




[image: image]






‘Perhaps one day we’ll look back at this time and think how lucky we were. We’ve got a lot to be thankful for, Frank. We’ve got our family around us, safe and sound, and none of them old enough to be taken away from us. I reckon the sun’s still shining on us really, however bad things seem.’


She slipped into the wide bed, drawing Frank with her, holding his head against her breast and whispering to him. But later, when he had fallen asleep beside her, she lay with her head on his outflung arm staring into the darkness, knowing that nothing would ever be just as it used to be. Even if the war were to end tomorrow, they could never go back entirely to the way they had been before.


The world had changed, and they had changed with it.
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CHAPTER ONE



Even in wartime Portsmouth, a wedding could run to a bit of cake. The whole of April Grove had contributed towards Betty Chapman’s, and everyone was entitled to a few crumbs to wish the newlyweds well. Right down to Ethel Glaister, who’d handed over a few spoonfuls of dried egg with hardly a grudging look, and old Granny Kinch, Ethel’s arch-enemy, who had pressed a sticky paper bag containing a few sultanas, hardened by long incarceration at the back of a cupboard, into Annie Chapman’s hand.


‘You give the girl a good send-off,’ she’d said with a toothless smile. ‘She’s a good girl, your Betty. Always ’ad a soft spot for ’er, I ’ave.’


There was no icing, of course. It seemed funny to have a cake with no icing, and funny that an iced cake should be against the law, but a lot of things were funny in this war. Not that funny was the right word, Annie thought as she cut the cake into small slices and set each in the middle of a square of greaseproof paper. Queer was better. Queer, and sad and downright heartbreaking. And – yes – sometimes funny as well. But, most of all, worrying.


I didn’t know what worry was before all this started, she thought. None of us did. We didn’t know we were born.


Her mother, Mary, was sitting in the old Windsor armchair she’d brought from the house at North End, after Arthur had died. It hadn’t been easy to persuade Mary to come and live with Annie and Ted in April Grove, but she’d agreed at last, quite suddenly, as if she were collapsing. Since then, she’d more or less taken root in that old chair, willing enough to do any little jobs you might give her, like shelling peas or top-and-tailing gooseberries, but otherwise not doing anything except just sit there, staring at nothing, her wrinkled old hands folded in her lap, her lips working as if she were talking silently to someone nobody else could see. When Annie thought of her mother as she used to be, always active, always busy, it brought the tears to her eyes.


There was too much else to cry about these days, though, and once you started you’d never stop. There was Colin, Annie’s son, who’d joined the Navy before the war and gone swaggering off in his bell-bottoms. He had been serving on HMS Exeter when she’d chased the Graf Spee all over the world back in 1940, and was still serving on her when she’d been sunk in the Java Sea over a year ago. It was only yesterday – at Betty and Dennis’s wedding reception – that they’d heard he was a Japanese prisoner of war, and Annie still felt weak at the knees as she relived the moment when she’d read the telegram. Colin, alive. Colin, safe. A prisoner of war, it was true, and they were starting to say some funny – no, queer – things about the Japanese, but alive and safe all the same.


This time, the tears did come and she brushed her hand across her eyes hastily, not wanting them to drop on a bit of cake.


‘They made a lovely couple,’ Mary said suddenly, breaking into Annie’s thoughts with a voice as dry and dusty as Granny Kinch’s sultanas. ‘I still don’t know why Betty couldn’t ’ave wore a white frock. You don’t think they’d bin – well, you know …?’


‘I don’t think any such thing, Mum,’ Annie said sharply. ‘Betty’s a good girl, you know that, and young Dennis is religious. It’s because he’s a Quaker that she never wore white. They don’t believe in it.’


She folded greaseproof paper over a piece of cake with exaggerated care. In her mind, she wasn’t nearly as sure as she’d have liked to believe about Betty and Dennis. They’d been walking out together a long time, and who knew what could have gone on at that farm where Betty was a land girl, what with all the haystacks and long grass and that, and no mother to keep an eye on them? The Spencers were a decent enough couple, it was true, but they couldn’t be expected to take the same care as if Betty’d been their own daughter, and maybe things were different out in the country.


Religious though Dennis might be, it was a queer sort of religion, when all was said and done. Wouldn’t fight for his country – and what a to-do that had created in the family! She still went hot and cold when she thought of that speech Ted had made at the wedding, even though it had turned out all right in the end. Wouldn’t argue the point, which exasperated Ted nearly as much when all he wanted was a good set-to, with Dennis ending up by seeing it Ted’s way. Wouldn’t take his hat off to any man, not even the King himself, nor call anyone ‘sir’ which was their right and proper entitlement. Yet a quieter or more respectful young man you’d go a long day’s march to meet, and he’d risked his life time and time again in bomb disposal. It didn’t add up, somehow, and when things didn’t add up ordinary folk like Annie and Ted felt uneasy.


‘He’ll make Betty a good husband, all the same,’ she said aloud, to herself as much as to her mother. ‘Even though he’s blind and lost a couple of fingers in that explosion. You can tell they think the world of each other. He’s learning to do things round the farm already, so that Mr Spencer was telling me.’ She laughed suddenly. ‘Even if he did creosote the same bit offence twice and leave the next bit bare!’


She finished packing up the cake and put it all in her basket. ‘There, that’s done. Our Olive can take those bits and pieces round the neighbours when she comes in. She’s just gone up the road to see Florrie Harker.’ Florrie Harker was Olive’s mother-in-law.


The back door opened and Olive came into the kitchen. Gladys Shaw was with her. Annie smiled. She’d always got on well with Peggy Shaw, Gladys’s mother, although before the war she’d not had a lot of time for Gladys, nor her younger sister Diane – a pair of flighty pieces, she’d thought them. But Gladys had proved what stuff she was made of when she’d driven an ambulance all through the Blitz, saving goodness knows how many lives, and finally been presented with a medal by the King – not that the King himself had actually pinned it on her chest, but the Chief Constable had and that was nearly as good. Now she was nursing at the Royal Hospital.


‘Those the pieces of cake?’ Olive asked, seeing the basket on the table. ‘I hope you left a bit for tea, and I wouldn’t mind some to take back to camp with me.’


‘Go on, there’s not enough to feed half the Army,’ Annie said. ‘You take those bits round and then I’ll see what we can spare … You’ll take a bit for your Bob, won’t you, Gladys? He’ll appreciate that, out in the desert.’


‘That’s if it gets past the censor,’ Gladys said with a grin. ‘If they don’t eat it, they’ll blow it up. I was ever so pleased to hear about Colin,’ she added, rather shyly. She’d been carrying a torch for him ever since before he joined up, Annie thought, feeling sorry for the girl. She was sure Colin had never done anything to encourage her. ‘D’you know an address I could write to? I know they like getting letters from home,’ she added, turning pink.


‘I’m sure he’d like to hear from you,’ Annie said, ‘but we don’t know any details yet. Just the telegram that said he’d been reported as a prisoner of war. I’ll let you know as soon as we hear anything more.’


‘Trust our Col to fall on his feet,’ Olive remarked carelessly. ‘I never did believe he was lost. Take more than a ship sinking to get rid of him. You’ll see, soon as the war’s over he’ll be back, strutting about pretending he’s cock of the walk and shooting old man Jones’s cats with a bow and arrow from the turret.’


Gladys laughed, but Annie’s mouth twisted a little as she smiled. Her emotions were too near the surface to let her take it as lightly as Olive seemed to. They’d waited for news of Colin for a whole year, never knowing whether he was alive or dead, and she still hadn’t properly taken it in.


‘He can shoot all the cats in the street,’ she said, ‘as long as he comes home safe and sound,’ and her eyes filled with sudden tears.


Olive made a face, annoyed with herself for being so tactless. ‘I’m sorry, Ma. I didn’t mean to upset you. We’ll all be glad to have Colin back. And I’m as thankful as you that he’s safe. You know, I reckon they’re better off as POWs. At least you know they’re not having to fight any more.’


Annie nodded, determinedly pushing away the rumours about what the Japanese were doing. She got up and laid a clean tea towel over the small greaseproof packets in the basket.


‘There you are. You take those round while I get the tea ready. How’s your Diane?’ she asked Gladys. ‘I hear she’s going in the WAAF.’


Gladys nodded. ‘She’s hoping to hear any day. She’s just about old enough; they’re taking them at seventeen and a half now. Dad’s not too pleased – he says she could get exemption, with working at Airspeed – but nothing’ll satisfy her except getting into uniform.’ She sighed and looked disparagingly at her own grey dress. ‘Wish I could. I reckon they’ve forgotten me, it’s been so long since I applied. The Wrens are the most popular, see, with Pompey being a Naval town, and they had thousands right at the beginning.’


‘Nursing’s just as good war work,’ Annie said. ‘You know that.’


Gladys and Olive went out and strolled along the pavement. April Grove ran alongside a large area of allotments which stretched away almost like a little bit of countryside, with plots freshly dug and sown. Broad beans were poking their green leaves an inch or so above ground now, and the potatoes weren’t far behind. Anyone who was able to do a bit of gardening had an allotment and grew their own vegetables, and a lot of them grew soft fruit as well. The homes of April Grove and the other streets round about were as well stocked with jams and bottled fruit as sugar rationing would allow.


