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‘It’s all right,’ Polly said. She looked down at their hands. Hers, small and slim, was almost lost in his big hand. She saw that, like herself, he wore a plain gold wedding ring. That was unusual, she thought. Not many men did that. She drew in a shaky breath and said, ‘I think I’m getting over it a bit now. I mean, so many things have happened and so many people have been killed. You just have to get on with life, don’t you?’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You do.’ There was a moment’s silence and then he tucked her hand into the crook of his arm and they walked on. Polly took a deep breath, and then another. Mentioning Johnny always brought an ache to her throat, but she could feel a comfort in the warmth of this big man, with her hand tucked so securely against his body. She had a sudden longing to be held close, to be hugged. No more than that – just to be hugged. To feel the closeness of another human being. To feel the warmth of a living body close to hers.


Oh Johnny, she thought, where are you? What happened to you? And did you think of me, during your last few moments? Did you know how much I loved you – and did it help at all? Or did you forget everything and everyone in those last desperate efforts to stay alive?


The tears came to her eyes and, without knowing it, she tightened her grip on Joe Turner’s arm. He glanced down at her but said nothing, and if she had looked up at him then she would have seen that his eyes were wet too.
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The words of the song ‘Friend O’Mine’ were written by Frederick Weatherley, who died in 1929. The song was one which I remember my father singing to my mother at family parties, and never fails to bring tears to my eyes.







Chapter One



The Taylor family already knew what they would find when they crept out of their Anderson air-raid shelter on that bitter morning of 11 January, 1941. Huddling together on the two camp beds that Dick Taylor and his son Terry had set up before Terry had gone away to sea, they had listened in fear to the tumult outside and, when the ground beneath them swelled and shook, when the very air seemed to collapse in the roar of that almost unbelievable explosion, when they knew that their own house must have been hit, they had clutched each other in terror that they were about to be blasted from their hiding-place.


The sheets of corrugated iron that formed a shelter over the hole Dick and Terry had dug, had rattled and shaken about them, and earth had crumbled through the cracks between them. But they had held firm, and when the crash of falling masonry and the smashing of glass had ceased, Dick and Cissie and the others were still alive. Alive – but not yet safe. It was another six hours before the All Clear sounded and they dared to creep out and see, in the cold, grey light, what had been done to their home.


‘It’s gone,’ Cissie whispered, covering her face with both hands. ‘Oh Dick, it’s all gone. Our home, all our furniture – everything. Everything.’


‘The bastards,’ he said slowly, staring at the huge pile of debris. ‘The bloody, bloody bastards . . .’ He broke into a fit of coughing and bent over, his thin shoulders shaking with the effort, while Cissie steadied him with her arm.


‘We might be able to salvage a few things.’ Judy took a step up the garden path. Her fair hair, cut to a short bob, was tousled from the night in the shelter and her eyes were gritty and sore. ‘We might be able to get a few bits and pieces out.’


‘Bits and pieces!’ Cissie shook her head. ‘That’s all they’ll be – bits and pieces. There won’t be a thing left whole. It’s not even any good searching.’


Judy went forward just the same, with her Aunt Polly close beside her. Polly had been living with the Taylors ever since her husband Johnny had been lost at sea in the early days of the war. At thirty-five she was twelve years younger than Cissie, and the same number of years older than her niece, thus she was more like a sister to twenty-two-year-old Judy and they had long ago dispensed with the title of ‘Aunt’. Now, as they crept up the garden path towards the mound of broken beams, shattered glass and tossed bricks, they reached out to each other and touched hands.


‘It’s awful,’ Judy said shakily. ‘Everything smashed to bits, just like that. And what for? Why us? The man who dropped that bomb doesn’t even know us. Why are they doing it, Poll?’


‘It’s not just us,’ Polly said quietly. ‘You know that. Look at what’s been happening in London and all those other places. We’re all getting it. And I reckon Pompey got it as bad as any last night. Look – you can still see the flames. It looks as if the whole city’s on fire. There must be thousands like us, bombed out of their homes. And thousands killed too, I expect. At least we’re all alive.’ She bit her lip and Judy knew that she must be thinking of Johnny. ‘Thank God we were down in the shelter.’


Judy nodded. There had already been over thirty raids on Portsmouth. The people had grown used to the eerie wail of the siren and the frantic dash for shelter. They had heard the thunder of the explosions and felt the earth quake as craters were blasted into roads, and houses demolished. They had emerged into devastated streets, picked their way through the rubble and seen dead and injured lying like broken dolls where they had been flung. They knew what had happened in London and Coventry. Yet they were still not prepared for this terrible Blitz. Perhaps you never can imagine the worst, she thought. Perhaps you always do think it’ll never happen to you.


She had almost refused to go down to the shelter the night before. She hated the confinement of the small space half underground, with the corrugated iron curving low over their heads. But the family’s insistence had forced her to conquer her fears and now, seeing the ruin of her home, she was thankful. If they’d let me stay indoors, she thought, I’d be dead now, buried in all this rubble.


They paused and lifted their heads. A pall of dust and filth hung about them like a fog, filling their mouths and noses with its grit and stench. The sky was blackened by smoke, shot through with searing flashes of red and orange flame. Judy stared at it and felt her heart gripped by dread.


‘And how long are we going to stay alive?’ she burst out. ‘We were lucky not to get a direct hit on the shelter. They’ll come again, Polly, they’ll keep on coming till we’re all dead.’ Tears were pouring down her cheeks. ‘Look at that. Our house. Our home. Nothing left. All Dad’s books and Mum’s sewing things, and our Terry’s gramophone and all our records, and your Sylvie’s dolly that she left to keep you company while she’s away, and – and . . .’ Sobbing, she ran forward and began to tear at the rubble.


Polly gripped her arm tightly and drew her back.


‘Leave it, Judy. Cissie’s right – we won’t find anything here, and it’s dangerous to try. We’d better—’ She stopped abruptly and her voice rose with a touch of panic. ‘What do we do now? What do people do when they’ve got nowhere to go?’


They stared at each other and at the jagged ruins of their entire street, then turned their heads and saw their neighbours, also homeless, coming out of their own shelters, and they heard the wail of fear and grief and anguish that must surely be echoing around the entire city – perhaps in every city in the land.


‘It’s hopeless,’ Judy said, her voice trembling. ‘We can’t win against this, Polly. They’re going to invade. They must be. They might be here already, for all we know. They’re going to do the same to us as they’ve done to all those other countries, and we haven’t got a chance.’


Polly stared at her. Her grey eyes, so like Judy’s and Cissie’s too, hardened, and her mouth drew tight. She shook Judy’s arm and her voice was low and fierce.


‘Don’t say that, Judy! Don’t ever say that. We’re not going to let them win. We’re not going to give them the chance. Remember Dunkirk! They didn’t beat us then and they won’t now. They’ll never beat us. Never!’


Gradually, the people who had been bombed out of their homes that night began to sort themselves out.


‘There was an ARP man round just now with a loud hailer. He says we’ve all got to go to the church hall,’ Mrs Green of number three told Cissie as the Taylors straggled out of the back alley at the end of the street. Everyone was out now, standing and staring in dumb stupefaction at the destruction. Of the houses left standing, none had a single window with glass in it, most had lost their chimneys and several had their fronts torn away, so that the rooms inside were exposed for all to see, like those of a dolls’ house. Mrs Green’s bedroom wallpaper, that she’d been so proud of when she’d had the room done up just before the war started, was ripped and dirty, and there was a mass of laths and plaster all over the bed. The bath was full of broken slates and the lavatory hung half off the wall, with water pouring out of the cistern above it. The floors had broken away and there were boards, ceiling joists and all manner of rubble piled in the downstairs rooms.


‘Look at that,’ she said bitterly. ‘We put all we had into that house. Our hearts and souls. And look what they done to it. All smashed to bits.’ She turned away, her face working. ‘We’ll never get it back to how it was, never.’


Cissie shook her head. ‘How many d’you think have been bombed out like this? What’s it like in the rest of Pompey?’


‘Gawd knows. That ARP bloke says the whole city’s been blasted away. All the big shops out Southsea way have gone – Handley’s, Knight & Lee’s, all them – and the big Co-op down Fratton has burned to a cinder, and the Landport Drapery Bazaar, and Woolworth’s, and C&A.’


