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For the people of Gosport




Chapter One


March 1943


 


‘Fancy going down the Fox tonight?’ Em asked, over the noise of the wireless. 


Pixie Smith finished pouring the concentrated explosive powder for the two-pound shell she was filling. Then she hooked the bomb on to the eye-level conveyor-belt. She watched, taking in the stink of the powder that misted the air, turned skin yellow and hair the colour of conkers, as the container made its way safely along the line to Em, the inspection manager. Pixie nodded vigorously. Em directed her eyes towards Pixie’s mate, Rita, and gave her a look that could have frozen Hell.


‘Keep your eyes on your job, Rita, else we’ll be going to kingdom come instead of the pub. This work’s important if we want to win the war.’ Em paused, adjusted her glasses, then peered again suspiciously at Rita. Pixie looked at her friend. They’d been down to the town, drinking, the previous night. Walking to work that morning, Rita had complained to Pixie of her hangover. 


‘We’re doing a good job in this place an’ I don’t want no mistakes with the TNT, you girls,’ Em went on.


Pixie sighed and tucked away the stray hairs that had slipped from her white turban, standard headgear for the job. The factory fed supplies to the Armament Depot at Gosport’s Priddy’s Hard, overlooking Portsmouth harbour. The depot supplied ships, aircraft and troops with the explosive equipment and mines they needed. 


Pixie’s real name was Pamela. Her mother’s then boyfriend, possibly her father, had taken one look at the hour-old silver-haired scrap and renamed her, saying she looked like a garden gnome. He’d balked at having his surname on her birth certificate, so the space remained blank. That had been nineteen years ago. Pixie had decided life was too short to worry about it, because old Adolf Hitler might blow them all to pieces at any time. 


Dick Haymes, on the wireless, was singing himself to more success with ‘You’ll Never Know’ when the buzzer sounded and the machinery slowed. Pixie stopped topping up the shell cases with the grains that reminded her of lemonade powder. The girls around the big workbench gave a small cheer.


‘Thank Christ for that,’ said Rita. ‘Lunchtime.’ She took off her gloves and laid them on the bench. Pixie saw Rita’s nails were nearly, but not quite, devoid of the bright varnish she loved. The job demanded an almost hospital-like cleanliness. If they did go to the Fox, she would painstakingly replace the scarlet colour that matched her lipstick.


‘We going outside?’ Pixie was dying for a breath of pure March air. She ran her fingers through her hair at the front of her turban and scratched. ‘I hate this headgear,’ she said. 


Rita nodded in agreement, then grimaced. ‘It’ll be cold in the yard. Is it worth the bother of changing our clothes and shoes?’ Any article of clothing or jewellery that might cause a spark was left in the locker room. Leather shoes were banned as the tacks, or Blakey’s, were hazardous.


‘It’s fresher outside than the smell in here.’


‘Oh, all right.’ Rita gave in, as Pixie had known she would. She slipped her arm through her friend’s and together they walked towards the locker room and the exit. Already chatter was dying down as the remaining women left the long workshop.


They washed their hands and changed into warm coats. Carrying their lunchboxes, they strolled towards a low wall that overlooked the harbour and the strip of sea between Portsmouth and Gosport. Choosing a spot that seemed clean, Pixie sat down.


The sun was weak but bright, and warm enough to cause the green buds on the rowan trees to glisten. A few daffodils had braved the damp after the rain of the previous night. Primroses and late snowdrops lay beneath the gorse and over-wintering bramble bushes. 


Pixie eyed the Oxo tin that served as Rita’s lunch container and the glass bottle with the ball-top stopper filled with a milky brown liquid. ‘Not got another flask, yet, then?’


‘Nah. When I’ve got the money there ain’t one to be had in the shops, and when there is, I ain’t got the money. Bloody war! Anyway, this does the job.’ Rita unclipped the top and swigged the tea straight from the bottle. Afterwards, she wiped her hand across her mouth, then grinned at Pixie. ‘How’s your mum?’


Pixie began to choke on her doorstep dripping sandwich. Rita thumped her across the back and the coughing fit stopped.


‘Ouch!’ Her glare turned to laughter as she picked spat-out crumbs from her cardigan. ‘Only come back with a bleedin’ canary, ain’t she?’


‘What?’


‘A canary in a cage and a new hat. She danced in large as life just after I got home last night, about half ten it was. Please don’t laugh.’


But it was too late. Both girls were giggling fit to burst. Pixie used the hem of her blouse to wipe the tears from her eyes, then asked, ‘Why couldn’t I have had a proper mother, like you?’


‘A mother who cares more about her new husband than her daughter, you mean?’


Pixie knew she’d been thoughtless. Rita’s stepdad was younger than her mother and good-looking in a beefy way. He gave Pixie the creeps, though. There was something greasy and shifty about him and he wouldn’t look you in the eye when he spoke.


She put a hand on Rita’s arm. ‘Sorry,’ she said. She stared into her friend’s brown eyes. Honest eyes fringed with long dark lashes that Pixie envied. ‘You can’t deny that your mum’s always got time to listen, though.’ 


Rita sighed. ‘She does her best.’ The silence that followed didn’t last long. ‘Where’s your mum been this time?’ She took another swig of tea. 


Pixie shook her head. ‘Brighton. She was doin’ all right with this bloke until his wife turned up outside the little house they’d rented.’


‘I suppose he never told her he was married?’


‘Course not.’ Pixie looked at Rita, whose face had fallen. ‘Oh, don’t feel sorry for her. She’s found another bloke!’


Pixie was laughing now and trying to make light of her mother’s return, but inside she was crying. Every time her mum, Gladys, disappeared with her latest man, Pixie fought the loneliness that followed as she tried to act as though her life was normal. But no sooner had she got used to sorting out the bills, which usually included paying those her mother had run up while she’d been away, Gladys would return and the merry-go-round would start all over again. 


‘It’s a good job you got that Bob living next door to you. He’s a kind man. I don’t know why you don’t marry him.’ Rita leaned across to wipe a crumb from Pixie’s chin.


‘Because I don’t love him, that’s why.’ Pixie steadied the blue tin flask over its cup and poured. She thought of the dark-haired man whose presence in the next house eased her loneliness. He was a good friend, but that was all. ‘When I marry, I want to be head over heels in love.’ How many times had she written those very words in her diary as she’d sat in bed at night? 


Pixie liked words, liked to write them down. People didn’t always listen when they were told things and conversations were soon forgotten. She wrote things down in exercise books. That way, the words became real. She twisted the stopper and set down the flask on the gravel by the wall. 


A ship’s siren caused her to look across the strip of grey, muddy water from which issued a salty, dank odour. Waves with white tips hurled themselves against the pontoon, making the wooden contraption rock. The small boats moored against it bobbed up and down and bumped against their buoys.


Two more ships were berthed in the Dockyard. Pixie recognized their American flags waving in the breeze. No doubt tonight the sailors would climb aboard the squat, beetle-like ferries that ran between Gosport and Portsmouth to spend money in the pubs and try their luck with the girls.


The Channel was busy with fishing craft and tankers watched over by Nelson’s flagship, the Victory. This part of the south coast was high on Hitler’s bombing list and Gosport had taken a beating. Gaps like broken teeth appeared in the streets where houses had once stood. Buddleia, purple fireweed and nettles grew on waste-ground in the summer amid the rubble and broken bedsteads. 


Pixie loved Gosport because it wasn’t as brash as its neighbour, Portsmouth. It wasn’t an affluent area, far from it, but the markets and pubs spilling noisily onto the pavements were gloriously colourful, and the people were rich in humour and kindness, just like her friend. Rita was trying to scratch her head through the turban’s itchy material, as Pixie had done moments earlier.


‘Fat lot of good it is wearing this thing when the front of me hair goes orange instead of staying black.’ Rita frowned. ‘Anyway, this is Gosport, not the movies. We’re two girls working in a factory with about two thousand five hundred other women an’ a load of men. And most of them want the same true-love miracle.’


‘I know,’ said Pixie. ‘And one week we work days and the next we work nights. Twelve-hour shifts. But we can dream, can’t we?’ She didn’t wait for an answer, but put out a hand and touched the soft discoloured curls at the front of Rita’s turban. ‘Extra bit of hair dye should cover that.’


‘You reckon?’ 


Pixie nodded and drank the last dregs of cold tea. They watched the stream of girls returning to the workshops. They wore different-coloured overalls and caps relating to the areas they worked in and the type of explosives they handled.


She glanced towards the railway line, with its open trucks that hauled goods around the site. The red-brick buildings were practically hidden in woodland. That was the beauty of the place, so near the town of Gosport yet not overlooked, and with excellent water access. Pixie smiled at Rita, who was picking bits of fluff off her coat. She reckoned the break was nearly over and wrapped up the uneaten food to feast on later. Em, who had ticked off Rita earlier, was walking towards them. Pixie knew Em was a good bit older than her, mid-thirties maybe. Today her face seemed more tired-looking than usual. If Pixie wasn’t mistaken, she had been crying. When Em wasn’t inspecting shells before they were passed into service, she had the unenviable job of putting highly toxic azide pellets into shell fuses. Her hands were boxed within thick glass panels to localize the vapour, as it presented a severe explosion risk.


‘You all right, Em?’ Pixie asked.


Em seemed to shrink into herself. Then she sighed. ‘I’m telling you two now before it becomes common knowledge but my Doris is in the family way.’


‘Jesus, Em.’ Pixie sighed.


‘Oh, no.’ Rita put her arms around the other woman.


Pixie often wondered how Em coped. Her husband had been sent home from the war with shattered knees and spent his days in a wheelchair. Pieced together with bits of metal, he could just about stand, but he was quiet and withdrawn. He’d been rescued from a trench full of his dead mates, and Em had told them he had terrible nightmares. 


Em was the breadwinner so she took any job that paid. Her eldest girl, Lizzie, didn’t live at home but helped when she could. She was saving to be married. Lizzie was the same age as Pixie. 


But no matter how hard Em worked, the most difficult job was keeping Doris safe. Doris wasn’t like other girls her age. Cruel children taunted her. Most adults ignored her.


‘Sometimes I wish I’d put her in an institution like the doctor advised.’ Em twisted her hanky around her fingers and stepped back to look at them both.


‘No, you don’t,’ said Pixie. ‘That girl idolizes you.’


‘I know. And I’m only letting off steam by saying that. For all her rages and the wet beds, it isn’t her fault. The bloke who’s had his way with her must take the blame. If I could only find out who’s responsible.’


‘Mum!’


Em lowered her voice as Doris bounded up to them. Her blonde curls bounced around her face, and Pixie thought again that if it wasn’t for the slack mouth and faraway look in Doris’s eyes, the girl could have been a beauty. Doris was beautiful. But she was an eight-year-old child in a young woman’s body.


Rita stood up from the wall and enveloped Doris in a hug. ‘Hello, love,’ she said.


Pixie whispered, ‘It’s difficult to believe Doris isn’t quite, quite . . .’


‘Normal?’ Em was gazing across the harbour, though Pixie could see she wasn’t watching anything. She spoke quietly. ‘It took me a long time to see it – until I realised she wasn’t walking and talking like the other kiddies of her age. Rita chipped in: ‘She can hold down a light job, can’t you, Doris, my pet?’


Doris’s face lit up with a smile. Rita was right, thought Pixie. For that reason Doris had been allowed to work at the munitions factory under the supervision of her mother, attending to simple duties, like sweeping up, checking in the coats, running errands. Of course, this suited everyone, especially the manager, Harry Slaughter. Em could be handed all the worst jobs and do them without complaint because she knew that if she made a fuss both she and Doris could be sacked.


‘And you’ve no idea who the father is?’ Rita persisted.


Men and women were trailing like snails to the factory’s entrance. 


They made their way to the open doors of the long building for the afternoon shift. From inside, the wireless was cheering the workers with the Mills Brothers’ singing.


‘She won’t say, Rita.’ Em turned to Pixie. ‘She don’t go out on her own and this is the only place where I can’t keep me eyes on her all the time.’ She stepped out of the way as Myra, a tall, well-built girl, brushed against her as she went to open her locker. Then she grabbed Myra’s arm. ‘Here, you’ve had more than tea out of your flask. Trying to disguise booze with peppermints don’t always work. I can smell it.’


Myra looked at her, then at Pixie. ‘Nah,’ she said. ‘Last night I was out for a few drinks but it’d be more than my life’s worth to be caught at it in the daytime doing a job like this.’


Pixie caught her breath. One false move on the line with detonators and concentrated explosive powder and all of them could be killed. She stared at Myra but the woman’s eyes were now fixed to the floor.


‘You better be on the level with me,’ said Em.


Myra seemed to shrink into herself. There was talk among the girls that something was going on in her private life, but as yet Myra hadn’t confided in anyone. Still, the heavy bombing the Queen’s Road area had taken a few weeks ago was enough to unhinge anyone. 


Em relented. ‘Go on. On your way.’ Myra slipped off her shoes and coat. The piercing shriek of a whistle told Pixie there were only a few minutes left to change their clothes.


Em sniffed the air. ‘Fags out, girls. You know you can’t smoke inside.’


Myra handed over her outdoor shoes and coat for examination, then was given the all-clear by Mae, the woman who made the daily searches of bodies, clothing and footwear going in and coming out of the building.


‘Such a palaver simply getting in and out of here,’ said Pixie, following her. She liked the big-boned, normally jolly girl and didn’t like to see her as down as she’d been lately. Myra didn’t answer.


Pulling on her work boots, Pixie turned to Em. ‘You must have some idea who the father is.’


‘I told you. She won’t say. Just goes around with that daft grin on her face.’


‘I bet your old man wasn’t happy about it,’ Rita put in.


Em’s face fell. ‘No. He called me all manner of names before I got a clout. He might be in a wheelchair but he’s bloody quick when he wants to be.’


‘But it’s not your fault,’ Pixie said.


‘Try telling him that.’ Em sighed. ‘He’s so different now. Not the kind man he used to be. This bloody war has a lot to answer for.’


Pixie put her arm across Em’s ample shoulders. She could smell baking on her skin. Em was a cracker of a cake-maker when she could get hold of the ingredients. ‘We’ll all help with the baby stuff,’ she said.


Em wiped her hands on the thin towel that hung by the sink. ‘I know you will.’ She pursed her lips, then practically hissed, ‘He’s a bastard, whoever done this!’


‘You wouldn’t think of taking Doris to Eadie Moss in Old Road?’ Rita asked.


‘That bitch! I’d as soon cut me own throat!’ Em’s face had reddened with fury. ‘Anyway, I can’t afford what she charges.’


So Em had considered a visit to Eadie Moss, Pixie thought. More than likely if she’d had the money Em would think Eadie the answer to her prayers.


‘How will you manage, Em?’


