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She could feel the baby moving now, energetic little arms and legs pounding at the wall of her abdomen. If only she could keep in safe there, safe inside her. If only it didn’t have to be born.


Children shouldn’t have to suffer war, she thought with a sudden passion. Little babies, who can’t understand – they shouldn’t have to be born into a world of gas masks and bombs and air-raid shelters. It isn’t fair, and they – the ‘they’ who sent troops marching on other countries, who signed pieces of paper with pledges they had no intention of keeping, who decided that young men should have to set aside their own lives and become soldiers when all they wanted was to live peacefully at home – they had no right to force it on them.


But there was nothing people like she and Frank could do about it. Like millions of others, they must just go where they were pushed.
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CHAPTER ONE


THE BUDD BROTHERS, Tim and Keith, came roaring up the garden path and in through the back door of number 14 April Grove as if the devil were after them. Their faces were grimy, their shirts hung half out of their short trousers and their socks were wrinkled round their ankles. They looked as if they had just fought in some historic battle and their eyes blazed with the triumph and delight of victors.


‘We won!’ Tim yelled as they burst into the small back room, jostling to be the first with the news. ‘We won! We beat ’em hollow.’


Jess Budd, pregnant at forty with her fourth child, put out a hand to save her teacup from being knocked over. Her sister Annie, who lived at the top of the street, tutted and grabbed at the plate of biscuits that were about to be sent flying.


‘Is that the way to come bursting in on your Ma of a Saturday afternoon?’ she demanded. ‘Can’t she get any rest? And look at your boots, covered in mud – what’ve you been doing, mudlarking?’ She touched her newly waved dark hair, cut to ear length in the latest fashion, and drew her skirt closer around her legs. She was wearing her new rayon frock today and wanted Jess to remark on it. So far, to her annoyance, she didn’t even seem to have noticed.


‘Certainly not,’ Jess said sharply. ‘Frank and me don’t allow any mudlarking.’ She looked at her sons. She knew quite well where they had been – down at the newspaper offices in Stamford Street, waiting for the football results, though how anyone could get that dirty just waiting in the street only boys would know. ‘Quieten down, the two of you, and tell us what you’re on about.’


‘We told you – we’ve won,’ Tim said impatiently. At almost ten years old, he was the elder of the two boys, though a childhood illness had left him the smaller. His curly hair was tousled and his hazel eyes sparkled. ‘We beat ’em four-one. Four-one.’ Forgetting his muddy boots, he began to dance a jig around the dining-table that took up most of the room, and chanted, ‘Pompey’s won the Cu-up, Pompey’s won the Cu-up.’


Keith, nearly two years younger but chubbier than his brother, with a round face and dark brown eyes like his mother’s, took up the chant too and Jess waved her hands at them for quiet.


‘The Cup? You mean that football cup? Is that what all this fuss is about?’ Annie asked, knowing very well that it was, and the boys stared at her as if she had just come down from the moon.


‘You must know it’s the Cup Final today, Auntie,’ Tim said. ‘It’s all people have been talking about. Portsmouth’s been playing against Wolverhampton, at Wembley. The King’s presenting it to the captain. You must know about it. Uncle Ted would know.’


‘Well, maybe I did hear something about it,’ Annie said offhandedly, and Jess smiled. It was one of Auntie’s habits to ignore football completely, mainly because she didn’t like the interest her husband took in it. ‘Just like little boys,’ she’d say scornfully when he and Jess’s husband Frank came home for their tea discussing the latest match. And she didn’t have much more patience with her nephews. ‘You’ll grow up just like your dad,’ she told them now. ‘Football mad.’ She watched as the two boys, unable to keep still, grabbed a biscuit each and clattered out into the garden again. ‘The whole town’s gone crackers,’ she went on, ‘and for what? Twenty-two grown men chasing a ball around a field. Don’t they have anything better to do?’


‘It’s not so much a question of have nothing better to do,’ Jess said quietly. ‘Seems to me too many people have got something worse to do these days.’ She looked out of the window at her sons, now capering up and down the garden path pretending to be footballers, but her brown eyes were abstracted. ‘And if the boys grow up to be like their dad, I’ll be more than pleased. He’s a good man, is my Frank, and so’s your Ted.’


She pushed back a tendril of hair, the colour of beechnuts and almost untouched as yet by grey. She’d washed it after dinner and it wasn’t properly dry yet. Perhaps Annie would do it up for her before she went.


‘Oh, I know,’ Annie said. ‘I was just teasing them, that’s all. You don’t want to take any notice of me.’


She reached over and poured more tea, and Jess watched her fondly. Annie was a bit sharp sometimes but she was good-hearted enough, and a good sister. And she was right, in a way. There was more to life than football, even if Pompey had won the coveted Football Association Cup. The news everywhere else was bad – countries all over the world at each other’s throats, it seemed, what with Italy invading Albania and Germany invading Czechoslovakia and now it looked as if Hitler was going to go back on his promise not to invade Poland. And only a few weeks ago, Britain and France had joined forces to protect Poland, so if he did . . .


Jess didn’t want to think about what might happen if Hitler went ahead with his plan. But it was impossible to ignore, for the reminders were everywhere – trenches being dug up in the parks, talk of air raids, gas attacks, invasion . . .


For people like her and Frank, who had already been through the Great War, it was frightening. And they said this time it’d be worse.


Unconsciously, she covered her stomach with her hands and Annie’s sharp eyes noticed the movement.


‘How’re you feeling today, Jess? Got over that heartburn?’


‘Not really. The baby’s riding too high – I had it right through with the others anyway.’ She sighed and shifted a little in her chair. ‘It’s the sciatica really gets me down. Sometimes I can hardly sit comfortably, it’s like toothache all down my leg. The doctor says the baby’s pressing on a nerve and there’s nothing he can do about it.’


‘Well, I suppose you can’t expect much else at your age,’ Annie remarked, and Jess sighed. She knew a good many people disapproved of her having another baby at forty, but she and Frank had talked about it and agreed that they wanted one, while there was still time. Another two or three years and it could be too late. And when Mr Chamberlain had come back from Munich at the end of September last year, waving a piece of paper and declaring that it was ‘peace in our time’ the omen had seemed too good to ignore.


Peace in our time! A phrase full of hope for a world that had, after all, averted catastrophe. Along with twenty thousand others, she and Frank had gone to the Peace Thanksgiving Service in the Guildhall Square and sung hymns to the accompaniment of the Royal Marine bands. The sound of rejoicing had filled the air, bringing tears to the eyes of almost all who stood there, and on the Guildhall steps the Lord Mayor and the Bishop of Portsmouth had given thanks with the rest.


Jess and Frank had strolled home arm in arm, Jess with eleven-year-old Rose clinging to her other arm and the two boys walking in front, quiet for once. The October air was mild, with a hint of smoke in the air from the first fires of the autumn, and that night they had lain in bed, relief drawing them close. The world which had been teetering on the brink of disaster was once again a safe place.


What better time to have a baby?


And by the time the bitter knowledge had dawned that the ‘peace’ was no more than an uneasy respite, that war loomed blacker and larger than ever, it was too late. Jess was pregnant and the world a dark and dangerous place to be born into.


The boys came dashing back through the door.


‘Mum! Mum! Can we go down the railway station, see the team come back? Bob Shaw next door says they’ll be bringing the Cup. Can we, Mum?’


‘Are you going to be with Bob?’ Jess asked, and they nodded vigorously. ‘All right, then, but mind you’re back before dark. I don’t want you roaming round the streets. And no mischief, mind.’


She watched as they tore away down the garden path. ‘Bob Shaw’s good to them. There’s not that many lads of nineteen will bother with two boys like Tim and Keith, taking them swimming and fishing when their father can’t spare the time. And Peggy and Bert are good neighbours too, always ready to give a hand.’


