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‘I love you Derek.’ She stood at the end of the platform, waving. The train was pulling away fast and he had gone, but his face was still visible, a pale blur as the train receded, and she could see his hand waving back. And although she knew that he could not possibly hear her now, she called to him one last time, her throat aching with the pain and the tears and the effort of trying to make him understand.


‘I love you …”


In the train, Derek caught the whisper of her love, not through his ears but through some deeper part of him, a part where only Olive dwelt and only Olive could reach him. And tears ran unchecked down his cheeks as he stood at the window and watched the familiar streets of Portsmouth pass him by.


Soldiers didn’t cry. But Derek Harker was crying, and he wasn’t going to apologise to any man for that.
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CHAPTER ONE



Olive and Derek Harker arrived for the latest possible train on that Sunday evening, but Portsmouth Town Station was as crowded as if it were morning. The carriages were filling with soldiers and airmen going back off leave, and the platform was crowded with the women and children who were bidding them goodbye. Some were smiling bravely, but most were already in tears and few would be dry-eyed as the train steamed out of the station.


‘I can’t bear it,’ Olive wept as Derek held her in his arms. ‘You don’t seem to have been here five minutes. It’s so cruel, taking you away like this. We’ve only just got married.’


‘I know.’ He stroked her hair. He was having difficulty with his own feelings. Men didn’t cry – especially men who were soldiers, going off to war – but he felt disturbingly as if he might. His throat ached in a way he couldn’t remember since he was twelve years old. He swallowed the ache and buried his face in Olive’s hair, and she turned her head so that their lips met. She clung to him, her body shaking with sobs, and he wondered how he was ever going to bring himself to break away.


‘Livvy, I’ve got to go,’ he whispered despairingly. ‘If I miss the train –’


‘I know. It’ll be jankers.’ She tried to smile and it nearly broke his heart. ‘It’s all right, Derek, I’m not going to make a fuss.’ The engine was pouring out steam and it billowed around them, enveloping them in a humid cloud. She stared at his face, her eyes dark and hungry, as if she were trying to memorise each tiny iota. She had made love with the same hunger last night, he remembered, and he had been caught up in her desperation, turning to her again and again as if every moment must be used for loving.


Suppose I didn’t go? he thought suddenly. Suppose I just walked away from the train, from the station, from the war itself and said to hell with it, it’s not my war, I’ve got a life to live with my wife and my family – if there is one. And what chance do we have to start one?


Suppose I just refused to go …


But he knew what would happen. He was a soldier. He couldn’t even plead the excuse of conscience. He’d be posted as a deserter. He’d be caught, court-martialled and imprisoned. Perhaps even shot.


He hadn’t been through Dunkirk to end up like that.


The guard blew his whistle. The engine blew its own shrill note. Doors began to slam and one by one the men broke away from their girls, from their sweethearts and wives, and climbed aboard. The women stood, their handkerchiefs at faces that streamed with tears, and watched helplessly. Some of them held children in their arms, children who looked bewildered and lost.


‘Derek …’


‘Livvy, I love you.’ He caught her hard against him and kissed her fiercely, then tore himself away and scrambled up into the train. The door slammed and he twisted to stare down at her. ‘I love you …’


‘Derek – Derek.’ She could not say the words she knew he longed to hear. She had said them in the night, over and over again, but now her throat closed against them and her lips could only form his name. She gazed up at him, her misery tightening about her like a straitjacket, and heard the slow thump of the pistons as the train began to move. He was going from her, slipping away, leaving, and she could say nothing, only stand mute, shaking her head and feeling the tears like rain upon her face.


‘Livvy …’


‘Derek – Derek –’ Suddenly her tongue was freed and she ran beside the train as it moved slowly along the platform. ‘I love you, Derek. I love you.’ He had heard, she knew he had heard. He was smiling, an odd, distorted smile, and there was rain on his cheeks too, but it wasn’t raining and she knew it must be his own tears. Derek, in tears? Her eyes flooded again, blurring her vision, but there was no stopping her now and she ran along the platform, blundering into other women, young girls, mothers with babies, giving them hardly a thought for all her thoughts were with the man who was going back to war and leaving her behind.


‘I love you, Derek.’ She stood at the end of the platform, waving. The train was pulling away fast and he had gone, but his face was still visible, a pale blur as the train receded, and she could see his hand waving back. And although she knew that he could not possibly hear her now, she called to him one last time, her throat aching with the pain and the tears and the effort of trying to make him understand.


‘I love you …’


In the train, Derek caught the whisper of her love, not through his ears but through some deeper part of him, a part where only Olive dwelt and only Olive could reach him. And the tears ran unchecked down his cheeks as he stood at the window and watched the familiar streets of Portsmouth pass him by.


Soldiers didn’t cry. But Derek Harker was crying, and he wasn’t going to apologise to any man for that.


Olive went back to work the next morning just as if she hadn’t got married on Saturday morning and had a thirty-six hour honeymoon. There didn’t seem to be much point in doing anything else, despite her father’s disapproval.


Ted Chapman had been stubbornly opposed to his daughter continuing to work at all, even though she was employed by Derek’s father in the office of his builder’s yard.


‘Your mother’s never gone out to work and I don’t like the idea of my girls doing it, once they’re wed,’ he said for the dozenth time as Olive came down to breakfast. ‘Married women ought to stop at home and look after their men.’


‘Chance’d be a fine thing,’ Olive retorted, feeling the tears dangerously close again. ‘How can I look after Derek when he’s living in a Nissen hut down in Devon? And we haven’t even got a home. What am I supposed to do all day if I haven’t got a job?’


‘You could give your mum a hand.’ But Ted knew his argument was unconvincing. Annie had the housework well under control, and both Olive and Betty did their share. And Annie herself had something to say about that.


‘More and more women are having to work these days, what with all the young men being called up for the Forces. If she wasn’t doing that, she’d be doing something else. At least Harker’s is only a few streets away.’ She refilled the big teacup the girls had given him for Christmas a few years ago. ‘Anyway, you can’t tell her what to do now, she’s a married woman.’


It was hard enough to believe that, all the same, and Annie had to keep reminding herself by thinking of Olive and Derek’s wedding day only the day before yesterday, with Olive in the white dress she’d borrowed from a friend and her chestnut hair glowing in the sun.


‘She’s still living under our roof,’ Ted muttered, and Annie clicked her tongue in exasperation.


‘Honestly, Ted! Anyone would think our Olive was out on the razzle every night and bringing back sailors, like Nancy Baxter. All she’s doing is getting married, and it’s not her fault she can’t start with her own home and her man coming home at nights like a couple should. She’s a good girl and you know it, and Derek’s a decent chap. You were keen enough for them to get married when you came back from Dunkirk.’


‘I never said anything against them getting married. It’s her working I don’t like. But I suppose you’re right. Nothing’s the same any more, and you can’t tell young people what to do.’


He finished his tea and got up, going out into the back porch to find his bicycle clips. Olive and Betty made a face at each other and Annie sighed.


‘I don’t know about your dad, I’m sure. He’s all on edge these days. He’s never properly settled down since he came back from Dunkirk. It upset him a lot, that did.’


‘It upset a lot of people,’ Olive said, thinking of the things Derek had told her. Young soldiers, no more than kids really, shivering and crying all the way home from Dover in the trains, their uniforms still soaked from having to stand in the water, many of them wounded by the bombing and strafing they’d suffered on the beaches. Her dad had been brave, she knew, taking his ferryboat over to help get them away, but he hadn’t had to suffer like they had. And he didn’t have to go back. She thought of Derek again, going off on the train with all those others, knowing what they might be going back to.


It was queer to think she was a married woman now. It didn’t seem right that her life hadn’t changed. Apart from that one day and night with Derek, everything was the same. She got up each morning, helped her mum get breakfast ready, went off to the office and spent the day typing out letters and invoices. A lot of building had stopped because of the war, and business was slack, but John Harker wasn’t worried about that. ‘It’ll pick up soon enough, once the bombing starts,’ he said grimly. ‘There’ll be plenty needs doing then.’


On Thursday evenings Olive usually finished a few minutes early and went to the pictures with Betty. There didn’t seem to be any point in changing that, just because she was now a married woman. The men had already gone home and she was shuffling together her papers when her father-in-law came in.


‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘You go off and enjoy yourself. A couple of hours at the Odeon’ll do you good.’


Olive smiled at him. It already seemed an eternity since Derek had gone away and she missed him more each day. Funny to think that this time last week they hadn’t even been married …


The air was split by the sudden wail of a siren. Its sound rose and fell like the howl of a banshee. For a full minute it maintained its unearthly shrieking, and then it died slowly away. In the silence left behind, it was as if the whole world held its breath.


Olive stopped what she was doing, a bundle of papers slipping from fingers that had suddenly frozen, and stared at John Harker. For a brief moment, the man and girl stood riveted, their eyes locked. Then John reached out and grabbed Olive’s arm.


‘The shelter! Quick – leave that.’


‘But the invoices –’


‘Leave them! This is it, Olive. I can hear the planes already.’