Em shook her head. ‘I don’t know, Pixie. She can’t have the kiddie. Who’d look after it? I can’t. Doris can’t look after herself, let alone a baby.’ Another buzzer sounded. Em seemed to shake herself into inspection-manager mode. She stretched herself to her full height and, in a sharp, dignified tone, called out, ‘C’mon, you lot, back to work.’


Most of the girls were at their places by the time the conveyor-belt started up for the afternoon shift. 


‘Who would do that to a kid like Doris?’ said Rita. Pixie saw her glance over to where Doris, in her own little world, was pushing a broom along the floor.


‘There are hateful blokes everywhere,’ Rita went on. ‘But we’ll find out who’s taken advantage of that poor girl. I think Doris should have it taken away.’ She sighed. ‘Anyway, it’s not our problem.’


Pixie rounded on her: ‘That’s where you’re wrong. It is our problem! Em’s our friend and a bloody good manager. But she’s worried sick. Supposing she makes a mistake?’


‘Em’s too much of a professional to make a mistake on the line.’


‘It only takes one moment of forgetfulness and we’re all blown away. Why d’you think she’s always so watchful of us?’ 


‘If you feel like that,’ said Rita, ‘we’ll have to find her the money she needs, won’t we?’


Pixie smiled at her friend. It was just what she’d been thinking.




Chapter Two


Pixie slipped her fingers through the letterbox and pulled out the key, which hung on a string.


‘Your mum not in, then?’ Rita pushed against the door of the terraced house as Pixie turned the key.


‘I should have looked in the Alma at the bottom of the road. Probably on her umpteenth gin by now.’ She was telling the truth. Mothers who stayed at home and cooked wonderful surprises for their offspring were only to be found in storybooks. Even when there wasn’t a war on, Pixie had often come home to a cold, empty house. She clung to a few memories of being very, very young and sung to in her mother’s arms. Sometimes she told herself those memories were a dream and then, out of the blue, her mother would show her an extraordinary kindness, or kiss and cuddle her and Pixie would know it wasn’t.


She could smell the damp in the place as she walked along the cracked lino of the passage. She shivered. The range had gone out in the kitchen, which told her that her mother had left quite a while ago. On the kitchen table was the birdcage with a tea towel over it. As soon as she whipped off the covering, the yellow bird began chirruping.


‘Hello,’ Pixie said. ‘You’re pretty, aren’t you?’ The poor canary was probably as fed up as she was. Amazingly, there was fresh water in a dish clipped to the side of the cage and a second dish topped up with seed. A twig with more seeds had been placed on a perch. Her mother had obviously sorted out the bird before she’d gone out.


‘Don’t suppose she left you a meal to come home to.’ Rita was still admiring the canary, which was sitting quite still and peering back at her. ‘Or is that bird it?’ Pixie gave her mate a withering look. ‘Good job you had a bowl of stew at our place,’ Rita continued. ‘Even if it was more vegetable than mutton.’ She went to the sideboard and slid back the metal bread bin’s lid. ‘This would make a good bomb – not that I’m sayin’ it’s hard!’ She let the quarter loaf fall back with a thud. ‘And you was lucky me mum and stepdad weren’t having one of those pointless rows they’re so fond of. I wish she’d never married him. But she reckons she was lucky Malcolm took her on after me dad copped it, her being older than him.’ Rita grew quiet and Pixie knew she was thinking about her real dad, who had died of a brain tumour. She had idolized the jolly man. 


Pixie didn’t like Rita’s stepdad. There was something really creepy in the way his eyes always seemed to follow Rita, as though he was mentally undressing her. She shook her thoughts away. Malcolm had married Rita’s mum because he loved her. ‘My mum’s enjoying the war,’ she said. 


Somehow it was all right for her to criticize her mother but she hated anyone else, even Rita, doing so. Pixie picked up an empty Brickwoods Pale Ale bottle, looked at it for a moment, then set it back on the table next to two dirty glasses. She’d obviously brought someone home with her.


‘Isn’t she just?’ Rita agreed. 


Pixie opened the larder door and peered inside.


‘I don’t suppose she left you anything to eat?’ Rita said.


‘You’re wrong there,’ said Pixie. She backed out of the cupboard with a tea plate on which sat a small mound of Spam, dried at the edges.


‘It looks lonely without its tin.’


Pixie put the meat back on the shelf. ‘No, she’s done no shopping,’ she announced. ‘But there’s condensed milk and tea.’ She put the caddy and the opened tin of milk on the table. ‘You make a cuppa while I have a wash and get changed.’


Pixie, closely followed by Rita, went out into the scullery. Rita filled the kettle at the stone sink and put it on the stove. 


Pixie took her curling tongs from the shelf, lit the ring at the back of the stove and propped them over the flames. Rita went back into the other room and Pixie heard cups clattering.


Pixie had a quick strip wash at the sink in cold water, saving the boiling water for tea.


‘It’s ready,’ she shouted. ‘I’ll die if I don’t have a cuppa.’ From a hanger on a nail on the back of the door she pulled on a green box-pleated skirt, then tucked in her white blouse with the pussy-cat bow, and added a green jacket with a peplum. ‘Glad I ironed these last night,’ she said.


Rita, teapot in one hand, took a rose-coloured silk camisole off the line tied across the scullery. ‘When did you get this?’ She put down the teapot and let the fragile silk run through her fingers. ‘It’s lovely. And here’s the French knickers to match. Oh, my God,’ she said, ‘there’s another set here, in peach. You’re so lucky.’


‘They’re not mine.’ Pixie grinned. ‘They’re me mum’s. I ain’t never seen them before. She’s got much better undies than I have.’ She thought of her white cotton knickers growing greyer with every wash after they’d been hung outside to dry. Bomb dust settled everywhere. She’d have loved new underwear, but the clothing coupons were always needed for something more important. The frilled silk in Rita’s hands had to be black-market gear. It certainly hadn’t come from Woolworth’s. 


Pixie rubbed her toothbrush over the round block of Gibbs’ dentifrice and started scrubbing her teeth. ‘Must be a present from some bloke,’ she mumbled, the pink toothpaste bubbling and dribbling from the side of her mouth. Pixie was always scrubbing her teeth.


‘If it was a present I wonder what she gave him in return,’ said Rita.


Pixie rinsed her mouth, then spat down the plughole. ‘Oy! That’s my mother you’re casting aspersions on!’ Then she laughed. ‘Good thing you’re my best friend! If you weren’t I’d clock you one for saying that!’


Gladys liked men, lots of men. When she was younger, she had been beautiful. Pixie had photos that showed a blonde with long legs posing on the beach at Brighton. But there was no denying her mother could be very selfish.


A knock at the door shook Pixie from her thoughts. ‘You go and answer it while I draw a line up the back of me legs with me eyebrow pencil. Wouldn’t it be lovely to go into a shop and buy a pair of silk stockings?’ 


In the mirror above the sink she stared at her green eyes and blonde hair. Her face was a little too thin for beauty but she was aware she was a perfect foil to Rita’s dark, sultry looks.


She searched in her make-up bag, then puffed out her cheeks with the effort of swinging a foot onto the edge of the draining-board to begin the chore. She could hear footsteps and voices in the passage. ‘I bet me mum has some silk stockings. And I bet she’s hidden them! One day I’m going to wear nothing but silk stockings and when I get the tiniest run in one I’m going to throw them away and simply buy loads more.’


‘Is that so?’


His voice was deep, with little of the local Hampshire harshness. Bob, her neighbour, wearing horn-rimmed spectacles and still dressed in his market gear of collarless shirt, V-necked pullover and thick grey woollen trousers, stood next to Rita. A lock of dark curly hair fell onto his forehead no matter how many times he ran his fingers through it.


Pixie almost toppled over, putting her foot down.


‘Don’t stop on my account.’ Bob grinned. ‘I like the view. I know you’re going out so I won’t keep you long. I came round because I heard noises and voices in here today and wanted to make sure everything was all right.’


His eyes fell on the curling tongs glowing bright red on the stove. ‘Do you need them as hot as that?’


‘Oh, Christ!’


He went to turn off the gas tap, grabbed a towel and moved the tongs away from the glowing ring. ‘Best let them cool right down before you use them, otherwise you’ll have no hair left.’ 


‘Thanks.’ Pixie smiled.


‘So, was there someone in here today?’


‘Oh, yes. Me mum’s back.’ Pixie shrugged her shoulders. ‘No idea how long for, though.’ 


At that moment the canary gave a loud squawk.


‘That’s her bird,’ Pixie added.


‘Ah. A canary for a canary,’ he said.


‘Don’t you start!’ Rita punched him playfully on the arm. 


The women who worked with explosives got yellow hair – hence the name Canary Girls. ‘Though with Pixie being at work, I expect you wondered what was going on in here.’ 


‘Mystery solved. I’d better go. Got to get some sleep. I’m at Fareham tomorrow and I need to be at the market by five.’ Bob worked hard, rising early to sell whatever he could buy from wholesalers and auctions. He made to walk away, then turned back. ‘There’s tomorrow’s dinner in here.’ He pointed to the bird that was singing sweetly now. ‘Won’t get much off a leg, though! And mind those curling tongs.’


After the door had closed behind him, Pixie gazed longingly at the tea that Rita was pouring into enamelled mugs. She didn’t say anything but went back to drawing a dark line down her leg to represent the seam of a stocking. 


‘He likes you.’ Rita was stirring in condensed milk.


‘No, he doesn’t, he’s just a nice person.’ Pixie looked at Rita. ‘I don’t want to talk about Bob Roberts. Why don’t you do something sensible, like go round the house and check the blackout curtains are in place while I do me hair?’


Rita stomped off. She looked like she was sucking lemons.


Pixie curled her fringe into a roll, then turned the back under, pageboy style. Then she shook a bottle of Evening in Paris perfume and touched her neck and pulse spots with it. She breathed in the sensuous smell and sighed. The small blue bottle was less than half full and luxuries were extremely hard to come by.


When Rita came down, Pixie was rummaging in a cupboard drawer.


‘We’re never getting out tonight at this rate,’ grumbled Rita, taking a slurp of tea. ‘And it’s a pity Em ain’t gonna be there after all. She could do with letting her hair down, but her husband won’t allow it.’ She drank some more tea, then asked, ‘What are you looking for now?’


‘Paper.’


‘What for?’ Rita took her lipstick from her bag and in the mirror dabbed at her lips until they glistened scarlet. 


‘I think I know how we can raise money for Doris’s abortion, but we got to keep secret what we need the money for – it mustn’t get out to a pub full of people. Some folks have very strong ideas about babies and getting rid of them.’ To tell the truth, she herself had mixed feelings on the matter. But at least they’d be giving Em a choice and that had to be better than none.


Rita said, ‘You seriously think I’d say anything? And you know I’d do anything to help Em . . . as long as it’s honest.’ 


Rita, who’d changed her clothes at home, was dressed in her best black frock. It had a white motif and padded shoulders. She looked very exotic. Pixie pulled her away from the sideboard drawers and opened one.


She smiled as her eyes fell on an old exercise book. ‘Aha!’ she said. ‘That’ll do fine. Now where did I put that black eyebrow pencil?’ 


Then she explained her idea to Rita.


 


Rita pushed open the heavy oak and glass door of the Fox. Clouds of cigarette smoke, mixed with the sweet, earthy smell of beer and unwashed bodies, wafted over her and Pixie. ‘Dunno why we bothered to make ourselves smell nice,’ she moaned. ‘This pub stinks.’


‘Why, just for once, Rita, can’t you look on the bright side of things?’ said Pixie. She looked around the packed bar, hearing the loud voices of American sailors above Vera Lynn on the wireless singing about the white cliffs of Dover. 


She spotted Sam Owen, the manager, talking to Old Fred, who was shuffling cards for cribbage and sitting with his mate. ‘Let’s hope he’s in a good mood,’ she said. Keeping her fingers crossed, she turned to Rita. ‘Come on.’ 


They were talking about the regional football tournaments, normal football league games having been suspended for the duration of the war. Why did men always talk about football? ‘Sam?’ Pixie put her hand on the publican’s arm. ‘Can we have a quiet word?’


The bags beneath his faded blue eyes seemed to have a life of their own as he turned from Fred and asked, ‘Whassamatter?’ He was frowning, but as soon as he saw Pixie, a smile lit up his red face.


‘I got a friend who’s in trouble, and me and Rita here,’ she elbowed Rita in the ribs, ‘need to make a bit of money fast. We wondered if we could use the bar and the customers . . .’


She didn’t get any further: Sam’s face had darkened from red to purple. ‘I’m not having any funny business here. I could lose me licence.’


‘No, no! It’s not that kind of thing!’ Though what kind of ‘funny business’ he meant, Pixie wasn’t sure.


‘I get lots of married women try to pick up punters in here when they ain’t got no money to feed their kids. I feels sorry for ’em but this ain’t no knocking shop.’ Pixie’s eyes fastened on his grubby shirt collar. His wife had run off with a customer less than six months ago and he was finding life difficult.


‘You have to tell him the truth, Pixie,’ whispered Rita. 


Sam brightened.


Pixie glanced at Bert, Fred’s mate, with his wooden leg, staring at them intently, and taking in every word. Fred too, was waiting for the next instalment.


‘Can we go somewhere a bit more private?’ Pixie asked. Bert looked put out. He took the cards from Fred and shuffled them again.


‘Come through to the back.’


Pixie let out a sigh of relief. ‘You’ll shuffle all the spots off them cards, if you ain’t careful,’ she told Bert.


Sam lifted the wooden door in the counter. The three of them moved past the colourful bottles reflected in the mirrored wall of the bar. Pixie reckoned that due to the shortages the contents had long been drunk and the bottles refilled with coloured water. 


‘Watch the bar, Trudy,’ Sam yelled to one of his barmaids. She nodded her blonde curls. 


It was quieter by the stairs and Pixie poured out her story, knowing that Sam wouldn’t spread the news of Doris’s condition. When she’d finished, Sam said, ‘You realize Em might be as cross as a tiger with a wasp up its arse if she knew what you was doing?’


Sam had been to school with Em and had walked out with her a few times before settling for his wilful missus. It was even said that Sam and Em had cosied up a few times since, taking what happiness they could salvage from unhappy marriages.


Pixie nodded. ‘I’m expecting that. It’s also possible she’ll throw the money back in our faces, but it’s a chance we have to take. Say yes. Please?’


‘Poor Em, she don’t have much luck, do she?’ Sam bit his lip. Pixie knew then that his soft spot for Em meant she and Rita would have their way.


For a moment there was silence. Sam’s enormous belly heaved, then he smiled. ‘All right, then.’ He looked at them. ‘I wish I had a couple of mates like you two,’ he said.


Pixie was so excited she leaned up on tiptoe and kissed his salty-tasting forehead.


‘Gerrorf,’ Sam said. ‘The regulars’ll be gossiping about me next.’