‘Hm.’ Annie pursed her mouth. Like Jess, she wore no make-up save for Pond’s vanishing cream and a dusting of powder. ‘I don’t know about the girls, though – that Diane’s altogether too flighty and knowing for a girl of fifteen, and Gladys thinks she’s grown up now she’s eighteen and been out at work a few years. And you know – ’ She broke off to pick up the brush and comb and start working on Jess’s hair. ‘I don’t know why you don’t get this lot cut off. It’d look ever so much smarter, it’s got a nice wave in it.’


Jess smiled. ‘Frank likes it this way. Go on, what were you going to say about Gladys?’


‘Oh, nothing at all. Only that she took a fancy to our Colin before he went off to sea, you knew that, didn’t you?’


Jess nodded. Her own daughter Rosemary was barely twelve and inclined to look up to the girls next door, and Jess had already had a few worries about what she might be learning from them. The Shaws weren’t quite so strict with their daughters as Ted and Annie.


Annie was eight years older than Jess and had married at twenty. To Jess, she had always been ‘grown up’, more like a mother than a sister, and it was only when Jess had had her own family that they had drawn closer as friends. But Jess had always been a welcome visitor at Annie’s home, and had helped with her sister’s children from the time they were born. Olive and Betty and their brother Colin, now twenty-five and the pride of Annie’s heart when he came swaggering down the street in his bell-bottoms, meant almost as much to Jess as her own three did.


‘How’s your Olive getting on with her Derek?’ she asked. ‘He seems a nice enough young chap.’


‘He is.’ Annie’s mouth was full of hair-grips. ‘She’s asked him to tea a few times. Got good manners and no side to him, for all his dad’s her boss.’


Jess leaned away for a moment to pour more tea. ‘Think anything’ll come of it? It’d be a good match for her.’


Annie pursed her lips again. ‘Who can tell? They seem fond enough of each other, and I suppose she’s old enough to get engaged. But you know what Ted’s like. He won’t have either of the girls getting serious too young. He didn’t even like them going out with boys till they’d turned eighteen and I must say I think he was right. You don’t know what they might get up to these days, not like when we were young.’


Jess nodded. Annie had had her share of suitors as a girl, but chose to forget them now. None of them had been ‘serious’ she would declare. And Jess had had no other boyfriends before she met Frank. If she had, she knew their father would have been every bit as strict as Ted. Home by ten o’clock unless they’d asked permission to be out later, and no string of boys knocking at the door. One at a time was the way he and their mother had believed in, anything else made a girl look ‘cheap’ and ‘common’, and got her a bad name.


That was the trouble with Peggy Shaw’s two. Gladys was always out somewhere, often not getting home till gone eleven, and Diane spent far too much time on street corners, talking to boys. Jess was surprised at Peggy for allowing it, especially when they had the example of Nancy Baxter at number 10 before them . . .


‘And what about Betty?’ Betty had been a tomboy, wanting nothing more than to shadow her brother Colin whenever he was home on leave from the Navy, and had usually been found playing cricket and football with the boys in the street rather than joining the girls with their dolls and skipping. It was all right when she was a child but Ted and Annie had been worried that she might be turning into a flirt.


‘Betty? I don’t know – she doesn’t let on much. Ted reckons she’s getting too saucy, but I tell him she can’t get up to much mischief working in the dairy at the top of the street. She keeps talking about getting something else – something more exciting, if you please!’ Annie sniffed. ‘Exciting! I asked her what she meant by that and she said she didn’t know. She’s all mixed up, that’s her trouble. Doesn’t want to be a boy any more and doesn’t know how to be a girl.’ She put down the brush and fixed the last grip in the knot on Jess’s neck.


‘Still, I daresay she’ll sort herself out,’ Jess said. ‘Most girls are a bit here and there at her age.’


Annie nodded. ‘Well, I’d better be going. I promised Mum and Dad I’d slip down and see them this afternoon. And then Ted’ll be in for his tea, full of this Cup Final win, I daresay. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve dressed the ferryboat overall in honour of the occasion!’


Jess laughed. Ted was a skipper on one of the boats which plied between Portsmouth and Gosport and as proud of his little craft as an admiral of his fleet.


‘It’ll be all over the front page of the Evening News too,’ Annie went on. ‘Well, I suppose it’s better than talking about war, which is all we seem to get these days. Gas attacks, digging trenches in the parks – it’s enough to turn you cold. Trenches! What good are they going to do us if war breaks out?’


‘We’re supposed to be getting shelters,’ Jess said. ‘Anderson shelters for the garden. And they’ll be digging big ones in the streets for people who haven’t got gardens.’


‘And do you suppose they’ll be any good if a bomb hits ’em?’ Annie asked scornfully. ‘They’re expecting hundreds, thousands, every night. What use will a few tin huts be then?’


Jess was silent. Like her sister, she could remember the air raids over London in the last war – and they said this lot would be far, far worse.


That time, the Germans had used mostly Zeppelins, huge airships that looked terrifying as they loomed overhead but didn’t do very much damage. This time, they had hundreds – perhaps thousands – of aircraft, able to fly faster and farther than ever before, carrying huge loads of bombs.


Their navy had ships such as had never been seen at sea before and their army had been training for years, before they’d even begun to invade the other countries of Europe.


They want to take us all over, she thought with a jab of fear. And what can we do to stop them?


She felt the baby kick inside her and clasped her fingers together, as if in prayer, over the heaving bulge. Stay there, she begged it silently, just stay there inside me where you’ll be safe. Don’t get born.


But she knew that if war came, nowhere in Portsmouth would be safe. With one of the naval dockyards and harbours as target, she and Frank and the children would be in the front line.


Annie was watching her with concern.


‘Are you all right, our Jess? You’ve gone dead white.’ An expression of self-annoyance creased her face. ‘That’s me, I suppose, opening my big mouth and putting my foot in it as usual. Look, you don’t want to take no notice of me. I don’t suppose there’ll be a war anyway, not when it comes down to it. The King can’t be expecting it, after all – he wouldn’t be going to Canada next week if he thought we were going to be at war.’ She picked up yesterday’s edition of the Evening News, which had been lying on a chair. ‘Here – it tells you about their itinerary in Portsmouth on their way to the ship – arriving by train, they’ll be, him and and the Queen, and then walking through to the Guildhall and driving down to the Southern Railway Jetty. They reckon there’ll be two thousand children lining the route. And the Princesses will be with them.’ Annie looked down at Jess. ‘Why don’t we go and see them?’


Jess puckered her face. ‘I don’t know, Annie. Not in all those crowds, the way I am.’


‘No, you’re right, better not. But I might go. I could tell you all about it, what they were wearing and that. Be something to cheer us up a bit.’


‘That’s right,’ Jess said, ‘you do that.’


She took back the paper. Annie was easily enough cheered up. But she hadn’t read the rest of the news. The mention of compulsory military training for all men over twenty years old. The plans for evacuating the city’s children.


It all made war seem very close.


Annie was still watching her face. She put out a hand and touched her sister’s knee.


‘Hitler’ll back off – sure to. You don’t want to worry, Jess.’


Jess smiled at her. That was Annie all over, first letting fly and then remembering that Jess was her baby sister – even at forty! –and had to be petted and soothed. But no amount of petting and soothing was going to stop this war coming, and they both knew it, even though until it was properly declared everyone had to put on a pretence of hoping.


‘I’m all right,’ Jess said. ‘Just a bit of a twinge . . . Thanks for popping in, Annie. Give Mum and Dad my love and tell them I’ll be in on Tuesday, when I’ve been to the doctor’s . . . And I like your new frock. It suits you. And the hairdo.’


Annie looked at her for a moment, then smiled. ‘And I thought you hadn’t noticed.’


‘Go on with you,’ Jess said, rising clumsily to her feet and gathering up the cups. ‘Of course I noticed, the minute you walked in. I was just teasing you – like you teased Tim and Keith. Football, new frocks – we’re all the same when it comes down to it, aren’t we?’


