard the clipped tone in his voice. ‘That’d be number nineteen you’ll be looking for.’ She looked at his face; his mouth had set itself in a hard, thin line.


‘I take it you know them? What are they like?’ Trixie saw the dark shadow flit across his face.


Her head was in turmoil. Obviously Jem, who until now she’d thought completely trustworthy, didn’t like them. But why?


He pulled the van to a halt outside number nineteen, an end prefab with a parking place and a tangled garden and scruffy curtains that dipped on their wires.


‘They expecting you?’


Trixie shook her head. She glanced at her mother and Teddy still fast asleep. ‘I think I’ll go up to the door on my own,’ she said. Though it was the last thing she wanted to do.


What she was going to do if Joan O’Hara refused them shelter, she had no idea. Jem slipped out of the driver’s side and came round to help her out.


‘I’m going to stay here until you come and tell me everything is going to be all right,’ he said. Was it her imagination or did she see worry in his eyes?
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