Pixie opened her clutch bag and unrolled the poster she’d made. Rita had lip-sticked hearts on it as a decoration. It read,


 


WAR EFFORT KISSES


A SHILLING EACH




Chapter Three


After a few hours Pixie reckoned she had been kissed by the whole of Gosport’s male population, and half of the American fleet! Sam’s female customers had been divided into two camps: those who thought it was a laugh and those who had tried to stop their men going back for a second kiss. Any questions about the nature of the ‘war effort’ were fielded by Sam.


‘I think I’ve got razor rash,’ moaned Rita, tenderly feeling her chin and rosy cheeks.


‘A bit of Vaseline on your face when you go to bed and you’ll be as right as rain in the morning,’ Pixie said, humming along to a Glenn Miller tune. ‘Thank goodness it’s nearly chuck-out time!’


‘Too right,’ said Rita. ‘I feel like I’ve been gobbled up!’ She laughed. ‘What about that bloke I had to slap because he thought he could cop a feel as well!’


‘Good thing Sam was here with us.’ Pixie smiled at him: he was coming towards them with two gin and oranges. 


‘On the house, girls,’ he said.


‘Thanks, Sam,’ Pixie said. There were still a few customers about, more than usual at this time of the night, including a table full of Americans who’d all been kissed, and two old men in the corner, playing dominoes. 


An old man in a flat cap caught her eye and grinned at her. Pixie smiled back. He was quite a good kisser, she thought, but thank goodness he’d kept his mouth closed! It wasn’t so long ago, she remembered, that women alone in pubs were regarded as tarts. Though the married women were often taken along by their men, once they’d been bought a drink they’d had to resign themselves to an evening sitting alone on a bench, or with the other wives, while their husbands stood at the bar with their mates. But now the men were away fighting and the women worked at men’s jobs, they ventured into pubs for a good time with their friends. Sadly, some of the older men working at the armaments factory still reckoned women shouldn’t be tackling men’s jobs, and some unpleasant name-calling went on behind the girls’ backs.


Pixie knew that since the last war, due to the yellow discolouration of skin and hair caused by the gunpowder, ‘Canary Girls’ was one of the least offensive names they were called.


‘You did me a lot of good, you two,’ said Sam, breaking into Pixie’s thoughts. ‘I’ve had a busy night. Have you raised what you wanted?’ She knew he was concerned for Em.


Rita poured the money from two pint tankards onto a table and began counting. After a while she grinned. ‘Plenty,’ she said, and finished her drink. Then she whispered to Pixie, ‘Now all we have to do is make Em take it. I reckon that’s going to be the hard part.’


‘We’ll talk to her together,’ said Pixie, staring at herself in the mirror at the back of the bar. ‘Jesus, I look a state.’ 


Then she froze. The wailing had begun. 


‘Oh, no!’ shouted Sam, leaving Pixie and Rita and moving quickly to the back of the bar. ‘Take cover, everyone!’


The scream of the air-raid siren warning people that an attack was imminent over Gosport and Portsmouth was a dreaded sound. Pixie glanced at the windows covered with thick blackout curtains. Beneath the material the glass was criss-crossed with tape to stop it shattering if the windows blew inwards. 


Some customers had already fled the building. Others hadn’t moved a muscle.


‘Nearest shelter is by the ferry,’ yelled Sam. 


Rita shook her head. ‘Too far to run in the pitch dark,’ she said. She tried to scoop the money back into the glass tankards without it spilling across the table. 


Pixie hoped the raid wouldn’t last long. She knocked back her gin for courage. 


‘Fancy another?’ The sailor who’d asked the question seemed to have materialized from nowhere. 


His American voice made Pixie think of the films. ‘Yes, please.’ 


Rita was behind him, frantically signalling that she, too, would like another drink. 


‘I’ll get one for your friend as well, shall I?’ he said.


‘Blimey! You got eyes in the back of your head?’ Pixie laughed. 


‘We got no air-raid shelter on the premises, everyone.’ Sam was apologetic. ‘The public one we used, just up the road, took a hit about three weeks ago.’ Pixie knew he was devastated that so many people had been killed that night. ‘I don’t leave the premises,’ he sniffed, ‘for obvious reasons,’ he looked at the beer pumps, ‘but you’re welcome to stay here. First drink is on me.’ He nodded and the bags beneath his eyes jiggled. ‘If we have to be blown to smithereens, I say we go happy.’


The American listening to Sam seemed confused. Pixie watched the tall, broad-shouldered man walk towards the bar.


‘I wish this war would end,’ she said to her friend. Her heart was beating fast. She should be used to the air raids by now, but part of her knew her fear would never go away.


‘Did you kiss that American or did I?’ Rita asked. ‘He’s a bit of all right, isn’t he?’ She’d reclaimed the money from the table and now held it in a brown carrier bag Sam had found for her. ‘I wouldn’t mind kissing him.’


‘Behave yourself, Rita,’ said Pixie.


The American came back from the bar with a drink in each hand. ‘You Brits are generous,’ he said. ‘The girl wouldn’t take my money.’ He grinned at Pixie. ‘My name’s Cal. What’s yours?’


‘Pixie.’


‘Like a fairy?’


‘If you like.’ 


‘It suits you,’ he said, setting the drinks on a table.


Outside in the street, Pixie could hear people running for shelter, yelling for loved ones to keep up. For some reason her heart was still thumping against her ribcage, as though it was trying to escape her body. She took up one of the drinks and sipped at it, while Cal went back to the bar. She passed the other gin to Rita and was suddenly aware of another sailor, dark-haired, olive-complexioned, hovering near them.


Cal returned with two pints of beer. The barmaid, Trudy, set a candle on the table and lit it with a match. ‘Sam’s had to turn off the electric, gas and water,’ she whispered. Her hands were rough and her red nail varnish chipped. ‘We don’t want to be blown to smithereens with a gas leak, do we?’


‘What’s smithereens?’ A frown crossed Cal’s face. Pixie thought he was very good-looking, a bit like Alan Ladd, though she’d heard that the movie star wasn’t tall and Cal was well over six feet. ‘I keep hearing this word,’ Cal added.


‘Little pieces,’ said Pixie.


‘Tiny bits,’ said Trudy, before moving on to the next table.


‘Ah!’ said Cal. His American accent fascinated Pixie. It was a soft drawl that she found soothing. She knew the clipped nasal sound New Yorkers made, so guessed Cal came from another part of America. She stared at his smart uniform, the knife-edge creases in his trousers. Everything about him was immaculate, from his tanned skin to his short blond hair.


‘This is my friend, Rita,’ said Pixie. Rita was now sprawled across a chair, still clutching the precious bag.


‘I kissed you.’ Cal blushed. 


Pixie looked at Rita and laughed. ‘I believe you did.’ 


The blush spread to Cal’s neck.


‘I went back for seconds,’ he said. 


The other American was laughing now.


‘It was all in a good cause,’ said Pixie. She took her drink over to the window and pulled back the curtain a fraction. Against the near darkness in the bar and the inky blackness outside, she could see bright searchlights criss-crossing the skies. The growl of planes filled the air. ‘They want to hit the dockyard and the armaments depot,’ she said, taking another sip of her gin. ‘They’d love to get a direct hit on the armaments, but it’s on waste-ground with trees and gorse bushes hiding it, so it’s difficult to see, especially as most of the roofs are painted green to blend in with the countryside.’


Cal had followed her, Rita close behind him.


‘Mind you, if a bomb made a direct hit, there’d be nothing left of us.’ Pixie took another sip of her gin. ‘I pity the night workers.’


‘We can’t use the air-raid shelter at work,’ said Rita. The other American had joined them. He was even taller than Cal. 


‘This is my buddy, Tony,’ said Cal.


Pixie saw Rita’s eyes linger on Tony.


‘Why can’t you use the shelter?’ Tony had a sing-song Italian voice. 


As he spoke, Rita opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came out. 


Cal suddenly hissed, ‘Get down.’ 


He grabbed Pixie’s arm and pulled her beneath a nearby table. She could smell his citrus cologne and somehow it calmed her. Drinks spilled everywhere as the table rocked. Suddenly there was a huge explosion. The whole building shook and clouds of dust seemed to drift in from nowhere. Tony and Rita had dropped to the floor and were crouching together, their arms tight about each other.


‘They store the gunpowder in it,’ said Rita, finally. ‘The air-raid shelter.’


Pixie had to re-run the previous conversation in her head so she could make sense of Rita’s words. Lights bounced off the curtains and the snarling of the planes was so loud that Pixie knew they were right overhead. Half of her was too terrified to move, the other half wanted to stand outside and watch the dogfight: the air would be full of noise and colour and the sky would be lit up like it was with fireworks in November. And all about her there would be the smell of burned wood and cordite.


Inside, though, cocooned beneath the table, Pixie could see clouds of dust drifting across the candles’ flickering flames. Amazingly, one candle had fallen from the table and was upright on the floor, still burning merrily. The pub’s roof shook and the walls seemed to rattle, joined by the sound of china slipping and breaking.


‘Oh dear,’ muttered Sam. ‘That sounds like me missus’s best china gone at last.’


Then the whistling started. At first low, then slowly louder and louder, closer and closer it came.


Cal pulled Pixie to him and her face was smothered by material that smelt of newly washed wool. She relaxed. Cal made her feel safe, though she knew that was ridiculous, given the danger they were all in.


The droning was going on and on.


And then came the crash. 


Rita screamed. The candles guttered out, leaving them in total darkness. Bottles fell and smashed.


There was a moment’s silence.


Pixie felt unable to breathe. From somewhere came the noise of a window cracking and glass falling. 


Then torches were flashing and voices shouting. Sam scrambled up, fumbled for the matches in his pocket and lit another candle.


‘The planes have gone,’ said Rita. ‘But someone’s copped it.’


Pixie could see a layer of grey dust clinging to her friend’s dark hair. Cal crawled out from beneath the table on all fours, got to his feet, then held out his hand so that Pixie could stand upright.


‘I think it’s over,’ came a woman’s voice from across the room. 


‘Mind the floor!’ Sam shouted. ‘It’s slippery and there’s broken bottles everywhere.’


Pixie heard the crunch of glass beneath Sam’s shoes. She saw him leave the bar. Moments later the electric light came on. Sam didn’t bother with the metal drinks measure but sloshed whisky in a glass and downed the golden liquid in one. Pixie could see relief on his face. ‘There’s a drink here for those that want one,’ he said gruffly. He helped himself to another, his whole body shaking. 


Pixie walked over to him. ‘You want a hand to clear up?’ There were upended ashtrays, fag ends covering the floor, broken glasses and bottles.


‘Thanks for the offer,’ he said, ‘but I know you got work to go to in the morning. Get off home.’ Then he added quietly, ‘When you see Em, tell her I said hello.’


‘She was supposed to come tonight but her old man wouldn’t let her out,’ Pixie said. ‘At least it gives us the opportunity to collect the money.’ 


‘He was a decent bloke before the war got to him,’ Sam said.


‘You’re a nice man, Sam,’ Pixie said. Then she pushed herself up on tiptoe and kissed his cheek, a daughterly kiss. ‘I won’t forget the help you’ve given us tonight. Thank you.’ 


Rita was whispering to the Italian American. Her face was white beneath a mask of dust. Pixie mimed actions asking if Rita had the money they’d collected. Rita held up her brown bag. They’d already decided she would hang on to it. Pixie knew that if her own mother discovered it in the house, it wouldn’t last five minutes. 


Cal walked towards Pixie and tucked her arm through his. If a man had done that at any other time, Pixie would have thought him forward and shrugged him off. But there was something intimate about going through an air raid together and surviving.


When Cal opened the street door the sky was orange. People were crying and running along the pavement towards the ferry. Smoke filled the air. Piles of smouldering rubble lay in the road and the empty shop that had been next to the Fox lay in ruins. Pixie could hear an ambulance trundling along the high street. Then, at last, the scream of the all-clear, and Pixie breathed a sigh of relief.


She and Cal were slightly ahead of Rita and Tony, who seemed totally absorbed in each other. They walked in the road, careful of the uneven fragments of brick and glass underfoot. They talked of inconsequential things until Cal stopped and stared down at Pixie. ‘So why were you selling kisses?’


‘Been worrying you, has it?’


He looked embarrassed, as though he hadn’t liked to ask her. 


Pixie supposed it would have seemed strange, two women offering to kiss men for money. She cleared her throat. ‘I’m not answerable to you or any man, but a friend’s in trouble and we think the money we collected will help her.’ She was quiet for a moment, then went on, ‘We discussed it with Sam, the landlord, beforehand, and he was looking out for us. He knows the person in question, you see.’


Cal’s shoulders dropped, as if he had been coiled like a spring, waiting for the right answer. 


‘None of the money is for us,’ she added. 


He smiled at her, showing white, even teeth. ‘I’m beginning to think you’re a very nice person,’ he said. 


The clock on the tower at St George’s Barracks chimed as Pixie and Cal walked past, still arm in arm. Cal checked his watch. 


‘What time are you due on board?’ Air raid or no air raid, sailors had to be back on ship at the designated time.


‘In about half an hour.’ As though on cue, a foghorn hooted in the harbour. ‘But I need to see you safely home first.’


Pixie said, ‘You two will never walk us home and get back to Portsmouth in time. What ship are you on?’ She thought of the two destroyers she’d seen moored that morning at the dockyard – it seemed ages ago now.


‘USS Bristol.’


‘Are you and Tony on the same ship?’


‘Yep.’ 


Although it was late, there were still plenty of people wandering about. The air raid had seen to that, displacing and disorienting many. A dust mist hung over the streets and gaps had appeared in the row of houses opposite St Vincent’s Naval Barracks. People were scrabbling in the ruins, holding gas lamps that gave off an eerie glow. A tea wagon was on duty, with volunteers dishing out welcome refreshment to people sitting stunned on chairs, with blankets around them.


‘This bloody, bloody war,’ said Pixie.


To ease the tension she felt after the evening’s events, she began to gabble on about herself and her job.


Suddenly Cal halted, turned and stopped her with a kiss, holding her head gently, pressing her body close to his. Pixie ran her fingertips along the nape of his neck, feeling the silkiness of his hair and the strength in his shoulders. She could feel, taste, smell him, and it was like fire running through her, but she knew the moment had to end even though she wanted it to continue.


Cal was the first to pull away, saying, ‘I’ve got to go, but I must see you again.’


‘Tomorrow night,’ Pixie said. Her heart was thumping so hard she was sure he must be able to hear it. ‘In the Fox.’


As Cal crossed the road to catch up with his mate, Pixie saw Rita walking towards her with a huge smile on her face. 




Chapter Four


‘I heard you was selling yourselves last night.’


Cedric drew the heavy trolley, piled with boxes of assorted ammunition parts, to a halt and stared at Pixie. There was frothy spittle at the corners of his mouth.