Olive Chapman was spending Saturday afternoon walking along Southsea seafront with her young man, Derek Harker. They had gone out in one of the vans belonging to Derek’s father, who ran the building business where Olive worked. She had been in the office for six months now, having moved there from her previous office job at a garage, and had been going out with Derek for three of those months.


She still couldn’t quite believe her luck. Derek was one of the best-looking boys in the Copnor area, a good six foot tall with dark gold hair carefully combed into waves and shiny with Brylcreem. He dressed well too, with a suit for weekdays and a Fair Isle pullover and grey slacks for weekends. And he had a good job with a local firm of accountants as well as helping his father with the business.


‘Of course, I’ll take over one of these days,’ he said carelessly as they strolled along. ‘The old man’s bound to want to retire before too long. And he deserves a rest – he’s worked hard, building it up. There’s not another builder in Portsmouth can touch him, you know.’


‘I know.’ Olive hugged his arm. It was cool today, with a wind blowing straight up the beach from the sea and whipping her chestnut hair around her face. She was glad she’d worn her new spring jacket. It was a light green tweed with a big collar and a wide belt and she’d put on a dark green skirt to go with it. It looked unconventional but Derek had given a little whistle when he saw her, and that was enough for Olive.


They stopped for a while to look across the Solent at the Isle of Wight. It was very clear, the buildings of Ryde and Seaview showing up sharply on the horizon, and the wind was tossing the sea into a thousand dancing white horses. Between Southsea and the island could be seen the Spithead Forts, the three grim-looking bastions that had been built there over a century ago to protect England’s southern shores from invasion. Olive stared at them and shivered.


‘Cold?’ Derek slipped his arm round her waist and Olive felt a sudden thrill of excitement. Derek often put his arm round her, especially when he was walking her home at night, and sometimes in the pictures though she was always nervous of who might see them, but they’d had an unspoken agreement that he wouldn’t do it in public in the daytime. But this afternoon, Olive felt reckless. They’d been going out together for three months, after all, and who was going to see them anyway?


‘A bit. But I was just thinking about – you know. About the war. And those forts. D’you think they’d be any good, Derek? D’you think there is going to be a war?’


‘Well, I reckon they’d stop most ships getting through. We’ve got better guns now than we had when they first built them, after all.’ He frowned, remembering how his father and other men talked when they discussed the possibility of war. ‘It all depends on what Hitler does next. If he goes into Poland – ’


Olive shuddered and he held her more tightly. She leaned against him.


‘Would you – would you go and fight, Derek?’


‘If I had to. We’d all have to do our bit.’


‘Even if it meant going away?’


‘Well, it’d be bound to mean that, wouldn’t it? We don’t want Hitler coming here, do we?’


Olive pouted a little. ‘You don’t seem too bothered. P’raps you want to go away.’


‘No, I don’t.’ Derek still had his arm round her. She felt his hand move a little on her waist, the fingers straying under her arm. ‘I don’t want to go away at all. It’d interfere with my plans.’


‘Oh? What plans?’ Olive felt another small tremor of excitement. She was very much aware of those fingers and glanced around, wondering if there was anyone about that she knew, but most of the other people on the beach that afternoon were children or young couples like themselves.


‘Well, I want to buy a sports car. One of those little MG two-seaters. Red, if I can get hold of it. I know a bloke who’s got one he’s thinking of selling and he’d let me have it for fifty quid.’ Derek’s eyes gleamed. ‘Think of it, Livvy – whizzing round the roads in a red sports car! Wouldn’t it be fine? We could go anywhere – Brighton, Dover, even London.’ His blue eyes gleamed and he hugged her close against him.


Olive gasped and giggled a little. At first she’d felt piqued and disappointed, but the idea of dashing about the countryside at Derek’s side in a red sports car was too dazzling for her to continue to feel hurt. And Derek was obviously including her in his plans, which was the main thing.


‘And have you got any other plans, Derek?’ she asked coquettishly, her head on one side as she looked up at him. The sun was gleaming on his hair and his skin was already tanned. Just like a film star, she thought.


Derek looked into her eyes. His lids half-closed and he pursed his lips very slightly in the way that always made her heart turn over. Slowly, he smiled and drew her closer. He bent his head so that their lips were almost touching.


‘Any other plans?’ he murmured, and she could feel the warmth of his breath against her mouth. ‘Well, I might have. But that’d be telling, now, wouldn’t it?’


Frank and Jess Budd had lived in April Grove for nearly eight years. It was their first real house – before that, they’d lived in a couple of rooms in Frank’s aunt’s house, half a dozen streets away. Aunt Nell and Uncle Fred had been good to them, letting them stop while they saved up the money for a deposit on the little two-up, two-down terraced house, but it had been a relief to them all when Frank and Jess, together with Rosemary and Tim, had been able to move out at last with the few bits of furniture they’d collected, and set up in their own home.


Jess had been expecting Keith then, and Mrs Seddon, who ran the little corner shop just across the road, often said how she’d pitied the young woman moving into number 14.


‘Two little ones under three and another on the way,’ she would say to Jess as she weighed out sugar and biscuits, ‘and only two bedrooms in that little house. I didn’t know how you were going to manage.’


Well, we managed well enough, Jess thought as she moved heavily about getting tea ready, after Annie had gone. It was like a palace after living in two rooms, after all. It was the first time since Rose was born that she and Frank had had a bedroom to themselves, and the two children were still small enough to share the back bedroom. Later on, when the baby – as Keith continued to be called, even after he was long out of nappies – moved into the back bedroom, Rose was put downstairs in the front room on a camp bed. It wasn’t ideal, but since they only used the front room on Sundays and when visitors came to tea, it didn’t make much difference. And they’d always meant to move somewhere a bit bigger, once Frank was earning a bit more in the Dockyard.


But somehow the move never happened. Frank’s wage went up a bit and they were able to afford a few more treats for the children –a bag of sweets on Saturday night, coloured ribbons for Rose’s hair, a cap gun for the boys. But with war looming like a black cloud over everything, it didn’t seem the right time to be thinking of moving.


Once ‘peace in our time’ had been declared, however, the idea cropped up again, and they began to look about for somewhere else to live.


‘It needs to be near the allotments,’ Frank said. ‘I’ve just got that patch into good shape now, and there’s all those vegetables and fruit coming along. I don’t want to lose them.’


‘Nor do I.’ Jess had always liked the situation of April Grove, with the allotments running along the bottom of the narrow gardens. It was almost as good as being in the country, to be able to look out of the back window and see patches of green stretching away.


Frank’s allotment wasn’t actually close to the house, it was true – a good five minutes’ walk, in fact – but seeing him off with his gardening tools over his shoulder made her feel good. It was satisfying, somehow, to know that he was going off to do something he really enjoyed, something out in the fresh air after the long hours spent in the boiler-shop, stoking up great furnaces and operating a huge steam-hammer.


Jess could barely imagine what Frank did all day long in the Dockyard, but when he was on the allotment she knew he was digging or raking, or hoeing. And she knew that when he came home he would be bringing a bucketful of potatoes, some carrots or a firm green cabbage.


It seemed the right thing for a man to be doing – feeding his family.


Frank grew more than vegetables on his allotment. He also grew soft fruit – currants, gooseberries, rhubarb and, as a special treat, a few strawberries.


The cupboard in the alcove beside the fireplace in the front room was filled with jars of jam and bottled fruit. There were pickles too, made from onions and the tomatoes that grew in the back garden because the allotment was full. Out in the shed were sacks filled with potatoes and root vegetables, and in summer there was always plenty of salad – lettuces, celery, cucumbers, spring onions and radishes.