‘And the Guildhall too,’ someone else chimed in. ‘He said the Guildhall’s still burning. So are the hospitals – the Eye and Ear, and part of the Royal – and the Sailor’s Rest, and the Hippodrome and—’


‘Blimey, ain’t there nothing left?’ Dick asked, his chest wheezing.


Judy stepped forward quickly. ‘The Guildhall’s gone?’ She turned to her mother. ‘I ought to go there.’


‘But we don’t know where we’ll be. If we’ve got to go to the church hall . . .’ Cissie stared at her, white-faced and frightened. ‘What can you do anyway, if it’s all burned down? You can’t go off now, Judy.’ Her voice rose. ‘And there’s your gran too, all by herself up in April Grove – what about her? Someone ought to go round to see if she’s all right.’ She shook her head worriedly. ‘I just don’t know what to do first. I don’t know what to do for the best. Oh dear.’


‘I’ll go to Gran’s first, but I really ought to try to get to work. There must be all kinds of stuff to sort out.’ Judy gazed back helplessly, and Polly came to her rescue.


‘People have got to try to carry on just the same, Cis, you know that. It’s the same for me. I ought to go round the salon to make sure things are all right, though I can’t think there’ll be anyone wanting their hair done today.’ Automatically, she put a hand to her own hair, dark like her sister’s and still tousled from the night spent in the shelter. It felt gritty from the dust that still hung in the air, and she grimaced. ‘Well, maybe there’ll be a few. I reckon mine could do with a good wash, for a start . . . But Judy’s right, the Guildhall’s important, it’s where the city’s run from. If you can go into Mum’s first, Judy, it would set our minds at rest. I’m sure she’ll be all right, mind, she’s got a good shelter.’ She turned back to Cissie and took her arm. ‘You and me and Dick’ll go to the church hall and see what’s what, and Judy can come over once she’s found out what’s going on. Come on – Dick’s getting shrammed with cold, stood out here with all this dust getting down into his lungs and all.’


Cissie stood undecided for a moment, then Dick coughed again and she nodded. ‘You’re right, it’s not doing him no good at all being out in this cold air with all this smoke about.’ She glanced up at the blackened sky. ‘There’s still places on fire, you can see the flames.’ A fresh thought struck her and her voice began to rise again. ‘And look at us, got nothing but what we’re standing up in – my best coat gone, and that nice red frock you made yourself, Poll, and that warm jumper I knitted Dick for Christmas. I don’t know what we’re going to do, I don’t really.’


‘Don’t worry about that now,’ Polly said gently. ‘Come on, let’s get down the hall into the warm, they’ll sort us out. I dare say they’ve got clothes and other stuff. Come on, Cis.’


Cissie nodded. ‘All right. We can’t do nothing here, that’s for certain.’ She took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. ‘Now then, Judy, you make sure you come back the minute you can, and you will look in on your Gran, won’t you? She ought to have come up to us like I wanted, not stopped down there by herself where we don’t know what’s happening to her . . . Dick, are you all right?’


He nodded, though he was holding his chest as if it pained him. ‘This blasted dust, it’s everywhere. It’s plaster dust, you know – it’s that fine it gets right down inside.’ He coughed again and Cissie clicked her tongue. ‘Lot of use I’m going to be,’ he said bitterly. ‘Useless article.’


‘Now you’re not to talk like that,’ his wife said sharply. ‘You did your bit in the last lot, that’s why you’re like this now. Come on, we’re going down the church hall; they’ll have somewhere to sit down there and a nice hot cup of tea. That’s what we all need.’ She started to move away, her hand hooked firmly through her husband’s arm, and then turned back to Judy. ‘You do whatever you can for your gran, Judy, and come back once you’ve found out what’s happening. If we get sent on anywhere else we’ll make sure the people at the hall know the address.’


Judy watched them go, torn with doubt. She wanted to support her mother and help her father and she was racked with fear for her grandmother, all alone in her own small terraced house. But as well as her concern for the family there was her loyalty to her job at the Guildhall offices and her anxiety for the people who spent the nights there – the Lord Mayor himself, who had moved in when the bombing started, and the ARP staff. What had happened to them, if the Guildhall had been destroyed?


She turned and made her way through the streets, passing groups of people scrabbling through the debris in search of possessions or – even worse – for family members or neighbours who had been buried. At every turn, she longed to stop and help, but you couldn’t help everyone and her fears for her grandmother grew. Suppose she hadn’t gone to the shelter – suppose her house had been bombed before she could get out – suppose the Anderson itself had had a direct hit! Everyone knew they couldn’t stand up to that. Suppose her granny was even now lying under a mass of twisted metal and earth and stones, crying for someone to come and rescue her . . .


It was impossible to get through some of the streets, and although she knew the city well, Judy often found herself stopping and gazing helplessly at an unrecognisable landscape. Some streets were blocked off by fire engines and long, snaking hosepipes, with firemen and ARP wardens and police waving at people to get back from craters or suspected unexploded bombs. Time and time again she was turned back and had to find a different way through streets and alleyways she had never seen before, until she began to despair of ever finding a route out of this nightmare.


At last, when she had almost given up hope, she found herself in September Street, at the top of October Street which led down to April Grove, and she broke into a run. There had been some damage here – slates torn off, windows smashed in, and towards the bottom of the street a whole house ripped to pieces, leaving a smoking gap between its neighbours. Her heart in her mouth, Judy came to the little row of houses that ran along the end and then let out a long breath of relief when she saw that the street had been virtually undamaged.


She came to the front door, varnished and polished by her father just before the war had started, and hammered on it, calling at the top of her voice. ‘Granny! Gran – it’s me, Judy. Are you there? Are you all right?’


‘She ain’t there, love.’ The voice brought her whipping round, to stare in dismay at the wrinkled face of the old woman who lived next door. Then the crumpled lips stretched into a toothless grin. ‘She’s gorn round the church hall, see if she can ’elp out a bit. Got all the bombed people there, they ’ave, givin’ ’em soup and cupsa tea and that. I told her, I could do with a cuppa meself after the night we bin through, but she never bit. Anyway, thass where she’s gorn.’ She blinked her rheumy eyes at Judy. ‘You don’t feel like a cuppa tea, I s’pose?’


Judy shook her head. ‘I’m on my way to work, Mrs Kinch, but I wanted to make sure Gran was all right first. I’d better go and see if I can find her.’


She ran back up to October Street. The church hall was about a quarter of a mile away, across the railway line and past the shops. It was crowded with people, all looking bewildered and lost, but she caught sight of the brisk little figure standing behind a long trestle table, wielding a teapot, and pushed her way through the throng.


‘Gran! I’ve been looking for you! Mrs Kinch said you’d be here. We were worried.’


Alice Thomas looked round and gave her granddaughter a quick nod. ‘Judy. I was wondering about you, too – thought I’d come up and see once I’d finished here, but the rate we’re going it don’t look as if we’re ever going to finish. Must be thousands bombed out, thousands . . . How d’you get on down home? Any damage round your way? I hear the Guildhall’s on fire, and the Landport Drapery Bazaar, where young Jean Foster works, and God knows what else down Commercial Road.’


Judy stared at her miserably. ‘Gran, the house was bombed. Everything’s gone – everything. Mum and the others have gone to our church hall – we’ve got nowhere to go. All we’ve got left is the Anderson!’ She began to cry, covering her face with her hands, swept by sudden desolation. ‘Oh Gran.’


Her grandmother put down her teapot and came quickly round the end of the table. She laid her arm round Judy’s shoulders and led her back behind the table, pushing her gently down on a pile of blankets. ‘You sit there, love, and I’ll get you a cup of tea. I don’t suppose you’ve had a thing to eat yet, have you?’


Judy shook her head. ‘There wasn’t anything to have. And no kettle or anything. Oh Gran, what are we going to do?’ She gestured helplessly round the hall. ‘All these people – all of us with nowhere to go and nothing left but what we stand up in. What are we going to do?’