‘Maybe it’s another false alarm –’


‘There’ve been German planes around all day. They’ve been all along the coast. They’ve tried twice already – I heard it on the news. But this lot’s got through. Drop the papers, Livvy, and get over to the shelter quick. I’ll fetch Florrie.’


He pulled her through the door and they ran across the yard. The Anderson was in the garden, through a tall gate set in the wall that separated the Harkers’ home from the business. John Harker put his hand between Olive’s shoulder blades and gave her a shove that sent her staggering through the gate and halfway down the garden path. Then he turned and ran into the house.


He and Florrie Harker scrambled down into the dim, musty shelter only seconds before the first explosion.


Olive’s cousins, Tim and Keith Budd, were involved in a game of cowboys and Indians. Each armed with a toy pistol, they had scurried out as soon as tea was over to join the children who were, for one reason or another, still at home in Portsmouth, and not evacuated to the country. Some had been evacuated and returned after a few weeks, homesick or even badly treated, some had come to the conclusion that there was, after all, no danger from bombing or gas, and some had never left Portsmouth at all, despite the entreaties of the authorities.


Micky Baxter was one of these. Always the wild boy of April Grove, he had exulted in the sudden freedom of no school and formed a small gang of boys who had nothing to do and all day to do it in. Together, they had roamed the streets, looking for mischief and having no trouble in finding it. Their exploits had come to a head when they had held up an assistant in a jewellery shop with a pistol left over from the 1914–18 war. Micky was still on probation for that, but it didn’t seem to make much difference.


Jess Budd didn’t like her boys playing with Micky Baxter, but although they were half afraid of his scapegrace nature, they were also fascinated by it. And although a lot of children had come back, their own special friends were still out at Bridge End, where they’d been evacuated.


They gathered at the end of April Grove, near the Budds’ house. Tim and Keith were both cowboys, like Micky, and the Indians were Martin Baker, who had come back from evacuation with appendicitis, Jimmy Cross and Cyril Nash, who had a pale, angelic face with large brown eyes and spent most of his time trying to undo the impression that his name and appearance invariably created.


Only those who possessed pistols were allowed to be cowboys, and Micky was undisputed leader because his was reputed to be real. Tim and Keith, who had heard the story of the jeweller’s shop, glanced at it with respect, and kept their distance, thankful that they weren’t Indians. Suppose it was still loaded? But Jimmy Cross scoffed at them.


‘Course it ain’t that one. They took it off him, didn’t they? Anyway, me and Cyril’s got real catapults, better’n any old toy guns, they are.’


He displayed the weapons, made of forked sticks and a wide strip of rubber. Tim watched enviously as he bent, picked up a stone from the road, and sent it zinging down the street. Mrs Seddon, who kept the corner shop, came out of her side gate just as the stone whistled past her and she looked up sharply. The boys skittered hastily into a nearby alley.


I hope she doesn’t tell Mum, Tim thought anxiously, but the game was starting now and the three Indians were fleeing up the alley looking for places to hide.


The cowboys turned their backs, as the rules of the game demanded, and scuffed their toes in the dust.


‘I s’pose you’ll be goin’ back to the country soon,’ Micky observed. ‘Runnin’ away from the bombs.’


‘We’re not running away.’ Tim protested, uncomfortably aware that they were. ‘We only came back to see our Olive get married. Anyway, it’s good in the country. There’s all sorts of things to do.’


‘Oh yeah?’ Micky sneered. ‘Pickin’ flowers? Countin’ sheep? That’s girls’ stuff.’


‘There’s plenty of things besides that. Good trees to climb. Birds’ nests. And we help on the farm, too. We can milk cows.’


‘Milk cows? I’d sooner get it out of a bottle. Catch me goin’ to the country. I’d rather stay here – no school or nothing, do what you like. It’s good.’


‘There are schools,’ Keith said. ‘Our school’s open, I heard Mum say so when she and Dad were talking about us stopping here. But Dad says there’s going to be bad bombing soon and he wants us out of it.’


‘I ’ope there is,’ Micky said. ‘I want the bombs to come. I ain’t scared of’em. Smash! Crash! Just like Saturday morning pictures, it’ll be.’


‘But suppose Germans come?’ Keith asked, speaking the name in a whisper. ‘S’pose they invade? That means they’ll come and live in our houses, they’ll take away everything. What’ll you do then?’


‘I’ll fight ’em, that’s what I’ll do.’ Micky lifted his arm and bent it, clenching his fist to make the biceps stand out. ‘Tell you what, they’re goin’ to come in parachutes. I’ll catch one of them, tie him up in his own parachute and take him down the police station.’ He frowned, thinking of his last visit to that establishment. ‘No, I won’t, I’ll take him up Hilsea Barracks, let the soldiers have him. They won’t get our house.’


‘You’re daft,’ Tim said. ‘There’s going to be hundreds of them – thousands. They’ll have guns and bayonets and everything. You’ll have to hide and keep out of their way. And I tell you what, it’ll be better out in the country then. The people out there, they’ve taken all the signposts down – the Germans won’t be able to find their way anywhere, they’ll be lost. We’ll know where we are, but they won’t.’


‘They won’t want to go out there anyway.’ Micky glanced over his shoulder. The alleyway was deserted, the Indians long vanished from sight. ‘I reckon they’ve had long enough to find hideouts now. Anyway, I bet I know where they’ve gone. They’ll be round Carlisle Crescent. Just because Jimmy Cross lives near there, he thinks it’s the only place to hide.’


The three boys cocked their pistols and ran up the alley, keeping an eye open as they passed open gateways in case the Indians were skulking in someone’s garden. There was no sign of them as they passed along the back of September Street and came to the railway line and level crossing. Carlisle Crescent was on the other side of the track, and Tim and Keith hesitated.


The railway line formed a natural boundary to their normal territory. Although they were allowed to go out to play in the streets, they were not supposed to go beyond certain limits without first letting their mother know. April Grove, March and October Streets, with their maze of alleyways created a small, tight neighbourhood where all the children and adults were known to each other. Cars seldom appeared there, especially in the evenings, and only tradesmen’s carts and wagons made regular appearances during the day. Ball games, skipping, hopscotch and marbles could be played unhindered, and although some of the less tolerant residents might object to the constant thud of a ball against the wall of their house, and even forbid the chalking of cricket stumps or goal posts on the bricks, they did little more than make occasional testy appearances, chasing away the offending children. Usually, the children returned after a few days, chalked up their goal posts again and resumed their games.


Children from other streets were less welcome. They were looked upon with suspicion and told to ‘Go and play in your own street’. And by the same unwritten rule, if you went to someone else’s street you were likely to be sent off with a flea in your ear.


But Jimmy Cross lived in Carlisle Crescent, or near enough, Tim reasoned. So it ought to be all right to go there. And as for letting Mum know, she couldn’t expect him to break off from a game of cowboys and Indians to run home and tell her they might be going over the railway. Specially after what Micky Baxter had been saying about them running away from the bombs.


Anyway, they’d be back long before she came out to call them in for bed, so she’d never know. And as long as they didn’t run into Dad, walking home from work, they’d be safe.


The crossing gates were closed and a train approached along the track. The boys scampered up the steps of the bridge and the engine chugged beneath, its roar filling their ears. Steam and smoke billowed around them and they capered about in the cloud, delighted, flapping their hands in front of their faces and grinning at each other through the swirling mist before scuttering down the steps on the other side and into Carlisle Crescent.


The houses here were posher than in April Grove. They weren’t in a terrace but were separate, some in twos and some on their own. They were all slightly different and some were bungalows. They had front gardens, big enough for a bit of lawn, and in a few there were bushes and even a tree or two. A couple had greenhouses with tomato plants growing in them. It was almost as good as the country, Tim thought, wishing he could live in such a house. Fancy having grass in your garden, just like a real field!


The three cowboys entered the crescent cautiously, their pistols still held at the ready as they searched for signs of Indians. One of the gardens had a low wall running along beside it and they ran across to it, half-crouching, and peered cautiously over the top, as cowboys did at the cinema.


Tim’s hero was Roy Rogers, who had a marvellous horse called Trigger. He modelled himself on Roy Rogers now, imagining himself in cowboy gear, with chaps on his trousers and a holster slung at his waist. He noticed that Keith was limping slightly. Keith’s favourite was Hopalong Cassidy.


Zing! A stone whistled past their ears and bounced off the wall beside them. The cowboys jumped, startled, and Tim remembered the catapults. He waved his pistol, regretting the lack of caps. At least he could have made a noise. As it was, he felt helpless.


Another stone whizzed past, almost grazing his cheek, and he was suddenly angry. His mum and dad had always laid down very strict rules about throwing stones. You only threw them into the sea, and even then only when there were no swimmers about. And you never, never threw them at people.


‘They’re cheating,’ he hissed. ‘Stones are dangerous. They could hit us in the eye.’


Micky too was feeling disgruntled. The catapults had put the Indians at an advantage, and that was against the rules. The cowboys were supposed to win. He debated introducing a new rule, that only cowboys could have catapults, but knew that the Indians would claim that they were nearer to bows and arrows and should therefore be theirs. Perhaps it would be better if catapults weren’t allowed at all. But that would mean he couldn’t have one either, and he’d already made up his mind to get himself the best in the street.