He was a good provider, was Frank, and he worked hard. It didn’t mean he was always easy to live with – tiredness and the frustration of his job made him short-tempered sometimes, and he’d never been one to suffer fools gladly anyway. But Jess knew he always wanted the best for her and the kids, and he was prepared to work all the hours God sent to make sure they got it.


Frank came in as she was slicing bread and spreading it with margarine. She paused for a moment to smile at him and he bent to kiss her. He was a big man, almost six feet tall and heavily built, his muscles developed by years of hard toil in the Dockyard. His hair, almost black like Rose’s, was greying now he was in his mid-forties and beginning to recede a little but he didn’t let it worry him. ‘A high forehead’s a sign of intelligence,’ he would say, ‘and I’m getting more intelligent every year!’ Like Jess, he thought there were more important things in life than appearance, though he liked her and the children to look well cared for.


The cloth was on the table and he sat in his armchair, reading the Evening News, while Jess boiled the kettle on the gas stove out in the little lean-to scullery. She had made some rock cakes earlier that afternoon and she piled them on a plate and set them in the middle of the table, with a jar of home-made blackberry and apple jam and a pot of sardine and tomato fishpaste.


‘Where are they all?’ Frank asked as she came in with milk and sugar.


‘The boys have gone down the railway station with Bob Shaw to see Pompey come back with the Cup. Goodness knows when they’ll be home, but I told them to be back before dark. Rose is up at Joy Brunner’s, she’s stopping to tea. We might as well have ours now.’


Frank put down his paper and got up from the armchair. As always, he looked huge in the small room. He could strike terror into the hearts of guilty small boys (and in his eyes, small boys almost always were guilty) and command respect from most other men. His principles were rigid and sometimes harsh. Only Jess knew how soft his heart was in reality.


He sat down at the table. As usual, the family had eaten their dinner at one o’clock and there would be a supper later in the evening, a cooked snack of something on toast, or an egg. Tea was invariably bread and cake of some kind, usually home-made. The only cakes Jess bought were doughnuts or cream fancies, which they sometimes had on Sunday.


‘So how’s our Ted and Annie?’ he asked, spreading his bread with fishpaste. At the sound of the jar being opened, Henry the tabby cat got up from the rag rug in front of the fireplace, stretched and came to sit beside Frank’s chair. Frank cut a small triangle of bread and held it down to him, and the big cat reached up a paw and took it daintily. ‘I thought Ted might walk over the allotment.’


‘Ted was doing an extra shift on the ferry. Annie just popped in for a cup of tea on her own.’ Jess poured him a cup of tea. ‘Frank, d’you reckon there really is going to be a war?’


He shrugged. ‘I don’t know, Jess. Sometimes it seems as if there’s no way of stopping it – sometimes it looks as if everything’s going to be all right after all. How can we tell? We don’t know anything, really – only what the papers and the wireless tell us. It’s all up to the politicians, isn’t it?’


‘But why should it be?’ she asked rebelliously, and her hands moved once more to protect her stomach. ‘Why should they be able to mess our lives up? Nobody asks us if we want a war, and I don’t suppose anyone’s asked the Germans either – not the ones like you and me, who just want to live peaceful with their families.’


‘I know, girl. But that’s the way it’s always been – them and us. People don’t get any say in it, and it’s no good expecting any different.’


Jess was silent. This was where she and Frank differed. He seemed to be able to accept his lot in life, unfair though she thought it had been, whereas she was always wanting something a bit better. If not for herself, for her children. She’d have liked to see the boys get on, do more in life than Frank, bless him, had had a chance to do. But he shook his head over her ideas.


‘Doctors? Teachers? People like us don’t do those sorts of things, Jess. The boys’ll do well enough at a trade, or maybe in the Army or Navy. That’s the best sort of life for them.’


As for not having any say in the way the country was run –what was the point in having a vote if it didn’t mean anything? Sometimes, though she never admitted it to Frank, she thought there might be something in the Labour Party’s ideas. But Frank was a staunch Conservative and wouldn’t hear a word in favour of Socialists.


Still, surely even he must agree in that it was wrong to force people into a war they didn’t want.


‘Didn’t we lose enough men in the last war?’ she asked. ‘All those young chaps, not much more than boys most of them, cut down like a field of corn. And what for? Just so it could all start again twenty years later?’


‘I know,’ he said again, but Jess was not to be stopped.


‘And it’s going to be worse this time.’ She stared at Frank, her brown eyes wide. ‘Thousands of aeroplanes coming over, all dropping bombs . . . And where d’you think they’re going to drop them, Frank? On Portsmouth, that’s where. On us. You and me. The boys. Rose. And – ’ The baby kicked inside her and her voice shook with tears. ‘Oh, Frank,’ she whispered, ‘what’s going to happen to us all?’


Frank stared at her across the tea-table. Then he got up and came round to put his hands on her shoulders. She felt his big fingers kneading her flesh and turned to lay her head against him. He was so big, so solid. But he couldn’t keep the might of Hitler’s Germany at bay.


‘I’ll tell you what’s going to happen, girl,’ he said quietly. ‘First smell of war, and you and the children are going into the country. You’ll be evacuated, that’s what, somewhere safe where there’s green fields and trees, and nothing to bring aeroplanes dropping bombs. And then when it’s all over – and it won’t last long, not like the last one did – we’ll find that new house and settle down together like we promised ourselves. Somewhere up Hilsea way, I reckon, don’t you? You like it round there and it’s not so far away from the rest of the family and our friends.’


Jess smiled shakily. ‘It’s a bit further for you to go to the Yard from Hilsea.’


‘Well, I’ve got legs, haven’t I? A nice walk never hurt anyone. Or I could go on me bike. And there’s a good trolley-bus service for wet days, so no need to worry about that.’ He held her close for a moment. ‘I want you to have the home you’ve been looking forward to, Jess, even if we do have to wait a bit longer while they get this mess sorted out. So don’t you go fretting that anything’s going to happen to us – it isn’t.’


Jess smiled again and fished for a handkerchief in the pocket of her pinafore. She dabbed at her eyes and Frank gave her a kiss and went back to sit down in his chair and go on with his tea.


It was only later that she realised that not a word had been said about the allotment. Hilsea was too far away from Copnor for Frank to be able to pop over for an hour’s gardening as he did now. There were allotments at Hilsea, she was sure there were – but hadn’t he always said he didn’t want to leave the one he’d worked on for the past eight years?


So had he changed his mind – or did he, really and truly, think it was all no more than a dream, something that was never going to happen?


Fear jabbed her again. And the shadow of war crept a little closer.


Tim and Keith came back late that night, flushed with excitement and even dirtier than when they had gone out. The footballers had arrived at Fratton Station at 9.30, long after the boys’ bedtime, but by then they were too caught up in the excitement to think of the trouble they would undoubtedly find themselves in when they got home.


Along with the thousands of other enthusiasts, cheering themselves hoarse, they followed the two coaches along Elm Grove and King’s Road to the Guildhall. There they wriggled to the front of the crowd and scrambled up on the stone lions to get a good look at their heroes. They were swiftly dragged down by a policeman, but he was a football supporter too and did no more than give each boy a light cuff before allowing them to crouch down and peer between his legs.


‘We saw Tinn holding the Cup over his head,’ Tim reported when they finally reached home to a frantic, white-faced mother and a grim father. ‘We actually saw the Cup!’


‘And now you’re going to see stars,’ Frank promised, reaching for the thin cane he kept hung in a corner beside his razor-strop. ‘Don’t you realise your mother’s been worrying herself sick?’ He ignored the shock on his sons’ faces and reached for them. ‘Come here.’


‘But Dad –’ Tim protested in outraged tones. ‘It was the Cup.’


‘Cup or no Cup, I’m not having you roam the streets till eleven o’clock at night, worrying your mother half out of her mind.’


‘Were you worried, Mum?’ Tim turned his large, hazel eyes on his mother. ‘We never meant to worry you. We were with Bob all the time. Well – up until we got to the Guildhall. But we know our way back from there, we wouldn’t have got lost.’