‘Mum and Dad are thinking of keeping hens,’ Olive remarked. ‘Uncle Frank’s getting some. Rhode Island Reds, he’s going in for. And a couple of cockerels – he says they’ll be ready for the table by Christmas.’


‘I know.’ Gladys lived next door to Frank and Jess Budd and had seen the coop being built. With Frank’s shed at the bottom of the garden and the Anderson shelter in between, it took up most of the space that was left. There was just room for the tomatoes to be planted in the square bit left at the top, and Jess’s washing line to be strung along the path. ‘I hope they don’t crow too much, specially when I’m on night shift.’


Olive laughed. ‘After four years of air-raid sirens, a few cocks crowing won’t make much difference.’ She stopped. ‘Here, isn’t that Carol Glaister coming down March Street with her mum?’


Gladys stopped too and they watched the pair walking rather self-consciously down the street. Ethel Glaister looked much as usual, in her powder-blue costume that she’d had since before the war started, with a bit of frilly veiling that was supposed to be a hat. She wore high-heeled shoes, white gloves and a dainty brooch on the lapel of her jacket, and all she needed was a flower in her buttonhole to look as if she was going to a wedding.


Carol, however, looked as if she’d just got out of bed after a night spent in her clothes. She was wearing an ill-fitting skirt, bunched around her waist, with a grubby white blouse and an old winter coat in brown herringbone tweed which she’d left unbuttoned. Her shoes were scuffed and hadn’t seen a brush or a bit of polish in weeks. She looked tired, her skin muddy and her hair lank, in contrast to her mother’s brightly made-up face and Marcel-waved hair.


Ethel Glaister looked vexed at seeing Olive and Gladys. She hesitated briefly, then walked on, looking as if she meant to march past them with no more than a nod, but Gladys stood in her way and she was forced to stop.


‘Hello, Mrs Glaister. Hello, Carol. It’s a long time since we saw you – how did you like Devon, then?’


The story Ethel had given out was that Carol had gone down to Devon to help look after her sister Shirley, who was staying with relatives there, but everyone knew Carol had been in a home for unmarried mothers, having a baby. The baby had been adopted and the whole thing had caused a lot of talk in April Grove, with the older people sniffing their disapproval and the younger ones half inclined to stand up for Carol. Most of them were well aware that there, by the grace of God, went they, although some of them, like Diane Shaw, scoffed at Carol for ‘getting caught’.


What must it be like to give your baby away? Olive thought now, staring at the younger girl. She thought of the one she’d lost before it could even be born, and the one she and Derek had tried for before he went away. Her disappointment when she discovered a couple of weeks later that they’d failed had been nearly as great as when she’d had the miscarriage.


But Carol had actually given birth to a live baby, a little boy, and had looked after it for six weeks in the home before it went to new parents. How had she felt about that?


‘Devon was all right,’ Carol said in a dreary voice. She had gone to her relatives there for a few weeks after leaving the home, but there wasn’t really room for her and in the end Ethel had agreed to have her back home again. Neither of them relished the prospect much. ‘Plymouth’s much the same as Pompey, really.’


‘Go on, don’t they get lots of cream and stuff there?’ Gladys asked. ‘I thought you’d come back as fat as butter.’ Olive nudged her sharply, and Gladys blushed. ‘Well, you know what I mean … So what are you going to do now, get a job? Or join up?’


‘Carol’s not old enough to join up,’ Ethel said sharply. ‘Anyway, I want her at home to give me a hand. It’s time she did a bit to help out.’


She jerked at Carol’s arm and turned away, clacking down the pavement in her high heels. Carol shrugged, gave the two girls an apathetic glance, and followed her.


‘She looks really fed up,’ Gladys said. ‘And that coat! It looks like one old Granny Kinch might have thrown out. Well, I wouldn’t want to be her, stuck in that house with a cat like Mrs Glaister.’


‘I wonder what happened to her baby,’ Olive said. ‘I wonder if she knows where he’s gone. They take them miles away sometimes, and don’t tell you who’s got them, or anything. One of the girls on the gun was telling me about it.’


‘I suppose they think it’s better that way. Gives you a chance to forget about it. I mean, there’s no good hankering after it once you’ve made up your mind, is there? You’ve just got to put it behind you and start again.’


Olive couldn’t see how that would be possible. Forget you’d had a baby? When you’d carried it in your body for nine months, given birth to it, held it in your arms and fed it? When you’d looked after it for six weeks – bathed it, cuddled it, seen its first smile? She shuddered, feeling the pain as sharply as if she’d shared Carol’s experience. That poor kid, she thought. No wonder she looks so awful. But you couldn’t expect Gladys to understand that.


‘Come on,’ she said, ‘let’s get rid of this cake. Mum’s packed up enough slices for the whole street.’ She sighed. ‘I ought to have given Mrs Glaister and Carol a bit, I suppose. That means I’ll have to knock on their door. I just hope it doesn’t upset that poor girl too much.’


There was no need to call at number 14 with wedding cake. Jess Budd was Annie’s sister and Betty and Olive’s aunt, and she had helped with the wedding, using her dressmaking skills to make the grey frock that had given Annie such heartache, and saving lard and margarine for sausage rolls for the reception. She and the rest of the family had had their share of cake, though she knew the boys, Tim and Keith, would have eagerly accepted more if they’d had the chance.


‘That’s to go round everyone,’ she’d told them sternly when they’d looked askance at the minute portions they’d been given on Saturday. ‘It’s a token, that’s all. It’s not meant to keep you from death’s door.’


‘It wouldn’t keep a mouse from death’s door, a tiny piece like that,’ Tim had grumbled. ‘I don’t see the point of little bits of cake. I’m going to have doughnuts at my wedding.’


‘Who will you marry?’ Keith asked with interest. ‘Wendy Atkinson? She’s about the right age. Or maybe Stella, or Muriel. They need a husband, now they’ve got no mum or dad.’


Tim scowled. The thought of a wedding, at some distant point in the future, was one thing – actually considering any of the girls he knew as a bride was quite another. ‘I shan’t marry any of them. Actually, I probably won’t get married at all. Wives aren’t much use to explorers.’


‘They can help them pack, and have tea ready for them when they get home,’ Keith pointed out. ‘It’s like the Home Front. There has to be someone to do all the work while the men are away.’


The boys were out now, roaming around some of their old haunts. Keith would be going back to Bridge End later this afternoon, to the old vicarage where he’d been staying as an evacuee. Tim had been there too, until a few weeks ago, and he’d been happy enough until he’d had to leave the village primary school and go to the secondary school at Winchester. It was the Portsmouth school really, but like a lot of other schools they’d had to try to fit two lots of pupils into one space, taking turns with the classrooms and playing fields. After the muddle over his scholarship exam, Tim had never settled down again and in the end it had been decided he would be better off at home, where he was working for the local chemist as a delivery boy and waiting for an apprenticeship to come up.


The boys’ elder sister Rose was indoors with Jess and Maureen, who was nearly four. Maureen was playing on the floor with a set of old wooden building bricks and a bag of coloured marbles. She spent hours like this, arranging the bricks in enclosures and shifting the marbles around between them, sometimes one or two at a time, sometimes in clusters. Sometimes Tim would let her play with a couple of old Dinky toys he had – a car with an open top and a Pickfords furniture van with a rear door that really opened – and she would settle some of the marbles in the car seats for all the world as if they were people, and push them around on the rag rug.


‘There’s something wrong with her,’ Rose said. ‘Why doesn’t she play with dolls, like other little girls?’


‘Well, there aren’t many dolls around for her to play with, are there?’ Jess said. ‘Only that old one of yours with the china head, and she don’t seem to like that one all that much. And the rag doll I made her that she takes to bed, and the golliwog Cherry knitted for her.’


‘That’s three. That’s as many as I ever had,’ Rose said with a touch of resentment. Rose was almost sixteen now and she’d grown out of the novelty of having a baby sister. It had been all right when Maureen was a baby, she thought, a real one in a pram you could push around the streets. It had been nice having her to cuddle and play with and feed with a spoon, though she hadn’t been so keen on the nappy-changing part. But a four-year-old was a very different matter, always wanting to poke her fingers in where they weren’t wanted, and forever asking questions. Maybe it was as well to leave her quietly playing on the rug with her bricks and marbles.


‘I wonder sometimes what’s going on in that little head,’ Jess observed. ‘I mean, look how she’s got them all arranged. It’s almost as if she’s making up a story with them. She’s in a world of her own half the time.’


There was a knock on the door and a moment later they heard Peggy Shaw’s voice calling. The door was never locked during the day and Peggy, who lived next door in number 13, was a close enough friend to just pop in, but she always called out first. That was only polite. She came in now, thin and wiry, bristling with energy as usual, her eyes snapping, and behind her, scarlet with excitement, came her daughter Diane.


