
 

  

Romanced and Razed 

It’s March 1941 and the town of Clydebank 

is facing one of it’s greatest ever 

devastations – intensive Luftwaffe bombing 

resulting in the deaths of hundreds. Hazel 

is hoping that her family and friends – and 

her secret girlfriend, Mary, and her family 

– can all make it through the night alive 

but, with no warning or time to prepare 

before the raid, this doesn’t seem likely. 



The low lights and steamy atmosphere of the club made my 

attraction to Mary difficult to ignore, and the spotlight that 

illuminated her as her dreamy voice filled the room made it 

impossible to focus on anything else. Mary had been singing at 

the club every Thursday and Friday night for a month now and 

with every week she was up there performing her confidence 

visibly grew; tonight, 13th March 1941, was no different. We 

had been secretly dating for six months when I convinced her 

to follow her dream of becoming a professional singer. It took 

a lot of hard work and eight months of tears and losing hope, 

but she finally landed her first gig here and she made singing 

in front of so many people look effortless.  It was funny to 

think that performing didn’t scare her but that she was afraid 

to tell her family that we were in love.  

 

We had told my dad and younger brother, her twin sister, and a 

few close friends. I understood why she couldn’t tell her 

parents – her family was very religious – but it still made me 

upset that we had to hide our relationship. I hoped that one 

day society would be accepting enough that Mary and I could 

get married and it would be just the same as a man and a 

woman. But I doubted that we would ever get that chance, and 

so I had resigned myself to being ‘just friends’ in public; 

when we were alone we could truly be ourselves.  

 

I made my way towards the bar at the back of the room and 

ordered myself a daiquiri. As I watched the bartender mix my 

drink the sweet sound of Mary’s voice was sharply interrupted 

by another sound, one which was both very familiar and very 

terrifying. You would expect that the Air Raid siren would 

send people into a frenzy, but instead the room fell silent. 

Everyone looked around at each other, clearly unsure about how 

to respond. I looked across and my eyes met Mary’s, her fear 

apparent from this far away.  

 

A man sitting behind me at the bar stood up and broke the 

silence. 

 

“Well, what do we do now?” 

 

His question seemed to set something off, as everyone began 

shouting and pushing against each other. People started 



cramming towards the door, whilst others warned that we should 

stay here. I stood frozen, until I heard a voice through the 

rest calling my name. I turned and Mary was pushing her way 

through the crowd towards me. We found each other and I took 

her hand, knowing that even this was a risky gesture in 

public. But everyone else was pre-occupied anyway. After 

another few minutes of panic and confusion, what was left of 

the audience began to settle down and a buzz of chatter 

started to swell.  

 

“Mary? Hazel?” 

 

We both turned as the bar manager called our names. John was a 

short and stout man who made up for what he lacked in hair 

with his personality. He had always been very kind to us both 

and I suspected that he knew that we were in a relationship 

but that this didn’t bother him. Although I guessed that it 

would bother him if the public found out and he lost 

customers.  

 

“Why don’t the two of you go through to the back and take ten 

minutes to yourself, and then Mary, if you wouldn’t mind 

heading back up onto stage and giving the crowd a bit of a 

distraction? For all we know, it’s just another false-alarm.”  

 

Mary nodded and thanked John before leading me by the hand to 

the office in the back. We sat on the old, beat-up couch in 

silence, wrapped in each other’s arms. No matter how many 

times the siren went off with a false-alarm, it still made 

everyone fear the worst. We knew that we were a prime target 

for the German’s, but hoped that London, being a more 

significant city, would take the brunt of the damage. As this 

thought crossed my mind, I considered how cruel it was to wish 

someone else in danger just to save yourself, and I 

immediately regretted it; I couldn’t say that I had been 

lying, though.  

 

As I sat with Mary a bomb shook the club, and we gripped each 

other tighter as dust fell from the ceiling. I had no idea how 

close it was or what we should do. 

 



“Mary, I love you.” 

 

“I love you too, Hazel.” 

 

We kissed, and I didn’t care if the whole world saw us. And 

then we headed back through to the bar as another bomb fell 

closer than the last. I struggled to process the fear and 

confusion and everything else that I was feeling. I thought of 

my dad and brother at home, and not knowing if they were 

alright made it even more difficult to breathe. I looked 

around at everyone hiding under tables and doorways, and then 

at Mary and I out in the centre of the room. I took her hand 

and pulled her towards an empty table not too far away. 

 

“Come on. We have to get under cover.” 

 

“No, Hazel. I have to go.” 

 

“What?” 

 

“I have to go home. I have to make sure my family is okay.” 

 

“Mary,” I felt fear and anger rising in me now. “Maybe you 

haven’t noticed this, but they are dropping bombs on the 

street!” 

 

“I have to go. And here isn’t exactly safe either.” 

 

I looked around at the dust and smashed glass that littered 

the floor, and thought again of my own family alone at home. I 

nodded and, without another word, we made our way towards the 

door. She squeezed my hand before taking off in the direction 

of her home. I turned and went the opposite way, towards my 

own. It is a miracle that I made it to my house, although I 

owed it to the doorways that I had hidden in on the way and 

the warden that had picked me up when the ground shook so hard 

that I lost my balance. As he helped me up he shouted that I 



should get off the street, but I was so close and so I 

continued on. 