‘It’s not a question of getting lost–’ Frank began, but Jess interrupted. She laid her hand on his arm.


‘Let’s forget it now, Frank. They’re back safe and that’s all that matters. Don’t hit them, not at this time of night. They’re just boys, and it was something special. Portmouth’s never won the Cup before.’


‘That’s not the point,’ Frank grumbled, but he was tired and thankful to see his sons and, though he’d never admit it, not nearly so angry as he made out. Looking at their faces, he’d seen an innocence, a childish excitement and absorption, that he’d missed in his own childhood. And when Jess begged him not to cane them at this time of night he was painfully reminded of Saturday nights from his own boyhood, when his father had come home the worse for drink and beaten not only him but his mother too.


Frank Budd was never the worse for drink, for he never took any. The scenes of childhood, when his father and uncles had come roaring home from the pub, had seared themselves into his mind like a brand. Ever since then, he had been afraid of violent anger – his own as much as that of others – and had fought to keep it in check. He knew all too well that his temper, once unleashed, would be formidable and that his strength was enough to do real damage. He dared not take the risk.


All the same, the boys had done wrong in staying out so late and must be punished. In Frank’s view, children had to learn the difference between right and wrong, and the only way to teach them was by discipline.


‘All right,’ he said, lowering the cane. ‘I’ll let you off this time. But half-past seven’s your time on Saturdays, and don’t you forget it. And there’ll be no going out to play for either of you next week, understand?’


‘Yes, Dad.’ The two boys went out to the scullery to wash. Their faces were downcast, but not unduly so. Not being able to go out to play would come hard during the next few days, but they were still too buoyed up by excitement to think of that now.


They had seen Pompey come home with the Cup. And nothing could take that away from them.


The Monday after the Cup Final win was also May Day, and the Portsmouth Labour Party led a demonstration which marched four miles through the city in pouring rain. Bob Shaw, who lived next door to the Budds, was still thrilling to the scenes as the footballers had returned home and enjoyed their own triumphal procession through the streets. He went along to hear Peter Paine, the Labour candidate for Parliament, speaking on conscription.


‘If the government are asking young people to make sacrifices,’ he declared, ‘there ought to be a levy on the wealth of others.’ And Bob and the rest of the crowd there in the rain, cheered and clapped.


‘We lost enough youngsters last time,’ a man near him said. ‘Cannon-fodder, that’s all they were. Send enough over the top and in the end a few got to survive. And they don’t care which ones it is, so long as there’s enough to keep firing at the other side.’


By ‘they’, Bob understood the man to mean the politicians and military top brass who ran wars from behind the scenes. The ones who went on aeroplanes to meet other politicians in other countries and came back waving pieces of paper and talking about peace; or directed events on a battlefield from hundreds of miles away, playing it out on a big table as if it were some kind of board game.


‘Well, I reckon we ought to go over there, teach these Huns a lesson,’ he said. ‘I’d go, if they asked me. I’d join up.’ His eyes burned with patriotic fervour in his thin face and he flicked back the lock of mousy hair that flopped over his forehead.


The man turned and looked at him. He looked old enough to have been in the last war and his face was scarred and pitted as if he had been burned. He shook his head.


‘You wouldn’t be saying that if you knew what it was all about. Months in the trenches, up to your knees in freezing mud, bullets like hail over your head. Mustard gas. Strong men breaking up with shell-shock, crying like babies. It’s not pretty and it’s not exciting. Most of the time it’s dead boring, except that you might be killed at any moment.’ He shook his head again. ‘You ought to go down on your knees and pray it’ll never happen, son. I do, every night.’


Bob stared and then turned away. His blood was still racing with the excitement of the Cup win on Saturday, and the speech he had just heard had filled him with frustration. The Labour Party were against war, against the government who were doing their best to avert it yet still making all the precautions they could. Of course they should bring in conscription – a country had to be ready with its army, didn’t it? And there was going to be a war, make no mistake about it. The whole of Europe had been marching towards it for years.


The speeches over, the crowd dispersed and Bob roamed restlessly through the busy street. Even on a wet Monday, Commercial Road, the main shopping street of Portsmouth, was thronged with shoppers. Women mostly, crowding through the doors of the Landport Drapery Bazaar, commonly known simply as ‘the Landport’, or in and out of Woolworths, Marks & Spencer, Littlewoods and the British Home Stores. All much the same as one another, as far as Bob could see, apart from Woolworths, where you could at least get sensible things like tools and puncture repair outfits. He wandered in and stared at the counters for a while, bought a bar of chocolate and then wandered out again.


In the street, he encountered Graham Philpotts. The two had been at school together, though not special friends, until Graham’s family had moved across the harbour to Gosport. But now they fell into step and turned towards the harbour. The rain had eased and a fitful sun poked through the scudding clouds, brightening Graham’s red hair. He’d always been called Ginger at school and had been the ringleader in a good many escapades. Bob wondered if he had changed much. From the look of mischief in his bright blue eyes, it didn’t look as if he had.


‘There’s a lot of ships in,’ Graham said as they walked down Edinburgh Road towards Queen Street. ‘Plenty of matelots about, too.’


There were always sailors in Queen Street. Long, straight and narrow, it led straight from the heart of Portsea to the Dockyard gate. The shops, cafés and pubs along its length were the sailors’ Commercial Road, providing everything they required, from the ‘worst drop of beer in Pompey’ to a tattoo. There were several naval outfitters, where sailors would pay regular sums in order to be able to afford their uniforms when needed, and the two young men stopped to look at a window display.


‘Look at the sword,’ Bob said admiringly. ‘I reckon I’d look a bit of all right with one of them slung round me waist, don’t you?’


‘Fat chance,’ Graham sneered. ‘That’s a captain’s sword – maybe an admiral’s. Chief stoker’s your limit, Bob, with a shovel to carry.’


Bob dug him in the ribs with his elbow and Graham swung a punch at his head. The two went on. A gang of matelots were coming along the road towards them, their bell-bottoms flapping round their ankles.


‘First of May. They’ve got their whites on,’ Bob said, looking at the white cap covers. ‘D’you fancy their uniform, Ginge?’


‘Me? Nah – when I join up, it’ll be the RAF.’ He spread his arms like a small boy pretending to fly an aeroplane and made a high whinnying sound. ‘Bombers, that’s what I’ll fly. Or maybe fighters. The Spitfire they’re building out at Southampton, that’s what’s going to win the war. I wouldn’t mind flying one of those.’


‘You definitely going to join up, then?’


‘Well, we’ll have to, won’t we? All of us.’


‘Not if it doesn’t happen. Not then if we’re in a – what do they call it? – “reserved occupation”. If we get jobs.’


‘What’s the point?’ Graham stopped to look in another shop window, where a few flyblown cardboard advertisements mysteriously extolled their range of ‘rubber appliances’. ‘They’ll declare war the day we start and we’ll have to down tools and go anyway. Here, what d’you reckon they really sell in these places, Bob? I mean, what are rubber appliances?’


Bob glanced in. The pictures on the advertisements seemed to be of male corsets. ‘They’re trusses, aren’t they? For fat blokes with hernias, and that.’


‘Yeah, I know that, but d’you think that’s all they sell?’ Graham nudged him and winked. ‘How about going in to see, eh?’


Bob moved on quickly. He knew as well as anyone else the reputation Queen Street had. Leading from the Dockyard gate straight to the middle of town, every sailor who came ashore had to walk up here, and it was the natural haunt of prostitutes. Whether you could buy their services in a shop advertising rubber appliances, he didn’t know, but he thought you probably could. There couldn’t be that many sailors whose most urgent need was a corset.


He looked round nervously. As well as sailors, there were plenty of girls walking about, some respectable-looking enough, others heavily made up and wearing clothes that would have made his mother and Mrs Budd next door sniff. Were they tarts? How could you tell?