‘Guess what! Our Di’s got her papers from the WAAF. Came this morning. She’s tickled pink but my Bert’s proper upset. Says he’ll go along and try to get her out of it—’


Diane butted in. ‘He can’t do that. It’s the law now, girls of seventeen and a half—’


‘Yes, but you don’t really have to go, not when you’re already doing important war work, making planes,’ Peggy said, clearly continuing an argument which had been going on for some time. She turned back to Jess. ‘I’m not even sure they’ll let her go from Airspeed, but she’s so mad about flying, she won’t take no for an answer. Not that she’ll ever get the chance to fly. Well, it stands to reason she won’t, doesn’t it, a bit of a girl, not when there’s all those chaps—’


‘They’re letting women fly,’ Rose interrupted. Jess frowned at her, but she continued, ‘I read about it the other day. They’re building so many planes, there just aren’t enough men to take them to the airfields. They need the RAF pilots for bombing and fighting anyway, so they’re letting women do it. They wouldn’t be able to manage without the women.’


Diane looked pleased. ‘See, that’s just what I told you,’ she said to her mother, and then to Rose, ‘You’ll be able to volunteer yourself soon, won’t you? Why don’t you try the WAAF as well? We might get posted together.’


‘Rose has got a long time before she needs think about that,’ Jess said sharply. The thought of any of her children having to go to war filled her with terror. It was bad enough having the boys evacuated, so that they’d never been able to be a proper family, all together, since Maureen was a few weeks old. ‘She’s nearly two years younger than you, Diane.’


‘Oh, that doesn’t matter,’ Diane said offhandedly. ‘You don’t have to show your birth certificate. I don’t reckon they ever check up: they’re too glad to get people. And Rose looks older than fifteen when she does her hair up. I bet she’d pass all right.’


‘Well, she’s not going to try,’ Jess said, annoyed. ‘She’s all right at home, learning shorthand and typing. That’ll be a lot more use to her after the war than flying an aeroplane.’


Diane shrugged. She was too excited at having got her own way to bother about what other people said, and she was looking forward to leaving home and getting some independence. Her father’s insistence that she should be home by ten-thirty at night was getting beyond a joke.


‘Have you heard about the Americans?’ she asked Rose now. ‘They’re coming to Pompey soon – soldiers, sailors, airmen, the lot. That’ll brighten the place up a bit.’


‘Well, you needn’t think you’ll be mixing with them,’ Peggy said. ‘It’s best to keep with your own sort. They’re different from us, Americans, you don’t know what their standards are.’


‘Go on, they’re all right,’ Rose said. ‘I’ve seen them on films. They’re just like us, except they talk with American accents and live in big houses. I think it’d be smashing to have a Yankee boyfriend, don’t you, Diane?’


Jess pursed her lips. Rose hadn’t had a boyfriend at all yet, and she agreed with Peggy that the girls should stay with their own kind. She didn’t want Rose influenced by Diane, either. Peggy was a good friend, but there was no doubt that her younger daughter was flighty, always had been.


‘You’d better get back indoors,’ Peggy said severely to Diane. ‘And if you think you’re going to join the WAAF just so you can stay out late and get up to goodness knows what with Americans, you can think again, young lady. You’re still under your father’s and my control till you’re twenty-one, war or no war, and don’t you forget it.’


Diane rolled her eyes towards Rose and pulled a comical face. Rose giggled and the two older women sighed. There was just no telling young people these days, and they both knew that Peggy’s words were empty really. How could you control a girl once she was away from home? You just had to hope and pray they’d remember all they’d been taught. And some of them forgot even before they’d left their own front rooms. Like Carol Glaister, next door.


I don’t know what I’d do if our Rose got into that sort of a mess, Jess thought as Diane whispered something that made both girls go off into fits of giggles. I just don’t know what I’d do. You can’t feel safe with any of them now, till they’re decently married off like Olive and Betty.


‘Here,’ she said to Peggy. ‘Have a cup of tea. The kettle’s boiled five minutes ago, and I’ve got a nice piece of wedding cake here, that Annie gave me. I reckon we deserve a treat.’


Receiving a piece of Betty Chapman’s wedding cake almost as soon as she’d got inside the door of number 15, was something Carol Glaister could have done without. Coming home for the first time for nearly a year was bad enough, especially considering all the things that had happened during that year, and walking back into her mother’s front room, with its fussy little knick-knacks and antimacassars on the chairs, felt like walking back into a trap.


‘You needn’t think you’re going to be Lady Muck here,’ Ethel said sharply as Carol put down her shabby cardboard suitcase. ‘You might have bin living in a big house all this time, with bathrooms and inside lavatories, but we don’t run to that kind of thing in April Grove. Not but what we couldn’t have had a bath put in the scullery with a lid over it, like Mrs Hawkins has got round Carlisle Crescent, if your father had put his mind to it,’ she added bitterly.


‘I wasn’t exactly waited on hand and foot in the home,’ Carol answered. ‘We had to do all the cooking and cleaning. Like slaves, we were.’


‘And quite right too. Teach you a few home truths. I reckon I always did too much for you. Why, you couldn’t even knit before you went away.’


‘I can now.’ Carol thought of all the tiny garments she had knitted during the past year. There hadn’t been a moment when you could sit down with your hands idle. You had to be doing something all the time – knitting, sewing, hemming and stitching, for the babies that were expected. And if it wasn’t that, it was socks for the Army, or balaclava helmets. There seemed to be no end to the socks and balaclava helmets soldiers could get through.


‘Anyway,’ she said, reverting to her mother’s earlier remark, ‘you can’t say I was living in a big house down in Devon. Ten of us there was in that little cottage. We had to take turns to breathe.’


‘You needn’t be clever with me, miss,’ her mother retorted. ‘I had enough of that before. Too easy with you, I was, and look where that got us. Now you’re back, we’ll have things a bit different. You’ll do as you’re told and you’ll do some work around the place. I’ve had enough of being a skivvy.’


Carol gazed at her. Like all the other houses in April Grove, except for the Chapmans’ at the far end, number 15 had only two rooms downstairs and two bedrooms above, with a lean-to scullery and an outside lavatory. Some years before, Ethel had bullied her husband George into glassing over the area between the scullery and the wall between them and number 14, turning it into what Ethel grandly called ‘the conservatory’. It made more room and meant you didn’t have to put on your mac to go to the lav, but the house was still really just a two-up, two-down, and with only Ethel living there it couldn’t have made much work.


‘I don’t see how you can call yourself a skivvy,’ Carol said. ‘With Dad away in the Army, and our Joe at sea, and Shirl down in Devon still—’


‘Well, you’ll make more work, won’t you, just being here. There’ll be your bed to make and sheets and clothes to wash, and your meals to get, not to mention all the dust and dirt you’ll drag in on your shoes.’ Ethel slammed the door of the front room. ‘Come on. We’ll keep at least one room decent.’


What does she think I’m going to do, keep pigs in there? Carol thought as she followed her mother into the back room, where the family spent most of their time. But Ethel had always been proud of her front room. She’d tried to make them call it the ‘parlour’ and all her best ornaments were in there, together with the bone china tea set with roses on which was displayed in a glass-fronted cupboard, and the cushions she’d embroidered herself, as plump and untouched as the day she’d first set them carefully in position, balanced on their points, in the two armchairs. Small though the house was, the room was only used at Christmas or if there were visitors for tea on Sunday afternoons, and the rest of the family had always preferred the back room, which was as shabby as any room could be that Ethel had anything to do with, and comfortably cluttered.


However, there wasn’t much sign of a family now. Since Joe had joined the Royal Navy, Ethel had put away all the clutter of model aeroplanes and ships which he’d made, all the cigarette cards and copies of Hotspur and Wizard which he’d left piled up in a corner, and all the Joe Loss records he’d saved up for. They were all in a box on top of the wardrobe, waiting for him to come back again. She’d thrown out all her husband George’s stuff – the pokerwork pipe-holder Joe had made him, the pictures of himself as part of a local cricket team years ago, the books about woodwork and the old tobacco pouch that he’d kept loose change in, which had sat on the corner of the mantelpiece for as long as Carol could remember.


There was only Ethel in the room now: Ethel’s mirror with its fancy shape over the fireplace; Ethel’s frilly pink curtains hanging at the window; Ethel’s lace edging fixed all the way along the mantelpiece. The wedding photo of her and George had disappeared, replaced by one of herself in her best summer frock and a large straw hat with flowers on its brim, taken in a studio by a local photographer, and on the shelf where George had kept his books and Joe had piled up his records were half a dozen romantic novels. Ethel always had liked a good love story.


‘You can take your case straight upstairs,’ Ethel commanded, sinking into an overstuffed chair with embroidered covers on its arms. She took off her shoes and held them up to examine the heels. ‘Those pavements are getting worse every day. Look at the marks on these, and I’ve only had them a month … Well, go on,’ she added sharply, ‘and I’ll have a cup of tea when you come down. Kettle’s in the same place as it always was.’


It’s about the only thing that is, Carol thought as she climbed the narrow staircase. She didn’t recognise any of the furniture in the room. Mum must have got rid of all the old stuff and bought new during the year Carol had been away. She wondered where she’d got the money.


Carol knew that her father had walked out on Ethel some time before his unit had been sent to North Africa. He’d been under Ethel’s thumb for years, keeping his head down under her tirades, retreating to his shed and his own thoughts as often as he dared, but once war had been declared, he’d been off, reporting to his Territorial Army unit and getting sent off straight away. After that, he’d seemed to change and finally he’d told Ethel just where she got off, and marched out. Ethel had never admitted it to anyone, just as she’d never admitted that Carol had had a baby, but the whole of April Grove knew. Enough of them had heard that last row as George and Ethel shouted and yelled at each other, and Ethel’s screeching as he’d walked away up the street.