Alice handed her a thick white cup filled with dark brown tea. ‘Drink that, for a start. It’s nice and sweet – good for shock. And stop talking about having nowhere to go. Of course you’ve got somewhere to go! You’ll come and stop with me, that’s what. Haven’t I got a house all to myself ? I knew I was right to stay on there instead of giving it up and coming round to you. Fine state we’d have been in if I’d done that! Now, you drink that up and you’ll feel better, and then you can give me a hand here.’


Judy shook her head. The tea was hot and warming, and she barely noticed the sweetness. She drew in a long, sobbing breath, then said, ‘I can’t stop, Gran, I’ve got to try to get to work. Goodness knows how long it’ll take me – it’s terrible out there – but I’ve got to try. And I must find Mum and Dad and Polly first, to tell them you’re OK. If we can come to you for a few nights, while we get sorted out . . .’


‘Few nights nothing!’ Alice said smartly. ‘You’ll come for the duration. They won’t find you nothing better, I can tell you that, not with all these other people needing a place. Now, you’re not leaving here without a bit of food inside you. There’s some bread and marge at the end of the table, and another cup of tea wouldn’t do you any harm.’


‘No thanks, Gran, but I’ll take the bread to eat on the way.’ Judy pulled herself to her feet and bent to give her grandmother a kiss. ‘I’ll see you later, back in April Grove. Don’t overdo it, mind.’


‘Cheek!’ Alice said, poking out her tongue. ‘I could give you youngsters the runaround any day. Mind you tell your mum and dad what I said, now. I’ll expect you all for tea at number nine.’ She filled her teapot from the steaming urn and turned back to the queue. ‘Now then, love, you drink this. It’s nice and sweet, good for shock. You’ll feel all the better for it . . .’


Judy headed for the exit and set off back to the hall where her mother and father would have gone. After that, she’d get down to Commercial Road and try to find out what was happening at the Guildhall, and where the office staff should be going.


Back outside, it seemed like hours since they had crawled out of the Anderson shelter to find the house blown into oblivion. Yet the sky was still darkened by the pall of stinking smoke, and the streets were still crowded with people, wandering bewildered and stunned by all that had happened during that terrible night. It was as if day had decided not to break, as if the sun had taken one look at what was happening and turned away its face.


The sun would come back though, she thought. It would come back when the sky had cleared, and let light back into their lives. As Polly had said, they weren’t going to let the Germans beat them. They wouldn’t give them the chance.







Chapter Two



The sight that greeted her as she came down Commercial Road took her breath away.


By then, she’d seen enough damage and heard enough stories to have a fair idea of what was happening. But she still wasn’t prepared for the scene of total devastation here – the great shops nothing more than smoking ruins, the road swarming with firemen and police and ARP wardens, the knots of stunned bystanders – and the few shops that hadn’t been hit, open and with counter staff valiantly trying to carry on as if nothing had happened.


Worst of all was the Guildhall itself. The great, proud building on the square was still ablaze, its bell tower sending flames high into the sky, shot with flashes of brilliant green fire as the copper of the cupola melted and ran down the tall stone pillars. Judy stopped where she was, on the opposite side of the square, and stared at it. Her eyes filled with tears.


‘Terrible, innit,’ said a man standing nearby. ‘Just terrible. They’ll never be able to put it back, you know, not like it was. The whole of Pompey’s bin ruined. Never be the same again, never.’


‘But what happened to the people inside?’ Judy whispered. ‘The Lord Mayor was sleeping there, so that he could always be on hand if he was needed. And there were staff, and firewatchers on the roof. What happened to them all?’


The man shrugged. ‘Don’t ask me. Mind, I did hear as they’d all gone out to Southsea, took over a hotel or summat. Fine time to go on their holidays!’ He snorted derisively.


Judy stared at him, then turned away. She started to cross the square but was held back by a large policeman. ‘Sorry, love, you can’t go over there, it’s dangerous. We got enough to contend with here, without sightseers getting under our feet. What you doing here anyway? Ain’t you got no home to go to?’


‘As a matter of fact, I haven’t,’ Judy said, suddenly angry. ‘We were bombed out last night, like a lot of other people.’ She ignored his embarrassed flush and went on quickly, ‘I work in there – or did till yesterday. I came down to see what I could do. Is it true the Lord Mayor’s gone out to Southsea? Is he all right? Are all the staff safe?’


The policeman shook his head. ‘I don’t know about the staff, love, they ain’t told us nothing. The Mayor’s all right, I do know that, but what I heard was he’d gone up Cosham.’ He lifted his head as someone gave a yell from across the square. ‘Look, you can see we’re busy, love, just be a good girl and get out of the way, will you? And all you others too,’ he added, raising his voice to include the rest of the crowd. ‘Go and give a hand to someone what needs it – there’s plenty of clearing up to be done.’ He turned away and the crowd began to shuffle off, muttering.


Judy stood wondering what to do next. Southsea and Cosham were at opposite ends of the city. Someone must know, she thought. And wherever the Mayor was, he’d need his staff, the secretaries and office workers who knew where everything was kept. Her heart skipped as it suddenly struck her that the offices themselves must have been destroyed, and everything in them. The papers, the files, the typewriters – everything the city depended on to keep it functioning smoothly, would all be gone. How would they ever manage to sort it all out?


‘Judy!’


She turned quickly. ‘Miss Marsh! Oh, I’m so glad to see you. I couldn’t find out what was happening. Someone told me the Mayor was in Southsea, and then the policeman said Cosham and I just didn’t know what to do.’


The office supervisor came forward quickly and took her arm. ‘All right, Judy. Don’t worry. We’re getting things sorted out gradually.’ She rubbed her face wearily. She was carrying a notebook and wearing her office suit and her smart hat with the little veil, and Judy felt suddenly ashamed of her own clothes – the skirt and jumper she’d worn to go to the shelter last night, with her old coat thrown over the top. She began to stammer out an apology, but the supervisor cut her short.


‘Don’t be silly, child. You’ve got here, that’s the important thing. Was it very difficult, getting through the streets?’


‘Well, it was a bit.’ Judy thought of the ruined houses, the fires, the devastation on all sides. ‘And we were bombed out ourselves.’


‘You were bombed out? My dear girl!’


‘Yes – our house was blown to bits,’ Judy told her, nodding miserably. ‘There’s nothing left at all.’ And to her dismay, she began to cry, again the tears pouring down her face as she stood at the edge of the square with the Guildhall and, it seemed, the whole of Portsmouth, in flames around her.


‘Judy. Come here, love.’ She felt the older woman’s arms around her and leaned against the solid body, half amazed at what was happening. Miss Marsh had always been strict and unapproachable, not the sort of person you’d cry on at all – yet here she was, patting Judy’s shoulder and murmuring, ‘There, there,’ just like a mum or an auntie would.


‘I’m sorry, Miss Marsh,’ Judy said shakily. ‘I didn’t mean to give way like that – but I was so frightened when I saw the Guildhall, and so worried about the Mayor and everyone, and then when I saw you—’


‘It’s all right, Judy. You don’t have to go on.’ Miss Marsh gave her a handkerchief. ‘It’s not very clean, I’m afraid – there’s so much dust in the air. Now, let me get this straight. Your own home was bombed last night, is that right? Was anyone hurt?’


‘No.’ Judy blew her nose. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to use—’


‘Don’t be silly. Who else lives in the house? Your mother and father?’


‘Yes, and Polly – she’s my auntie, my mum’s sister – and her little girl Sylvie, only she’s evacuated, and my brother, when he’s at home, but he’s away at sea now. He’s in the Navy.’


‘So it’s just you and your parents and your aunt at home at the moment?’ Miss Marsh said, trying to unravel this information. ‘And where are they now?’


‘They went round to the church hall. They’re going to my gran’s up at Copnor after, but they had to stay there to register. Someone said there’s clothes, and there might even be a bit of money to help get straight again. It’s not that we want charity,’ Judy said earnestly, ‘but we’ve lost everything, and there’s the electricity bill to pay, and—’


‘Well, all that will be sorted out. And will you be staying with your grandmother in Copnor?’


‘Yes. She lives in April Grove, off September Street.’


‘I know where you mean. So at least you’ve got somewhere to go tonight?’