There was a woman in April Grove who was a tart, or so everyone said. Nancy Baxter, who lived at number 10 with her mother, Granny Kinch, and her son Mick, the same age as Tim Budd. Nancy Baxter was nothing to look at, thin with straight black hair and eyes like buttons, but she went out of an evening in a red coat that she wore unbuttoned, showing a blouse that revealed a lot of neck and a skirt that was always shorter than anyone else’s. She wore a lot of lipstick too, bright red, the sort Bert Shaw would have gone mad over if he’d caught Gladys or Diane wearing it.


When Bob was about ten he and the rest of the boys round September Street used to snigger about Nancy Baxter. Preg-Nancy, they’d called her, and nudged each other knowingly when she’d appeared with baby Mick. There’d been no husband around, though Granny Kinch, who spent nearly all day standing at her front door watching all that went up and down April Grove and March Street, swore she was married to a sailor, just before they’d moved into number 10. ‘He’s away a lot,’ she’d told the neighbours. ‘Got posted the day after they were married. Nancy goes to meet him for weekends when he gets time, but he’s a high-up and don’t get much leave.’


‘And the band played “Believe it if you like”,’ Tommy Vickers commented. He lived in the end house in April Grove and had something to say about everything, but like everyone else he was tolerant of Nancy Baxter and her mum. Granny Kinch, standing at her door with curlers in her hair, her beady black eyes missing nothing, was a good-hearted old soul and at least Nancy never brought her business home with her. The boy Mick was turning into a bit of a hooligan but what could you expect with no father to keep him in order?


Bob had wondered just where Nancy Baxter carried on her trade. Hanging round the Dockyard gates, he supposed, but perhaps she worked in Queen Street. He looked across the road. There was a girl now – not Nancy Baxter, but she was wearing a red jacket, unbuttoned over a slightly grubby white blouse. There was something about that blouse that made him feel uncomfortable, something loose and abandoned. And he knew his sister Gladys would never have walked about with her coat unbuttoned like that. Was this girl a tart? Were her unbuttoned coat and loose blouse signs?


She caught his eye and stared at him, lifting her eyebrows.


‘Know me again, will you?’


Bob felt himself blush scarlet and looked away. Beside him, Graham sniggered.


‘She looked a bit of all right. Reckon she’s on the game?’


‘I dunno,’ Bob said shortly. ‘She wouldn’t be interested in us, anyway. They’re after sailors down here.’


‘Bosh. They’re after money. Don’t matter to them what kind of trousers a bloke wears, so long as he takes ’em off.’


‘Well, I’ve got no money so they’re out of luck. Anyway, I’m not interested. I’d rather have a proper girlfriend.’


‘With the emphasis on proper? You won’t find out what it’s all about that way, Bob.’ Graham jingled a few coins in his pocket. ‘Reckon I might have a go one day. Where’s the harm? It’s what they’re for.’


Bob said nothing. He was embarrassingly ignorant about sex and wasn’t sure how much more Graham knew. Not many parents seemed to tell their children the facts of life, and the subject was never mentioned at school unless you were caught wanking in the lavatories. You were left to find out for yourself, from other boys, and how were you to know that what they said was true?


The only time Bob’s dad had spoken to him about it was when they were walking down this very street on their way to the harbour a year or so ago. A couple of girls had passed them, skirts up to their knees, their frocks so tight they were almost bursting out of them, and Bob hadn’t been able to help looking. Bert Shaw had given him a proper tongue-lashing and told him never to go with any of those girls. ‘You’ll get more than you bargained for,’ he’d said grimly, and proceeded to explain in gruesome detail just what Bob might get. The graphic pictures of toes coming off in his socks and a brain rotting away in his head like putrefying meat, had kept Bob awake for a few good nights after that.


The thought of having a ‘proper’ girlfriend who refused sex until marriage, so could neither pass on these horrible diseases nor present him with the other nightmare, an unwanted baby, was much more attractive. Even though it didn’t stop him wondering –just wondering – what it was like to go with a girl. Just once, to see . . .


But Dad hadn’t minced his words. Just once was all it needed, he’d said with a glare so ferocious that he might have been suspecting Bob of having tried it already. Perhaps he did. He’d been eighteen himself once, after all, though it was hard to imagine it, so he probably knew just what kind of thoughts went through Bob’s mind.


‘That girl looks as if she knows you,’ Graham said suddenly. ‘Been having it off on the sly, have you?’


Bob glanced across the street and saw Betty Chapman, who lived at the other end of April Grove. She was coming out of a fish-and-chip shop, a newspaper packet in her hand. She came across, already unwrapping the parcel, and offered it to the two boys.


‘Hullo, Bob.’ Her short brown curls were tousled from the rain and her hazel eyes looked Graham up and down with interest. ‘Want a chip? They’re good ones, plenty of salt and vinegar.’ She flicked her eyelashes saucily. ‘What’re you two doing down here on a Monday afternoon? Got no homes to go to?’


‘Just having a walk round, Betty,’ Bob said defensively, brushing back his hair with his fingers. Betty was only a year or so younger than himself and had joined him and his mates for a game of cricket or football in the street when they were younger. The boys liked her because she wasn’t like most girls, never burst into tears because the ball hit her a bit hard or wanted extra turns just because she was a girl. He hadn’t seen much of her since they’d all left school but just lately he’d thought once or twice of asking her to go to the pictures with him. ‘Ginger says there’s a lot of warships in, we thought we’d go and have a look. Anyway, I might ask you the same question – what’re you doing down Queen Street? I thought you had a job in the dairy up September Street.’


‘That’s right. Mrs Marsh sent me down here on an errand and gave me some money for a bit of dinner.’ Betty took a chip and gave Graham another bright enquiring glance. ‘I’ve seen you before, but you don’t come from round our way, do you?’


‘I used to,’ Graham said. ‘I live in Gosport now but I used to sit next to Bob at school. And I remember you – you were in the class below us.’


‘Oh yes,’ she said, staring at him. ‘You used to pull my pigtails.’


Graham grimaced and looked at the golden brown curls. ‘You don’t wear pigtails now.’


‘I don’t want ‘em pulled, that’s why,’ she retorted with a toss of her head. ‘But maybe you’ve grown out of doing that to girls.’


‘Maybe I have. Maybe I’ve found better things to do.’


There was a brief silence. Bob, standing by, felt suddenly excluded. He shifted his feet and said rather more loudly than he’d intended, ‘Well, are we going to look at these ships or not?’


‘Sure.’ Graham half-turned to move on, then looked back at Betty. ‘Why don’t you come too? Or d’you have to get back to work?’


‘No, this is my dinner-break.’ She shrugged carelessly. ‘I might as well.’ She walked beside Graham along the narrow pavement, Bob slouching moodily in their wake. He felt irritated but couldn’t tell why. Maybe it was because he didn’t want Betty tagging along, spoiling the fun he and Graham had been having. Or maybe it was because he’d rather have been the one walking with Betty.


He made up his mind that he would ask her out to the pictures. There was a good film on at the Odeon that week. He thought of taking her there, perhaps getting one of those double seats they had in the back row. Or was the first time out too soon for that? She might think he was going too fast. He watched the way she kept glancing up at Graham and giggling. What was he saying that was so funny anyhow? Bob had never found his jokes that hilarious.


Perhaps when they got to the Hard, Graham would go back over the ferry. That would leave him free to take Betty back to Copnor on the trolley-bus. The journey took a quarter of an hour, which should give him time to ask her out. Somehow it seemed easier to do that on a bus rather than back in the street where they both lived.


‘You’re too cheeky for your own good, you know that?’ he heard Betty say as they neared the wider end of Queen Street and he was able to walk beside them again. She looked at Bob, her face full of laughter. ‘Did you hear what he said to me? Well, it’s just as well – it’s not something I’d want repeated.’ But it was obvious that whatever it was, she’d liked it and Bob sent a glowering look at his friend. ‘I don’t reckon any girl’ll be safe once you get into bell-bottoms,’ she told Graham.