George had continued to pay Ethel her allowance, so she hadn’t gone short, but he’d taken off enough to send Carol a few bob as well, to help with her expenses. I suppose I’ll have to give that to Mum now, she thought, hauling her case into the little back bedroom and staring round at the dreary mud-coloured distemper on the walls (‘a nice fawn’, Ethel had called it) and the brown curtains. She won’t want me having money of my own. She won’t want me having any independence at all.


The shrill ring on the doorbell interrupted her thoughts, just as they were beginning to circle back again, as they so often did, to Roddy and the baby. She heard Ethel shuffle along the passage in the pink slippers with the bit of fluff on the front she always wore indoors. There was a murmur of voices, then the front door closed again and Ethel came to the foot of the stairs to yell up at her.


‘That was young Olive Harker, Chapman as was. She’s just passed on a bit of her sister’s wedding cake. I must say, it’s nice to know some people still do things the right way round…’


Carol sat down on the narrow bed and closed her eyes. She and Roddy would have done things the right way round, if only they could have. They would have got married and had a little home and started their family, like Betty Chapman, like Roddy’s sister Moira in Scotland that he was always talking about, like the people in the books Mum was always reading. But they hadn’t had a chance, had they? There’d been a war to drag them apart. And there’d been Ethel herself, the sort of mother any girl would want to get away from.


‘Well, what are you doing up there?’ Ethel demanded shrilly from the bottom of the stairs. ‘I thought I told you to come down and make me a cup of tea. I’m parched, after all that long wait at the bus station. Come on now, you can do your bit of unpacking later on when I’m out.’


She must have walked right past the kettle to shout up the stairs, Carol thought, dragging herself to her feet, and she only had to stretch her arm out across the tiny scullery to turn on the tap. But that was the way it was going to be, from now on.


Ethel had been made to look a fool in front of the neighbours. Her husband had left her and her daughter had got herself ‘into trouble’. George was thousands of miles away in North Africa, but Carol was here on the spot, and Carol could be punished for everything.




CHAPTER TWO



Four years of war. Why, that was as long as the Great War of 1914–18 had lasted – the First World War, people were now calling it, and this was the second, and no end in sight. Twice in less than thirty years, and almost every country in the world at each others’ throats.


‘We never thought we’d be doing this sort of thing, did we?’ Olive remarked to Claudia Stannard as they took their positions on the anti-aircraft gun emplacement. ‘I mean, four years ago I was only just walking out with my Derek, thinking about nothing more than his new sports car and whether to have my hair cut, and whether he might kiss me goodnight. We used to come out here to Southsea Common all the time, and walk along the front and look at the Island. Now we’re married and I could count the nights we’ve had together on my fingers. He’s thousands of miles away in Africa and I’m here firing guns at aeroplanes. Me! I never thought I’d do anything but work in his dad’s office.’


‘I never thought I’d do anything, full stop,’ Claudia said. ‘My mother was all set to have me at home when I left finishing school, arranging flowers and helping Dad a bit in his surgery. And paying calls. Paying calls!’ She snorted. ‘D’you have any idea what that means, Livvy? Dressing up in a pretty frock and white gloves and sitting down with a lot of twittery women who’ve got nothing to do but eat cucumber sandwiches and gossip. In the most ladylike way, of course. We were never anything but ladylike.’


‘I bet she thinks you’ve changed,’ Olive said with a grin. ‘The only gloves I’ve seen you wear are khaki, and your language would get you drummed out of the sergeant-major’s tea party, let alone your mum’s.’


‘I can tell you which I’d rather be invited to, anyway,’ Claudia said, smiling. ‘’Specially that new sergeant-major in F-block. He’s got a definite touch of the film star about him.’


‘Has he?’ Olive said off-handedly, and Claudia smiled again.


‘Go on, Livvy, I know you’re married and there isn’t a man in the world to touch your Derek, but you can’t tell me you haven’t noticed. I mean, being married doesn’t mean you switch everything off. It’s not natural.’


‘I don’t see why not,’ Olive said a little stiffly. ‘I’m just not bothered about other men. I haven’t ever fancied anyone else, not since I first went out with Derek.’


‘Well, you will one day, especially if he’s away a long time. It’s biology, isn’t it?’ Claudia’s father was a doctor in Fareham and there were times when she had a strangely clinical attitude towards love. ‘It’s the perpetuation of the species and all that.’


‘You don’t have to tell me that,’ Olive said, more sharply than she’d intended. ‘There’s nothing Derek and me would like more than to do our bit towards perpetuating the species. Trouble is, the government seems to be doing its best to kill it off.’


Claudia bit her lip and reached over to touch Olive’s hand. ‘I’m sorry, Livvy. I shouldn’t have said that. I just – well, you know what it’s like for women who are left at home while their chaps go off to fight. They’re lonely. Nobody can be blamed if they go off the rails a bit. It’s just human nature.’


‘Well, it’s not mine,’ Olive said positively. ‘Me and Derek don’t mess about. We think too much of each other – never mind how lonely we might get.’


The sergeant in charge of the gun poked his head round the turret. He was a regular soldier who had been in the Army for twenty years, and to start with he’d been suspicious of bringing women into the Service. It had taken Olive and Claudia and the rest months to get him to admit that they were among the best crews he’d ever worked with.


‘Stop nattering, you two. There’s blokes trying to sleep round ’ere.’ The girls giggled and he lifted his eyes skywards. ‘I dunno what it’s comin’ to, I really don’t. Bits of girls in Army uniform, chatterin’ on about their boyfriends all the time. ’Ow’re we supposed to win a war with this lot, eh? Nothin’ but perms and nail varnish and what was on at the pictures last night.’ He leered. ‘I s’pose you bin canoodlin’ in the back seat, droolin’ over that Leslie ’Oward again.’


‘Certainly not,’ Claudia said with dignity. ‘If you must know, I went to see The Chocolate Soldier at the King’s. And Olive’s a married woman. She doesn’t canoodle.’


‘Whoo!’ he said. ‘The Chocolate Soldier, eh! Sounds like summat we used ter get in our Christmas stockin’s.’


‘He was a lot sweeter than you, that’s for sure,’ Claudia retorted, and the sergeant retreated round the turret, chuckling. The girls grinned at each other.


‘He’s all bark and rubber teeth,’ Olive said. ‘Quite cuddly, actually, in a teddy-bear sort of way. But that doesn’t mean I want to cuddle him – or anyone else,’ she added fiercely, and leaned against the turret, gazing out across the sparkling sea.


The sun was glinting off the water, and the Isle of Wight was very clear. There was a saying in Portsmouth: that if the Island was clear it was going to rain; if it wasn’t, it was raining already. Today, you could see the buildings in Ryde and the church tower poking above the skyline, and you could almost believe that you could see trees coming into leaf in the woods that clothed the hills.


The Island was only a few miles away and a part of Hampshire, but it was somehow different. Like a tiny bit of foreign country, with queer names for its little towns and villages: Ryde where you had to walk; Cowes you couldn’t milk; Newport you couldn’t bottle; Freshwater you couldn’t drink; Needles you couldn’t thread … Going to the Island on one of the paddle steamers from Portsmouth Harbour station was a treat, a real day out.


We were going to go to the Island for our honeymoon, she thought. We were going to Ventnor and Blackgang Chine, right round the back looking towards France, and Freshwater. I was going to collect some of that coloured sand in Alum Bay and put it in a bottle in a pattern, like Auntie Jess had got on her mantelpiece. We were going to go all over the place. And instead of that we never got any honeymoon at all, just a couple of nights in Mum and Dad’s old double bed that me and Betty used to share, and then Derek was off back down to Wiltshire.


But at least he was still alive, at least they still had a future to look forward to, when the war was over. Some girls were widows before they were twenty. Some girls had never got as far as a wedding ring.


Go off the rails? she thought. Me and Derek? Never in all this world.


There was a new announcer reading the news on the wireless. His name was Wilfred Pickles and he spoke with a northern accent. Apparently, it was thought that this would be difficult for a foreigner to impersonate.


‘It would be, too,’ Jess Budd said. ‘I can hardly understand it myself. Anyway, why would a foreigner want to read the news on the wireless?’


‘It’s in case they start up a wireless station and make up lies,’ Frank said. ‘Propaganda.’ He frowned at the big map on the living-room wall. ‘I’m running out of pins for this lot. You got any to spare, Jess?’


‘No, I haven’t, and don’t you go looking in my sewing box neither. I need the ones I’ve got for making Rose’s new frock. You can’t get pins for love nor money these days.’


‘I suppose if you could, it’d be called pin money,’ Tim remarked without looking up from his comic, and his parents groaned. Tim’s jokes got cornier every day, and Rose was beginning to ask him when he was going to start harvesting. She liked having Tim home, though. They all did.


‘They’re advising us to start stocking up with coal for the winter,’ Jess said, turning over the pages of the Evening News. ‘We’ll get a ton for each household between now and June and a ton of coke or anthracite for each month. I can’t ever get coke to burn properly. It’s no good unless you mix it with coal.’