If only he hadn’t had to give up the old Army pistol. It hadn’t actually been his, but he’d been the only one with the nerve to carry it. If he still had that – and could get some ammunition for it – well, there wouldn’t be any dispute then. He’d win every time.


He thought of the German parachutist he meant to catch. He’d be armed. Perhaps Micky could get his pistol off him – and some bullets as well. He wouldn’t even have to worry about swearing the man to secrecy, since he wouldn’t be able to talk English.


Feeling suddenly cheerful, he brought his mind back to the game in hand and nodded.


‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘Stones aren’t allowed.’ He stood up, braving the hail of stones now flying at them from the alleyway across the street, and shouted, ‘The game’s over. You’re cheating, so we’ve won. Come out or we’ll come over and take you prisoner.’


For answer, the biggest stone of all came flying towards him. He ducked, and two things happened very quickly.


From immediately behind him came the sound of splintering glass as the stone smashed into a greenhouse. And from above, from all around, vibrating in the very ground beneath their feet, came the howl of the air-raid siren.


It swelled through the air, filling the sky, spreading over their heads, shrieking its way through the streets, between the houses, along the alleyways and into every narrow passage. It forced its way into houses and woke babies in their cots; it startled old men and women dozing in chairs. It transfixed lovers in quiet corners, and froze women standing at stoves as they cooked their families’ suppers. It shrieked at people on the way home from work, leaving them stunned as the unearthly wail rose and fell about them. And as the droning sound died away at last, everyone turned their eyes to the sky to see the approaching aircraft.


There was a moment’s silence and then the street erupted into action. Families poured from houses into their gardens, making for the shelters. Firewatchers hurried out, dragging heavy stirrup-pumps and still fastening on tin helmets. An air-raid warden cycled past, intent on reaching his post, never noticing the children. There was a tumult of shouting, of panic, of orders yelled and frightened screams. And then, again, silence as the shelters were reached and closed.


The boys huddled together by the wall. They could hear the faint throb of the planes as they neared the coast. They looked at each other, their faces pale, eyes wide.


‘What shall we do?’ Tim muttered. ‘We ought to be in shelters too.’ They all knew what they should be doing. They had rehearsed it often enough. But their rehearsals had always been on the assumption that they would be close to a shelter – either their own, at home, or in their own street or at school. Here, they were on alien territory, in a street where they were not supposed to be playing, and they would as soon have thought of going into someone else’s shelter as they would have thought of walking uninvited into the house.


He noticed that somehow the Indians had come across the road and joined them. The catapults dangled from their hands. It didn’t seem to matter now that they’d been cheating. Martin Baker was looking white and scared but Cyril Nash’s eyes were bright. And Jimmy, although within a hundred yards of his own home, was making no effort to run for shelter.


‘They’re coming,’ he breathed, his voice wobbly with excitement. ‘I can hear ’em now. Listen. Look!’


The boys craned their necks. Away to the south, where Southsea Common met the sea, they could see a black cloud of aircraft, like starlings gathering for their evening roost. They approached steadily, their engines snarling, and as they came over the city itself, Tim saw the first of the bombs begin to fall.


They dropped like black eggs from the belly of the aircraft and tumbled slowly towards the earth. He stared at them, fascinated. His eyes watched as they descended, falling through the network of balloons that floated above the city, falling towards the ships in the harbour, falling towards the Dockyard where his father worked, falling, falling, falling …


The explosion shook the ground under his feet and thundered through the air in great waves of brutal sound that battered against his ears and tore at his body. Almost before it hit him, he flung himself to the ground, and the six boys huddled together on the pavement while the first air-raid of the war stormed over Portsmouth.


Jess Budd stood at the front door of number 14, April Grove, holding her baby daughter Maureen in her arms, and watched her sons scamper along the street. She looked up at the blue sky and shivered. For a moment, she was almost inclined to call them back, but before she could raise her voice Peggy Shaw opened her front door and came out to stand beside her.


‘Making the most of the fine evenings,’ she remarked. ‘What’re you going to do about your kids, Jess? Are they going back to the country?’


‘Oh, yes. We only had them home for the wedding. Rose wanted to be bridesmaid, and we had to give our Olive a day to remember – she’s got precious little else. But Frank says there’s going to be bad raids soon and the children have got to be out of it.’


‘And are you going too?’


Jess shook her head firmly. ‘I’m stopping here. I had enough of being away all through the winter. And Frank needs his wife to look after him.’ She looked down at Maureen, who was wriggling in an effort to get down, and set her down to toddle on the pavement. ‘I know it means keeping the baby at home too, but there’s nothing we can do about that.’


‘Well, I won’t say I shan’t be glad to have you back next door,’ Peggy commented. ‘It felt really queer all those months, without you about. And the street’s like a morgue without Tim and Keith and the other kids playing out there. I’ll be sorry to see them go. Mind, I wouldn’t moan if it was Micky Baxter. The mischief that boy gets up to, you wouldn’t believe.’


‘Maybe when the raids start Nancy’ll change her mind and send him off after all.’ Jess looked up again at the evening sky. It was still blue, with only a faint flush of apricot to show that the sun was beginning to go down. It was good that the weather had been fine these past few weeks, so that Frank could get over to the allotment and work in the fresh air. It blew all the dust of the Dockyard boiler-shop out of his lungs and he always looked a bit happier when he came home with a basket full of gooseberries or blackcurrants or vegetables that he’d grown himself. ‘You just can’t believe there’s people out there killing each other,’ she said. ‘Bits of boys like your Bob and our Colin, climbing into aeroplanes and coming over to drop bombs on people they’ve never ever seen. And our lads –’


Her words were drowned by the shriek of the siren. Maureen began to scream in panic and Jess bent and scooped her up in her arms, holding her close. She looked at Peggy Shaw, her face white.


‘Is it another false alarm?’


‘I don’t know.’ Peggy stared at her. ‘We ought to go down the shelter, just in case …’


‘But the boys – Tim and Keith. They’re out playing somewhere. And Rose – she went up to the Brunners –’


‘She’ll go in their shelter then.’


Jess bit her lip in a torment of indecision. ‘I’ll have to go out and find the boys. Can you take the baby for me, Peg?’


People were coming out into the street, looking fearfully at the sky, asking each other if it was real. They heard the throb of aeroplanes.


‘That’s not our lads!’ They had grown used to the sound of British aircraft, but this was different. There was a snarl in the sound, a menace as if a vicious dog was growling deep in its throat. Jess caught her breath.


‘That’s it! They’re here. Oh, Peg –’


‘Down the air-raid shelter, quick,’ Peggy said. ‘There’s no time to waste. I can hear the guns. Quick, Jess.’


‘But the boys – Rose – Frank … they’re out there somewhere – I can’t just –’


‘You can’t go looking for ’em, either.’ Peggy’s hand was on her arm, pulling her back through the door. ‘Jess, you can’t go out in the streets, you’ll just have to hope they’ve got the sense to make for shelter. They know what to do, we’ve all practised it enough, goodness knows. But you’ve got Maureen to think of.’ She hustled Jess to the back door and they stared at the sky again. It was still clear, still cloudless, but now the blue had taken on a hard, sinister sheen and they could hear the snarl of approaching aircraft. Suddenly, the barrage balloons seemed a weak and flimsy defence against the advancing wave of destruction.


‘Quick, Jess,’ Peggy urged again, but Jess shook her head and broke away.


‘You go. Take the baby. But I’ve got to find the boys. I can’t leave them out there …’


She hurried back through the house, her breath coming in quick, frightened gasps, and out into the street. The aircraft were visible now, like a cloud of black starlings high above the balloons. Her body ached with terror. She ran across to the corner by Mrs Seddon’s shop, staring up October Street.


Peggy was behind her again, Maureen still crying in her arms.


‘They’re coming,’ she panted. ‘Jess, you’ve got to come down the shelter. The boys must have gone in with someone else. They’re not here – you can see that. Someone’ll be looking after them. Jess, for God’s sake, come back …’


Jess took one more frantic look up the deserted street. The throb of the planes was closer. In a few seconds they would be overhead. The bombs would begin to fall.


‘They must be up the alley.’ She dashed to the end of April Grove, where the boys had scampered on their hunt for the Indians, but it was empty. Everyone had run for cover.


Despairing and guilty, she turned and Peggy hustled her through the little house, leaving the doors open as she went. The two women pelted down the garden path and dived into the Anderson shelter. Panting, half sobbing, they squatted on the low benches that Frank had fitted against the walls, and stared at each other. The baby wailed in Peggy’s arms, and Jess took her back and cradled her against her breast.


‘Oh, Peg –’ she began, but the rest of her words were lost in the explosion of the first bombs.


In Portchester Road, Kathy Simmons had just finished giving her children their supper when the siren went.


Stella and Muriel pulled faces. ‘Do we have to go down the shelter, Mum? It’ll only be another false alarm.’