‘Yes. That’s why I thought I ought to come down and see what’s happening here.’ Judy sniffed and blew her nose again. ‘Only it took such a long time getting through the streets, and I know I’m ever so late . . .’


‘For heaven’s sake, girl, don’t apologise for being late! I’m amazed you came at all. Now listen, the Lord Mayor’s arranging to take over part of the Royal Beach Hotel at Southsea to use as offices – it was closed when the war started and is already being used as a casualty clearing station – so that’s where you’ll be reporting for work. It’s the ARP who have relocated to Cosham. As you’ve seen, there’s been a tremendous amount of damage all over the city, and there’s a great deal of work to do. The Lord Mayor’s made arrangements already for people like yourselves who have lost everything – he’s managed to find a bank that’s open for business and they’ve released a substantial sum of money for the Air-Raid Distress Fund, so that people can be given some ready cash. The War Emergency Committee will divide it between all their members so that it can be distributed. They’ll also be evacuating any homeless women or children who want to leave the city and, as you know, Emergency Centres have been set up in schools and church halls.’


‘Yes, that’s where Mum and Dad went,’ Judy nodded.


‘And you remember the Lady Mayoress set up her own Clothing Fund at the beginning of the war, so there will, we hope, be enough clothes to give everyone at least one warm outfit.’ Her glance took in Judy’s own shabby attire. ‘I suppose that’s all you have yourself now?’


Judy said glumly, ‘I’m afraid it is, Miss Marsh. They’re my oldest things, I always change into them, to keep my work clothes nice, and when the siren went—’


‘Well, I wouldn’t expect you to be dressed in your best for an air raid!’ The supervisor’s face broke into a rare smile. ‘Now, you’re not to worry about that. Come to work in whatever you can find. But today, I think you ought to go back and help your family.’


‘Oh no! I mean, I ought to be at work – there must be so much to do. And there isn’t really anything I can do at home – at Gran’s, I mean –’ To her horror, she felt the tears gather in her eyes again and blinked them away furiously. ‘I’d much rather be doing something useful, Miss Marsh.’


The supervisor looked at her consideringly. ‘Very well, then. But you don’t have to come all the way out to Southsea, not today. What you can do is stay here and look out for any other Guildhall or Municipal staff like yourself, who come down to find out what’s happening. Tell them to report to the Royal Beach.’ She sighed. ‘We still don’t know who is likely to turn up and who isn’t. There may be others who’ve been bombed out, or even hurt in the raids. But those who can, will surely do as you did and come here. Now, do you think you can do that? You know everyone, don’t you?’ She held out her notebook. ‘Write down the names of all the people you see.’


Judy nodded. ‘I can do that, Miss Marsh.’


‘Good. That enables me to go out to the hotel and get on with the work there. We’re having to start completely from scratch. Now, Judy, when you’re sure you’ve seen everyone – everyone who comes here, that is – you’re to go back to your grandmother’s and be with your family. You’ve had a dreadful time and you must be exhausted.’


‘We didn’t get much sleep last night, but I don’t really feel tired, Miss Marsh – just sort of light, if you know what I mean.’ Judy put her hand to her forehead and swayed slightly. ‘I expect I’m just a bit hungry.’


Miss Marsh gave her a sharp glance. ‘A cup of tea and something to eat for you, my girl. Come on – there’s a stall over there, they’ll see to you.’ She led Judy over to a makeshift stall where an urn was boiling on a large stove which appeared to have been built out of bricks salvaged from the piles of rubble. A woman in a green uniform was dealing out mugs of tea and sticky buns to the firemen and soldiers who were still desperately trying to put out the fire.


Gratefully, Judy ate a bun, surprised to find just how hungry she was, and swallowed the tea. She smiled a trifle shakily at the supervisor. ‘I feel a bit better now. Sorry about that.’


‘That’s all right. You’ve got more colour in your cheeks, anyway. Now, I’m off back to Southsea. Don’t forget – it’s the Royal Beach Hotel – and once you’re sure you’ve seen everyone, you’re to go straight home. Don’t stay here too long, anyway. If they haven’t arrived by mid-afternoon, they won’t be coming.’ Her face twisted a little and she turned away. ‘I’ll look for you at the hotel tomorrow morning.’


‘Yes, Miss Marsh.’ Judy watched her walk briskly away. She knew well enough what the supervisor had meant. There might be casualties, even deaths, amongst the staff. In the chaos that the raid had caused, nobody knew what might have happened.


How did other places manage when this happened to them? she wondered. Places like London, Bristol, Liverpool, Coventry. They’d been through this as well, yet somehow they still managed to carry on.


Perhaps that was the answer. Perhaps that was all you could do. Just carry on.


It was growing dark again as Judy walked wearily down October Street and turned into April Grove. The pall of smoke was still drifting above the rooftops, and with no street-lights and every house blacked out there was no glimmer of cheer in the devastated streets, no hint of warmth in the bitter cold. What will we do if they come again? she wondered. How could we stand another night like last night?


She came to her grandmother’s door and knocked. It opened, and her aunt drew back the blackout curtain for Judy to push past. They felt their way down the short, dark passage to the back room, where she found the family sitting round by the glow of a small fire with a kettle resting on the coals, and the light of a single candle. Her mother and grandmother sat in armchairs on each side of the fire, and Dick and Polly were on kitchen chairs in front of it. Dick got up and moved his chair aside, pulling another into the space for Judy.


‘That’s better,’ she said. ‘It’s horrible outside.’ She shrugged off her coat and hung it on the inside of the door to the staircase.


‘Oh Judy, thank goodness,’ her mother said. ‘We were starting to get worried about you.’


‘I’ve been down the Guildhall Square, looking out for the other people at work. They’ve moved the offices out to Southsea.’ Judy sank down on the chair and stretched her hands out to the fire. ‘It’s awful, Mum. The whole place has gone. The Guildhall’s still burning, and they say everything inside’s been destroyed. All those lovely pictures, and the wooden panelling, and the carpets – everything. And there’s street after street just ruined. You can’t get through some of them at all. Someone told me there’d been nearly three thousand fires. Three thousand! How could they hope to put them all out?’


‘It’s wicked,’ Cissie said, her voice trembling. ‘Wicked.’


‘It’s war, Cis,’ Dick said. ‘There’s worse happening than a few pictures and carpets getting burned. People are being killed. Like that young woman just up the road here.’


‘What young woman?’ Judy looked at him. She’d visited her grandmother often enough to know most of the neighbours in April Grove by sight and from Alice’s talk. ‘Who’s been killed, Dad?’


‘I’m not sure if you knew her,’ Alice said. She looked down at the black and white cat on her knee, stroking his head. ‘She’d only been here a few months – bombed out in the first big raid she was, and came to live in March Street. Kathy Simmons – had two little girls and a baby boy.’


‘I remember you talking about her.’ Judy stared at her grandmother. ‘Wasn’t the baby born in the shelter? Don’t say she’s been killed? Was that her house I saw this morning, bombed flat?’


‘That’s the one. Olive Chapman as was – you know, she married Derek Harker from the builder’s – had just gone over to fetch her to their shelter but Kathy went back indoors to boil some water for her Thermos flask, apparently, just as the bomb fell.’ Alice shook her head. Her face creased with sadness. ‘They said she couldn’t have known anything about it – but still, it’s cruel, a young mother like that killed for no reason.’


‘Oh, how awful.’ Judy put both hands to her face. ‘What about the children? Those little girls – and the baby?’


Cissie took out a handkerchief and wiped her eyes. ‘Olive had the girls with her, out in the street. They were blown halfway up the road by the blast, but they weren’t hurt, not as such. But the baby – he was with his mummy, poor little scrap.’ She stopped, her mouth working. ‘Only six months old. It don’t bear thinking of.’


Polly put her hand on her sister’s arm. ‘Don’t upset yourself all over again, Cis. It’s terrible, I know, but like Mum says, they couldn’t have known anything about it.’