‘Well, you’d better get whatever we can afford,’ Frank said, ‘and what we’ve got room for. Four tons between now and June! They must think people have got mines in their back gardens. I think the paper must have got it wrong, we can’t possibly be getting that much.’


‘Well, it’s what it says, look, in black and white.’ Jess showed him the paper. ‘I suppose the thing is there might not be any more, and that’ll have to last us all winter. They need it for ships and trains and factories, don’t they?’ She read on for a few moments. ‘It says here that charcoal burners are making silk for parachutes. I thought silk came from silkworms.’


‘So did I.’ Frank came over and took the paper from her. The article had a picture of women working as charcoal burners in the woods. ‘I don’t see how they can make silk out of that. I reckon that’s a bit more propaganda.’


‘Why would they say that?’ Jess reached for the paper but he was still reading. ‘I mean, what’s the point of telling us stories like that?’


‘It’s not us, it’s the enemy. If we can make them think we know how to make silk out of charcoal, they might try too and waste a lot of time and money. Or maybe it’ll put them off looking for wherever we do get silk from.’ Frank had an image of a huge factory, filled with fat silkworms busily spinning, and felt a twinge of doubt. It seemed almost as unlikely as the charcoal burners.


Jess had almost given up hope of getting the paper back and picked up one of the sailors’ collars she was forever stitching as her war effort, but Frank dropped it on the arm of her chair and she glanced at it again. ‘Look, there’s a bit in here about the Ranpura. Isn’t that the old P&O liner that’s being converted to a depot ship? It says here they’ve put a lot of the women on board, as dilutie tradesmen. What’s a dilutie tradesman?’


Frank worked as a boilermaker in Portsmouth dockyard. He’d never actually worked aboard a ship but most of what he made was destined for one of the Navy warships. Since the beginning of the war, a lot of merchant ships had come in for refitting and conversion.


‘Well, it’s just a mate really. They help the fitters and shipwrights and that. They can’t be proper tradesmen without serving their five years’ apprenticeship, not even in wartime. Not that any woman would ever want to – it’s not a woman’s job, shipwork.’


‘I don’t know,’ Jess said. ‘Cherry seems to enjoy it all right.’


‘Cherry’s different.’


Cherry was one of the women who had been drafted into the yard to take the place of the many men who had been called up. Frank had talked a lot about her when she first came and eventually Jess had invited her to Sunday dinner, just to see what she was like. She’d been half expecting a flirty little baggage with saucy eyes, but to her surprise Cherry had turned out to be a dumpy little doughnut of a woman with a beaming round face and a strong Birmingham accent. She was very forthright and a great favourite with the children; she had become almost a member of the family and spent a lot of time knitting toy animals for Maureen, out of old cardigans and jumpers.


‘If it’s an old liner it must be a big ship,’ Jess said. ‘You could get lost on a thing like that. How do they ever keep track of them all?’


‘They don’t,’ Frank said, and Jess glanced up at his tone. He was looking disapproving and she guessed that he knew more about the Ranpura than he wanted to let on. Probably the men and women working on it knew plenty of places where they could sneak away and have a bit of fun together without being caught. It was human nature.


‘Isn’t it awful about that woman who was machine-gunned in the street by a sneak raider?’ she remarked, threading her needle with strong black cotton. ‘It makes you feel you’re not safe stepping outside your own front door. Annie was saying there are smoke machines out at Southsea. Lorries with long funnels pointing up to the sky, putting out black smoke.’


‘That’s to confuse the enemy too, like Wilfred Pickles and the charcoal burners,’ Frank said, but Jess snorted.


‘Seems to me it just makes things more miserable for us. It leaves oily filth everywhere – people have to seal their doors and windows with wet sheets to keep it out. Just as if they hadn’t got enough to put up with.’


‘I’ve seen ’em up Cosham,’ Tim put in. ‘And I saw another lorry with a huge gun on it. It fired at a plane and smashed half the windows in the street.’


‘You see?’ Jess said. ‘What good does that do? It’s enough to scare people to death. Strikes me the Germans might as well pack up and go home, leave us to do our own damage.’


She sighed. You weren’t supposed to talk like this, but everyone had to let off steam with a bit of a grumble sometimes. Some people grumbled more than others, mind – Bert Shaw next door, for instance, and Ethel Glaister on the other side – and some people didn’t grumble enough, like her mother Mary and poor old Dad, who’d let it all get on top of him until he couldn’t stand it any longer and did away with himself. That had been one of the worst shocks of the war, especially for poor Mum, who’d found him, and none of the family had properly got over it yet. It wasn’t healthy to keep it all bottled up, and who else could you talk to if it wasn’t your own husband?


‘That nephew of Tommy Vickers has come back,’ she said after a moment. ‘You know the one. Clifford Weeks, his name is. Got flaming red hair and a temper to match. Used to knock about with our Colin and Bob Shaw when he came to stay with Tommy and Freda. There was a time when Peggy thought he was sweet on Gladys. He’s in the Army now, got wounded and been sent home for a bit of leave till he’s fit to go back.’


‘Why hasn’t he gone to his own home?’ Frank asked. ‘Don’t his parents live up Basingstoke way?’


‘They got bombed,’ Jess said, and her eyes filled with tears. ‘Don’t you remember me telling you? His mum was Tommy Vickers’s sister, and Tommy was really upset about it. Killed outright, both of them, and the house completely destroyed. Poor Clifford hasn’t got a home any more, nor no family except for Freda and Tommy.’ She shook her head, trying to peer through the tears at her work. ‘I’m sorry, Frank. It just seems all too much, sometimes. Jenny Weeks was such a quiet, nice little woman, she never hurt a fly. It isn’t fair.’ She sniffed and found a handkerchief. ‘I know we mustn’t give in, but I just can’t help it sometimes.’


Frank patted her shoulder awkwardly. If they’d been on their own, he could have offered more comfort, but he felt inhibited about even kissing his wife in front of Tim. ‘You need an afternoon out,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you get Annie to go to the pictures with you? There must be something on that’d take your mind off things.’


‘I might.’ Jess would rather have gone with Frank, but she knew it was impossible. He was home too late in the evenings to think of going to the pictures, and Saturday afternoons were reserved for gardening or doing things round the house. The only exception he made was when Elsie and Doris Waters came to the King’s: he would always make time to go and laugh at them, just as he always listened to their comic chats on the wireless. He liked programmes like ITMA and Stand Easy as well, but it was Elsie and Doris who were his favourites. He’d even wanted to call Maureen after one of them, until Jess had put her foot down.


‘There’s people getting into trouble all over Pompey,’ he said, still reading the paper. ‘Bloke here from Gieves – you know, that Naval shop in Arundel Street – fined thirty bob for “emitting a light”. Blimey, that’s a bit steep. Thirty bob – that’s nearly a week’s wage to some people. And one here was allocated petrol to take his wife to the doctor, and they copped him at a pub! Serve him right. Twenty pounds, they fined him, for misuse of petrol. Twenty pounds! And there’s someone else stung for five quid for selling sausages with not enough meat in them, and a woman got caught writing details of a bombing raid in a letter to her mum. “Information that may be useful to the enemy.” It just goes to show, they do think it’s important to keep things quiet.’


‘You can get into trouble for just walking down the street,’ Tim said with some feeling, recalling his own court appearance. ‘I heard about someone who got sent to prison just for not having their identity cards on them.’


‘Well, they could have been spies, see,’ Frank said. ‘How are the police supposed to know? Some of these Germans can speak English as good as you and me.’


‘P’raps we’d all better practise talking like Wilfred Pickles,’ Tim suggested, and his parents looked at him with mild exasperation. Trust Tim to have the last word, and trust Tim to make a joke of it.


All the same, Jess thought, smiling as she threaded her needle again, it’s nice to have his cheery face and silly jokes about the place again. She’d missed her boys when they’d been out in the country. Families should be together.


All she wanted now was for Keith to come home as well, and she’d be happy.


Keith wanted to be back at home too. He’d enjoyed being in the country with Tim when they’d first arrived, though at only nine years old he’d missed his mother a lot to begin with. But Reg and Edna Corner had treated them like their own boys, playing games with them and teaching them about country life. He remembered going to collect blackberries and sweet chestnuts with Reg, and Reg telling them about how babies were born. Neither he nor Tim had believed it for a long while, but by now they’d seen enough going on in the fields and farmyards to accept that it must be true. They still didn’t fancy it much for themselves, though.


It would have been nice if they could have stayed with Reg and Edna right through the war, but Reg had got called up and Edna had gone to live with her mum and have a baby of her own. (Neither Tim nor Keith had quite dared to ask all the questions about this that they would have liked.) After that, the two boys had gone to live with Mr Beckett, the local vicar, and his housekeeper Mrs Mudge, and after a while Stella and Muriel Simmons had come to live with them.


Stella and Muriel had been bombed out of their house in October Street, the road that led up from April Grove to September Street, where the shops were. Before that, they’d been bombed out of Porchester Road, where some of the first bombs of the war had fallen, but the second time had been the worst because their mother Kathy and baby brother had been killed. Now their father Mike, who had been in the Merchant Navy, was dead as well, and Stella and Muriel were supposed to be leaving the vicarage and going into an orphanage.