‘Yes, we do,’ Kathy said sharply, although she would have liked to ignore it herself. ‘One of these days it’s going to be real, and then what would we do? Anyway, we’ve got to keep practising, you don’t know how quick the planes can –’


She stopped, suddenly aware of a throaty grumble from the sky. Hardly believing her ears, she went to the back door. The sound was closer. She felt a wave of fear, and the baby inside her seemed to jerk as if he felt it too.


‘Quick!’ she snapped, snatching up the box that contained all the family birth certificates and other papers too important to be lost. ‘Come on, Stella – leave that – get down there as fast as you can.’


‘But my dolly – I’ve left her upstairs.’ Muriel’s voice began to rise in a wail but Kathy grabbed her arm.


‘There isn’t time for that – she’ll be all right – come on when I tell you!’ The garden path had never seemed so long. She hurried the girls down it and into the Anderson shelter Mike had dug out before he went away. The drone was coming closer, it sounded almost overhead although with her last frightened glance before she ducked through the low doorway, she could see only a cloud of black freckles in the sky, like swarming ants. Oh God, she thought, they’re really coming, we’re going to be bombed, and Mike not here and our baby boy not even born … She folded her arms across her stomach and bowed her head, shutting her eyes tightly as if by doing so she could shut out the terrifying reality.


But reality would not be shut out. She heard the first bomb fall, and was forced to open her eyes and pull her two little girls into her arms, to try to give them the comfort she so desperately needed herself. And as if that first bomb were a signal, others began to fall, sometimes singly, sometimes in clusters, so that the explosions seemed to merge together in one massive blast. As the shock waves ran through the earth, shuddering beneath Kathy’s feet, the corrugated iron of the Anderson shelter rattled in her ears. The girls screamed and she clutched them to her convulsively, feeling the unborn baby tremble again in her womb. Be still, she begged it silently, be quiet. You’re too small to kick like that, you’ve only just quickened. But the fluttering movements continued, as if her own fear communicated itself to the tiny, developing life, and would not let it rest.


The detonations continued, deafening her. Surely the planes must be directly overhead. How safe was an Anderson? She’d heard that no shelter could survive a direct hit. The thunder of the bombs threatened to burst her eardrums, shatter her skull. Nobody had ever told her an air-raid would be like this.


In the worst moment of all, it was as if the air inside the dimly-lit Anderson turned into vapour, as if she could see it shimmer all around. The iron of the walls wrinkled, almost as if they cringed in pain. The earth floor split into a thousand tiny cracks. And the noise was no longer noise. It had become something greater, something that took her whole body and shook it without mercy, as a tiger might take and shake its prey until it was senseless.


Dimly, Kathy was aware that she was screaming, although she could hear no sound of her voice. She could feel the vibrations in the children’s bodies and knew that they too were crying with terror. She wanted to comfort them, but had no power over her own fear. It swamped her, leaving her no strength for anything else.


For a long time, after the sound of the last plane had faded, the three of them lay still on the splintered floor. The turmoil of the raid still sounded in their ears and it was only gradually that the silence crept back. At last they heard the tentative note of the Raiders Passed signal, and Kathy lifted her head.


‘They’ve gone,’ she whispered, and crawled to the steps that led up into the open air.


What she saw then was no surprise. She had known, from that first terrifying explosion, that the bombs were falling dangerously close. She had known that she and the two little girls would have no home to go back to.


But she was still not prepared for the sight of the house she and Mike had loved so much, shattered and gaping like a smashed tooth. Still shaking, she dragged herself out of the shelter and gripped the distorted iron to pull herself upright, staring in misery and despair.


The house was a mess of torn brickwork and splintered wood. There was nothing at all left of the roof, and the upstairs rooms were totally demolished. Downstairs, all she could see was ruin – smashed furniture, ornaments and knick-knacks scattered and broken, a curtain still half hanging from a crooked rail, filthy with dust.


The two girls scrambled out and stood beside her, still sobbing.


‘My dolly,’ Muriel whispered. ‘My dolly …’




CHAPTER TWO



Frank Budd had just left the Dockyard when the siren sounded.


Carrying his leather-bound lunchbox, he walked through Unicorn Gate and turned to go along Flathouse Road towards the Royal Hospital. From there, he would make his way through the maze of narrow side streets towards Kingston and Copnor.


Sometimes he took the bus, but it was too hot this evening to be cooped up on a crowded bus, and it was ten hours since he’d tasted any air other than the steamy heat of the boiler-shop. With no overtime tonight, for the first time in weeks, he could afford to walk. Jess wouldn’t be expecting him till seven and there would still be time to spend a few hours over on his allotment in the fresh air and evening sunshine. There was plenty to be done – hoeing and weeding, and perhaps some soft fruit to pick, if Jess hadn’t had time to get over there herself during the afternoon.


The allotment was thriving this year. After the bitter winter and cold spring, he’d been afraid everything would be late, but instead they’d had this glorious summer and the vegetables and fruit had flourished. He’d never seen the beans so high at this time of year before, and the gooseberries and currants were fat and glowing. The row or two of strawberries had done well too, and they’d had them for tea once or twice as well as providing a good bowlful for Olive’s wedding last Saturday. Strawberries were, in Frank’s opinion, a luxury and he only grew them because Jess liked them so much. They did make a good jam, with a few gooseberries to help them set.


The road was full of men leaving the Dockyard, some on foot like Frank, others cycling. There were buses too, taking them all over the city and down to the Hard, where the ferryboats waited to take those who lived in Gosport on the five-minute trip across the harbour. It was a vast exodus, and other folk kept clear when the Dockyard was coming out.


It was at that moment that the siren sounded.


The wail filled the air. Frank stopped as its shriek hit him, and felt the jolt of shock, followed by a tingling shudder that ran over his whole body. He glanced quickly up and down the street. In that moment, everyone must have done exactly the same – stopped as if frozen. Then there was sudden movement everywhere as people began to run and shout. An old lady who had been creeping slowly along with her hand on the low garden walls to steady herself, stood with confused, frightened eyes, her lips trembling as she clutched her shopping bag close against her.


For a few seconds, Frank stood as uncertain as the rest. Then he remembered that there was a public shelter two streets away. He set off towards it, then turned back and approached the old woman.


‘They’re coming,’ she whispered. ‘They’re coming to get us.’


‘They’re not going to, though, are they?’ He spoke cheerfully, although already he could hear the snarl of the bombers approaching. Had the warning come too late?


It had certainly come too late for a lot of people to find proper shelter. Especially people like this poor old dear, who was now sobbing helplessly and wetting herself into the bargain. He saw the puddle forming round her feet and tugged her arm gently.


‘Come on, missus, let’s get you home. You don’t want to be out on the street in this.’ The planes were very close now and he felt the first shock of explosion as bombs fell in the harbour and the Dockyard. The old woman whimpered and clutched him and he forgot to be gentle and dragged her along the street, ignoring the shopping bag that she had dropped.


‘Me rations! Me rations!’ she wept as she stumbled along, but Frank was concerned only with getting her indoors. I hope to God she didn’t lock the front door, he thought as they reached it, and breathed a sigh of relief as it swung open at his touch. He pushed her inside.


‘Have you got a shelter?’


‘No. We’re a sixer, see, we couldn’t have no Anderson, I dunno why. Something to do with the water-pipes in the gardens, they come through every sixth house. My daughter’s hubby says we’ll have to make do under the stairs, they say that’s the safest place, don’t they …’ Her voice faltered as Frank pushed her along the narrow passage. The space beneath the stairs had been boxed in as a big cupboard, with an old mattress shoved inside to sit on. He bent and thrust the old lady inside, then scrambled in beside her as another explosion shook the house.


‘Here, that was close.’ She seemed to be recovering a little now that she was home. Together, they crouched on the floor in the dimness, listening to the roar of planes overhead and the thunder of the exploding bombs.


‘It’s bad, innit,’ the old woman whispered. ‘They’re going to bomb us out of our own homes. They’re going to keep on bombing till there’s none of us left and then they’re going to take our homes away and live in ’em and do what they like.’ She began to cry again. ‘It’s not fair. It’s not fair. Not after what we went through before. I lost my husband in the last lot, killed in action he was, to make England a land fit for heroes to live in, and what good did it do? Tell me that, eh?’


‘Ssh.’ Frank found her hand and patted it. ‘Don’t think about it now. It’s happening and we’ve just got to live through it and not let it get us down.’ But he spoke absently, for his thoughts were with Jess and the children. For God’s sake, he thought, don’t let those boys be out roaming the streets in this lot. And he made up his mind that they would be sent back to the safety of the countryside as soon as possible.


The explosions rocked around them. What’s happening out there? he wondered. I ought to get out there and help.


He began to crawl out of the cupboard. ‘I’ve got to go now, love. You stay here till they sound the Raiders Passed signal and your daughter gets back, then you have a nice cup of tea. You’ll be all right here.’ He hoped it was true.


She clutched him with feeble fingers, entreating him to stay, but he gently disentangled her hands. ‘You stay here. You’re safe here,’ he repeated, and stood up, ducking again immediately as an explosion thundered almost overhead and he heard the sound of breaking glass and falling masonry. For a moment, he hesitated. He could have his head blown off the minute he stepped through the front door.