‘But it’s their lives gone, isn’t it!’ Cissie cried. ‘That little baby, with his whole life ahead of him – he never even had the chance to learn to crawl! As for those two girls, they’ve lost their mother. And they’re not the only ones, are they? There’s you, Polly, with your Johnny gone, and poor Olive Chapman lost her baby that she was expecting, and others, hundreds and hundreds of others. What was Mrs Shaw along the road telling you about her Gladys, driving that ambulance last night? Went down a cellar she did, and found a whole family dead down there, all except one little girl. How’s that poor little soul ever going to get over it? How are any of them ever going to get over it? And this is just the beginning!’ She pulled her apron up over her face and began to cry. ‘I don’t think I can stand it any more!’ she said in a muffled voice. ‘I just don’t think I can stand it!’


The others gazed at her and then looked at each other miserably in the glow of the fire. There didn’t seem to be anything anyone could say, Judy thought. They all felt pretty much the same. But you couldn’t give in. You just couldn’t.


‘Come on, Mum,’ she said gently. ‘We all depend on you, you know. You’re the one that keeps us all going.’


‘Well, I’m not much use to you now,’ Cissie said bitterly. ‘I’mnotmuch use to no one. I’ve just had enough, that’s all. We’ve been having raids for months, and there’s been all those terrible things happening in London and Coventry and the rest, and now it’s our turn, and they’re just bashing us to pieces, to pieces – and what can we do about it, eh? Tell me that. Oh, I know we can bomb them too, but what good’s that going to do? It just means a whole lot more people get killed in their own homes, people like us who never wanted a war in the first place. How’s it ever going to end?’


‘We can’t just let them ride roughshod over us,’ Judy said. ‘You know what they’ve done in Poland and all those other countries. We can’t let that happen here.’


‘So it’s better to be bombed to bits, is it? It’s better to have everything smashed to pieces around us and have little babies killed?’ Cissie took the apron from her face and stared at them. ‘Oh, I know what they say, I know what they tell us, and I’m just an ordinary person who doesn’t know anything about these things – but I just can’t see the sense of it all.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry, I know we’re not supposed to talk like this, but I’ve just had enough of it all today, that’s all.’


‘You need a cup of tea.’ Judy got up, but her grandmother put out a hand.


‘There’s no gas, love. The mains got fractured, see, and they turned it off because of the danger. That’s why we’ve got the kettle on the fire.’


Judy sank back. ‘No gas and no electricity. It’s the same all over the city, I suppose. It’s a good thing we’ve got some coal.’ A thought struck her. ‘Here, what about our coal? From – from home? Hadn’t we better get that over here?’


‘We’ve done it, love,’ her father said. ‘Been going backwards and forwards all day with my old barrow. Had to leave one of us on guard, too. There’s people swarming all over the place, looking for anything they can pick up. Not that there was much to find in our place,’ he added ruefully.


Judy stared at him. ‘You mean they were stealing things?’


‘Well, they wasn’t offering to pay for them! There’s always people out for easy pickings, no matter what’s happened.’


She nodded. ‘I know. The shops have all got soldiers standing outside them because of looters, but I never thought they’d take stuff from people who’d been bombed out. That’s awful.’


‘It’s all awful,’ Polly said, ‘but sitting here telling each other about it won’t make it any better. Now look, I know we’d all like something hot but we can’t, and that’s all there is to it – but we can make a few sandwiches. There’s plenty of marge and fish paste and some of that blackberry and apple jam Mum made in the autumn, and you’ll never guess what else I found in a tin in the cupboard.’


‘What?’ Judy asked obediently, and her aunt gave a little crow of triumph.


‘Christmas cake, that’s what! Keeping it for Easter, your Gran was, but I reckon we need it more now. We can all have a really good slice, and thumb our noses at Hitler while we eat it!’


Judy laughed and after a moment or two the others joined in. Their laughter was a little shaky, and sounded dangerously close to crying, but somehow they all felt better for it, and as Dick stoked up the fire and the kettle boiled and Polly began to cut bread, and the Christmas cake was sliced up and handed round, the little gathering began to seem almost like a party.


‘I reckon we ought to play a few games,’ Judy said. ‘Or sing some songs. Cheer ourselves up a bit. Just in case there’s any Fifth Columnists listening down the chimney. We don’t want them reporting back to Hitler that we’re downhearted, do we?’


They ate their sandwiches and cake, then did as she had suggested. But as their voices rose in a wavering rendition of ‘Roll Out the Barrel’ and ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’, they were each still thinking of the devastation outside, and of the people who were homeless tonight, or who had been killed or injured. They were each thinking of Kathy Simmons and her baby boy, of the two little girls who had lost their mother, and of all those others up and down the country who had had their lives shattered.


Later on, when everyone else had gone to bed – Cissie and Dick upstairs to the front bedroom, Polly to the back room she would share with Judy, and her grandmother Alice to the front room downstairs – Judy sat by the dying fire and tried to write a letter to her fiancé, Sean.


It seemed so long since she had seen him, so long since the night last May when they’d got engaged, only three weeks after they’d met at a dance on South Parade Pier. Dick and Cissie hadn’t been at all keen on such a hasty courtship, but Judy was twenty-two, so they couldn’t very well say no. And there was no question of a wedding yet, with Sean going back to sea the very next day.


For most of the past eight months, Sean had been in the Northern Atlantic, off Norway and Iceland. During that time, he had sent letters – none for weeks, and then a dozen all arriving at once. Letters that were now buried beneath a heap of rubble in Friday night’s blast.


How did you tell your fiancé the sort of things that had happened during the past twenty-four hours? Judy sighed and sucked the end of her grandmother’s fountain pen, and started to write.


Dear Sean,


We had a bit of trouble in Pompey last night. There were a lot of aircraft and we got badly bombed. We’re all OK but Mum and Dad and Polly and I are staying with Gran up in April Grove. I hope things are OK with you, as they find me here. I’m too tired to write any more now and will close for tonight.


From your loving Judy.


It didn’t seem much, but she felt that if she started to tell him what it had really been like, she would still be there come morning.







Chapter Three



Polly got up early next morning and found Judy already downstairs, lighting the fire.


‘I know Gran wouldn’t usually have a fire in the morning, but there’s no other way of making any tea. I wanted to get everyone a hot drink before I go off to work.’


‘You’re going to work?’ Polly looked at her niece in surprise. ‘But it’s Sunday.’


‘Doesn’t matter. We’ve got to get the new offices sorted out. People will be flooding in wanting help, and we can’t just tell ’em to go away and come back on Monday. There’s all the Emergency Centres to be seen to, and people evacuated or found new homes – any amount of things to be done.’ Judy held a sheet of newspaper in front of the fire to make it blaze up. ‘It’s a good thing you went and got our coal. I don’t know how long it’ll be before we get the gas and electricity back.’


‘It’s not just that, either. They were going round telling people to boil water for ten minutes before drinking it in case of typhoid.’ Polly put some plates on the table and began to slice the rest of yesterday’s loaf. ‘Well, at least Jerry gave us a quiet night; we’ll all feel better for a few hours’ sleep. Me and your mother have got to go round the Emergency Centre again this morning, get new ration books sorted out and see what money they’ll give us. They were too busy yesterday, so once we’d registered we just came on here. And there’s people we ought to let know – your Auntie May and Uncle Fred, and your mum’s friend Mrs Walker. One of us ought to go round and see Jean Foster too, let her know where we are. She’s Terry’s girlfriend after all, almost one of the family.’ She stopped and stared at the loaf in her hand. ‘I wish I could go out and see Sylvie.’


‘Oh, Polly! She must be wondering if you’re all right. They won’t know what’s been going on, out there in the country.’ Judy lowered the newspaper just as it was beginning to scorch in the middle. ‘Why don’t you go on the train?’


‘I don’t suppose they’re running, do you? Anyway, I don’t feel I can leave your mum and dad, not with the way Cis is, and your dad was wheezing all day long yesterday. There’s such a lot to see to here. I did send a telegram yesterday, just to say we were all well, but she don’t know nothing about the house, of course. There’s not much point in telling her, is there – not straight away. She’s only seven and I don’t want to frighten her.’


‘She’ll have to know, though, because of addressing her letters.’ Judy stood up, irresolute. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t go into work, after all . . .’