‘I really don’t see the need,’ Mr Beckett said to anyone who would listen. ‘The girls are happy here – as happy as they can be anywhere, given their tragic circumstances – they consider this their home. Mrs Mudge and I are more than willing to take care of them. Why, I’d adopt them myself if I could.’


However, the authorities had shaken their heads and said that the Simmons girls were no longer evacuees but came into a different category, and places had been found for them at two very nice children’s homes, one near Winchester and the other at Basingstoke. At this, the vicar became even more upset.


‘You’re not going to separate them! They’re sisters, they depend on each other. They have no other relatives. It’s inhumane. It’s cruel.’


The authorities were deeply offended by this. They knew best, the vicar was told. It was often better for children to be separated. It helped them to make other friends. In any case, there was no room for two more children at either of the homes.


‘Then leave them with me,’ he begged, but on the appointed day a large black car drew up outside and a woman in a brown suit that looked as stiff and hard as a suit of armour, with a felt hat that came down low over her forehead, stepped out and marched up to the vicarage door. She carried a briefcase in one hand and a rolled-up umbrella in the other, holding it like a weapon, and Keith, who was peering out of the shrubbery, noticed stiff, bristly hairs growing on her chin, and remembered Miss Woddis who lived at the other end of the village and had shut her evacuees in the hall cupboard. He shuddered and retreated into the undergrowth.


‘I’ve come for the gels,’ she announced in clear, commanding tones when Mrs Mudge opened the door. The housekeeper hesitated briefly, then let her in and Keith could hear voices through the open window of the vicar’s study. At first they were quite low, but soon they began to rise, and Keith could hear Mr Beckett shouting. He drew back, startled, from his planned skulk through the bushes to get close to the window. He had never heard Mr Beckett shout before.


‘The sisters need to be together. They’ve suffered enough in this terrible war. Separation would be the last straw for them – I couldn’t answer for the consequences.’


‘You won’t have to,’ the woman said. She had a dull, flat voice, as hard as a paving slab. ‘The gels are not your responsibility. They’ve been Taken Over.’


‘But there’s no need!’ Mr Beckett cried. ‘They’re settled here. They’re welcome. Mrs Mudge and I are fond of them – we want to help them to forget their troubles.’


‘They’ll forget much more quickly when they’re away from here,’ she stated. ‘In any case, that’s not the point. The point is that the authorities—’


‘It is the point! It’s the whole point. I want these children to grow up in an atmosphere of security, where they know they can rely on things being the same, where they can be sure that they won’t be touched any more by all the terrible things that are going on in the world. I want to give them their childhood.’ He gazed helplessly at the woman, whose face was as flat and hard as her voice. ‘It was here they last saw their father,’ he said desperately. ‘It’s their last link—’


‘A link that’s better broken. We find such memories are best ignored. They’re unsettling to the children and do them no good. As for security, I’m afraid you’re living in a world of fantasy, Mr Beckett. No doubt it’s due to your calling.’ He gasped, but she went on, talking over him like a steamroller. ‘There is no security these days, only the security that the authorities can provide in homes that are specially staffed to look after these orphans. I’m afraid such attitudes as yours, well meaning though they may be, can be downright harmful.’ She gathered up the papers she had spread on the table and folded them back into her briefcase. ‘I see no point in continuing this discussion. If you’ll just have your housekeeper call the gels and see that they’re ready …’


‘Please,’ he said, his voice low. ‘Let them stay a little while longer. Let me have a word with the authorities myself.’


‘That’s impossible.’ She spoke curtly. ‘I can assure you, Mr Beckett, they’ll be better off in homes. There will be other children for them to play with. Young, trained staff. Surely you can see that this would be better for them than living in a rambling old house with two elderly people?’


‘But they already have other children to play with. They have the village children – the other evacuees. Their friends. They have Keith Budd, who lives here too—’


‘Ah yes,’ the woman said. ‘A boy. Quite unsuitable,’ and she shut her briefcase with a snap. ‘Call the gels in, please, Mr Beckett. I have another appointment in half an hour and can’t afford to waste any more time here.’ She stood with her feet planted slightly apart, as solid as a tree, and he knew that nothing would move her until she had Stella and Muriel in front of her with their outdoors clothes on and their small suitcases packed.


He sighed, a sigh that seemed to come from some deep, deep recess in his heart. There was an ache in his body that started somewhere in his chest and spread down his sides, along his arms. The grief that he had known ever since the war began – a grief that had begun years before, during the First World War, when he’d been a chaplain ministering to the gassed and wounded who were dragged from the trenches of Flanders – swept over him in a cloud of blackness that he could no longer ward off. And all his efforts to give the children what he considered the birthright of every child – a few, short years free of sorrow, pain, and a despair they could not comprehend – seemed to shrivel away to nothing.


He turned away and rang the little bell he kept on his desk. A few moments later, Mrs Mudge tramped along the passage and opened the door. She stood there, breathing heavily, her homely face creased with anxiety.


‘Tell Stella and Muriel to put on their coats,’ the vicar said dully, ‘and make sure they have everything they need – everything they want.’ He turned back from the window, and the housekeeper flinched at the shadows in his eyes. ‘Give them something – anything they want – from me, as a token to keep and remember us by. And then bring them in to say goodbye.’


The pain of bidding them goodbye would be almost more than he could bear, but bear it he must, for the sake of the memories that he knew would forever endure.


Betty and Dennis were back with the Spencers, but there was no more creeping downstairs in the middle of the night to be together. They shared, legitimately, the long, low-ceilinged attic that had been given over to the three land girls when they had first arrived on the farm. One of the narrow single beds had been removed and the other two were pushed together to make a large double.


Erica, who had come to work on the farm at the same time as Betty and had married the Spencers’ son Gerald, slept in his room, and Yvonne, the third land girl, found herself, for the first time in her life, with a bedroom of her own. She hardly knew whether she enjoyed the privacy or felt lonely.


‘I’m the only one here who’s got no one to sleep with,’ she complained once, and blushed as everyone else laughed. ‘Well, you know what I mean. Erica’s got the baby, and Betty and Dennis have got each other. I mean, who am I supposed to talk to in the middle of the night?’


‘You’re supposed to be asleep,’ Mr Spencer said. ‘Maybe I’m not working you hard enough.’


Yvonne made a face at him. ‘It’s not that. It’s just that it’s so light in the evenings, with this Double Summer Time. I dunno what it’s going to be like in a month or so when it’s light till nearly midnight. I suppose you’ll have us working out in the fields till gone eleven.’


‘Well, that’s what they’ve done it for,’ the farmer said. ‘Give us a few more hours’ daylight to get the harvest in. Anyway, it’s going back to ordinary Summer Time in August, so it won’t be so bad.’


‘If you’re lonely in the night,’ his wife said to Yvonne, ‘why not take one of the cats up with you? Or one of Fly’s puppies? That’d be company.’


Yvonne thought this was a good idea. She had taken a fancy to the smallest of the sheepdog’s pups, which she called Gnat – ‘It was too small to be a Fly,’ she had said with a grin – and taken it over as her own. Mr Spencer shook his head and said it was the runt of the litter and he’d have drowned it in a bucket of water if he’d had his way, but Yvonne defended it.


‘He only needs a bit of feeding up. It’s those other bullies, never letting him get near his mum.’


She borrowed one of the bottles used to feed orphan lambs and gave the puppy extra feeds. Sure enough, it began to put on weight and gain strength. It adored Yvonne and followed her everywhere.


‘Spoilt, that’s what that animal’ll be,’ old Jonas said in disgust. ‘Never be any bloody use for work.’


Jonas was the ancient ploughman who had come out of retirement to help on the farm when Gerald and Dick and the two young farmhands had been called up. He took a disapproving stance on everything, especially land girls, and was never afraid to let his opinions be known, usually in the coarsest language. But over the years since they had first come here, the girls had learned to take his grumbling with a pinch of salt, and he had even been known – albeit grudgingly – to admit that they were ‘not bad workers, get ’em on a good day’.


Jonas had given Dennis the benefit of his opinions, too, when he’d discovered that the healthy, able-bodied young man who had come to work on the farm was a conscientious objector. This repugnance was the one thing he and Erica had had in common, and had caused a good deal of friction on the farm before Dennis decided to join the Pioneers and go into bomb disposal.


However, that was all over for Dennis now, and he was learning to adapt himself to being sightless and without two fingers on his left hand. He spent his first few weeks learning to find his way about, then he began to take over some of the work.


‘I can do the milking,’ he said one morning. ‘I’ve got enough fingers left for that, and I don’t need to be able to see to squeeze a pair of teats. And the cows all know me.’


Jonas had snorted, but within a week he was forced to admit that Dennis was as efficient as he had ever been in the byre. He had always enjoyed milking, and the cows seemed to relax with him and let down their milk more easily. He moved confidently from one to the other, settling the bucket beneath each full udder and sitting on his three-legged stool, his cheek pressed into the cow’s flank, listening to the steady spurt of the milk.


‘If he just does that twice a day, it’s a big help,’ Mr Spencer said, and Betty squeezed Dennis’s arm, her face flushed with pride.