‘None of your business, Cedric, and we was selling kisses, not our bodies. Get on with your work and leave me to mine!’ She continued carefully pouring the TNT, then took another quick glance at the boss’s son.


He was crushed, but there was no anger in his eyes. His fingers left the handle of the cart and he put his hands into his pockets. Pixie saw the movement under his clothes of his fingers edging towards his cock. She shuddered. Cedric never disguised what he was doing. Perhaps he thought the girls didn’t notice him touching himself.


‘Is that simpleton bothering you?’ Rita shouted, and all the girls started sniggering. Cedric was scared stiff of Rita. Maybe, thought Pixie, it was her brash personality or perhaps her quick tongue. Now, with both hands back on the trolley, pausing only to glare at Pixie, he continued on his way.


‘He gives me the creeps,’ said Pixie.


‘His father’s not much better,’ returned Rita.


Harry Slaughter could always be found hanging around the women’s lavatory, and it was well known that if you offered him a favour or two he’d get you a better job. ‘You ever noticed his fingers?’ Pixie didn’t stop for Rita’s reply. ‘They’re like fat sausages. Ugh! Imagine them all over you!’


Rita made a face. ‘I’d rather not,’ she said. ‘It’d put me off me dinner. It was a laugh last night, wasn’t it?’


Pixie nodded but her mind was still on Harry Slaughter. ‘Imagine being that poor wife of his.’ Eliza Slaughter was a rigid, middle-aged woman with a penchant for feathered hats. It was rumoured she was the daughter of a Stubbington farmer who bred horses and had sent her to the best schools in the hope that his plain child would rise above the local girls and marry well. Eliza had had few gentlemen friends who called more than once so when Harry Slaughter came along, with an eye to inheriting the family money, he was welcomed. Eliza’s scoop from the shelf meant security for Harry. And she could hold her head high in village society. But, it was rumoured, Harry had to do as he was told and, so it was said, he was more than just a little afraid of the large-boned, domineering woman. 


‘Dragon she may be, but Harry Slaughter really is horrible,’ Pixie said.


She remembered hiding beneath the table in the Fox to escape the falling bombs. A tingle ran down her spine when she thought of Cal and his kiss. A smile raised the corners of her lips as she pictured Sam and his willingness to help Em. Rita, too, must have been thinking about the previous evening, for she said, ‘Sam was amazed he sold so much beer. He thought he was going to run out. And them two Yanks are really something, aren’t they?’ 


She never stopped for answers, thought Pixie, but, no matter how much she chattered, she was eagle-eyed about the amounts of explosive she was using. 


‘When are we going to give Em the money?’ Rita asked now, and nodded across the workshop to where Em was bending, closely watching as Myra filled a shell case. Myra looked as though she hadn’t bothered to wash or even comb her hair.


There’d been another commotion in the locker room that morning, Em telling Myra she was on her last warning about drinking the night before work. In Em’s mind, the safety of the girls was the priority. Pixie thought she was weighed down with unhappiness. Any moment now she would begin another of her walks around the room, checking that none of the girls had smuggled in anything from outside that might be a fire hazard. It was amazing how stupid some could be, hiding cigarettes, matches, so they could have a quick fag in the lavatory. 


Pixie glanced towards the window. The morning’s rain had eased and Portsdown Hill was a huge bulk of chalky earth sheltering Portsmouth and Gosport. The Dockyard was filled with ships that had arrived during the night, probably for repairs, bringing hundreds of troops. They would be reloaded with ammunition; the ammunition we make here at Priddy’s, Pixie thought proudly. There was growing confidence among the workers and the townsfolk that Hitler was gradually being driven into retreat.


‘Stop daydreaming, Pixie,’ Rita said. ‘We can’t talk to Em here – too many sharp ears about. Shall we pop round tonight before going to the Fox?’


‘Done. And don’t think I never saw you kissing the face off that Tony!’


‘What about yourself? I seem to remember you cuddling an American sailor too.’


Again Pixie felt the glow ignite itself as she remembered that kiss.


‘Not just any old American. Callard Dalton the Third, actually. Like your Tony, he comes from Ohio.’


‘So they’re posh?’


‘No, they’re farm boys. I can see you were too busy kissing to find out anything about them, Rita.’


‘I didn’t want to waste smooching time, did I?’ Rita winked.


Cedric once more stood by their bench with his trolley, having moved through the workshop handing out parts that were needed. He was looking fearfully at Rita. ‘Cedric agrees with me, don’t you?’ She lunged forward suddenly and ruffled his greasy hair. Pixie could see the boy wasn’t sure whether Rita was pulling his leg or not. He shifted from one foot to the other and blushed bright red. Both girls laughed.


 


Pixie turned the key in the front door and went in. Cigarette smoke greeted her. She could hear laughter, a man’s voice, and the canary was chirruping fit to bust.


Wearing a loud checked suit and a pork-pie hat, a fat man had squeezed himself into the chair next to the kitchen window. For a moment Pixie wondered how he was going to extricate himself.


‘Hello, girl,’ he said, through a mouthful of gold teeth, as though he’d known her all his life and she was a visitor in her own house. He was chomping on a doorstep of bread and jam. Pixie wondered if that was the last of the loaf she’d queued twenty minutes for before she’d left for work that morning. ‘You never told me you had a sister, Glad.’ He laughed at his own joke. Pixie thought he sounded like a horse. Except that a horse wouldn’t have been gawping at her breasts. The gold pinkie ring he wore seemed almost to slice his fat finger in two.


Her mother waltzed in from the scullery, holding the new cami-knickers and camisole top. A battered suitcase lay open next to the birdcage on the kitchen table. In the case, neatly folded, were some of Gladys’s ‘dolling-up’ clothes, as she called them.


‘Off somewhere, Mum?’ Pixie tried not to sound as fed up as she felt.


Her mother barely glanced at her. ‘Brighton. Del here’s taking me to The Lanes to do some shopping. I’ve borrowed some money from the utility jar. You don’t mind, do you, love? You’ll be all right, won’t you, Pixie?’


‘You just came back from Brighton!’ All Pixie’s pent-up anger rose to the surface. She was the one who worked and brought money into the house and her mother spent it before she’d earned it. The utility jar on the shelf in the scullery held money for the gas and electricity. Pixie was fed up with paying off her mother’s debts, and now here she was swanning off again with some bloke. She couldn’t begrudge her a few shillings, though. She sighed.


‘You’re obviously going for more than a day. It might be nice for me to have the pleasure of your company sometimes. We haven’t even had time for a chat since you came home this time.’ Pixie took out from the case a pale blue blouse she’d never set eyes on before, then let it fall back again. ‘Am I allowed to ask when you’ll be coming home?’


The man got up, easing his flesh from the chair. Crumbs fell from his suit to the floor. ‘Don’t be cross, girly.’ His voice was wheedling. ‘You can come an’ all, if you like.’


He moved towards her and put a hand on her shoulder. He smelt of sweat and hair oil.


‘Get off me!’ Pixie elbowed him in the ribs and moved back.


‘Leave her alone, Del. She can be an ungrateful cow when she wants.’ Gladys dropped the underwear inside the suitcase, picked up a packet of Woodbines from the table and theatrically lit a cigarette. She threw the spent match towards the grate. ‘Put me other undies set in me drawer when they’re dry, Pixie love.’ She flapped a hand towards the scullery. Pixie noted she had on a new houndstooth check suit and black court shoes. Her red hat sported an ostrich feather, which was bouncing perkily. ‘Why don’t you put the kettle on, Pixie, and we can all have a nice cup of tea?’ Gladys blew out a line of cigarette smoke that streamed across the small room.


‘I don’t want one. Unless, of course, you’ve actually bought some milk, Mum. And, by the way, your lipstick is smudged.’


Gladys went to the mirror over the unlit range and peered at herself. ‘Damn,’ she said. Del was looking at his watch. ‘All right,’ she said to him. ‘I’m coming now.’


She flipped the lid of the suitcase shut. The cigarette hanging from the corner of her mouth, she stuck into the dregs in a teacup. ‘You’ll be all right, Pixie. You always are.’


The man had moved down the passage to the front door. ‘Well, goodbye, girly.’ His voice was small, as if he didn’t want to be there any longer.


‘Well, go on, then!’ Pixie looked at her mother. 


Gladys stared back at her, then hoisted the suitcase and looked over her shoulder to check that her stocking seams were straight. Satisfied, she walked down the passage. The front door slammed behind them. The canary on the table began to sing.


 


‘That shines so bright it hurts your eyes to look at it,’ Rita said to Pixie.


The brass anchor knocker on the door in Beryton Road gleamed with copious polishing – Pixie felt she oughtn’t to touch it.


‘This is a surprise,’ said Em, answering the door. She seemed flustered.


‘We’re not stopping. It’s just that we didn’t want to talk to you at work.’


‘Too many nosy parkers,’ said Rita.


Em ushered them into a hallway that smelt of furniture polish, then into a room where a three-piece suite took pride of place. Antimacassars almost hid it. 


‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ 


Pixie noted the dark half-moons beneath Em’s eyes. She would have been pretty if she hadn’t been so careworn. Em was curvier than most but she went in and out in the right places, the way men liked.


Pixie shook her head. She hadn’t wanted to come out tonight. Her mother’s leaving had hurt her more than she’d ever admit to Rita. If she hadn’t promised her friend to see Em and arranged to meet Cal, she would have crept into bed, pulled the quilt over her head and stayed there until morning. 


‘I’ve got a nice bit of seed cake?’ Em’s voice cut into Pixie’s thoughts.


‘No, honest, Em, but thanks. We just want a few words,’ Rita said.


Em motioned for them to sit down. They took each end of the sofa, having already decided that Pixie should do the talking.


‘It’s like this,’ began Pixie.


The half-closed door was pushed further open and Doris poked her head round. A smile lit her face. ‘I’m doing a jigsaw. You can help me.’ Then she rubbed her hand over her belly. ‘I’ve got a baby in me.’ 


Em blushed. ‘Go out to Daddy in the kitchen, darling. Rita and Pixie have come to see me. We won’t be long.’


The girl’s face creased. She burst into tears and disappeared.


‘Excuse me.’ Em got up. Pixie could see she needed all her strength to rise from the chair. ‘Won’t be a moment, I’ll just see to her.’


Pixie and Rita looked at each other in the silence after her departure. Then Pixie shrugged and gazed round the room. Two china dogs sat at either side of the fireplace. A large mat, worn in places, covered the floor. A reproduction print of The Blue Boy and another of The Laughing Cavalier hung on the walls in mock gold lacquered frames. It was a very clean, unused room.


Em returned. ‘She’s doing that jigsaw puzzle and eating a bit of cake. Sorry about that.’ Pixie was reminded once more of what a loving mother Em was. Em had once confided to Pixie that Doris had been a surprise baby. She had never dreamed she was having a baby after being childless for so long after the birth of her first daughter. Pain clutched at Pixie’s heart. Em thought the sun shone out of Doris’s eyes. If only Gladys was a bit more considerate and loving . . . Stop it, she told herself. Say what you came to say.


‘I’ll get straight to the point. We got some money. Honestly got. We’d like you to have it. It’s not charity. It’s because we appreciate you and all you do for us at work.’ Her mouth had gone as dry as an old paintbrush.


Rita said, ‘If you don’t want to use it for, you know, an abortion for . . .’ she inclined her head towards the door that was now closed ‘. . . then we’d like you to keep it for a pram, bedding, whatever.’ She fumbled in her bag. Out came a rolled-up brown paper carrier. She went over to Em and dropped the money onto her wraparound pinny. Em’s mouth had fallen open. ‘We’d be grateful if you didn’t mention this to anyone,’ Pixie added. 


As though waking from a dream, Em peeped inside the bag, then said incredulously, ‘But I can’t take this.’


Pixie nodded. ‘Yes, you can.’


Rita said, ‘You have to. It’s not for you. It doesn’t mean we’re advising you to go ahead with an abortion. We all know what a terrible decision that is. But whatever you decide is the right decision.’


Pixie said, ‘We have to go now.’ She got up and smoothed down her skirt. ‘We don’t want it mentioned again.’


Rita picked up her handbag, grabbed hold of Pixie and moved back into the passage. She opened the front door and pulled Pixie after her, out into the night. Pixie quietly closed the door behind her, leaving the astounded Em to her problems.


 


Neither was in a talking mood as they walked towards North Street and the Fox.


The glazed-brick-fronted tavern was well over two hundred years old but catered to young and old alike. Its immense popularity was due to Sam, an expert host, who now waved cheerily to Pixie and Rita as they pushed open the door. Pixie made her way to a table in the corner. For a moment her eyes lingered on the darts players and two elderly men at the next table deep in the mysteries of cribbage. Rita brought two gin and oranges back from the bar and sat down next to her. 


‘I love Dinah Shore,’ said Rita. ‘Miss You’ was playing on the wireless.


Pixie said, ‘Let’s get one thing clear. I don’t want to talk about Em, money or my mother.’ She took a sip of her drink.


‘Well, you won’t want to talk about men either, when I tell you the barmaid has just told me our Americans have been denied shore leave and can’t get off the ship for four days. We’ve been asked to take a raincheck. A raincheck! I ask you! What kind of language is that?’


Pixie’s heart sank. Cal might just have been the person to cheer her up. But he wasn’t coming to the pub and it was no good wondering why, because it was wartime. She simply had to accept he was a sailor and the Americans had entered the war to help defeat Hitler and his armies, so Cal had to obey orders.


Her disappointment made her realize how much she’d been looking forward to seeing him.




Chapter Five


‘Having a clear-out?’


Pixie was deep in thought and the voice startled her until she realized it was Bob’s. Her neighbour was weeding in his vegetable patch. She put down the carpet beater, walked over to the wall separating the two houses and gazed into his tidy green garden. She didn’t think she’d ever seen so many shoots of this and that and small plants pushing their heads up through the rich soil. Cloches had been set over fragile young leaves and he’d made the most of old window frames by building a miniature greenhouse.


‘Mum’s gone off again with a fancy man and I thought I’d take advantage of the weather with a couple of days off work. It’s amazing how the rubbish creeps up, isn’t it?’ She waved an arm to encompass both gardens. ‘You’re definitely “Digging for Victory”, aren’t you?’ Her garden, surrounded by privet hedges, was a rubbish tip.


‘I see you didn’t burn your hair off.’


She pushed her fingers through her fringe and grinned. ‘No.’


‘Very smart outfit,’ he said, a twinkle in his eye.


She looked down at herself. She had tied back her hair with a piece of string, put on a wraparound pinafore and wore her mother’s old slippers with pom-poms on the tops. He must have read her mind for he said, ‘You could dress in a sack and still look lovely.’