‘No, no, you go, you can’t let the office down. We can manage here, and what Sylvie doesn’t know won’t hurt her. I’ll try and go out sometime next week if the trains are running again, and I’ll write her a letter. Now, is that fire hot enough for the kettle yet?’


The two of them got together a scrappy breakfast of bread and margarine, just coloured with jam, and by the time the kettle boiled Alice had emerged from the front room where she had slept on the sofa and Cissie had come down from upstairs. ‘I told Dick to stay in bed;he’s had a terrible night, hacking away. That dust and smoke really got into his chest. How were you on that settee, Mum? I felt proper bad, turning you out of your own bed.’


‘Don’t be daft, girl, I was snug as a bug in a rug. Stood to reason you two would have to have the double bed. I might be able to get a camp bed or put-u-up for later, but the settee’ll do for now.’ She bustled through to the lean-to scullery. ‘I suppose there’s no gas on yet?’


‘Nothing’s on yet. And we haven’t got all that many candles left, neither. I don’t know what we’re going to do if they don’t get things straight soon. There’s going to be people desperate.’ Polly poured out five cups of tea. ‘There, are you going to take Dick’s up to him, Cis? There’s not much sense in him coming down till the room’s warmed up a bit. And look, I’ll toast a slice of bread, he needs something hot inside him. Spread some Marmite on it.’


Cissie took her husband’s breakfast up the stairs and the others sat round the table, drinking their tea. Polly looked at her mother.


‘Cis and me are going down the Centre this morning, see what’s what. Are you going to stop here with Dick?’


‘I am not!’ The old woman looked at her indignantly, her bright eyes snapping. ‘Stop here when there’s work to be done? No, I’ll be helping on the tea-stall, same as yesterday. There’ll be plenty glad of a cuppa while they’re clearing up.’


‘Yes, but I don’t want you to overdo it.’


‘I’ll be the judge of when I’ve overdone it!’ Alice retorted. ‘Just because you’ve moved in here, our Poll, it doesn’t mean to say you can start ordering me about. I’d have done as I pleased if you hadn’t been here and I’ll do as I please now you are, and don’t you forget it.’


Judy grinned and Polly shook her head. ‘I’m not likely to forget it, you independent old besom! You’ll be ordering us all about from your deathbed – that’s if you don’t outlive us all. All right, you go and pour tea for firemen while me and Cis go and see about our ration books and try to put together a few clothes and things. How about you, Judy, do you want us to try to get you anything?’


Judy shook her head. ‘Miss Marsh said there were going to be some things out at the new offices – the Lady Mayoress was going to see to it. After all, if she can’t get us a few things from her own Clothing Store, nobody can!’ She put down her cup and stood up. ‘I’d better be going. Goodness knows how long it’ll take me to get all the way out to Southsea. I don’t suppose there’s any buses running. Better expect me when you see me.’ She shrugged into her coat and called up the stairs to her mother. ‘’Bye, Mum – I’m off now. ’Bye, Dad.’


Polly watched her go. ‘I hope she’ll be all right. She was tossing and turning all night long. It really upset her, seeing our house bombed to bits and then going down and seeing the Guildhall in flames – not to mention all the other damage. We’ll have to keep an eye on her, Mum.’


‘She’ll be all right. She’s made of the right stuff – like you and me. And she knows that the best way to take your mind off things is to get on with your work. No, it’s Cis that I worry about, she takes everything so hard. And Dick, too. He was grey when he got round here yesterday, proper grey.’


‘Well, with all that smoke and dust about . . .’


‘It’s not just his chest. It’s what it’s doing to his mind. It’s bringing it all back, you can see that. What he went through before . . . you know what I mean.’ The old lady nodded significantly. ‘He’ll be getting those nightmares again, you see if he don’t.’


Polly opened her mouth to reply, then closed it again quickly as they heard the sound of footsteps descending the stairs. By the time Dick appeared at the staircase door in the scullery, Polly was already at the sink, pouring water from the kettle into the enamel bowl. She added a small lump of washing soda and gave him a bright smile.


‘Hello, Dick, how’re you then? Sleep all right, did you? I must say it was a treat to be allowed to stop in bed all night instead of having to get up and go down the shelter . . . D’you want another cup of tea?’


He shook his head. ‘No, thanks. Just going out to the lav.’ He opened the back door and a bitter wind scoured into the scullery. ‘Strewth, it’s like an icebox out here.’ The door slammed behind him and he passed the scullery window on his way to the lavatory, tacked on to the back of the lean-to. Polly sighed. It was going to come hard to them all, not having an indoor lavatory any more. And no bathroom either. None of the little two-up, two-down houses in April Grove had a bathroom. They all had a tin bath hanging on a nail outside, which had to be dragged in every Friday or Saturday night and filled with kettles of hot water, or from an Ascot if you were lucky enough to have one. It would be hard on them all, having to go back to that.


‘Have you still got that old bath, Mum?’ she called. ‘Only I was just thinking, you won’t be able to come up to us any more of a Friday afternoon for your bath, will you? I wondered if you’d got rid of it.’


‘Not got rid of it, as such,’ Alice said, coming through and taking a tea-towel from the back door. ‘It’s still out there – but don’t you remember, I got Terry to fill it up with earth and plant potatoes in it. Won’t be much cop for bathing in now!’


Polly stared at her and began to laugh. ‘Potatoes! Well, we’d better get ’em out. I don’t suppose you can buy tin baths for love nor money now.’


‘Get ’em out? They’re me earlies! I’ve been looking forward to them for Easter. We’ll have to use the small one – stand up and wash ourselves down. You know they’re on at us to save water anyway.’


Dick came back indoors, shuddering with cold. ‘I could do with that tea now, if there’s any left. Did I hear someone talking about a bath?’


‘I was just saying, we’re going to miss having the lavvy and everything indoors.’ Polly dried her hands and poured him a cup of tea. ‘There you are, Dick, and don’t laugh at it, you’ll be old and weak yourself one day . . . Here, guess what, Mum’s gone and planted spuds in her old tin bath, and says we’ll have to wait till Easter before we can have a good soak. What’s it like outside, apart from cold?’


‘I never hung about to look. You can still smell the smoke and that. I saw that woman next door, what’s her name, the thin scraggy one that hangs round the dockyard gates, but I never said nothing. Wouldn’t want her to get the wrong idea.’


Alice laughed. ‘Nancy Baxter’s all right! She wouldn’t bother with you, Dick, she’s got her own customers. And you won’t get past her old ma without speaking, I can tell you that. Granny Kinch has a word for everyone that goes along the street.’


‘I know that, nosy old faggot. What about those nippers? They been evacuated?’


‘No such luck,’ Alice said. ‘Young Micky’s as full of mischief as a barrel-load of monkeys; got into trouble with young Gordon Hodges after Christmas last year, but it was only Gordon got sent away though everyone knows it was as much Micky as him. The other one’s just a baby – Vera, she’s called, and she’s as scrawny as her mother.’


Cissie had come downstairs again and was sitting in the back room making more toast over the fire. She called to her husband to come and have some more, and he took his cup of tea through and sat down at the table. They sat in silence, each wrapped in thought.


‘It don’t seem possible we’ve lost everything, does it, Dick?’ Cissie said at last. ‘Our home, and all our furniture and clothes, and the wireless you and Terry built, and all Terry’s Meccano and model aeroplanes . . . I can’t sort of take it in. I keep remembering things – our photos too, and your Brownie camera . . .’ Her voice trembled.


‘I know, love. And they’ll never be able to give it all back. All we’ll get is a few clothes and some cash to tide us over. We’ll have to start all over again.’


‘But we’ll get something from the insurance, won’t we? I mean, we’ve got all the papers – we’ve got the tin box with everything in, that we always take down the shelter with us. We’ll have to look it out, Dick, see what it says, and we’ll have to let the collector know where we are too.’ She rubbed her face. ‘There’s so much to do – so much to think about. I don’t know how we’re going to get through it all.’


He was silent for a moment, then he said, ‘Nor do I, Cis. It’s all too much for me. I keep remembering the last lot – what it was like out in the trenches. Blokes screaming and crying and going off their heads, and then the gas . . .’ He coughed, his thin body racked, and gazed at her with redrimmed eyes. ‘I’ve been dreaming about it all night. I thought I was back there. I don’t know how I’m going to face up to it all over again, Cis, I really don’t . . .’ His voice trailed away to a whisper and he began to shudder.