But someone was going to get killed anyway, in this lot. Probably hundreds, maybe thousands of people. And others would be hurt, and buried under collapsed buildings, needing help.


The next explosion was closer still. It sounded as if it were almost next door. The window of the room he was in shattered, glass flying everywhere, and if he hadn’t ducked he would have been peppered with it, slashed to pieces perhaps. But this time the thought of scrambling back into the safety of the home-made shelter didn’t enter his head. Without another word to the old woman, who was now whimpering with terror, he wrenched open the door and ran along the passage to the street.


Whatever was happening out there, he had to be part of it. He couldn’t stay here while his own family and home were in danger, somewhere across the city, and he couldn’t take shelter when he had a duty to do.


The front door was still ajar. He pulled it open and stood for a moment looking up and down the street. God knows what I expected, he thought. Complete devastation? Houses knocked down, on fire, bits of bodies lying about all over the place? In fact, his mind had shown him no pictures of what a bombed city might be like. Until now, although he had known the facts, he had been unable to imagine the consequences.


But to his surprise, there was little sign of destruction. At first glance, everything seemed normal. And then he noticed that almost every window in the street was shattered. A few chimneys had fallen or stood askew, ready to topple. And a boy of about twelve – not all that much bigger than his Tim – came by, crying and holding his head. There was blood dripping down through his fingers.


Frank ran out and grabbed his arm. The planes seemed to have passed over now, but more might come at any moment and he could still hear explosions. Smoke rose in black clouds above the rooftops. The danger was by no means over.


‘What are you doing out here? You ought to be in a shelter.’ His voice was rough with fear and concern, but sounded merely cross and the boy flinched and tried to pull away.


‘I wasn’t doing nothing wrong, mister. I tried to get ’ome, but the bombs come. I couldn’t find nowhere to shelter. And then summat hit me, it hit me head, look. I’m bleedin’.’


He began to sob again and Frank felt a flash of rage. He knew now what Jess had meant when she’d railed against the war, saying it wasn’t fair that ordinary people who just wanted to live their lives should have to get caught up in such things. Old women like the one he’d left behind in the house, alone and crying with terror, nippers like this one with a wound that could have killed him. And this was just the start.


‘Come on,’ he said more gently. ‘Let’s get you to a First Aid post.’ He prised the boy’s fingers away from his scalp and examined the cut. It was more of a graze, but it had taken off a fair lump of skin and blood was oozing through the matted brown hair. It needed proper attention, from someone who knew what they were doing.


He thought of going back to the Royal Hospital but they’d be too busy with real casualties. There must have been any amount of people killed and hurt in the raid. He could hear the streets coming back to life now as people ventured out, and there were shouts and yells as folk discovered what had happened. There’d be plenty needing help. He felt a stab of fear as he wondered again how Jess and the kids had fared.


But he couldn’t just leave the boy. Best get him to a First Aid post, where he could be properly looked after.


Drayton Road Infants’ School. It had been taken over by the ARP, they’d have people there who could help. It wasn’t too far away. He hoped to God they could get there. There didn’t seem to be any bombs falling at the moment, but the sky was filled with black smoke now, split with streaks of orange flame, and he could smell the acrid tang of burning. It looked as if there was a bad fire somewhere, and from the direction he thought it could be the gasholder at Rudmore. If that was on fire, there could be another explosion at any minute, worse than a bomb.


He gripped the boy’s arm and began to run. The lad made no more effort to escape and ran along with Frank, still half sobbing. He kept his other hand pressed to his head, the blood still oozing between his fingers. Frank hoped he wouldn’t pass out before they got to the First Aid post.


An ARP warden cycled down the road, his wheels wobbling as he avoided glass and broken tiles.


‘Get back under shelter!’ he shouted. ‘There’s not bin no Raiders Passed signal yet. There could be another lot coming over any minute. Get inside, all of you.’


Frank took no notice. He had only one thought in his mind, to get this boy to a place where his head could be attended to, and then to get home. His own family might be buried and calling for help, needing him.


He stopped the warden.


‘I’m a firewatcher – got to get on duty. But I want this youngster seen to first. Can I get through to Drayton Road?’


The man stared at him. His face was already grimy with dust and smoke. He looked as scared as the rest, and why not? He’d never been bombed either, it was the first time for him same as everyone else.


‘Drayton Road?’ he said, as if the name were new to him. ‘I dunno, mate. There’s bin bombs up there, I know that.’ He glanced up at the sky, so blue only half an hour ago, now filled with the menacing cloud of fiery black smoke which darkened the streets. ‘Summat’s burning down near the Yard.’


‘I thought it might be Rudmore,’ Frank said, and the warden nodded.


‘Yeah, it might. And if that goes up we’ll cop another packet. This your boy? His head don’t look too good.’


Frank shook his head. ‘I just want to get him somewhere he can be seen to. Then I’m off up Copnor.’


He set off again. The warden was already turning away to shout at some children who were throwing stones at one of the few unbroken windows left. At the corner of the street a man passed him, his face grey with shock, eyes staring. He looked at Frank and put out a hand.


‘The Anchor – you should see what they done to the Anchor.’


‘The Anchor?’ Frank said. ‘The pub, you mean?’


‘You should see what they done,’ the man repeated. He seemed to be on the verge of tears. ‘The bastards. The bastards.’ He shook his head blindly and stumbled on, purposelessly, as if he had nowhere to go, nothing in mind but the agony of what he had seen.


‘Come on,’ Frank said, taking the boy’s arm again. ‘I can’t help it if there are more planes coming, I’ve got to get back up Copnor.’


They were in Kingston Road now, one of the busiest thoroughfares in the city, leading from the London Road across Portsbridge, and eventually to the beach at Southsea. It was all one long road really, with several different names as it passed through different districts – easy to see from the air, Frank thought, looking up again to see if there were planes. But the sky was still black with smoke. At least that might stop the enemy spotting their targets, he thought grimly.


And it seemed that the danger was, for the moment, over. As he hurried across the main road, aware that a little further along people were shouting and crowding towards Kingston Cross, as if something had happened there, the siren began to wail again. But this time, instead of the fearsome, swelling lament that warned of enemy approach, it was like a long-drawn sigh of relief – the signal that the raid was over.


Kingston Cross. That was where the Blue Anchor Hotel stood. Frank had never been inside, for he was a teetotaller and avoided public houses, but he knew them all by name and used them as landmarks. The family often teased him about his knowledge of local public houses, revealed whenever he gave directions. ‘That’s just opposite the Coach and Horses.’ Or, ‘Turn left by the Star and Garter and then keep straight on till you get to the Black Lion.’ How did anyone who never touched a drop know so much about pubs, his brother-in-law Ted would ask. But Frank would point out that it was just a matter of knowing the city you’d been born in, knowing it like the back of your hand.


He could see Kingston Cross now, from where he stood at the corner of Powerscourt Road, and it was obvious that something up there had been badly damaged. Already fire engines were appearing, dashing along the roads with bells ringing, but they’d heading for the fire over at Rudmore. He hesitated, wanting to go straight up to the Anchor, but the boy beside him was sobbing again, clearly frightened and in some pain. He’d have to get him seen to first. And he was desperately anxious about Jess and the children.


He turned and made for Drayton Road. Only a few yards now, and he could hand over his burden and go and give whatever help he could.


And then, on the corner of Wymering Road, he stopped dead.


The main part of the school, where the older children went, was still standing, its wide brick façade and narrow tower untouched. But the infant school had received a direct hit. The buildings where five-year-old children had learned to read and write and add two and two together, were little more than a heap of rubble, smashed beyond recognition, and a dense cloud of dust hung over the ruins, swirling in its own breeze, and settling like a miasma of despair over the wreckage.


Frank stared at it, his mouth moving in silent expostulation.


Some of the walls were still partially standing, the rooms inside chaotically exposed, children’s drawings and maps of Europe still pinned to the walls along with posters giving instructions about the war and diagrams of bandages and slings. Tables, desks and chairs were tossed and jumbled amongst the wreckage of collapsed ceilings and partitions. First-aid boxes and equipment, stacked ready for the first emergency, were broken and torn, smothered with dust, half buried under wooden laths and plaster. Sandbags, piled outside as an extra protection, had been torn and split open, their contents blown in all directions to add to the gritty cloud of filth.


And amongst it all, bewildered and dazed, staggered the survivors and less badly injured of the people who had manned the post and been there when the sound of the siren first ruptured the air.


‘My God,’ Frank said in a whisper. And then, more loudly, ‘My God. Oh, my God …’


‘It’s bad, innit, mister,’ the boy beside him said in a frightened voice.


‘It is. It’s bad.’ Frank glanced down at him. The seeping of blood seemed to have stopped and where it had run down his face and neck it was now darkening against the grimy skin. ‘Look, you’d better get off home. It don’t look as if there’ll be any bandages for you here. D’you reckon you can make it by yourself? I’ll have to stop here now.’


The boy shook his head a little and flinched as if it still hurt. But his eyes were on the devastation before them. ‘I can stop and help too, mister. I ain’t hurt that bad.’