She smiled at him. Sometimes it was nice to be complimented, especially today. ‘I’ve washed all me clothes, not that I’ve got many.’ She bent down, picked up the carpet beater and a rag rug, slung the rug across the line, then started whacking it. Clouds of dust filled the air, making her cough. After a while she paused, breathing heavily. ‘The house hasn’t been cleaned properly for ages,’ she said. ‘I’ve been working shifts and Mum, when she’s here, never has the time for all that malarkey.’


He looked fit, tanned and healthy, in a John Garfield way. But he was outdoors most days, selling on his stall at the markets.


‘I’m about to make a drink,’ he said, adjusting his spectacles. He brushed back the stubborn curl of hair from his forehead, leaving a smudge of dirt above one eyebrow. ‘D’you fancy one?’


‘Wouldn’t say no.’ She didn’t add that she’d run out of milk and had no money until she collected her wages tomorrow to buy any more. She didn’t like black tea. The milkman had stopped deliveries after he hadn’t received payment for a month. 


Bob propped his gardening fork against the path’s brick edging. ‘Do you want to come round to my kitchen or shall we have it in the garden?’


‘Outside. It’s a lovely day, isn’t it?’ Pixie looked about her as though seeing and feeling the spring sun for the very first time. 


He grinned and went indoors. There were some old wooden crates piled near the wall. Pixie selected two of the cleanest and sturdiest as stools for them both.


When he came out again with a tray in his hands, she was un-pegging the washing from the two lines that criss-crossed her garden. He set the tray down on a sawn-off tree-trunk as Pixie began folding a sheet. He clambered over the low wall. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Give me the end and we can fold it together.’


When all the sheets were done, he helped her with the rest of the washing. She saw he was handling only the things he didn’t think she’d mind him touching. Then he lifted the heavy wicker basket and took it to her back door.


‘I’ve left it on the scullery table.’ He leaned back over the wall and picked up the tray. ‘Better drink this before it gets cold.’ He poured the tea. He’d given her a china cup and saucer. For himself he’d chosen a blue-rimmed enamelled mug. The tea was just right. They’d known each other a long time and he’d remembered that she didn’t take sugar even before it was rationed.


She’d had a shock that morning and his kindness was her undoing. Suddenly tears were streaming down her cheeks.


‘What’s the matter?’ Worry was etched across his face. 


Pixie was shaking so much she was afraid of spilling her tea. He took the dainty cup from her and put it back on the tray.


She held her head in her hands for a moment, then took an envelope from her pinafore pocket and handed him the creased letter. ‘It came this morning and I swear I didn’t know a thing about it.’


He took it, slid out the single page and read the contents.


After a while he said, ‘You’ve been given notice to quit unless the rent arrears are paid within seven days.’


Pixie nodded. ‘It sounds like there’ve been other letters that I know nothing about. Mum must have hidden them. I’ve been searching drawers and cupboards for evidence. That’s what started me on the clearing out. It helps to stop me thinking about what I might turn up.’


He nodded, then looked at the letter again. ‘It’s an awful lot to have to find.’ He frowned. Then he turned the envelope over.


‘It’s addressed to Mum,’ said Pixie. ‘I’ve always given her most of my wages and she’s supposed to pay the outgoings. When she’s not around I put the money by.’ Pixie wiped her hand across her cheek. Defiantly she said, ‘We’ve never had a notice to quit.’ Bob hadn’t moved. ‘Well, I have to trust her. She’s my mum.’


He sighed. ‘You don’t have this kind of money, do you?’


‘No. She’s let me down again.’


‘Again? You mean she’s done this before?’ 


‘Not with the rent. But she “forgot” to pay the paper bill and they stopped delivering until I settled it. Then it was the grocer – she ran up a bill that still hasn’t been sorted out. I just don’t have the money. That cup of tea was the first for me since yesterday when I ran out of milk.’ Pixie paused. It was difficult to talk about her mother like this. She felt disloyal. ‘She’s really dropped me in it this time. And it’s not as though I can tell her how I feel. All I know is she’s gone to Brighton with a man called Del . . . You won’t tell anyone, will you? Even Rita doesn’t know about the notice to quit.’ 


Bob’s face was grey and drawn as he asked, ‘Is that also why you’re clearing the house? So it’s not in a mess when you have to move out?’


Pixie nodded. ‘I don’t want to leave the place dirty.’ She sniffed and wiped her hand across her eyes. ‘Like I said, cleaning takes my mind off things.’


He gave a sigh that seemed to reach down inside him, then picked up her tea and passed it to her. ‘Finish this, it’ll make you feel better. Then I’ll pour another cup. It’s amazing what a nice cup of tea can do. I can lend you the money and give you some milk.’ His words had come out all in a rush.


‘No! I’m not asking for a hand-out.’ 


But if she didn’t take him up on his offer, what would she do? She and her mother had lived in the house for a long time. The rent wasn’t high, like some of the other places she had seen advertised in the local Evening News, and on notice-boards in shop windows, but it did need to be paid, and regularly. Housing was at a premium, with German bombs flattening homes daily. There must be some way she could raise the money without taking up Bob’s offer.


Bob took the cup from her and refilled it as though nothing had happened. But Pixie could see by the set of his shoulders and his grim expression that her rebuff had hurt him. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you. But I can’t borrow money from you. That just won’t solve the problem.’ 


He gave her the cup. ‘I know you don’t want to feel beholden to me. But what will you do?’


Pixie sighed, then voiced her thoughts. ‘There’s a scheme at work where in special circumstances they can offer a loan and take the money back from the wages a bit at a time. They won’t give it to just anyone. But I’ve been there a while. And I’d like to think I do my job well enough to qualify.’


Bob smiled. Pixie felt the muscles of her face and the back of her neck relax. She’d been worrying about this problem but talking it through had given her new hope. And now it was out in the open she felt sure the solution was near. And, best of all, if the depot manager, Harry Slaughter, approved the loan, she could pay off the debt and no one need know of her shame. She drank her tea and gave Bob a watery smile.


He took the cup and saucer and put them on the tray. ‘Good idea, Miss Independent,’ he said gruffly. ‘In the meantime you’ll have to explain to the landlord, just in case there’s a time delay.’


‘I’ve thought of that. If I’m honest with him, it should be all right.’ That was more of a question than a statement. No, she told herself, don’t start letting doubts crowd in.


‘Will you promise me one thing?’


‘Of course, Bob.’ She could promise anyone anything now her future seemed more assured.


‘If you can’t secure the loan that way, will you come back to me?’




Chapter Six


‘I never thought your mum would go off again so soon.’ Rita bit her lip. ‘No, that’s not true. I’d expected her to stay away longer. She’s like one of those men who’ve been married for a long time, then go chasing a bit of skirt and desert their families. It’s her leaving you in such a pickle that I don’t hold with.’ She put her hand across the table and patted Pixie’s arm. It was cold today and they’d decided to stay inside the factory to eat their lunch. 


The wireless was playing big-band music that made Pixie feel quite jolly. The women workers were all either eating or chatting, some even singing along with the melody.


Pixie was ashamed that until now she’d kept her money worries from her friend, when all Rita wanted to do was help. She had told Rita she intended asking Harry Slaughter for a loan against her wages to pay the outstanding rent. 


‘Well, I mean,’ Rita continued, ‘most people try to escape life by having a hobby, going dancing, reading a book. Your mum, God bless her, goes gallivanting off with blokes. Give me a good book to read in bed at night. Have you started that Saratoga Trunk by Edna Ferber yet?’ She didn’t wait for Pixie to answer her. ‘I’m into another really good story that you can have when I’ve finished with it. Mrs Miniver by Jan Struther – it’s smashing. I think reading’s like going into a different world.’


So was writing things down, Pixie thought, just like she did in the early hours of the morning when she woke up worried and couldn’t get back to sleep. ‘I don’t remember my mum reading anything other than the racing form,’ she said, putting her Spam sandwich, uneaten, back into the greaseproof paper. She just couldn’t face Spam again but there was precious little in the larder.


‘You can always come and live with us,’ Rita looked into Pixie’s eyes. ‘That’s if you have to get out of your house.’


‘Yeah, well, thanks all the same, but let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,’ said Pixie. ‘Because I can’t quite see you and me sharing a single bed.’ 


To share with Rita meant sharing a house with Malcolm, Rita’s creepy stepdad. Pixie shivered. Not only was Malcolm a bloke to steer clear of, but Rita’s parents thrived on arguments and fights, or so it seemed to her. Mrs Brown was a jealous woman. It was nothing to see her with a black eye one day, complaining about her husband’s short temper, and the next she’d be arm in arm with him, walking up Reed’s Place.


Pixie wanted a quiet life and hopefully, in the future, someone to love who would love her in return. Cal slipped easily into her mind. From where she and Rita were sitting, they had an excellent view through the windows of the outside workshops, the main gate and the strip of water separating Gosport from Portsmouth. USS Bristol and her sister destroyer had sailed. Would she ever see him again? 


Rita dug her in the ribs. ‘Quick, pack away the rest of your lunch.’ She gestured across the yard. ‘There’s Cedric and his daddy, just getting out of his mother’s posh car.’ Pixie looked towards the gate where the guard was tipping his hat to the boss and his wife. ‘Try to talk to him before he gets to his office. You don’t want the girls asking why you’re in there, do you?’ She took the food packet from Pixie’s lap and put it into her lunch tin. ‘Pity we don’t still ’ave the money we earned kissing.’


‘Well, we haven’t.’ Pixie’s tone was sharp, mostly because she was worried about facing Harry Slaughter. ‘We got so much flak about it from the factory girls, not that they knew why we did it, that I could never go through that again.’


Had she and Rita done the right thing in giving Em the money so she could choose whether or not to abort Doris’s baby? What would she do if she had a daughter and was in that position? A new thought entered her mind. Did Cal think she was easy because she’d sold those kisses? 


Pixie watched Harry Slaughter and his son go into a building next to the narrow-gauge railway line that served the site.


‘Damn!’ Rita cursed. ‘He’s not gone to his office. Now you’ll have to wait until later. But just look at that car.’ She pointed to where the sleek MG TA was being driven away by Harry Slaughter’s wife. ‘She always looks as though she has a bad smell under her nose.’ 


Pixie grinned. ‘Well, she does. It’s called Harry.’


The two friends made their way back to the locker room to put away their things. Then, after washing their hands, they went to the workshop and their places on the lines to start the afternoon shift.


‘Hello, Em,’ said Pixie. The woman stood beside her writing notes on a clipboard. 


Doris was sweeping up at the end of the line. Her golden curls bobbed around her sweet face unhampered by her turban and she seemed to be even more in a world of her own than usual. Her white overall was tight round her body. The bump was beginning to show. 


‘Hello, Doris,’ called Pixie. Doris wiped her hand across her nose and looked up to see who had called her name. When she saw it was Pixie she gave her a big smile, then sneezed, scrabbling in her overall pocket for her handkerchief. In doing so, she let go of the broom, which clattered to the floor.


‘She’s got a cold,’ said Em, as though that explained everything.


‘I need to go to the office to see Mr Slaughter,’ Pixie said. 


Em raised an eyebrow but didn’t ask any questions. ‘I’ll stand in for you on the line,’ she said. 


Pixie thought the poor woman looked more tired than ever. 


‘Give me the nod when you want to leave as I’ve got to check everyone in first.’ Em moved away. 


Pixie pulled a face at Rita. She really wasn’t looking forward to seeing the manager.


Suddenly they could hear heated voices, and looked towards the door.


Em had Myra by the arm and Myra was trying to pull free. ‘You’re not coming in here in this state, Myra.’ 


Myra was staring about her with eyes as big as saucers. ‘Nothing wrong with me.’


‘You’re drunk. I gave you a warning. Go home. Come back when you’ve sobered up.’


Myra, her turban askew, managed to extricate her arm and walk away, but she stumbled. Em caught her, saving her from falling.


‘Let me go! This work’s all I got. Let me go.’


Two male workers appeared, it seemed, from nowhere. Em pushed Myra into the arms of one burly man, then whispered something to his companion. Myra had shrivelled into herself and was crying. She was led, quiet and resigned, out of sight.


Em coughed. ‘All right, you lot,’ she said. ‘This bloody war gets on everybody’s nerves. Myra’s road took a bashing recently so you can’t blame the girl for trying to blot out the memory of bombs falling, can you?’ She paused. ‘I’m switching the conveyor-belt on now, so get to it.’


The chattering lulled to a more normal level as the belt started up and the machinery began to grind. So engrossed was Pixie in measuring the powder into a case that she was surprised when Em touched her shoulder. ‘You can go now,’ she said, sliding into Pixie’s space, her capable hands steadying the half-filled case as Pixie moved aside.


In the lavatory Pixie washed her hands, then walked around the maze of corridors until she was outside the boss’s office. Her heart was thumping. Her knock on the manager’s door was answered immediately. 


‘Come.’ Harry Slaughter was clearly surprised to see her. A smile crept over his face. ‘What can I do for you, Pixie?’ She knew he liked to believe he was forward-thinking in calling his employees by their Christian names. They had to call him Mr Slaughter. ‘Sit down,’ he commanded.


She sat on the chair opposite his desk, but immediately he rose, his tight waistcoat stretched across his ample belly, and came to perch on the corner of the desk, swinging one fat leg. She noticed his brown shoes had black laces. 


She took a deep breath, looking around the office as though for help. The furniture was Utility, and a spider plant was perched on top of a scratched metal cabinet.


‘I’m not beating about the bush,’ she said. She was finding it difficult to talk because he was so close to her. But she could hardly offend him by getting up and moving away. Not when she wanted something as badly as the loan. ‘My mother has gone. She’s left me with a debt and I need a loan lodged against my wages.’ There. She’d said it. A small sigh of relief escaped her. 


His eyes were on her face. Except for his swinging leg, he was immobile.


He kept her waiting so long for a reply that she wondered if she should repeat her request. Then he stopped swinging his leg, returned to his seat, opened the top drawer and took out three pencils that he began to sharpen one by one. He bent forward a little too quickly and strands of long hair fell out of place. He brushed the greasy hair aside. 


‘There’s a problem.’


‘Oh?’ Pixie said. Two of the pencils didn’t need sharpening. Their points were already needle sharp. 


He examined them carefully. ‘I am expected to keep costs down.’


‘I am aware you’re expected also to keep the workforce happy.’ 


His head jerked up and he glared at her. ‘Don’t take that tone with me, Pixie. Why do you think you deserve a loan?’


‘I’m never late. I’ve been an employee for a long time and . . .’ She was near to tears ‘. . . I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t the last resort for me.’


‘You’re aware we usually comply if the employee has been bombed out – we like to help the family get back on its feet. Your mother leaving the family home is hardly reason to give you government money.’


‘I’ll pay it back. You’ll take it from my wages.’


‘What do you want the money for?’


‘Rent arrears.’ She couldn’t bring herself to say her mother had spent the money set aside for the rent.