‘But he’s not—’ Bob began, and received a sharp nudge from Graham’s elbow. ‘I thought you said— ’


‘I haven’t decided yet,’ Graham said airily. ‘I reckon there’s a lot to be said for the Navy. After all, they say every nice girl loves a sailor, don’t they – and I reckon I could be the sailor every nice girl loves.’


‘Ooh!’ Betty squealed. ‘Well, count me out! I don’t want to be one of a crowd.’


‘Choosy, are you?’ Graham challenged, and she tossed her head.


‘I can afford to be, can’t I? There’s as many sailors in Pompey as there are fish in the sea.’ She glinted a sideways look at him, her hazel eyes almost green now. ‘I’m not interested in the ones who have a wife in every port.’


‘Who said anything about wives? You were talking about fish a minute ago.’


‘I was talking about sailors,’ she retorted, ‘but there’s not much difference.’


Bob listened as the banter flew back and forth between them. He felt even more left out. He looked at Graham Philpotts. He’d been a weedy sort a chap at school, nothing to look at with that ginger hair and all those freckles. Now he was taller than Bob and not so thin, and anyone could see he thought a lot of himself. He wore a good raincoat that he’d left unbuttoned, like Humphrey Bogart in a gangster film, and underneath it was a Fair Isle pullover in about ten different colours. It had taken Bob all his time to persuade his sister Gladys to make him one in five colours.


By now, they were coming down to the Dockyard gate and in view of the harbour. As usual, it was thronged with craft. Alongside the Southern Railway Jetty lay the Empress of Australia, ready to take the King and Queen on their visit to Canada next week and, beyond that, a huge aircraft carrier, its wide deck overhanging its steep sides. A fleet of ships, grey and sombre in the shifting light, stretched into the distant recesses of the harbour, further than the eye could see. The docks, built on reclaimed land, were like a city in themselves and mostly out of sight from anywhere but the air. But it was from the air that they would be threatened.


There were plenty of other boats, large and small, crowding the harbour. At the end of the jetty, trains brought people from London to the paddle steamers that tied up there to make the journey across to the Isle of Wight. The Whippingham was there now, looming over one of the small launches operated by the two ferry companies which plied between Portsmouth and Gosport. They kept up a ten-minute service, from early in the morning until late at night, and when the Dockyardmen came out they were packed tightly with Gosport men going home.


They walked a short distance along the jetty and stood looking over the railings. The tide was out and although it was a school-day there were a few mudlarks wading waist-deep in the thick black mud under the long ferry ponton, lifting up their arms to those who walked above and calling for pennies to be thrown down.


‘That’ll stop,’ remarked a man standing nearby, watching the boys scrabble in the mud for the coins and putting them in their jamjars. ‘They’ll be treading on bombs and mines down there in a few months. Prime target, Pompey’s going to be.’


Betty shivered. ‘Don’t! It scares me to death to think of it. I can’t imagine what it’ll be like – bombs falling out of the sky and blowing everything up. Nobody’s going to be safe.’


‘They’re going to send the kids out into the country, ’ Bob commented. ‘Your auntie’ll be going too, seeing as she’s having a baby.’


‘There’ll be hardly any people left,’ Graham said. ‘It’ll be all women and old men. How’re they going to keep the place going?’


The man chuckled. He had a straggly moustache and a big, bulbous nose. ‘The women’ll do that, same as they did in the last lot. Turned into bus drivers, ambulance drivers, went into the Navy – that’s when Wrens first started – went on the land to do the farming – oh, the women were everywhere and a bloody good job they made of it too. That’s why they had to give ‘em the vote. Couldn’t have won the war without ‘em, see.’ He grinned, showing broken teeth. ‘Wouldn’t have bin worth winning anyway, without them to come back to. And it’ll be the same this time.’


‘You really reckon there’s going to be a war, then?’ Bob asked. Like a lot of young people he was both anxious and fed up with hearing about war, but at least it was better than listening to Graham and Betty flirting with each other.


The man snorted and rubbed his nose with the back of a hairy hand. ‘No doubt about it! I give ‘em another two months – maybe three – to stop dragging their feet and make up their minds, and then we’ll be in the thick of it. You’ll get all the fighting you want, lads, and then some.’ He looked down at the boys scrabbling beneath the jetty, their bodies plastered with thick, evil-smelling mud. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if some of those poor devils do, too.’


‘Go on,’ Graham said, ‘if we do decide to give Hitler a licking it’ll all be over by Christmas.’


‘They said that last time.’ The man watched the mudlarks for a few more minutes, then thrust his hand into his pocket and took out a fistful of small coins. ‘Here you are, kids – fish for that lot,’ he shouted, tossing them over the rail, and the boys cheered and made a dive, elbowing each other aside in their rush to retrieve the money. One of them fell and had to be dragged out. He stood upright, eyes blinking from a black face. The man chuckled but when he turned away his face was grave.


‘I used to be in the Navy,’ he volunteered. ‘I was a chief cook.’


‘Why aren’t you scarred then?’ Graham said cheekily, and then added, ‘I suppose you were in the last war?’


‘If it can be called that – the “last” one. I was, and I saw a lot of action. Got sunk twice, shelled more times than I can count. I tell you, I’ve seen men dying all around me, bits of bodies blown all over the decks, the bulkheads running with blood. It’s no joke, war, and getting into uniform might get you the girls but it’ll get you a lot else besides. And the next one— ’


‘I know,’ Graham said in bored tones, ‘it’ll be even worse. Everyone tells us that. But that’s not going to stop it happening, so we might as well make the best of it.’


Bob could see that Graham was growing restless. He whispered something to Betty and she giggled and smothered her mouth with her hand. They moved away a little along the railing.


‘There’s a Copnor bus up at the stop,’ Bob said before Betty could move out of earshot. ‘You’ll be late back from your dinner-hour if you don’t catch that one.’


Betty glanced at him, then looked back at Graham. He said something Bob couldn’t hear and she nodded quickly.


‘Well, I’ll be off back to Gosport then,’ Graham said loudly. ‘Good to have seen you again, Bob. We must get together again, have a pint and another walk down Queen Street, eh?’ He grinned and winked, and Bob flushed and looked away. He caught Betty’s eye and felt his colour deepen. She was laughing, but at what he had no idea. Me, probably, he thought miserably, and then – But at least she’ll be coming back on the bus with me. And then I can ask her out.


The man was still leaning on the railings. Graham was grinning, as if he could hardly wait to say something funny about him. But Bob wasn’t in a mood to hear it. The expression on the man’s face was one he didn’t properly understand. But he knew somehow that when the stranger looked over the side of the jetty at the boys wading in the mud below, he was seeing something different.


Perhaps he was seeing other boys, from a distant past, who had found themselves scrabbling in a different kind of mud, who had been floundering not for pennies but for their lives. Or perhaps these boys in a future that no one could quite imagine, when the black, stinking mud of Portsmouth Harbour was no more than a nostalgic memory.


Bob remembered the words of the man he had met in the Guildhall Square. ‘Cannon-fodder. Bullets over your head like hail. Men crying like babies . . .’


He looked up at the sky. If war came, it would be black with enemy aircraft, raining bombs instead of bullets.


Graham had turned away and was sauntering down the pontoon, on the way to catch the ferry back to Gosport. Betty, her face quivering with secret smiles, was waiting for Bob to go and catch the trolley-bus back to Copnor.


A quarter of an hour in her company, with no one else to interfere. They’d go up top, see if they could get the seat at the front. And he’d ask her to go to the pictures with him on Saturday.