Frank hesitated. It didn’t seem right, a nipper like this seeing the sights he felt sure they would see. But if there were people buried under that rubble, they’d need all the help they could get. And the kid was looking better, though the shock of seeing the bombed school had turned him a shade or two paler under all the dirt.


‘All right, then,’ he said. ‘But you get off home the minute you want to, see? Your mum’ll be half out of her mind worrying about you.’ Half an hour ago, he would have given that priority, just as he’d been first anxious to see the old lady into safety and then determined to get home to Jess. But now it was different. There were people here who needed help this minute, if they were to be saved, and they had to be put first. Old ladies who were frightened and mothers worrying about kids – even Jess, his own wife, came second.


He ran across the road towards the school. Other people were flocking round too, appalled, staring at the ruin of the buildings they knew so well. The playground, where children had run and shouted and laughed, was a mass of rubble, the little row of lavatories knocked almost flat. And from the wreckage came a sound that chilled the hearts of all those who heard it – the first, wailing cry for help.


It rose from the broken earth where the bomb had struck. And it seemed to Frank Budd that it was the cry, not of one person, not of one man or woman or child, but a cry that expressed the anguish of all those who were to be a part of the war that was now storming its way over the world.


The war that had begun for Portsmouth on this warm and sunny evening in July 1940.


Jess did not wait for the Raiders Passed signal. As soon as the thunder of the explosions and the roar of the aircraft began to fade, she was at the door of the shelter, gazing out at the sky. She stared in dismay at the dark smoke billowing overhead, and turned to her neighbour.


‘God knows what they’ve done, Peg! The whole place is alight. I’ve got to find the boys!’


Peggy came to crouch beside her. Together, they watched as the smoke was slashed by orange flame. She twisted her head to look at the row of terraced houses, dreading what she might see.


‘Well, they haven’t hit April Grove,’ she said with relief. ‘That’s something to be thankful for. We’ve still got homes to go to.’


‘The children …’ Jess said again. ‘I’ve got to go and look for them.’ She turned her eyes up to the blackened sky. ‘I can’t hear any planes now. They’ve gone.’


‘We’re supposed to wait,’ Peggy began doubtfully, but she knew that Jess would not be able to rest until she had her family safe at home again. ‘Well, I daresay it’s all right to go out now. I’ll keep Maureen with me.’


‘Thanks, Peg.’ Jess scrambled out of the shelter and ran up the path. The house stood just as she had left it, all the doors wide open, and she went straight through to the front and out into April Grove. As she came out on to the pavement, the siren sounded again and she gasped, then realised that it meant safety. The raiders really had passed.


Granny Kinch and her daughter Nancy emerged from number 10, Granny Kinch swathed as usual in a grubby flowered pinafore with her grey hair tightly bound in metal curlers. They looked up at the smoke-filled sky.


‘Somewhere’s caught it, look. I bet that’s Rudmore. It’ll go up like a torch any minute, see if it doesn’t.’


Jess paused. ‘Have you seen my boys? They’re not with you, are they?’


Nancy Baxter shook her head. ‘No, love, they’re not here. Nor’s our Micky, come to that. Didn’t they go off up the street somewhere?’


‘I don’t know where they are.’ Jess stared at the two women. ‘You mean your Micky’s out somewhere too?’


Nancy shrugged. ‘Went out straight after tea. I saw him with that Nash boy and little Martin Baker. Playing cowboys’n’Indians, they were.’


‘But they must have been scared to death!’


‘Our Micky?’ Nancy laughed. ‘He’ll be all right, he’ll have found somewhere to hide, and your two with him. Takes a lot to frighten our Micky.’


‘They could have been killed,’ Jess said. ‘I’ve been half out of my mind –’ She gazed desperately up October Street. People were beginning to come out now, looking up at the sky and turning to each other, needing the reassurance of contact.


Jess’s sister Annie appeared, hurrying down from the house at the top of April Grove. She too had an apron on, though it was a good deal cleaner than Granny Kinch’s, and her face was anxious.


‘Jess! Are you all right? I had to leave the supper half-cooked, ruined it is, and where we’re supposed to get more when everything’s on ration, I don’t –’


‘I’ve lost the boys!’ Jess burst out, and saw Annie’s face whiten. ‘They went out to play and never came back. I don’t know where they are.’


‘Oh, my goodness.’ Annie leaned against the wall, her hand over her heart. ‘I thought for a minute … You mean they were out in all that lot?’


Jess nodded miserably. ‘I’ve got to find them, Annie. If anything’s happened to them – and Frank’s not home yet either –’


‘I’ll come with you.’ The two sisters set off up October Street, asking everyone they met if they had seen Tim and Keith. But nobody had, and everybody wanted to talk about the raid. Fred and Ada Brown stopped them as they hurried past. They were both trembling with agitation.


‘I thought the bombs were coming right through our ceiling,’ Fred Brown said, his old voice quavering. ‘Me and our Ada, we got under the stairs, and the whole house was shaking round us.’


‘I bet there’s hundreds dead. Thousands.’ Ada Brown shuddered and stared at Jess. ‘You mean your two were out in it? That’s terrible.’


‘Someone must have seen them,’ Jess said. ‘There was five or six of them, playing cowboys and Indians. They must be somewhere.’


Her voice was ragged and jerky. Annie gave her a quick look and took her arm. ‘Come on. We’ll try September Street.’


‘They’re not supposed to go on the main road.’


‘What boys are supposed to do and what they do are two different things,’ Annie said. ‘What about Rose? Is she all right?’


‘She went up to see Joy Brunner.’ Jess’s steps quickened. ‘Peg said she’d have gone in their shelter.’


‘Well, that’s what she did, then. Maybe the boys are there too.’ They turned the corner of September Street. There were one or two cars and vans parked near the shops, and a bus was coming over the level crossing. You’d hardly know there’d been a raid on, except for the acrid smoke overhead and the people standing about in knots talking.


‘Oh, my God, look at that.’ Mr Hines, the butcher was out in front of his shop. ‘Looks like they were trying for the Dockyard.’


‘And looks like they missed,’ old Mr Clogg said sourly. He ran a tiny hardware shop over the road. He had no shelter and had shuffled over to the Hines’s when the warning sounded, still wearing the old carpet suppers he always wore in the shop. ‘That fire’s not in the Yard.’


‘It’s not just one fire. I reckon half the city’s going up in flames.’


‘I thought we were going to as well,’ Mrs Hines said. ‘Those bombs sounded right overhead. I didn’t think we’d see a thing left standing …’ She shook her head. Her lips trembling, her face white.


‘I don’t suppose they’re all that interested in Copnor,’ Mrs Marsh from the dairy said. ‘There’s nothing here they’d want to bomb.’ But no one looked convinced.


Mr Hines was first to make a move. He shrugged his shoulders, glanced at his wife and said, ‘Well, we’d better carry on, I suppose. I was halfway through chopping up some ox-liver. I hope you turned the gas off, Freda.’


‘So do I,’ Mrs Hines said, with an attempt at a smile. ‘Else we’ll have burnt potatoes for supper.’ She looked at the sky again, at the smoke and the flames, and her mouth quivered. ‘It’s horrible,’ she whispered, and Jess saw the tears in her eyes. ‘Horrible …’ She turned and almost ran into the house.


Mr Hines looked embarrassed and gave Jess and Annie a twisted half-grin. ‘Freda gets upset,’ he said unnecessarily. ‘She was in London during the last lot, y’see.’ He shrugged helplessly and followed his wife into the shop, and Mr Clogg shuffled back across the road.


Jess heard a sound on the other side and turned to see Alice Brunner and her daughter Joy emerging from their shelter. Rose was close behind them. She saw her mother and ran to her, burying her face against Jess’s breast.


‘Thank goodness you’re all right,’ Jess said, her voice choked. She held Rose close against her. ‘I’ve been worried stiff. D’you know where the boys are?’


Rose shook her head. ‘Oh, Mum, it was awful …’


‘I know, love, I know.’ Jess stroked the dark hair but her eyes were searching the street. ‘But it’s over now. It’s the boys I’m worried about.’ She looked at Alice Brunner. ‘Did you see them before it started? Were they up this way?’


Alice was white-faced and Joy’s eyes huge with fear. Like everyone else, they looked around them and then stared at the smoke. Alice began to cry.


‘They’ll be all right,’ Mrs Marsh said. ‘It doesn’t seem to have hit anything round here.’


‘And you think that’s all right?’ Alice’s voice was high and shrill. Ever since the war began, she had been living on her nerves. The arrest of her German-born husband Heinrich had brought her close to breaking-point, and since news had come last week of the torpedoing of the Arandora Star she had been trembling on the brink of collapse. ‘People are being killed, and you think it’s all right?’


‘No, of course I don’t.’ Jess saw Mrs Marsh bite her lip. ‘None of it’s all right, Alice. But we’ve got to carry on, haven’t we? We can’t just go to pieces. That’s the only way we’ll win this war – by carrying on, by not letting them beat us.’ She turned to go indoors. ‘I was just going to clean out my big fridge when it started, and that’s what I’m going to do now, Germans or no Germans. If Hitler is going to invade, I’m not having him say I keep a dirty dairy! And if I were you, Alice Brunner, I’d do the same. Keep your shop tidy and everything as it should be. Your husband would have wanted you to do that, wouldn’t he?’