Beads of sweat had appeared on his forehead. ‘You default on your rent, then expect this war-ravaged country to help you?’


‘You mean I can’t have a loan.’ Why, oh, why did she ever think this fat weasel would help her?


She got up to leave, near to tears, pushing her chair back so it screeched on the wooden floor. He let the pencils slide away, rose and came to stand in front of her. Then he put a hand on her shoulder, ‘Wait,’ he said quietly. ‘I think I can see a way around this problem. How much?’


Pixie sat down again, heavily. His hand fell limply from her shoulder. 


‘How much what?’ she asked. She was almost unable to move now, hemmed in by the chair, the table and his fat body. She was also confused. At one moment he was giving her the impression that a loan was impossible, and the next enquiring how much she needed. Why? 


His meaning, however, was very clear when he said, ‘I’m sure we can come to an arrangement.’ He leaned in close to her, one hand again on her shoulder, the other hand, flat on the desk, fingers outstretched. 


Pixie froze. The hand on her shoulder travelled down until it cupped her breast. He squeezed. Pixie’s stomach heaved. Harry Slaughter’s meaning was now very clear. ‘If I’m nice to you, you’ll be nice to me, and I’ll get the loan, is that it?’ She could hardly get the words out, she was so disgusted.


‘Of course,’ he said. His thick lips drew back in a smile as one finger circled her nipple. Pixie thought there was almost as much oil in his voice as there was on his sparse hair. She saw his piggy eyes close in ecstasy. Pixie reached around him. Her fingers touched the table and she retrieved the pencils. Carefully she positioned them in her hand as she would a knife. Then, with as much strength as she could muster, she stabbed them into the back of the hand that was still stretched out on the table, feeling the sharpened points dig into his plump flesh.


‘Eeowww!’


Harry Slaughter leaped back, pushing against the desk, causing the plant to tumble to the parquet floor, showering it with dried earth. The noise was alarming. Two of the pencils had dropped to the floor but one was firmly embedded. He clasped his hand to his chest just as Pixie jumped up and faced him.


‘I’ll get you the sack for this,’ he hissed, cradling his damaged hand.


‘No, you won’t,’ she said, thinking quickly, ‘because I’ve had someone listening at the door. Listening to every word you’ve said. You’ll be the one getting the sack.’


She hoped he would believe her lie. She hated liars but that one had been necessary for self-preservation.


He was looking fearfully at the pencil in his skin. ‘You still don’t get the loan.’ He sounded like a sulky child.


‘Stick the money,’ she said, turning towards the door. Already she could hear movements outside. Probably other workers investigating the noise, she thought.


But before she reached it, she stopped, turned and said, ‘If I find you trying to trap any other girl, you’ll find a pencil point shoved right up your arse.’


 


When Pixie got back to her line she went straight up to Em and confessed, ‘I’ve just had a shouting match with old Slaughter. Can I get a drink of water and have a sit-down? I’m all shook up and I don’t want to make a mistake handling the explosive.’


Em’s forehead creased in a frown. ‘You don’t look too good.’ 


Pixie glanced at the wall clock and saw Em follow her gaze. Some of the girls were glancing nervously in their direction. 


Em caught at her arm. ‘You want to talk about it?’ Pixie shook her head. Em continued, ‘It’ll be break time soon. You can start again on the line afterwards.’ 


Luckily the machinery noise almost drowned their voices and, even though Pixie was receiving peculiar looks from the other women, she winked at Rita, who was watching her worriedly. 


‘Check on Doris,’ called Em, as Pixie strode away.


In the lavatory, which smelt of stale pee and carbolic soap, Pixie leaned her head against the cubicle’s white tiles. She’d already drunk some water, cupping her hands beneath the tap at the butler’s sink. Tears had risen, but she’d sniffed them away. Crying wouldn’t change anything. That fat toad of a manager wasn’t going to get her down. She hugged herself, still feeling his horrible hands on her body.


Now she’d have to take Bob up on his offer. There was no other way. Rita had offered to help but, bless her, she had no savings. Rita lived from week to week like most of the other workers at the factory. Pixie was wiping her face on the roller towel when Doris came in, moving awkwardly through the doorway with her broom. 


‘You jus’ come out of Mr Slaughter’s office. He’s cross with you.’ Doris shook her head and the blonde curls danced about her face. The made-over grey serge dress didn’t do her any favours, but it hid her blossoming belly.


‘Where’s your white overall?’ asked Pixie. She didn’t want to carry on crying in front of Doris – the girl would get upset.


‘The buttons keep popping open.’


Pixie smiled. Doris really was such a little girl. ‘How do you know he’s cross?’ she asked. 


Doris frowned. ‘I was listening at the door when he started shouting. When I heard the big bang I hid in the broom cupboard.’ She twisted the handle of the broom. ‘He was cross with me too. Did he make you take your knickers off?’


Pixie looked at her in amazement. Em had said Doris wouldn’t say who the father of her child was. Could it be Harry Slaughter? Was Doris confiding in Pixie because she thought Pixie had been made to do the same thing as she had?


‘No, Doris. No knickers off for me.’ Would Doris open up and talk to her?


‘I’m not doing it again.’ Doris walked over to the fly-specked mirror, the broom dragging on the tiles. ‘He said I was pretty.’ She smiled at her reflection in the mirror, then turned to Pixie. ‘But he hurt me with his thing. I didn’t tell Mum about him.’


Pixie went over and put her arms around her. ‘You are pretty, Doris. And Mr Slaughter is a bad man. Why didn’t you tell Mum this?’


‘No! She’d be very cross again. Like when I wet the bed.’ Doris swung free. ‘Don’t like it when she’s cross.’ 


Pixie jumped as the bell shrieked, announcing break-time. She could hear voices. Soon the lavatory would be filled with women. She smiled at Doris. ‘You did right to tell me,’ she said. If Em found out about this, she wouldn’t let the matter rest. She would, in all probability, be sacked. Em’s wages kept her family.


Oh dear. Another dilemma. But justice had to be done. Em had to know the truth but without blowing up and losing her job. 


‘C’mon, Doris. Let’s go and find your mum and have some tea.’


 


 




Chapter Seven


‘You shouldn’t feel awkward about asking anything of me.’ Bob counted the last of the notes onto his kitchen table and handed the money to her.


‘I’ll pay you back as soon as I can.’


‘I know that.’ 


She felt ashamed and closed her eyes to stop a tear escaping. When she opened them, Bob was watching her. It was warm and cosy in his kitchen and smelt of cooking. She let her shoulders relax.


‘Put that in your purse and I’ll be back in a minute,’ he said. She watched him leave the kitchen, then heard him open the oven door, followed by the sound of crockery and cutlery rattling on the table in the small scullery.


She looked around the room. There was an armchair with scuffed arms next to the window, a table in the centre, with condiments in the middle, along with a sugar bowl and milk in a bottle. A flower-patterned, wipe-over oilcloth covered the table and two kitchen chairs were placed beneath it. A sideboard with one of the doorknobs missing stood against the back wall. Bob’s market moneybag and keys to his van had been left on top of the sideboard, and a tall bookcase stood near the armchair, against the dividing wall. She went over to examine some of the titles, George Orwell’s 1984, Mildred Pierce by James M. Cain, and Now Voyager by Olive Higgins Prouty, which she herself was reading. She wasn’t surprised to find that he liked books.


‘Them bouncing bombs did the trick,’ Bob called. ‘All over the papers today. Crippled Germany’s heartland, caused massive damage. Good bloke, that Guy Gibson.’ She heard more rattling and a delicious meaty smell wafted into the kitchen that made her mouth water. ‘I’d have loved the air force,’ he continued. ‘But my eyesight let me down for joining the forces.’ She heard him sigh. That told her he wasn’t happy about being turned down. She knew most things about him but every so often he could surprise her. 


Bob’s parents had died one evening at a cinema in the town just after the war had started. None of the picture-goers had stood a chance against the bomb.


On the mantelpiece stood a slate clock, some letters, and a wedding photograph of his parents. Bob was the spit of his mother. There was a snap of him with Rita and herself, a tall tower in the background. She remembered Bob asking a passer-by to take the photo one afternoon at Blackpool. He had treated the pair of them to a coach trip to see the Illuminations. It had been a good weekend. Rita had met a young Londoner and written letters to him for ages until it all fizzled out. Next to the photo was Bob’s camera.


‘I made two,’ he said. He pushed an enamel dish towards her across the table. ‘I’m afraid there’s more veg than meat but I thought you could share it with Rita when she comes tonight.’ 


He was wrapping a couple of clean tea towels around the dish so she’d be able to carry it without burning herself. She wondered what she’d do without him.


‘You got enough money to last you through the week?’


‘The rent was all I needed,’ she said. ‘Thank you. And thank you for this.’ She picked up the dish.


‘Only glad I can help.’ He walked Pixie to the front door. ‘When Rita comes, and you’ve eaten, you should go out. Do you good.’


 


Rita arrived just after Pixie had laid the table for the two of them. She’d been listening to Valentine Dyall’s Appointment with Fear and was glad of the company.


‘I dunno why you listen to something that frightens you,’ laughed Rita. She slung her bottle-green cardigan over the back of a chair. ‘I’m starving. Me mum said we had fish for dinner tonight. Then she laughed and said, “Fish in the larder and see what you can find. Malcolm’s down the pub.”’


‘Was she angry?’


‘Of course she was, but what could she do? There was a tin of Spam but I couldn’t face it. I’m so sick of Spam.’ Rita made a face. 


Pixie, too, was hungry. The enamel dish was still wrapped in Bob’s tea towels.


Carefully she unrolled one of the striped cloths. Then she gasped. A pound note nestled between the next teacloth and the dish.


‘What’s that?’ asked Rita, bending forward for a good look.


Pixie sighed and stepped back. ‘It’s Bob’s way of telling me to go and enjoy myself and forget about my problems,’ she said. 




Chapter Eight


Bob slipped another log into the grate and sat back with the Evening News. Although it was May, it had been a wet, chilly day. 


He sighed, reading about the latest Gosport bombings. A shell had landed on an air-raid shelter on Whitworth Road. In the ensuing panic to escape, fifty-four people were killed, including a young woman carrying her child; she’d slipped on the steps and been trodden underfoot, crushed. 


Would this war never end? He brushed his fingers through his wayward hair. If you couldn’t be safe in an air-raid shelter, where could you escape from Hitler’s bombs? 


He looked at the clock: it was just after nine. He would have been abed by now if it hadn’t been for Pixie calling around. Getting up before four in the morning was one of the hazards of being a market trader. But a late night now and then he could cope with. It made his love-life a bit precarious, though. The women down the market liked him, but his romances didn’t last long when he had either to take them home early or get up in the small hours, leaving them to sleep on. 


He gazed around his kitchen, where he spent most of his time when he wasn’t out earning money. It wasn’t posh but it was home. His eyes fell on his camera, which Pixie had asked to borrow. He’d shown her how to take photographs with it. He supposed she wanted some snaps of her mates at the depot. 


He hoped Pixie was out enjoying herself with her friend Rita. He’d made sure she wouldn’t fail to see the pound note.


Poor kid, he thought. Bob’s parents had moved into the two-up and two-down ten years ago. She’d been just a kid then, with a lot of growing up to do, and he’d been a gawky lad with glasses and his head forever in a book. He was five years older than Pixie and it had seemed a lot when he was young. Now the gap between him and her was nothing.


She wasn’t a beauty but she had that elusive ‘something’ that made men turn for a second look. She was slim and blonde with the capacity to love and go on loving the people she cared about, no matter how disloyal they were to her. Look how she was with her wayward mother. The woman had left her daughter in Shit Street and still Pixie wouldn’t have a word said against her.


He knew she’d dated a few men but they never lasted long. He wondered if her mother’s infidelities caused her not to take relationships seriously. He preferred to think Pixie hadn’t met the right man, the one who would love her as he did. If only he had the courage to tell her how he felt about her. But what if she dismissed him? He wouldn’t be able to bear that. Perhaps it was better to be her friend, the one person she could always rely on.


He drank some Brickwoods Pale Ale from the bottle and went on reading the newspaper. Women had been advised by the government to take part-time jobs to help in the war effort.


Well, he was doing his bit, wasn’t he? He was waiting for Marlene to come round so he could tell her he’d decided to take her on. 


‘That’s good,’ he said aloud, continuing with the newspaper and lifting the drink once more to his lips. Church bells could be rung again now the threat of invasion was over. ‘Good old Churchill,’ he murmured. ‘Be nice to hear the bells again.’


A loud knock on the front door made him jump. He folded the newspaper, got up and made his way down the passage. The banging sounded again.


‘Hold your horses,’ he said, to the pretty bronze-haired girl standing on his doorstep. ‘I ain’t got no servant to send running down the passage to let you in.’


The girl laughed and stepped over the threshold.


At that moment, Rita and Pixie walked arm in arm past his open door.


Rita giggled. ‘She’s eager to get into your house, Bob!’ 


Damn, he thought. He should have told Pixie he’d been thinking of asking Marlene to help out on the stall. He didn’t want her imagining he was carrying on with the girl. 


‘Goodnight, Bob,’ sang out Rita.


‘Goodnight, girls,’ he replied. Before he closed the front door, he saw Pixie look back and smile. 


‘Oh, it’s nice in here,’ said Marlene. ‘Can I sit down?’


‘Course you can. Do you want a cup of tea or something?’ 


She eyed the bottle on the table. ‘Wouldn’t mind one of them.’


Bob was taken aback. She didn’t look old enough to drink. But that wasn’t the only thing that was deceptive about the girl. Small and wiry, she was as strong as an ox. He’d seen her unloading metal bars from vans and fixing up the stalls at the market. He went into the scullery, opened another pale ale and took a clean glass from the wooden draining-board.


When he got back to the kitchen she’d made herself comfortable in the armchair. She accepted the bottle and glass. He noticed she did a perfect job of pouring the beer, without making it froth to the top. She’d probably worked in a pub, Bob thought. He knew she wasn’t afraid of hard work.


‘Thanks,’ she said. 


‘I won’t beat around the bush,’ Bob said. ‘I want you to work on my stall, because I’m doing well and I need you to look after things while I get out and about buying up more stock.’ He pulled out a kitchen chair and sat down. ‘That’s about it. I’ve been watching you. You don’t seem to work for anyone in particular, but you work hard for anyone who’ll pay you. Am I right?’


She nodded and her auburn hair fell forward. In the electric light it was almost golden. He’d only ever seen her in dungarees and boots. She’d taken off her Jigger coat and was wearing a close-fitting serge dress with three box pleats at the centre. The padded shoulders and white Peter Pan collar made her look fragile. Inwardly he smiled. If it wasn’t for the fact that he sometimes sold women’s clothing and shoes, brought straight from the sweatshops in London’s Petticoat Lane, he wouldn’t know a thing about ration-book fashion and Utility designs.