 

When I got home I found my dad and brother huddled under our 

front door frame, the sandbag that had been kept on top 

smashed at their feet where it must have fallen. I ran across 

and my dad wrapped his arms around me and pulled me under the 

doorframe beside them.  

 

“Thank God, Hazel. I was so worried. What happened to your 

hands?” 

 

I held them up in the low light and found that they were 

bleeding. I picked a shard of glass out of my left palm, not 

flinching from the pain as I would have any other time. 

 

“I, uh, I must have cut them when I fell.” 

 

My younger brother, Michael, interrupted then. He pointed at a 

parachute falling slowly towards the ground: “That’s 

beautiful.” 

 

My dad pulled us both back away from the door and, just before 

it hit the ground, he whispered, “Mikey, that’s a bomb.” 

 

The bombs continued to fall and so, although my dad had always 

questioned their safety, we eventually moved out into one of 

the stone shelters in the garden. We huddled with our 

neighbours and waited for what must have been hours. During 

the night I managed to get a couple of peeks outside, where 

the fires made it look like daytime. About halfway through the 

night screams drew some of the men from our shelter, including 

my dad, outside. When they returned they explained that a 

nearby block of flats had been bombed and the family from the 

ground floor had made it onto the street, but were too injured 

to make it to shelter. As our shelter was already crowded the 

men helped them to the other shelter in our garden.  

 



When eventually the bombs had stopped and it was safe to go 

outside everyone left to explore the ruins of their homes. Ash 

and debris carpeted the floor, and not much remained that had 

not been destroyed. Every window seemed to have been smashed. 

The streets were full of people looking lost and dazed. Bodies 

were being collected and covered with white sheets. I noticed 

the faces of people that I recognised but had never known, and 

now never would. It was apparent that we couldn’t stay here, 

and there were talks of another attack tonight. Wardens were 

blocking off the destroyed houses and advising everyone to 

head towards the hills. My dad managed to get into our house 

and salvage what had not been ruined, which was not much, and 

he decided that we would leave immediately.  

 

“Dad, I can’t go. Not yet. I need to find Mary.” 

 

He looked as if he was about to argue, but then nodded, 

resigned. I guessed that he thought about how he would feel if 

mum was still alive and they had been separated by the raid. I 

hugged them both and promised to meet them back at the house 

within an hour and ready to leave.  

 

I made my way to Mary’s house as fast as I could, although I 

couldn’t run as I would surely trip. I tried to not look at 

the bodies and body parts lying in the street, although that 

didn’t leave much else to look at. When I got to Mary’s house 

it was completely destroyed and I couldn’t find any of her 

family. It hit me then that the worst could have happened, and 

that was a thought that I couldn’t deal with. I pushed it back 

and continued looking. I asked about but nobody could tell me 

where the family were. I knew that my dad would be waiting for 

me, and so I began to walk back towards what was left of my 

house. I decided it wouldn’t hurt to copy what everyone else 

seemed to be doing and check under the white sheets on my way 

back, just in case. 

 

I was almost home and still hadn’t found a single member of 

Mary’s family, although I had seen things that I was sure I 

would not forget. A man completely burned up one side, bodies 

with no limbs and limbs with no bodies, and children. So many 

children.  

 



“Hazel?” 

 

I turned to find Agnes, Mary’s sister, calling my name. I 

began to walk towards her but I didn’t even have to ask what 

she had to tell me – her face told me everything. I stopped 

and she ran into my arms, tears making tracks in the ash that 

coated her cheeks. I wrapped my arms tightly around her and 

together we cried over our shared loss.  

 

“Are you sure? Did they hit the house? Are your parents..?” I 

couldn’t finish my last question.  

 

“They’re preparing to go visit my aunt and uncle down south. 

They got told by a friend this morning; she never made it 

home. She was only a street away.” 

 

After what seemed like forever and no time at all, Agnes’ 

parents showed up and together they left. I wondered if I 

would see them again.  

 

The walk to the hills at the back of Clydebank gave me time to 

think. Once I had gotten past the shock I was angry. Hearing 

about the war on the wireless was one thing, but seeing the 

devastation first hand really made it real. And I was angry. 

Why would they kill innocent people? They said the factories 

had barely been touched, so what had they achieved? What gave 

one person the right to take away the life of another, or of 

hundreds of others? Did they know how much sadness they had 

caused? 

 

As darkness began to fall so did the bombs. My dad directed my 

brother and I into an empty barn for the night, where we 

sheltered with another family. They had only lived a block 

away from us, but I had never met them before. The parents had 

three children aged ten, eight, and three, the oldest of which 

was cradling a tiny dog. They had left the town with nothing 

apart from their clothes and each other. We shared our small 

amount of food with them and, as none of us could sleep, we 

bonded over stories of anything that would take our minds off 

of the bombs raining down on the remains of our homes. And, 

together, we made it through the night.  