Alice nodded. Her mousy hair was hanging loose about her pale face. ‘There wasn’t a neater man in Pompey than my Heinrich.’


‘Well, then. What’d he say if he walked in and found it in a mess, and you looking like that?’


Joy took her mother’s arm. ‘Come on in, Mum. I’ll make you a cup of tea.’


Jess was still holding Rose. In her imagination, she saw Tim and Keith lying dead in some alleyway, their toy pistols still clutched in their hands.


‘I’ll never forgive myself if anything’s happened to those two,’ she said, beginning to run again. ‘Frank said they should never have come back, he said there’d be bad raids, but I would have them home and now – oh, those Germans, those wicked, wicked Germans!’


‘They’ll be all right.’ Annie and Rose kept pace with her, Rose still hiccuping. ‘Mrs Marsh was right, you can see there’s been no bombing round here. They’ve just taken shelter somewhere, that’s all, and – look!’ She quickened her steps further. ‘That’s them now! Just coming over the railway.’


Jess felt as if her legs were stuck in treacle. They wouldn’t move fast enough. She saw Tim and Keith hurtling towards her, their faces wreathed in grins, and she felt the sobs rise in her throat.


The smiles were of embarrassment, appeasement and a half awareness of relief at having survived the bombing. But to Jess they were an affront. Her fear turned to anger, and her relief, so enormous that it demanded instant expression, merged with her anger. A moment ago, her fury had been directed against the Germans; now it was focused for a few moments upon her sons.


‘You naughty, naughty boys!’ she exclaimed, catching them roughly by the shoulders. ‘Whatever do you think you’ve been doing, staying out in the streets in that lot? Where have you been? I looked for you everywhere when the sirens sounded. Don’t you realise you could have been killed? D’you think it’s something to laugh at, worrying me like that?’


Tim and Keith stared at her, shocked by her outburst. Jess rarely shouted at them. She could tell them off, and frequently did, and they were well aware of the limits they had better not cross, but she hardly ever shook them like this, with rough hands, and raised her voice. And she was crying. Their grins faded and they glanced sideways at each other and ducked their heads.


‘We only went over to Carlisle Crescent,’ Tim said, trying to sound aggrieved. ‘We were playing cowboys and Indians –’


‘Carlisle Crescent? That’s over the railway. You know you’re not supposed to go down there.’ Jess shook them both again. ‘If you don’t stop in your own street, you won’t be allowed out to play at all.’ Frank was right, they were better off in the country. You couldn’t keep track of boys like this, and you couldn’t keep them indoors all the time either, they needed to be out playing, letting off steam.


She saw that Keith had begun to cry, large tears creeping down his cheeks, and even Tim’s lips were wobbling, and she felt suddenly guilty at the way she had yelled at them. Her hands more gentle now, she pulled them close and hugged them tightly.


‘There, it’s all right,’ she muttered. ‘I was just so worried, not knowing where you were and hearing the bombs falling. You mustn’t go so far away again. You must always be close enough to get home, see? Come on now, let’s go back indoors before they come back.’


Subdued now, the three children walked back down the street beside her. Peggy Shaw was still in number 14, making cocoa. She had fed Maureen and put her to bed, and now she went back next door to her own family.


‘And now you two can go to bed as well,’ Jess told the boys. ‘I don’t care if it is before your usual bedtime. Drink your cocoa and scrub that dirt of your faces and then get upstairs.’


Rose, still white-faced and shaking, crept into Frank’s armchair and curled up there. She looked at her mother.


‘I don’t have to go yet, do I? Can’t I stop up till Dad comes home?’


Jess’s heart gave a lurch. Until now, she’d been too worried about the children to give way to her fears about her husband. Now terror flooded back into her heart and she felt sick all over again.


But there was nothing she could do. She couldn’t even go out to look for him.


‘Yes,’ she said, not wanting to wait on her own. ‘You can stop up for a bit. But not too long mind. Your dad might be a bit late tonight.’


The boys went to bed without a word. But Jess and Rose sat together, watching the smoke drift slowly across the sky and worrying about Frank.


It was almost ten o’clock when Frank finally arrived home. For three hours he worked in Drayton Road, helping to pull away the rubble that had buried so many of the ARP wardens and helpers who had been preparing to give aid to others. With his bare hands, he dragged at bricks and laths and plaster, tugging frantically because under all this, somewhere, he could hear a woman’s cries or a man shouting for help. Or perhaps there was someone who couldn’t cry or shout, who was unconscious but still alive, choking in the dust, crushed by a beam of timber or a pile of broken bricks.


Frank was a big man, powerfully built. He took charge of a little group of men who could lift heavy weights, and they moved from place to place over the ruins, shifting what other people couldn’t budge. They needed to take special care because sometimes it was clear that a beam which must be shifted could bring down a whole wall, or a portion of roof that was still hanging as if by a thread above their heads. And sometimes, although they knew that the person who lay buried beneath could only be saved if the beam was moved, they dared not touch it, for fear of its killing others.


As well as moving rubble, there were bodies to be shifted. The bodies of first-aid workers, men and women who had attended classes since the war was declared, determined to be of use, but had had their lives slashed away before they could attend so much as a cut finger. And they were not neatly laid-out, covered with white sheets, as if they had died in hospital or been tidied up by others more accustomed to such things. Instead, they lay like broken dolls amongst the wreckage, their bodies crushed, their limbs smashed, their eyes open and staring from the mess of raw flesh and blackened blood and bone that had been their faces.


Some of them were not even whole. Their legs had been torn from their bodies, their arms lay draped across upturned tables or tangled with chairs, there was even a head that had been wrenched from its neck and rolled by itself to lie perched on a tottering pile of bloodstained bandages. When Frank first caught sight of it, it seemed to be watching him and he turned away and vomited. And I’ve been in a war before, he thought. How is this going to affect these other people, who never dreamed of such things? How about the boy with the grazed head, that I brought here?


All these fragments must be collected and put together, like some gruesome jigsaw puzzle, and you couldn’t turn your back and say it wasn’t your job. It was everyone’s job.


At last the terrible work was over. Firemen had come and gone, ambulances had taken the injured away to the hospital. The rubble still filled the playground where small children had played hopscotch and fivestones, and would have to be left until there was time to deal with it. But as far as anyone could tell, there was no one left under the chaos of smashed masonry and torn beams. No one alive, anyway.


Eleven dead. Eleven people who had been fit and healthy but for one reason or another not expected to fight – men too old or too young, women who had been glad to offer their time. Eleven people who had left their homes that afternoon expecting to be home in time for supper and would never go home again.


‘One of them was the Superintendent,’ Frank told Jess when he finally came in through the front door to find her sitting doing nothing, with Rose now asleep in his chair. ‘And there was others hurt, some of ’em aren’t going to live, you could tell that.’ He shuddered a little, thinking of the injuries, things that ought never to happen to human bodies. ‘And all the time I was thinking about you and the kids and wondering what was going on up here. I couldn’t tell where all the explosions were coming from, and no one seemed to know anything. It seemed as if the whole city had been smashed to bits. And the sky was so full of smoke and flames, I thought they’d set light to whatever was left anyway.’


‘I know.’ Jess held him tightly, not caring that his clothes were filthy, that his hair was full of dust and plaster. ‘We could see it from here. Whatever was it? Someone said it was one of the ships in the Yard on fire.’


Frank shook his head. ‘There might’ve been some ships hit, I dunno. But the fire came from the gasholder at Rudmore. A bomb fell right inside. It wasn’t full, one of the firemen who came to Drayton told me that. It could’ve been nasty, all the same, if they hadn’t got it under control so quick.’ He sat down wearily at the table and leant his head on his hands. ‘Thank God you’re all right, Jess. All the way home, I was thinking what it’d be like to turn the corner and see number 14 just a mass of rubble. There’s a whole row in Portchester Road, with hardly a slate left and all their windows out. And houses in Farlington Road they’ll never be able to patch up, almost nothing left of them, bricks and stuff all over the place. And the Blue Anchor’s gone, and half a dozen houses and a garage in Gamble Road. And that’s just around this part of Pompey. God knows what the rest of the city’s like.’


Henry, the big tabby cat, got up from the rag rug and came over to lay a paw on Frank’s knee. Frank reached down and pulled the cat on to his lap and Henry purred and rubbed his head against the dirty shirt. He had spent the raid crouched against the wall of the coalshed and had hardly left Jess’s side since she had come back to the house.


‘Poor old chap,’ Frank said, scratching the hard, furry head. ‘You can’t understand it at all, can you.’


Jess went out to the scullery to make some more cocoa. As she came back into the room, she saw Rose stir and open her eyes. She saw her father and scrambled out of the chair to run to him and bury her face against his chest.


‘Rose!’ Jess remonstrated. ‘Your father’s all dirty still.’


But Frank held his daughter’s head and his big hands stroked her straight black hair. He looked down at her trembling body and Jess felt her own heart soften at the expression on his face.