She took a sip of beer. ‘I make pretty good money working for different stallholders . . .’


‘Yes, and I know that when there isn’t any work around you go home empty-handed.’


‘Swings and roundabouts,’ she said, taking another drink. ‘One day I want to be selling second-hand jewellery and answerable to no one, but buying gold costs big money.’ She crossed her ankles, her black suede shoes with the maximum two-and-a-half-inch heels, a wartime restriction, showing her slim legs to advantage. 


Bob said, ‘You’re astute enough to get what you want. And sooner than you thought possible.’


She brightened at his words. 


He glanced at the clock. If he was going to clinch the deal he’d have to work fast. It was dark outside now and raining. He couldn’t let her walk home on her own, especially not when the storm that had been threatening all day was darkening the sky by the minute.


Then he had to get back and grab some shuteye before getting up early for tomorrow’s work. He named an amount of money. And was quick enough to see her eyes widen with surprise. 


But she was going to test him. ‘Is that what you reckon I’m worth?’


‘No, it’s what I’ll pay. I’ve watched you going from stallholder to stallholder begging for work. Some of the blokes treat you like something the cat dragged in. I’ve checked up and I know you’re honest. But why do you work on the markets? Why not a regular job, like in the armaments factory?’


Marlene took a gulp of the beer and set the glass on the floor. ‘I’ll be honest with you.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I got a baby. She’s six months old. Me mum takes care of Jeannie while I work, but if I had set hours I wouldn’t be able to take time off when I have to. And Jeannie needs me.’


He could see she was waiting for him to dismiss her. A baby out of wedlock was a terrible disgrace. Then she looked away, but it wasn’t shame he’d seen in her eyes: it was defiance. 


Her revelation showed why sometimes she had to shrug off abuse. He’d heard her being told to ‘piss off’, and worse, when she’d asked for work, yet the following week she’d returned to the same stallholders. To him it proved her staying power. ‘I’m not worried about your personal life. I need loyalty and someone I can trust.’


A smile hovered at the corners of her mouth. ‘You can have that. When d’you want me to start?’




Chapter Nine


Music from the live band at the Connaught Drill Hall spilled out onto the street. Inside, the master of ceremonies wore a tight black suit so shiny it might have been polished. He had on white gloves and waved his baton, in between using his index finger to push his glasses further back on his nose. Pixie marvelled that the band still played the right tune.


The parquet flooring was slippery, the air clogged with the stink of cigarettes, beer and assorted cheap perfumes that had gelled to one overpowering smell. Pixie was in seventh heaven.


Chairs were placed against the walls all around the room, but there were only a few small tables.


‘Didn’t expect it to be so packed,’ Rita smoothed her hair, then picked an imaginary piece of fluff from the dress she had just finished altering. She was very proud of it: blue wool with padded shoulders, it fitted smoothly to her svelte body. A belt made her waist seem even smaller than it was. 


‘Do I look all right?’ she asked.


‘You know you look gorgeous,’ Pixie told her. Her own grey dress had the fashionable box pleats in the skirt front and matching box pleats across the bust. It had been a gift for her mother from a male friend. He had paid a fancy price for it at Estelle’s Modes, but Gladys, once she’d got it home, had decided she didn’t like the colour. With it, she was wearing a string of pearls that her mother had left on the sideboard, which accentuated the sweetheart neckline. Pixie spotted a couple of empty chairs, sat down, then jumped up again, opening her bag. ‘I’ve got enough for two glasses of orange,’ she said. ‘After paying to come in I need to save enough to buy some bread and milk tomorrow morning.’ 


She left Rita with the coats and began walking around the edge of the floor to a table in the corner, where an elderly man and woman were in charge of selling refreshments. She glanced back at Rita and waved, as a flash of lightning lit the blackout curtains with an orange glow and a growl of thunder followed. She shuddered.


Rita was chatting to a girl sitting next to her. A lot of the men were standing with glasses in their hands around the table where the beer was. But many people were dancing and the music made Pixie feel happy. Tonight she didn’t want to dwell on her problems.


She was on her way back with the drinks when she heard her name called. She turned and nearly dropped the glasses. ‘Cal! What are you doing here? I didn’t know your ship was in port.’ Her heart leaped. He was just as tall and gorgeous as she had remembered him. This time he was in civvies instead of his naval uniform.


He took the drinks from her and together they began walking towards Rita.


‘The ship developed trouble in the boiler room, and we had to return to Portsmouth,’ he said. He set the drinks on the table. He smelt of tobacco and soap, like Pixie remembered. ‘I didn’t know where you lived, but the girl behind the bar at the Fox said you liked dancing and often came here.’ Pixie nodded. ‘The manager, Sam, wouldn’t tell me where you lived or worked. He said, “Careless talk costs lives.”’


‘Quite right too,’ put in Rita.


‘You look very smart,’ said Pixie. Cal’s leather jacket had its collar turned up and he wore light-coloured trousers. He took off his hat and put it on the table. ‘You can’t blame Sam,’ she said. She felt giddy with excitement at seeing him again, especially as he’d now slipped an arm round her waist. ‘You might be a mad axe murderer! Or a spy!’


Just then Tony arrived, pushing through the crowd and holding aloft a tray with more drinks. Pixie saw Rita’s eyes light up as he grinned at her and, in his musical Italian-American accent, said, ‘Rita, my love, did you miss me?’


‘Yeah,’ she said, with a huge smile. ‘Like toothache!’


Tony put the tray down and pulled her to her feet. ‘If you make fun of me, you must dance with me.’ 


Rita laughed. ‘I’ve heard all about you Latin lovers,’ she said, as he drew her into the crush on the dance floor.


‘Tommy Dorsey’s “Boogie Woogie”,’ said Cal. He took off his jacket and let it fall on a chair, then swept Pixie into his arms.


Pixie melted into him as though it was the only natural thing for her to do. 


‘Never waste glorious dance music,’ Cal said, ‘not when anything can happen tomorrow.’ She was matching him step for step. ‘Hey! You move real good,’ he said.


Pixie loved dancing. She let the music flood through her body, so she was flowing with the rhythm. He was sidestepping and throwing her away from him. She caught at his outstretched fingers and clung to his hands, swirling and jiving.


‘You’re lovely!’ Cal murmured in her ear. They were close together, dancing slowly now to Frank Sinatra’s ‘All Or Nothing At All’. She was still breathless, but could swear his heart was beating as fast as hers and that it had nothing to do with the music. Did he already feel as she did? She’d heard of love at first sight but never thought she might experience it.


She snuggled into his shirt-front. They seemed to fit together like the pieces of a puzzle.


When the dance finished, he led her to her chair and sat down next to her. ‘I’m going to give you this,’ he said, foraging in his jacket pocket and coming out with a piece of paper. ‘It’s my sister’s address – she lives in Chichester, married an RAF fella – and my forces address because I want you to write to me.’ He looked suddenly nervous. ‘You will, won’t you? I couldn’t bear it if I lost you again. Tony and I only came here tonight because Trudy, the barmaid at the Fox, thought you might turn up. I’m so glad she was right.’


The deep blue eyes she wanted to fall into held hers. And then she didn’t want to be in the crowded dance hall any more. She wanted to be alone with him. Anywhere would do, just somewhere she could hold him tightly and tell him she’d fallen in love with him, crazy as it seemed, just like in the pictures. It was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to her.


Pixie put the piece of paper into her handbag and snapped it shut. ‘I’ll write every day,’ she promised.


He took a pull on his drink and grimaced. ‘Warm beer, I don’t know how you Brits can drink it.’ He pushed the glass away. ‘You’d better write every day. I won’t get mail regularly because we’ll be at sea, but I shall be first in the queue to claim your letters.’ He reached for her hand and drew it to his lips. As the music changed to another fast tune, he pulled her up from the chair and they went to find a space on the packed floor.


Pixie felt herself being swept along with the music, the laughter, and the need to dance in time to the beat. The jiving was fast, the rhythm furious, and she was filled with happiness. Here, dancing, she could let herself go, forget about work and its dangers and the awful Harry Slaughter, forget about her mother, forget the debts that kept her awake at night and most of all forget about this awful war. The music, sadly, drew to a close and Pixie knew that nothing had changed and the problems were still there . . . But, yes, something had changed! She was in love! 


Cal gave her a final twirl before pulling her into his arms and almost crushing the life out of her as he hugged her against his firm body.


She looked up into his eyes and knew that she wanted him as she had never wanted another man.


Confusion and panic suddenly consumed her. ‘I have to go,’ she said, wriggling from his grasp, picking up her clutch bag and turning to Rita, who had just returned to her seat. ‘I have to go,’ she repeated, and left Rita standing, open-mouthed.


It was raining as she ran out onto the pavement.


‘Wait! Pixie, wait up!’ Cal’s voice rang in her ears, but she had to get away, escape from the feelings that overwhelmed her. She wanted him so much it hurt. All the feelings she had experienced while dancing, the freedom to live and to love, would take her over and she wouldn’t be able to stop herself begging him to kiss her, to love her and make love to her. And because of this bloody war, he would leave her. He would go back on board his ship and she might never see him again. That would be far, far worse than her mother going off on one of her jaunts. No, no, no! She couldn’t take the chance of being hurt by this man.


‘Pixie!’ Cal caught up and pulled her round to face him. ‘What’s the matter? What have I done?’


He didn’t wait for her reply. He kissed her. And it was the most glorious kiss ever. Her nerve endings fluttered, her heart was racing and she melted into his arms as though she belonged there. The rain was falling heavily.


‘Mmm,’ he said, as he came up for air. 


She was still being held tightly but now his lips were covering her face with tiny kisses. At last she managed to speak. ‘That’s just it. You’ve done nothing. It’s me. I think I’ve fallen in love with you.’


His eyes held hers. Then a slow smile lifted the corners of his mouth until it showed his strong white teeth. He began to laugh. He pulled her even closer, then, like an afterthought, pushed her away, took off his leather jacket and slipped it around her shoulders. ‘You goose! I love you. I’m amazed at how I feel. But I love you too.’ He was laughing again. ‘Fact is, I love you so much I want to shout it out loud. I think I will!’ He stepped away, threw back his head and shouted into the storm, ‘I love you, Pixie!’


An elderly man on the other side of the road, walking his soaked mongrel, stared, slipped a lead onto his dog’s collar and moved swiftly on into the darkness.


Watching the pair, Pixie dissolved into laughter. Cal’s shirt was sodden and rain ran down his face. When she moved her feet, her shoes squelched. Cal grabbed her hand and began to run in the direction of the town. She had no option but to go with him.


He kept stopping to kiss her, even though their clothes and hair were plastered to their bodies. 


‘We must get out of the storm,’ he yelled at last, above the noise. ‘It doesn’t look as though it’s going to ease up.’ As if in answer, the sky lit up with another bolt of lightning. Pixie screamed as Cal pulled her into the entrance of the Black Bear Hotel and pushed open the heavy door. Inside, a haven of warmth, music and cigarette smoke enveloped them.


Pixie was shivering as she plumped herself down on a padded window seat.


‘Looks like it’s set in for the night,’ said the barman. 


‘Terrible weather,’ said the barmaid.


Pixie heard Cal order a gin and orange and a half-pint of Brickwoods best. She heard the barman reply in a friendly manner, then turn towards her and nod. Cal took his wallet from his trouser pocket and handed over some money.


Pixie was still shivering. The air in the bar not only smelt of tobacco, but of damp clothing. There were only a few people in the room, most having decided to stay indoors because of the atrocious weather. Cal came back to her with the drinks.


‘Look,’ he said, ‘you can shout at me if you want but I’ve paid for a room for the night—’ Pixie opened her mouth to protest, but Cal put a finger across her lips. ‘We’re both wet through and I thought we could dry off. If you want to go on home after you’ve warmed up and had something to eat, I’ll take you straight to your door.’


She shrugged herself out of his leather jacket and rivulets of water splashed to the beer-stained carpet. Now he was holding both her hands in his.


She would very much like to have a hot bath and rub her wet hair dry. She pulled a hand away and picked up her drink. A big sip began to warm her from the inside. A bigger sip, then another, and her drink had vanished. She put the glass back on the white-ringed table. She knew he was waiting for her answer. 


But instead he said, ‘D’you want another?’ He frowned. ‘I didn’t think to order you a double . . .’ He stammered, ‘Not because you’d like a larger drink but because you need it . . .’ He must have realized how stupid he sounded for he put his hand to his head. ‘Look, I booked the room so we could get dry, nothing more . . . I don’t want you to think . . . Gee, I seem to be making a mess . . .’


‘Don’t worry,’ Pixie said. ‘Just go and get more drinks.’ She sounded more confident than she felt. 


While he stood again at the counter she watched the glistening raindrops sliding down the back of his hair to his wet shirt collar. Another flash of lightning caused the electric lights to falter for a moment, but they stayed on. A young man standing beside the window cheered. The Mills Brothers were singing ‘Paper Doll’. The wireless music was suddenly drowned by a peal of thunder that made Pixie jump.


She looked over to the bar where Cal was waiting patiently to be served. Should she go upstairs with him? Regardless of what he had said, she knew if she set one foot inside that room she wouldn’t leave until morning.


What was the alternative? Leaving now, with the probability of Cal returning to the ship and the ship sailing? She might never set eyes on him again. If he took her home and kissed her goodnight in an alley, she’d never be able to tear herself away from him. They’d make love while the storm raged about them. She shuddered. Making love to Cal had to be special. 


Besides, it was her first time.


 


The small room was clean, comfortable and fairly warm. A wardrobe, dressing-table and a chair practically filled it. A faded patchwork quilt covered the iron bed. Two clean, if threadbare, towels sat on it at the foot. Cal handed her one.


‘The bathroom’s at the end of the corridor. A hot bath’s what you need. I’ve ordered a plate of sandwiches and a pot of tea to be brought up.’


Pixie’s heart was pounding. Would he know how inexperienced she was? It was different for men, wasn’t it? Everyone expected them to know exactly what to do in circumstances like these.


Still, a hot bath would be lovely.


In the bathroom Pixie picked up a toothbrush, choosing between the two new ones on the shelf, and a new bar of Lux soap that she sniffed. Its scent was delicate. The only soap she used at home was carbolic. To see these things, which she could use if she liked, made her feel very special indeed.


The claw-footed bath was sparkling clean, as were the washbasin and the lavatory pan. The lavatory had a long chain to flush, just like hers at the bottom of the garden. There was even a roll of Izal paper, not newspaper as she used at home. 


Pixie began to relax. She turned on the taps and steaming water flowed into the bath. When it reached the regulation five inches, where there was a painted mark on the enamel, she turned off the taps. After checking the door was locked, she stripped off her sodden clothes.