Bob quickened his step. He forgot about the man at the railings and the man in the Guildhall Square. He forgot the mudlarks, lifting their doomed, mud-blackened faces and their arms in appeal. He forgot the glimpse he’d been given of the past and the vision of the future and thought only of Betty, snuggled beside him in a double seat in the back row of the Odeon on Saturday night.


Betty was ten minutes late back for work in the dairy that afternoon but Mrs Marsh said nothing beyond asking whether the trolley-buses had stopped running and giving her the job of cleaning out the big refrigerator, which was the task Betty disliked most. It was pleasantly cool in the back room of the dairy on hot days, but the stone-flagged floor was cold to her feet and the air from the fridge chilly even when it had been turned off. And she didn’t like being shut away from the front of the shop. Serving was what Betty enjoyed most, chatting with the customers and hearing all the latest gossip.


But she had plenty to occupy her mind today as she sponged round the inside of the fridge with a paste made from water and bicarbonate of soda. And the secret smile Bob had observed as Graham strolled away down the pontoon was permitted to tug harder at her mouth and even escape now and then as a small, hastily smothered giggle.


Two boys had asked her out, within half an hour of each other! Betty, at seventeen, had begun to despair of ever getting a boyfriend. All her friends had been talking about boys from the age of fourteen or fifteen and a lot of them were going steady by now. Whereas Betty, who had played with the boys more than the girls, had suddenly found herself out in the cold. Boys who had encouraged her to play football, climb trees and run races with them were no longer interested, and she didn’t know how to make the transition from tomboy to girlfriend. She had given herself no practice in being a woman and the boys didn’t seem to see her as a girl at all.


But this afternoon had restored her confidence. That boy Graham she’d met with Bob Shaw, was a smasher. Good-looking, with curly red hair and bright blue eyes, and cheeky with it – he’d made her laugh, and Betty liked anyone who made her laugh. And he’d seemed to like her too – enough to make a date with her for Saturday night. The Troxy, with Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers in Carefree, that’s what he was taking her to see. And Betty wouldn’t mind betting he’d get seats in the back row – he was that sort, the sort who always did get what he wanted.


Not that he’d get too much of what he wanted, she thought as she stacked eggs in the clean refrigerator. Holding hands and perhaps a kiss at the end of the evening, that was all – none of this cuddling and necking a lot of boys seemed to want to do. Betty hadn’t yet had any experience of that and wasn’t at all sure she’d like it. Just for a start, it was good enough to be simply going out with a boy. Other things could come later.


Betty and her sister Olive had been told often enough not to bring ‘trouble’ home and she wasn’t going to let any boy mess up her life. And he wasn’t the only fish in the sea by any means. Hadn’t Bob Shaw asked her out too, not fifteen minutes after Graham?


If Bob had asked first, she’d have accepted. He was one of the boys she’d played football and cricket with, but he seemed different now. More grown-up. He had a nice smile too – really, he was quite good-looking. But not as much as Graham. And because she’d known him all her life, not as exciting.


Betty finished restocking the fridge and went to the little back scullery to wash her hands. It was nearly four o’clock and time for the cup of tea Mrs Marsh allowed in the afternoons. She put the kettle on and stood gazing out of the window at the small backyard, thinking of Graham.


On Monday afternoon, in number 14, Jess Budd and her family were having tea. Tim and Keith were still bubbling over Portsmouth’s win, but Rosemary wasn’t interested. She was telling her mother about her friend, Joy Brunner.


‘People are saying she’s German. She’s not really, is she?’


‘Course she is,’ Keith said. ‘Brunner’s a German name. It means Brown.’


‘Why aren’t they called Brown, then?’ Keith asked, spreading his bread thickly with blackberry and apple jam.


‘Because Mr Brunner is German,’ Jess told him. ‘He came from Germany a long time ago and married Mrs Brunner and they opened the shop.’


‘You can hardly tell he’s German now,’ Rose said. ‘And Joy doesn’t sound a bit like a German.’


‘She’s not,’ Tim said, eyeing the doughnuts.


‘She is,’ Keith contradicted him. He was looking at the doughnuts too. There was one which had jam already oozing out of one side and he wondered if anyone else had noticed it.


‘She’s not.’


‘She is.’


‘Stop it, you two,’ Jess said. ‘Joy isn’t German because she was born in England. And Mrs Brunner isn’t German either. She’s lived in Portsmouth all her life. She went to Copnor School.’ She looked at Rose. ‘Are people being unkind to Joy?’


Rose shrugged. ‘They’re just saying she’s German. It makes her cry sometimes.’


Jess tightened her lips. What did you say to children when this sort of thing happened? Mr and Mrs Brunner had run the newspaper shop at the top of the street for years. He knew everyone in the district, always had a friendly word and worked hard, as newsagents had to do. He was part of the little community of this network of streets. Most people had forgotten he wasn’t English.


But there were always a few who were ready with spiteful gossip and now, with war looming, they were finding readier ears. Talk of spies and ‘Fifth Column’ was rife. There had been German spies in Portsmouth just before the last war started and it was only common sense to suppose that there would be more about now. An important naval dockyard, with a Marine barracks close by and who knew what secrets hidden in the great forts that lined the top of Portsmouth Hill and even stood out to sea in the Solent, between the mainland and the Isle of Wight – why, it stood to reason there would be spies about.


And who was more obvious than an actual German, even if he had lived amongst them for twenty years? Didn’t that make him an even better choice? Didn’t he have friends, even relatives, in the city who trusted him? Wasn’t he a newsagent, handling papers every day, with all kinds of people coming in for a gossip and a chat? Wasn’t it a newsagent that one of the German spies in the last war had enrolled as an accomplice?


The fact that the newsagent involved then had immediately reported his suspicions to the authorities was forgotten. The memory of the story was hazy in most people’s minds, for it had never been officially told and no doubt there had been distortion over the years. But enough detail had survived to add fuel to the suspicions about the Brunners.


Jess had heard the gossip herself. He was probably sent over specially, all those years ago, to worm his way in and make friends. And, worse still – she must have known. She’s in it as much as he is. Look at the way they go over there every year, to see his mum. Mum! A likely story!


Jess had known Alice Brunner all her life. They had attended the same schools, been in the same class. They had played hopscotch and five-stones on the pavements, walked out to Hilsea Lines to gather blackberries, learned to swim in Langstone Harbour. They had given birth to their daughters within weeks of each other and now those daughters were growing up together in the same way.


Jess and Alice had never been close friends. They were simply part of the crowd of children who lived in the little network of streets, who knew each other more or less casually, more or less intimately. They were on the same terms now – friendly, stopping for a chat whenever they met, interested in each other’s families, but not close enough to pop in for a cup of tea or to go to the pictures together of an afternoon.


All the same, Jess would have been ready to go into court and swear on oath that Alice Brunner was no Fifth Columnist. Nor her husband, who was a gentle, kindly man with pale brown eyes peering short-sightedly through round glasses. He could be seen every Sunday evening at the little church at the top of Deniston Road, praying earnestly, and it was almost impossible to believe he could be a spy.


She felt sorry for him and Alice, and even more sorry for their daughter Joy, who was a nice girl with pigtails and her father’s mild brown eyes and shy smile.


‘Well, I hope you stand up for her,’ she said to Rose. ‘Joy hasn’t done anything wrong and I don’t believe her father has either. It doesn’t help anyone to spread nasty stories like that about.’ She looked sternly at the two boys. ‘That goes for you two as well.’


‘We don’t tell stories about her,’ Tim said indignantly.


‘Well, see that you don’t, then. All right, you can have a doughnut.’


She went out to the scullery to put more hot water into the teapot and stood for a moment gazing out of the window. There was no view to be seen, only the wall of Ethel Glaister’s scullery next door, but she watched it and suddenly shivered.


It didn’t matter where you went or who you talked to, it was war, war, war. She was still trying desperately to believe that it wouldn’t happen, that her baby would be born into a peaceful world, that her boys would grow up without ever having to fight.
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