Frank wasn’t a man who was demonstrative towards his children. He hadn’t had enough of that kind of loving in his own childhood to be able to pass it on. But she knew his heart was tender and that he longed to be able to cuddle them, or even to give them a casual pat, without feeling awkward. And, just occasionally, there were moments when his emotions overcame his reticence and he was able to express them freely and without embarrassment.


This was one of those moments, and Jess felt her eyes fill with tears as she watched her husband and eldest child hold each other closely. And she felt a sharp poignancy and a deep sadness that it took a war, sometimes, to bring people as close as they ought to be to one another. That eleven people had to die before Frank’s eyes before he could hold his daughter in his arms and stroke her hair.




CHAPTER THREE



‘Mind you don’t go too far away, now. I don’t want to have to go looking for you again if there’s another raid.’


Jess looked at her sons with some misgivings. After last night, she was half afraid to let them out, but it was impossible to keep them indoors on such a fine morning.


‘We’ll be all right, Mum.’


Tim and Keith hopped from foot to foot. They had been awake early, gazing out of their bedroom window over the allotments, talking about the raid. It was nothing but a game to them. They hadn’t seen what Frank had seen, nor did Jess want them to see such things.


‘I want them back out in the country,’ she’d said to Frank last night, after Rose had gone to bed. ‘Back out at Bridge End, where they’ll be safe.’


‘We’ll take them on Saturday,’ he agreed. ‘And you can stay there too, at Mrs Greenberry’s.’ But Jess had shaken her head. She’d liked Mrs Greenberry well enough, and loved being in the country, but she’d hated the months away from Frank when she’d gone with the first evacuation. A wife’s place was with her man, and she didn’t intend to leave him again.


Tim and Keith raced up the street, as excited as puppies let off the leash. They stopped near the end of April Grove, where the road widened and there was space for a game of cricket. Someone had chalked stumps on the blank wall of the end house of March Street.


‘Shall I go back for the bat?’ Keith suggested, but Tim shrugged.


‘Don’t feel like cricket. I want to go exploring.’


Keith looked around. They were near their Auntie Annie’s house here and knew every inch of the three streets. He looked through the fence at the allotments. There were footpaths across them, but the boys weren’t supposed to go there unless they were going to Frank’s allotment, to take him a jug of tea or tell him dinner was ready.


‘There’s Micky,’ he said. ‘And Jimmy Cross and Cyril.’


The three boys came through a hole in the fence and joined them. Micky was grinning.


‘What happened to you last night? Mummy make you go to bed early?’


Tim flushed. ‘We wanted to listen to the wireless.’ They hadn’t been allowed to, but Micky didn’t have to know that. ‘D’you want a game of cricket? We could get our bat.’


‘Cricket!’ Micky said scornfully. ‘We’ve got better things to do than play cricket. We’re going down to look at the bombs.’


‘Bombs? You mean there’s still bombs? Ones that haven’t gone off? Bet there’s not.’


‘Bet there are, then. Bet we’ll find some.’ Micky strutted cockily. ‘We’ll get ’em for souvenirs. My mum says she’ll put ’em on the mantelpiece if we find any.’


‘Not unexploded bombs. That’d be dangerous.’


‘Well, ones that have gone off, anyway. And shells and bullets and that. There’ll be all sorts down Drayton Road way. The school got bombed and hundreds of people were killed. We might find bodies.’


Tim wasn’t sure he wanted to find bodies, but the idea of shells and bomb cases was alluring. He hesitated and looked at Keith.


‘We’re not allowed to go right down Drayton Road.’


‘Mummy’s boys,’ Micky sneered. ‘Well, we’re going, ain’t we?’ Cyril and Jimmy nodded. ‘Don’t suppose we’ll have to go that far anyway. There was bombing nearer than that. Bet we’ll find all sorts of stuff.’


He turned away, and the other two boys followed him. Tim and Keith stared after them enviously.


‘I wouldn’t mind finding a few bombs,’ Tim said. ‘That’d be something to take back to Bridge End. Give that Brian Collins something to think about!’


‘But we’re not supposed to go out of the street,’ Keith said wistfully.


Tim thought for a moment. ‘We only promised not to go over the railway. Drayton Road’s not over the railway – it’s in the opposite direction. And we don’t have to go all the way. We can always come back if we get fed up.’


Keith hesitated. He glanced back down the street towards number 14. Their mother had gone back indoors and the only person in sight was Mrs Glaister next door, scrubbing her step. She wouldn’t take any notice of them, she never did.


‘Come on,’ Tim said, setting off up March Street. ‘The Germans won’t come this early in the morning. And if we go back to Bridge End tomorrow we’ll never get another chance to find a bomb of our own.’


Filled with fresh excitement, the two boys scurried up the street and caught up with Micky and his henchmen as they turned the corner into September Street. There were plenty of people about now, opening up their shops or walking to work. A few stood at bus stops, but there weren’t many buses about. Perhaps they couldn’t get through the bombed streets.


‘There’s whole rows of houses smashed to bits,’ Micky said with relish. ‘I bet some of’em are still burning. We could help put ’em out. We might find a parachute. That’s how they’re going to invade, by parachute. They’ll all come down from the sky, with guns and hand grenades.’


‘They won’t,’ Tim said. ‘They’ll come in ships.’


They crossed over Copnor Road. The two Budds had never been so far away from April Grove without permission. At first they’d been nervous, half expecting to be called back or spotted by someone who knew them and might tell Mum or Dad. But now there was less chance of that and they relaxed and look round eagerly for signs of bomb damage.


By the time they reached Chichester Road, Keith’s short legs were tiring and he was finding it difficult to keep up with the others. But at the first sight of broken windows and debris littering the streets, he forgot his weariness.


‘Coo-er! Look at that …’


They gazed at the windows, already being boarded up. There were people up on roofs too, putting back slates. A woman with a scarf wound over her head like a turban swept broken glass out of her front door.


‘Come on,’ Micky urged as they slowed down, ‘there’s better’n this to see. I want to see some real smashed houses.’


But when they reached Portchester Road, even Micky stopped in awe. They stared at the ruined street, at the piles of debris that still blocked the road, at the shattered roofs and torn walls. Some of the houses had been completely destroyed. Others had whole rooms exposed, with pictures still hanging on the walls and teacups still on the tables.


‘There’s someone’s lav, stuck out in the middle of nowhere.’ Micky pointed to a bathroom that had been partially demolished. He sniggered. ‘Wonder if they were sittin’ on it …’


‘I could do with a pee,’ Cyril said, and ran over to the lavatory bowl which hung at a drunken angle at the top of a splintered staircase. The other boys giggled and someone shouted at them. Cyril came back grinning and they went on down the street, kicking at loose bricks and clambering over piles of rubble.


‘There’s all sorts of stuff just bin left,’ Micky said. ‘Look. Tins of peas, beans, all bent and twisted. And kids’ toys. I bet some of it’s still all right.’ He bent and scrabbled through a pile of objects that had been heaped in the gutter. ‘There’s a Dinky car here, nothing wrong with it at all.’


The other boys began to do the same, turning over broken dolls and mangled train sets. Most of it was beyond repair, but there were a few bits and pieces that could be slipped into pockets. They moved slowly along the pavement, pushing the muddled heaps with their toes, keeping out of the way of the people who were clearing up.


‘You can get right into these houses,’ Jimmy Cross said. ‘I wonder what it’s like.’


The nearest house was partly destroyed, with the upper walls torn away to expose its upstairs rooms, while downstairs remained closed and mysterious. Through the broken window, they could see tumbled furniture and doors hanging at crazy angles.


‘I wonder if anyone got killed in there,’ Tim said in a hushed voice.


Micky’s eyes lit up. ‘Let’s go and see.’


Keith hung back a little. ‘Will there be blood? I don’t like blood much, it makes me feel funny.’


‘Stop out here then.’ The bigger boys were already pushing open the front door. It swung back, revealing a mess of broken laths and torn wallpaper. The stairs were covered with broken plaster, with bits of blue carpet showing here and there. Micky glanced up and down the street. ‘Quick – no one’s watching.’


Tim looked at his brother. He was uneasily aware that they ought not to be here, that this was something that would definitely be forbidden. If Dad ever got to hear about it … but the temptation was too strong to be resisted. Yet he couldn’t leave Keith out here all by himself.


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘There won’t be any blood. They’ve taken away all the people who got hurt.’ He turned to go after the others. Keith, his lips trembling a little, followed him unhappily.


Micky was in the front room, rummaging through a cupboard that had once had a glass front. Most of its contents were broken, but there were a couple of glasses that were only slightly chipped, and he took them out and stood them on the windowsill.


‘They’ll do for our mum. She likes a glass of port and lemon. So does my gran.’ He looked round the filthy room and his eyes gleamed. ‘Here, this’d make a smashing den.’


Jimmy Cross was sifting through another heap of rubble. ‘It’s all girls’ stuff,’ he said in disgust. ‘Look at this – a china doll with its face all smashed. And a teddy-bear with all its stuffing coming out. We’re not going to find anything worth having here.’
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