Betty had never been so happy. She had been in love with Dennis ever since the early days, when she had still been half engaged to Graham Philpotts, but for much of the time they had had to keep their feelings secret. There was too much prejudice towards COs, and Dennis was reluctant to draw Betty into the intolerance he sometimes had to endure. After he had volunteered for bomb disposal the unpleasantness diminished, but they still had to overcome Ted Chapman’s disapproval before they could marry. And all the while, Betty had suffered the knowledge that at any moment, day or night, Dennis might be blown up by one of the bombs he worked on.


‘I know you’re safe now, that’s all that matters,’ she said as he tried to decide what else he could do on the farm. ‘You don’t have to work all the hours there are. Milking’s enough, you heard Mr Spencer say so.’


‘I’m still idle a lot of the day,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to be a passenger, Betty,’


‘You’re not.’ She wouldn’t have cared if he never lifted a finger, but she knew that wasn’t Dennis’s style. He needed to feel he was making a proper contribution, despite his disabilities. ‘There’ll be plenty of other things you can do.’


‘You can look after Michael if you like, while I drive the tractor,’ Erica said with what Betty thought was a complete lack of tact, but to her surprise Dennis didn’t seem to think there was anything wrong in looking after the baby while its mother worked in the fields. There was no getting away from it, she thought: being a Quaker did make you different from other people. And it had to be said that most of the time it seemed to be no more than a matter of common sense.


‘Looking after a baby is a privilege,’ Dennis said when she tried to express these feelings. ‘I’m surprised more women don’t realise it. You’re actually having an influence on how a human being will behave for the rest of its life – what more important work can there be than that? Anyway, if it sets Erica free to do something I can’t do, it counts as war work, doesn’t it?’


Betty supposed that it did. She watched Dennis handling the baby with a confidence few men seemed to possess, and realised what a good father he would make. Her body grew warm at the thought, although she wasn’t desperate to have a baby, as her sister Olive was. There’d be plenty of time for that later. Just for now, she was happy to have Dennis, and happy to be here on the farm where they had first met and fallen in love.


Even in wartime, she thought, life could be good.




CHAPTER THREE



Easter came at the end of April, about the latest it could be. That meant it was warm enough for picnics and days out, though – according to the Evening News afterwards – it was the quietest Easter on record. There was no petrol allowance for pleasure, so even those who had cars or motorcycles were unable to use them, but for those who had pushbikes or were willing to catch a bus into the countryside and then walk, it was possible to get away and forget the war for a few hours.


On Easter Monday, a gymkhana was held in Horndean, a few miles beyond Portsdown Hill. Jess and Frank Budd took Rose and Maureen out on the bus to see it, and then went for a walk in some nearby woods. The bluebells made an azure mist over the thick brown carpet of last year’s leaves, and deep amongst the trees they could hear the rustle of squirrels and the note of the cuckoo. Cushions of primroses were like splashes of fallen sunshine on the dappled ground, and Jess and Rose gathered a basketful to take home. They sat on the grass, looking up at the blue sky through the tracery of fresh new leaves, and tried to believe there was no war.


‘Where did you say Tim was off to?’ Frank asked, lying back with his hands behind his head.


Jess smiled. She had told him at least three times, but it was so good to see Frank relax for once, she didn’t have the heart to say so. She hardly ever saw him like this nowadays, just resting with nothing to do. The war had changed him, she thought a little sadly. He had always been on the serious side, but now he was weighed down by responsibility and care, and sometimes he seemed to have lost all pleasure in life.


But not today. He was looking just like he used to, the lines smoothed away from his forehead, his skin already tanned from working in the garden. He’d carried Maureen almost all the way here from the gymkhana, pretending to be a horse as she shouted ‘Gee-up, Dobbin!’ and ‘Whoa there!’ It had been a good idea, this day out, and Jess made up her mind there would be more of them.


She suddenly remembered that he’d asked her about Tim. ‘He’s gone off on his bike with Dave Willis. They were talking about making a fire somewhere and cooking their dinner. I gave them some sausages and a few potatoes. I hope they’ll be all right.’


‘Well, Tim ought to know how to carry on in the country,’ Frank said easily. ‘He won’t go setting the woods on fire. And Dave Willis is a sensible sort of boy. I know his dad in the yard.’ He lay with his eyes shut for a few minutes, then said dreamily, ‘I like this, Jess. Getting out into the country of an afternoon. I reckon when all this lot’s over we ought to get ourselves a tandem. We could go out every weekend.’


‘A tandem! But I can’t even ride a bike. I could never get the hang of how to balance.’


‘You don’t have to. I can do all the balancing, and steering and that. You just sit on the back and pedal.’ He sat up. ‘We could go all over the place, Jess. Down the New Forest – out the back of the Hill – into Sussex. You can do forty or fifty miles on a tandem in a day. Think of it!’


Jess thought of it. Forty or fifty miles. She had hardly ever been so far, except for charabanc outings or days out on the train before the war. Her mother had had relatives in London and used to take her and Annie to see them when they were little, and apart from that and the honeymoon she and Frank had had in Devon, she’d hardly been anywhere. But on a tandem …?


She looked at his face and saw the youthful eagerness that had attracted her when they’d first met. It had almost disappeared under the weight of family responsibilities and the grinding effort of the war, but for a moment the old Frank was there, the one who never let anything get him down, and she felt a rush of affection.


‘But what about the family? I mean, how could we go off for a whole day every weekend?’


‘They’re growing up,’ he said. ‘They won’t want to come with us. Rose is getting on for sixteen, and boys want to be off by themselves. Look at Tim this weekend. And we can take Maureen with us. You can get little seats to put on the back. She’d enjoy it.’


‘It sounds lovely,’ Jess said. ‘Oh Frank, won’t it be nice when the war’s over and we can do things like that again – do just what we like.’ She lay back beside him in the grass. ‘To be able to come out like this every weekend – it sounds just like a little bit of heaven.’ She was silent for a moment or two, then added very quietly, ‘I wonder if it’ll ever really happen …’


Jess and Frank were not the only ones to be planning for when the war ended. Portsmouth City Council was making plans too. They formed a committee to discuss how to attract new industry to the city, and they talked of grand new developments: a large concert and conference hall at Southsea with a winter garden, and a pleasure garden at Lumps Fort with bathing and boating facilities, a small harbour, sports stadium and theatre and numerous other attractions. They also suggested either reconstructing the gutted Guildhall, in the centre of Portsmouth, or building a new civic centre, to be used as a social centre, with a good dance floor.


‘Sounds like Pompey’s going to be a real posh place,’ Diane commented when Gladys read this out of the paper. ‘I’ll go to the dances! And the pleasure gardens. What d’you think goes on there, eh? I mean, most gardens are just a bit of grass and some flowers, but pleasure gardens – well …’


‘Not the sort of pleasure you think,’ her sister said tartly, and Diane giggled. ‘Well, that’s not what they’re meant for, anyway. And I don’t suppose you’ll be invited to the dances they’ll have at the Guildhall, anyway. They’ll be for the high-ups. The mayor and all that sort.’


Diane screwed up her face. ‘I wouldn’t want to go to those anyway. No fun at all. I like a bit of jitterbugging.’ She jumped up and began to dance jerkily round the room, shrugging her shoulders and flinging out her arms. Her father came through from the scullery and stared at her.


‘What on earth are you doing, our Di? Got St Vitus’s Dance, or something?’


‘No, I don’t know that one,’ Diane said innocently. ‘How d’you do it?’


Gladys gave a snort of laughter and Bert raised his eyes to the ceiling. ‘I don’t know what’s got into you just lately, I really don’t. Where do you get all these ideas?’


‘She goes to the pictures too much,’ Gladys said. ‘She don’t think of anything else but Clark Gable and Leslie Howard.’


‘Go on, they didn’t do any jitterbugging in Gone With The Wind,’ Diane said. ‘Mind you, I reckon that’s the best film I’ve ever seen. The way he said, “Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn …” It made goose-pimples come up all over my arms. And when he carried her upstairs …’ She sighed and rolled her eyes. ‘I wish it could’ve been me he was carrying upstairs.’


‘Yes, and that’s what’s wrong with all these films,’ Bert grumbled. ‘It gives young girls a lot of ideas they shouldn’t be having. Jitterbugging! Americans! They’re talking about sending ’em over in thousands, you know. It’ll be a black day for Pompey when they arrive, you mark my words. Too much money and too much – well, never mind.’ He turned away, and the girls looked at each other and giggled.


‘Well, I shan’t mind them spending their money on me,’ Diane said, ‘but they can keep their “never mind”. I haven’t got no time for the Yanks. They took all that time to come into the war and help our lads out, and now they act like they’re saving the world.’


The front door opened and Peggy came in with a half-full basket of shopping. She had spent the night at the first aid post and half the morning standing in queues, but her wiry body still quivered with energy. She dumped the basket on the table and started to unpack it.


‘I just saw young Clifford Weeks up the street, with Tommy Vickers. Been wounded, he was telling me, and sent back to Tommy and Freda for a bit of leave to get over it. He was asking after you, Gladys.’


‘Well, he knows where I am if he wants to see for himself,’ Gladys said, picking up the balaclava helmet she was knitting. ‘Mind, I don’t suppose I’d know him now, it’s years since I saw him. He hasn’t been round here since before the war started.’


‘Oh, you’d know him all right. He’s got hair like a bunch of carrots. Not unlike that young Graham—’ Peggy stopped abruptly. She gave Gladys a swift glance, but her daughter’s eyes were fixed firmly on her work.