His wife got up quickly and came round the table to put her arm around his shoulders and draw his head down against her breast. ‘Oh Dick,’ she said, her voice trembling. ‘It’s not fair, not when you’ve been through so much already. But we’ll get through it together. We will, really. Look, we’re not hurt, any of us, we’re all right, and we’ve got somewhere to live too – we’re better off than a lot of people. And our Judy’s still home, and we’ve got Polly too, and Mum as bright as a button still. We’ve got a lot to be thankful for. We’ll face it together, you and me, all of us. And if we’ve got to start all over again, then that’s what we’ll do. We’re not going to let Hitler get the better of us. We beat the Germans before, didn’t we? And we’ll beat ’em again!’


Dick stayed still, his head resting heavily against her, for a long time. Then he drew in a deep breath, lifted his head and gave her a shaky grin.


‘You’re right, love,’ he said. ‘We didn’t give in last time and we won’t now. We’ll give ’em something to remember us by!’


She smiled down at him and he reached for her hand and squeezed it. They looked into each other’s eyes with a mixture of pride and defiance. But behind their eyes, each had the same thought.


What would happen if they were wrong? What would happen to them all if the Germans really did invade?


Despite his protests that he ought to go to the Centre with them and do his bit, Cissie insisted that Dick should stay at home in the warm. ‘I don’t want you in bed with your chest again,’ she said, winding a long scarf round her neck. ‘And you can put the kettle on a bit later so there’s a nice cup of cocoa for us when we get back, we’ll be shrammed. Tibby’ll keep you company.’


Dick looked at the cat, curled up in Alice’s chair. ‘I’m not sure he doesn’t make me cough even more. All right, Cis, I’ll stop here, but I’ll make meself useful just the same. You can sort out some veg for dinner and I’ll set about peeling them. I suppose we can put the saucepans on the fire?’


‘It’ll make them sooty,’ Polly said, ‘but we can scrub that off. We’ve got to have something hot inside us.’ She pulled on the woollen mittens Alice had knitted from an old unpicked jumper. ‘Come on, Cis. The sooner we get there the sooner we’ll be back.’


The two sisters went out into the street. A bitter wind was slicing across the allotments which ran along the back of the houses and came down to the wide part at the end of April Grove. A pleasant-faced woman with beech-brown hair tucked under a dark red hat was pushing a pram up the street, and she nodded and smiled as she came up to them. ‘Hello, you’re Mrs Thomas’s daughters, aren’t you? Popped in to see if she’s all right, have you?’


Polly shook her head. ‘Come to stay, more like. We were bombed out, Friday night. We’re going round to the Emergency Centre now to see what they can do for us, but we won’t get another house, not when Mum’s got this place. It’s going to be a bit of a squeeze, though.’


‘No! You never were!’ The woman looked at them in dismay. ‘You poor things. None of you hurt though?’


‘No, thank goodness. I hear there was a bit of a tragedy here though. You’re Mrs Budd, aren’t you?’


The woman nodded. ‘That’s right, I live in number fourteen. Poor young Kathy Simmons. Such a nice little body, too, and those two little girls. They’re in with me now, I’ve left my Rose looking after them. This little madam’s my youngest, Maureen.’ They all peered into the pram at the little girl sitting inside, and she beamed back at them. She looked about eighteen months old, Polly thought. Jess Budd went on, ‘I’m just going up to my sister’s at the end of March Street. Her girl Olive’s not very well.’ She stopped, folding her lips as if she didn’t want to talk about what was wrong with Olive.


‘Mum told us,’ Polly said gently. ‘That’s a shame. I know, I’ve been through it myself – lost two after our Sylvie was born. Well, we’d better not keep you, Mrs Budd. I dare say we’ll be seeing you again.’


They walked on up the street, each thinking how lucky they had been to lose no more than their home and possessions. There was no doubt about it, they agreed, you could always find someone worse off than you were yourself. Olive Harker, losing her baby, Kathy Simmons and her baby killed, the two girls left motherless . . . And that was in just one street, with no other damage. What terrible tragedies were happening in all those other streets, where house after house had been destroyed?


‘I feel I ought to be doing something to help,’ Polly said after a moment or two. ‘Ever since Sylvie went off to the country, I’ve felt I should be doing more than just cutting people’s hair. I mean, it’s not exactly vital war work, is it?’


‘Well, no, but it’s good for morale, isn’t it? That’s what they say. Anyway, what else could you do? You’re not thinking of joining one of the women’s services, are you?’


‘I don’t think they’d haveme, not at my age. Thirty-five’s too old. No, I was thinking of doing something voluntary. I mean, I’ve got Johnny’s pension and if I could work part-time  at the salon I’d have enough to live on, and then I could give a bit of time to something else. There must be plenty of things to do. Look at Mum, she’s always on the go, doing her bit, and she’s getting on for seventy. It makes me feel ashamed.’


Cissie was silent for a minute or two, then she said, ‘I suppose I ought to be doing a bit more, too. I mean, there’s nothing to stop me.’


‘You’ve got Dick to look after. You know he needs you with him if he gets one of his chests. And there’s got to be someone at home to keep the place going, if all the rest of us are out.’


‘I suppose so. And I could do knitting and needlework and things.’ They were almost at the church hall. ‘Look at that, Poll, there’s still a crowd of people inside. Looks as if they’ve been there all night, some of them, poor souls. And those women taking their names, they look worn out, don’t they. What a job.’


‘Yes,’ Polly said, gazing at them. ‘What a job.’







Chapter Four



With soldiers, sailors and marines throwing themselves into the work of helping to clear the streets, there were a few buses able to get through and Judy managed to get to Southsea without too much trouble. It took her over an hour all the same, and she thought ruefully of the extra time it would add to her working days while the Council offices were there.


The Royal Beach was a large hotel, directly opposite South Parade Pier. It was eight storeys high and probably one of the grandest hotels in the city, its rooms lavishly decorated and lit with chandeliers. At least, that was what it had been like before the war, Judy thought when she arrived. The chandeliers had all been removed for safety – partly their own and partly because of the danger of flying glass to people if the hotel were bombed – and some of the furniture had been taken away to make room for the makeshift beds and trolleys for the casualties who were brought here after a raid.


Most of these had gone now, for the hotel was being used as a clearing station rather than a hospital, but the big ground-floor lounge, bar and restaurant where they had been brought were littered with blankets and sheets, piled ready for washing, and there was a smell of blood and vomit and disinfectant. First-Aid workers were busy cleaning up and sorting fresh bandages and bedclothes ready for the next raid. They looked exhausted, as if they’d been there ever since the bombs began to fall, and Judy thought they probably had.


‘Do you know where the Council offices are going to be?’ she asked a woman who was near the door, scrubbing at a patch of what looked like blood on the floor. ‘I was told to report here for work.’


The woman, her sleeves rolled up and a scarf wound like a turban round her head, looked up, and to her surprise Judy recognised the face of one of the WVS volunteers who had come to the Guildhall for meetings with the Lady Mayoress. They looked at each other and the woman smiled.


‘You didn’t expect to see me here, did you! Well, we all have to do our bit. I think the offices are going to be upstairs, though I did hear that the Mayor will have the meeting room on the ground floor as well.’ She sat back on her heels and pushed a few straggling hairs out of her eyes. ‘I expect you’ll get a guided tour, but just in case you don’t, the basement’s being used as a shelter – the stairs are over there, behind that door – and there’s a lookout post on the roof. The Fire Brigade are manning that at the moment, but I did hear they’re going to put Observers up there, to see when planes are coming. Anyway, you should find your people on the next floor.’


Judy thanked her and went up the gracious stairs that wound their way from the big foyer all the way to the top of the building. The balustrade was of elegant wrought iron and the well was lit by a single thick flex that hung from the very top, bearing glittering chandeliers at each floor. I suppose it was too difficult to take these away, she thought, looking at the shimmering crystal drops. The touch of luxury sent a little thrill through her body. It was almost like working in a palace.