Diane looked from one to the other, and spoke a shade too loudly. ‘What if he does have red hair? So do lots of other people. You can’t pretend they don’t exist, our Glad.’


‘I’m not pretending anyone doesn’t exist. If Clifford Weeks wants to come round here, he’s welcome to. He was never too shy to knock on the door before. Only don’t expect me to jump for joy, that’s all. I’m not interested.’


‘That’s just stupid,’ Diane said scornfully. ‘He can’t help it if he looks like Graham Philpotts, and you think it’s your fault Graham got kill—’


‘Shut up!’ Gladys jumped to her feet, the knitting clutched in her hands. ‘Shut up! I never said anything about it being my fault. I never said anything about Graham. And I don’t see why you have to bring him up.’ She turned her back on Diane and looked at her mother. ‘Graham wasn’t my boyfriend,’ she said rapidly. ‘He was just helping out that night. He didn’t have to, it was my job. How do you think I feel about that, how would anyone feel?’


‘I know, I know,’ Peggy said soothingly. ‘It wasn’t your fault and you know it, but you can’t help going over and over it in your mind. It’s all right, Glad. It’ll get better with time, really it will.’ She looked at her younger daughter. ‘And it’ll get better a lot quicker if some other people had a bit of sense and let the whole thing drop.’ There was a short silence, then Peggy went on in a different tone, ‘I saw that Ethel Glaister out in the street too. Carrying on at Nancy Baxter like nobody’s business, she was. I dunno what the row’s about this time – you’d think they’d have learned to ignore each other by now.’


‘They’re like a pair of cats tied together over a washing-line,’ Bert said. ‘Can’t leave each other alone, got to scratch each other’s eyes out. I don’t have no time for them meself.’


‘Nobody’s got much time for them,’ Peggy said. ‘There’s Nancy no better than she should be, and Ethel thinks she’s better than anyone. I reckon if push came to shove, it’d be Nancy most folk’d choose though. At least she’s not spiteful.’


Ethel Glaister wouldn’t have agreed with her. She had always felt affronted by Nancy’s presence in the street, and when young Micky Baxter had broken into Ethel’s house and left it in such a mess, she’d raged straight round to the police station, expecting him to be sent to prison at once. It was only the fact that he hadn’t actually taken anything that had saved him. His sins had caught up with him in the end, of course, and now he was at the approved school at Drayton, but Nancy was still in April Grove to ply her trade, and her mother, old Granny Kinch, still sat in her doorway morning, noon and night, ready to make a sarcastic comment every time Ethel stalked past.


‘’Ow’s your Carol, then? Lost a bit of weight while she was away, I see. Getting quite chubby she was, before ’er ’oliday in Devon.’


Ethel knew she should ignore the jibes, but she couldn’t do it. She stopped and glared at the old woman.


‘How my Carol is, is nothing to do with you, you nosy old baggage. We’d rather keep ourselves to ourselves, if you don’t mind.’


Granny Kinch put her finger on her top lip and tilted her head upwards. ‘Hoity-toity! I don’t mind, I’m sure. It’s no skin off my nose what you and your kids get up to. It’s just the way you parades around the streets, pretending you’re so high and mighty when you’re no better than the rest of us, that sticks in my craw, that’s all.’


Ethel turned red. ‘Pretending! It don’t take much pretending to be better than you and your Nancy. We all know what she is. How much are they paying her now – is it by the hour or by the minute? Beats me how anyone can fancy her at all, but there, I suppose all cats are grey in the dark, as they say.’


Granny Kinch took a step forward and raised her hand as if to hit Ethel, who jerked backwards and collided with Nancy herself, standing right behind her. Ethel stumbled, and only saved herself from falling by grabbing at Nancy’s arm. Furious and humiliated, she snatched her hand away, while the other two women laughed.


‘You’ll ’ave to go ’ome and give yourself a good scrub now, won’cher?’ Nancy said. ‘Lord knows what you might ’ave caught, touchin’ me like that.’


‘Get out of my way,’ Ethel hissed, but Nancy stood her ground.


‘It’s not your pavement. Belongs to us all, this does. And this bit’s right in front of our door, so if it’s anyone’s it’s ours.’


‘That’s right,’ her mother chimed in. ‘Nobody arst you to stand ’ere. Go an’ stand on your own bit of pavement.’ She looked at Nancy. ‘That’s what comes of givin’ someone like Lady Muck the time of day. All I did was arsk after ’er Carol, an’ she give me a mouthful. No good tryin’ to be neighbourly with some people. I shan’t bother again.’


‘Nah, she’s not worth wastin’ breath on,’ Nancy agreed. ‘Mind you, Ma, there’s a lot of us got quite worried about Carol at one time. When she disappeared like that, I mean. It was a funny do all round, wasn’t it, and then when she come back lookin’ like—’


‘Stop it!’ Ethel screeched. Peggy Shaw was just coming down the road, and although Ethel had realised by now that most people probably had a good idea what had happened to Carol, she was still determined to keep up the pretence. ‘Stop your filthy lies! I won’t have it – I won’t have you saying such things about my daughter. She’s a good girl, Carol is. She’s been brought up respectable and decent, which is more than anyone can say about you, Nancy Baxter, or that hooligan of a son of yours. In approved school – he’d be in jail if I had my way, and the key thrown down a drain. It’s people like you that brings the tone of a street right down. April Grove wouldn’t be a bad place if it wasn’t for you turning it into a slum, sitting out here all day in your curlers, letting your kids run wild.’


At that moment, as if responding to a cue, Nancy’s four-year-old daughter Vera appeared behind her grandmother, dressed in a torn and dirty pinafore, with a grimy thumb stuck into her mouth. She stared up at Ethel from under a fringe of hair matted with what looked like stale jam.


‘And I suppose this one’ll go the same way, soon as she’s old enough. She’s out in the street half the time already, messing about with stones and tar and rubbish – she’ll get run over one of these days, mark my words, and we’ll all know who to blame.’


Ethel paused for breath. Peggy Shaw had gone past and into her own house. Nancy and her mother were sniggering and she felt a surge of pure rage. She stared at them, longing to punch their grinning faces, and then she turned abruptly and marched down the street to her own front door. It opened just as she arrived and Carol appeared with a bucket of water, ready to wash the step.


‘Get inside,’ Ethel snapped, pushing her out of the way. ‘I don’t want you out there, displaying yourself for all to see and sneer at. Find yourself something to do indoors.’ She slammed the front door and leaned against it for a moment. ‘I don’t know what I done to deserve all the trouble you’ve brought on me, I really don’t, but I can tell you this, my girl: you put one foot wrong – just one, just for a second – and you’re out on your ear. And next time I won’t have you back!’


For many of the young people in Portsmouth, April was marked by the presence of Joe Loss and his band at South Parade Pier. The dance hall was packed every night: nearly everyone tuned in to Joe Loss on the wireless and possessed some of his records. His signature tune, ‘In the Mood’ was played over and over again, and when he stood on the platform and asked half seriously for ‘any other requests, please’, the dancers stamped and shouted until he shrugged and smilingly gave in, and let the band play it yet again.


Claudia persuaded Olive to go along with her and the rest of the gun-crew one evening when they were off duty. ‘Your Derek wouldn’t mind, I’m sure. It’s only a dance. They put on dances for the soldiers in the camps, don’t they?’


‘Ye-es.’ Olive preferred not to think about Derek taking another girl in his arms, even for a dance. ‘But that’s different.’


‘Of course it’s not. It’s exactly the same. Anyway, we’re really going to listen to the music, aren’t we? You don’t have to dance if you don’t want to.’ Claudia gave her a critical look. ‘You need a bit of fun, Olive. You’re looking washed out these days. You’ve got to keep yourself beautiful for when he comes home, you know.’


Olive smiled. ‘It’d help if I was beautiful to start with!’ But Derek had often told her she was beautiful, and she thought that, in his eyes, perhaps she was.


The next time Olive was in the women’s lavatories, she glanced at herself in the speckled mirror. Claudia was right: she was looking a bit pale. But would going to a dance make all that much difference?


‘I don’t see why you shouldn’t go,’ Gladys said when they talked about it later. ‘Nobody can expect you to let the best years of your life go by without a bit of fun. The way this war’s dragging on, we’ll all be old and grey before we get the chance of anything else.’


The fighting hadn’t ceased. Day after day, night after night, the planes of Bomber Command flew over the south coast on their way to Germany. The blitzkrieg with which Hitler had tried to crush Britain was now turned upon his own cities. Hamburg, Berlin, Wilhelmshaven and the Ruhr were all attacked with huge concentrations of bombs. The city centres were devastated, but the RAF did not rest on its laurels: it returned again and again, pounding away at the stricken cities and salving its conscience by reminding everyone what the Luftwaffe had done to London and Coventry and Plymouth.


Olive had agreed at last to go to the dance and was now busy preparing. Uniform would be worn, of course, so there was no pretty frock to make or mend, but it must be immaculate, with each brass button polished till it gleamed like gold, and shoes you could see your face in. She spent hours curling and setting her chestnut hair, and bought a new lipstick. Gladys lent her her small, precious bottle of perfume. ‘Only two drops, mind,’ she warned. ‘One behind each ear.’
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