There wasn’t much luxury in the new offices, however. Once comfortable, spacious bedrooms with balconies on which the guests could sit and look out over the sea only yards away, across the road, the rooms were now stark and empty. Beds, dressing-tables and wardrobes had all been removed to make space for utilitarian desks and tables, and plain wooden chairs that looked as if they’d come from the cheapest furniture shop in the city. There were no cabinets, shelves or drawers and people were standing looking a little helplessly about them. Presumably office furniture would be brought in as soon as it could be obtained, but for now they had to make do with what there was.


‘How long d’you think we’ll be out here?’ Judy asked when she found the former bedroom that had been assigned to her department. ‘It’s taken me ages to get here this morning.’


‘It’ll be for the duration, I’m afraid,’ Miss Marsh said. ‘It’s the same for us all, Judy.’


‘I know.’ Judy rubbed her cold hands together. There was no fire in the grate and a bitter wind was scouring in from the sea and finding its way through the windows. ‘Well, what is there to do? I suppose none of the office papers were saved?’


‘Nothing at all. The Lord Mayor only just managed to get out of the Guildhall before the roof caught fire and fell in, and the ARP were too busy trying to save the building. There were people firewatching up on the roof too, but they got down just in time, thank goodness.’ Miss Marsh sat down at a desk that had been brought in from the hotel’s reception area, and massaged her forehead with her fingertips. ‘We’ve just got to start from scratch. Organise ourselves as best we can, and try to get things in order again – but it’s not going to be easy. Think of all the forms we used to use, all gone; we’ll have to get them printed all over again, and I haven’t even heard from the printers yet. Most of the phones are out of action, and for all we know they could have been bombed too and all the plates destroyed . . . It’s a nightmare, Judy.’


Judy looked at her helplessly. ‘But there are people downstairs already, wanting help – what are we going to tell them?’


‘Tell them we’ll do our best but it may take time. They can’t expect miracles.’


They would though, Judy thought as she went to face the huddle of men and women who were down in the reception area. ‘We can’t get no information,’ one man complained. ‘We’ve had to trek all the way out to Southsea, and you know what the streets is like – and then when we do get here we can’t find nothing out. What are we supposed to do? There’s no gas, no electricity, not even any water laid on down our way, and nobody seems to know nothing. It’s a flipping disaster.’


‘Well, so it is,’ Judy said. ‘You know how much damage there’s been. It’s bound to take time to sort things out, I’m afraid.’


‘And what’re we supposed to do in the meantime?’ the man demanded again. He had a pugnacious face, with small eyes and a flattened nose, and his ears looked as if they’d been chewed. He glowered at Judy and she took a step back. ‘I got a wife an’ three nippers to look after. They ain’t had a decent meal for two days, only what that WVS stall or whatever it’s called has been able to dish out. My missus can’t even boil up a kettle to make a cup of tea.’


‘I’m really sorry,’ Judy said. ‘We’re doing all we can.’


There was a mutter of discontent from the crowd, and a woman in a brown herringbone coat with a scarf wrapped round her head said, ‘Well, what about the Public Assistance, then? Can’t they do nothing?’


‘They’re not here,’ Judy said. ‘They’ve been sent somewhere else – I’m not sure where.’ She escaped back into the makeshift office. ‘They’re really upset,’ she told Miss Marsh. ‘I feel sorry for them but it’s not our fault.’


‘They won’t understand that. They’re worried and frightened and a lot of them have lost their homes. Well, you know yourself how they must feel. Look, here are the addresses of the Public Assistance, the Police Headquarters and the Medical Offices. They’re spread all over the place, I’m afraid. You’d better put a notice on the wall.’


Judy went back and tacked up the notice, listening to the aggrieved remarks as she did so. She couldn’t blame the people for feeling upset – as Miss Marsh had said, they were all under strain – but she did think they ought to make some allowances. After all, nobody had known the Guildhall was going to be destroyed, and all these arrangements had had to be made at a moment’s notice. ‘I’ve had to come a long way, too,’ she pointed out as one young woman with a baby in her arms started to complain about having to go miles away for Public Assistance. ‘And I was bombed out on Friday night. It’s the same for us as for everyone else.’


‘Yes, but you’re paid to come here,’ the woman snapped. ‘We’ve got to find our own shoe-leather.’ She hoisted the baby higher on to her hip and glared at Judy before turning to push her way out of the building. Judy looked after her and sighed.


‘Never mind, my dear,’ said a voice in her ear. ‘I don’t suppose she means to be nasty. She’s just tired and frightened, like the rest of us. Come inside and have a cup of tea. There’s something I want to ask you.’


Judy turned and saw to her surprise that it was the Lady Mayoress herself who was speaking to her. She was a familiar figure in the Council offices and had often smiled at Judy as she went by, but had never spoken to her before. Puzzled, Judy followed her back to the office, where the tables were being taken over as desks by various members of staff. The Mayoress walked across to a corner of the room and motioned to Judy to sit down. She gave her a friendly smile. ‘I’ve seen you in the offices quite a lot, haven’t I? Your name’s Judith Taylor, and you’ve been working for the Council for some time, haven’t you?’


‘Yes, madam. Ever since I was sixteen. I worked in a shop when I first left school and did shorthand and typing at night school, and then I saw a job advertised in the Council office and I applied for it.’


‘Well done. You’re obviously a girl with some initiative.’ The Lady Mayoress paused. ‘Now, I know just how busy we’re all going to be here, and I know how difficult it’s going to be for Miss Marsh to get her office organised, but I have a very special request to make. As you probably already know, I’m the local President of the WVS – the Women’s Voluntary Service. You may have seen our Head, Lady Reading, when she visited us last July.’


‘Yes, madam, I remember her. She came to the Guildhall with another lady.’


‘That’s right. That was Lady Northampton. Now, the WVS does a lot more work than many people realise – I expect you’ve seen the stalls giving out tea and buns and soup that have been set up in all the bombed areas. We were there when the men came back from Dunkirk, and we’ve been helping out at Emergency Centres and First-Aid Posts. But we do a lot of other things, too: we’ve cooked Christmas dinners for folk who wouldn’t otherwise have had anything, we’ve sorted out coal rations for old people, and we’ve even enrolled people into the Blood Transfusion Service. In fact, wherever people need help, you’re likely to find a WVS volunteer offering it.’


She paused again and Judy gazed at her, wondering where all this was leading. Feeling that she was expected to make some response, she ventured, ‘My granny helps on tea-stalls and things, but I don’t think she’s in the WVS. They have a uniform, don’t they?’


‘Yes, we wear dark green with a dark red blouse or jumper, and a green beret. But we’re not like the women’s Services – we don’t call people up. We just ask for volunteers. And we pay for our own uniforms,’ she added.


Judy began to guess what this was about. ‘And you’d like me to be a volunteer? Well, I will, of course, but I can only help out in the evenings. I couldn’t do anything in the daytime because of my job.’


The Mayoress shook her head. ‘No, my dear, I’m not asking that, although I hope that you will be able to help, in whatever way you can. What I’m asking you to do is work for me – for the WVS – full-time.’


‘Full-time?’ Judy stared at her. ‘I don’t understand. I thought it was all volunteers?’


‘I’m sorry, I haven’t explained properly. Look, my dear, it’s obvious that with Portsmouth now under severe attack – we’re sure to get more bombing raids like the one on Friday, we’re in the front line here – there are going to be a lot of people needing help. Immediate, practical help with things like clothes, rations, food, accommodation – the sort of things the Council would do, certainly will do – but the WVS can do so much more quickly, leaving the Local Authority to get on with the job of permanent rehousing, putting the city back to rights and so on. That means we’re going to need more volunteers and more office staff to help them. I’d like you, Miss Taylor, to join my staff.’


‘Me? But . . .’ Judy glanced round the room, looking more like a bustling office now with men and women sitting at tables which were already covered in sheets of paper. Typewriters were being carried in, packets of envelopes being opened. Where had they all come from? she wondered, and felt guilty at not helping. ‘But I’ve already got a job, madam, and I ought to be doing it now. I don’t want to be rude – I’d really like to be able to help you, and I promise I will, in the evenings and at weekends, but there’s going to be so much to do here—’
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