Her house in Alma Street didn’t have a bathroom. Not even a bath plumbed into the scullery, as so many of the terraced houses now did. She lay full length in the water looking at her toes and smiling to herself, luxuriating in the smell of the Lux soap. 


Pixie was eager, yet apprehensive, to return to the room and Cal.


When she was sure her hair had been rubbed as dry as possible, she wound the towel around herself and gathered up her damp clothes. She opened the door and peeped out to make sure no one was about, then ran back to the bedroom.


A pot of tea and a plate of sandwiches covered with a clean white tea towel sat on the dressing-table.


‘Cuppa?’ Cal asked. Despite the warmth in the room, he shivered and his shirt was still stuck to him. She could see he was drinking her in with his eyes. 


He pulled her close and kissed her. ‘You smell lovely,’ he said, then, disappointingly, broke away and began fiddling with the teacups. Pixie knew he’d pushed her away because he wanted her so much. She wondered if he might be as shy as she was.


‘I can do that,’ Pixie said. ‘I can sort out the tea. You go and have your bath.’ His sudden timidity made her heart swell with love.


She heard the door close behind him. She draped her clothes over the back of the chair, hoping they’d dry, then put the tea tray on the bedside cabinet, slipped off her towel and sat in bed, listening to the rain still hitting the window. She pulled the crisp sheet up to her chin. It was peculiar to be in a strange bed without her usual flannelette nightdress. 


She poured a cup of tea, drank it and ate one of the sugar lumps. It felt decadent crunching the sweetness because she hadn’t seen sugar lumps since before the war. There were still eight small treats left in a flowered bowl. She didn’t touch the sandwiches but saw they were a mixture of Spam and egg.


A knock on the bedroom door startled her.


‘Who is it?’ Pixie called.


‘Me,’ came Cal’s reply.


‘Come in.’ She pulled the sheet even higher. ‘Why are you knocking?’


A waft of soapy freshness preceded him as he came towards the bed with his towel tucked around his middle. He’d found a coat hanger somewhere and draped his clothes over it. He hooked the hanger over the top of the wardrobe door. 


‘I didn’t want you to feel shy if you weren’t in bed,’ he said. He ran his fingers through his hair. It stuck up in all directions. ‘You don’t have to do this,’ he said. His shyness had taken over now and he was staring down at the aged silk rug on the floor. ‘I mean, er, stay in this room with me. I can still take you home.’


‘But I don’t want you to do that.’ 


He had one hand loose at his side, the other holding on to the towel fastened at his hip. She put out her hand and slid it into his palm. He gripped it and sat down on the bed. ‘I have to be on board by eight in the morning,’ he said. His eyes were downcast.


‘And I’m working the nine till three shift tomorrow,’ Pixie said. She sensed he’d been worrying about telling her about his return to the ship. ‘Are you sailing from Portsmouth tomorrow?’


He looked up at her. His blue eyes showed sadness. ‘The repairs should be finished. We have to catch up with our sister ship.’


‘Where are you going?’


‘You know I couldn’t tell you, even if I knew. The guys are beginning to think this trip is jinxed.’ He was very nervous now. ‘We’ve been told to forget shore leave for ages. The boilers were acting up, so we had to return and I’ve never known such secrecy before on any of our voyages . . .’


‘Don’t talk like that,’ Pixie said. ‘Don’t talk at all.’ She suddenly mustered confidence she’d never known she had. She pushed back the covers. ‘Get in here.’ 


He stood at the side of the bed, watching her. ‘God, you’re so beautiful,’ he said, his voice full of emotion. He dropped the towel.


‘You’re not so bad yourself,’ Pixie said.


His body was tanned and there were freckles across his broad shoulders. His stomach was taut and flat, his legs and thighs strong. What on earth was Pixie doing trying to put him at ease when she felt far from calm herself? 


‘I haven’t done this before,’ she admitted. ‘I may make mistakes.’


He bent down and kissed her nose. His breath was sweet. ‘Make all the mistakes you want,’ he said, sliding beneath the covers. Pixie closed her eyes and felt the warmth and hardness of his body against hers.


His lips, soft, sensuous, rested on hers for a while, then his tongue probed, met hers and played inside her mouth until that one kiss was as hot as the fire burning inside her.


She opened her eyes. This was not a dream, she told herself. This was the moment every girl, including her, had dreamed of. The first coupling with the man she loved. 


And this beautiful man was kissing her, now with no hesitation, no shyness. She could smell their mingled desire.


Her arms went around him, quite naturally, and she returned his kisses passionately, as though it was the most natural thing in the world for her to do.


Cal pulled away. ‘You are indescribably beautiful,’ he said. ‘I saw you in the Fox and something happened to me. Before that I didn’t need anyone, certainly not a permanent woman in my life. But there and then, I knew.’ 


Pixie held on to the back of his neck, pulling his head towards her. He kissed her face, her eyes, her ears. Then his hands touched her body. Inside she was screaming for more, more touching, more kissing.


He found all her secret spots, claiming her. ‘I can’t stop touching you, Pixie,’ he whispered. ‘You will always be mine. You’re special, like no woman I’ve ever known before. There’s an innocence about you, yes, that’s what it is.’ Pixie wasn’t sure whether he meant her innocence in the art of lovemaking or that this awful war hadn’t yet broken her spirit.


When he entered her, slowly, carefully, it hurt a little at first. But soon it was the most incredible sensation she had ever known. As though she’d been waiting her whole life for just this moment. Her back arched, rising to meet his thrusts until their bodies were in perfect unison.


‘Marry me, Pixie,’ he whispered, as her pleasure rose furiously. 


She gave a sharp, muffled cry as something exploded inside her. She cried out again with joy as his soaring release became a final miracle of delight.


After a time of intense quiet, Pixie moved. Cal’s face was buried in her damp hair. He slid away, curving himself around her.


She ran her fingers over his arms. There was no chill in his body or hers, not now. The sweet smell of their lovemaking came up from the ruffled sheets. He raised himself on one elbow, looking down at her. At last he touched her upraised mouth with his lips, tasting salty, of sex and perspiration.


Pixie was lost in him.


He stroked her hair and murmured into her ear, ‘I meant what I asked earlier, I want you to marry me.’


Pixie stretched fully, like a cat. There was so much to find in each other. Her fingers touched his beautiful mouth, then his broad forehead and tangled through his golden hair, curling it and winding it around her fingers.


‘Yes,’ she breathed.




Chapter Ten


When Pixie woke up she was alone.


Cal had left as she slept. She discovered, when she pulled back the blackout curtains, that the ferocity of the storm was over, leaving a wet, dull start to the day.


She thought of the night of madness, helped along by a war in which nothing could be planned or taken for granted. Later, when she wrote in her notebook, she would relive every blessed moment of their lovemaking. She regretted nothing, except that Cal was on board his ship and she was alone. It was time to go home and get ready for another gruelling day at the factory.


A sharp knock on the door and a female voice interrupted her thoughts. ‘Do you want breakfast? It’s extra.’


It was the barmaid from the previous evening.


‘No, thanks,’ Pixie called back. She listened as footsteps receded along the corridor, then peered at the clock on the bamboo bedside table. It was gone seven. The teapot and uneaten food looked forlorn. Straightening the tangled bedclothes she noticed a note on Cal’s pillow.


 


Pixie, I didn’t want to leave you but saw no reason to wake you so early. Last night was terrific. I’ll write. Remember your promise to marry me. I love you, my darling. 


Cal


 


Tears swam in her eyes. She remembered his kisses, his fingers sliding through her hair, his hands roving over her body. She had no regrets. They’d dozed and talked, then made love again, repeating that bliss all through the night. No regrets because he loved her and she loved him.


 


‘Where the hell have you been? I’ve been knocking at your door for ages.’


Pixie could see Rita was staring hard at her. Her coat was slung over Rita’s arm and dangling from her fingers was a carrier bag. It was pretty obvious she, Pixie, hadn’t been home all night, for she was still wearing her box-pleated grey dress. Putting it to dry on the chair hadn’t done it any favours: it was a misshapen mess.


She pulled the key through the letterbox and opened the front door. She could smell Rita’s strong violet perfume. 


Rita frowned. ‘You’ve been out all night!’ 


Pixie couldn’t meet her friend’s eyes. ‘So you got home all right despite the storm.’


‘No thanks to you,’ said Rita. ‘Are you going to tell me why you left me there at the dance?’ Rita threw the coat across a chair and then tipped out a loaf from the carrier bag. ‘Got that on the way over here,’ she said. 


Pixie gave her a grateful smile. Get the kettle on, Rita, will you? I’ll tell you all about it while I change for work . . . Oh! What’s this?’ Pixie bent down and picked up an envelope lying on the doormat. ‘I’ll look at it in a moment after I’ve had a wash and changed.’


She could see her mother hadn’t returned. Everything in the place was just as she’d left it. The bird in its cage chattered away as Pixie took off its tea-towel night cover. ‘Hello, Bird,’ Pixie said. A bag on the sideboard contained a piece of cuttle-fish and Pixie wedged it through the bars, then set about refilling the canary’s water and seed dishes. Rita started the business of tea making. Her silence told Pixie she wasn’t happy.


After a good sluice beneath the cold tap in the scullery and a frantic scrub of her teeth, Pixie ran a comb through her blonde hair then went upstairs to find clean clothes. She decided on a grey skirt and a darker grey jumper. She’d bought the jumper at a jumble sale at Sloane-Stanley Hall, near the Criterion picture house, from the WVS stall. It had little puffed pads at the shoulders and was hand-knitted. Pixie thought she could unpick it and use the wool for something else when she got fed up with it. Anyway, it had been a bargain at sixpence.


Rita had switched on the wireless, and the news was telling them of how the average family of four spent thirty pounds a year on clothing, which was just seven pounds and ten shillings per person during the two years since clothes rationing had been introduced.


‘I’m fed up with making do and mending,’ Pixie said. She looked lovingly at Rita busy filling her flask with tea and making her a dripping sandwich for lunch at the factory. The smell of toast browning beneath the gas stove’s grill was delicious. She went over to her and slid an arm around Rita’s waist. ‘I’m sorry about last night,’ she said. ‘All of a sudden I felt my head was going to explode. My brain was telling me not to do something and my heart was urging me to get on with it. I just had to go.’


‘Cal ran out after you.’


‘I know. And he caught me.’


She thought of the battle she’d fought against her conscience, in allowing herself to fall for a man who’d sailed away today.


Then she continued telling Rita about Cal, that she loved him and he’d asked her to marry him. Even thinking about him and the previous night seemed to put wings on her heart.


But as she stood at the kitchen table, sipping her mug of strong tea, she saw that Rita’s face was pale and drawn. Her mouth was a thin line. Beneath her eyes, which today had no sparkle, there were grey shadows. When her friend began spreading margarine on the toast, Pixie noticed her hands weren’t steady. She wondered if Rita had drunk too much the previous evening. Rita, dispensing with plates, shoved a slice of toast towards Pixie. Her voice was sharp. ‘Eat that. You can’t make love to a bloke all night, then go to work on an empty stomach.’


‘Aren’t you happy for me?’ The words slipped out.


Rita slammed the knife onto the table, making the remains of the loaf jump into the air. Then she put a hand to her head. ‘Ouch! That didn’t do my headache much good.’ Pixie knew then that Rita was hung over. Her friend had tried to disguise the smell of stale alcohol with lots of perfume. The anger in Rita’s voice further confirmed it. ‘Have you forgotten you ran out of the Connaught Drill Hall without telling me what was happening, then left me to wonder where the hell you were when you never came back? For all I knew a mad axe murderer could have sliced off your head and hidden you in Walpole Park’s boating lake!’ There were tears in Rita’s eyes.


‘I’ve said I’m sorry,’ Pixie said, putting down her mug and gathering Rita close. Rita’s body was stiff and unyielding. She wriggled away from Pixie, then used her hand to wipe away a tear. 


‘Later, when I realized I’d run out into the storm and was wet through, I was too caught up with Cal to think of anything.’ 


Pixie stared at her friend. Rita wasn’t usually mean-spirited. Something else must have happened, as well as her getting drunk. ‘What is it?’


Rita gave a big sigh that made her whole body shake. ‘Tony and me decided it wouldn’t work.’ Her arms hung at her sides. Suddenly she looked years older. 


Pixie’s heart went out to her. ‘Oh, Rita, I thought he really liked you.’ She wondered what she could do or say to make things better for her friend.


‘So did I, but apparently there’s a girl back home he likes more.’


This time when Pixie put her arms around Rita, her friend let her hold her tight.


‘And all this time I’ve been going on about me and Cal. I’m so thoughtless . . .’


‘You didn’t know. Did Cal say anything about Tony’s girlfriend? Or that he was going to ditch me?’


‘We didn’t talk about anything like that. Not about my mum, or money problems, we just enjoyed each other.’ Pixie knew she was blushing. 


Rita sniffed, then smiled at her. It was almost as if her old friend was back to normal again. ‘Finish your tea – drink it quickly. We don’t want to be late for work. You can tell me all about it as we walk to Weevil Lane. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. It’s not your fault.’ 


Pixie picked up her mug again. ‘I didn’t really like Tony anyway,’ she confessed. ‘His eyes are too close together and his eyebrows are too long and black. Me mum says, “Beware the man whose eyebrows meet, for in his heart there lies deceit.” She got that right, didn’t she?’ 


At her words Rita smiled but the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.


Pixie’s tea was finished and she took a bite of the toast. Then she saw the letter on the table.


‘I forgot about that.’ She swallowed another mouthful and slit open the envelope, read for a few moments, then frowned. 


Rita had gathered up the crockery and taken it through to the scullery. Pixie heard a clatter as she left it in the sink. When she came back Rita said briskly, ‘Come on. We mustn’t be late.’


Pixie handed her the letter. ‘Read that. We’re not going to work. Em needs us.’


Rita read the note aloud:


 


‘I want you both to help me with Doris this morning as I’ve contacted Eadie Moss. Doris is too strong for me to handle alone if she decides to play up. Already she knows something is going on and won’t do anything I ask her. I’ve told Harry Slaughter that the four of us are needed at the Dockyard in Portsmouth. We are supposed to be going to a talk on how to get more work output from factory girls. In any case the police will be at the depot this morning asking questions and Harry Slaughter will have to stop our line while information’s gathered. You won’t lose any pay or be out of pocket. Please don’t let me down – there is no one else I can turn to. Come to the house at half past nine. Please. Em.’


 


Pixie looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. There was plenty of time to walk to Em’s house. ‘She must be in a right state about things to ask for our help,’ she said.


‘You all right about this?’ Rita asked her.


‘Can’t say no, can we?’


Rita shook her head. ‘What’s this about the police coming to the depot?’


‘No idea,’ said Pixie, slipping into her shoes. 


‘That Harry Slaughter’s a bastard.’ Rita handed Pixie her coat.


‘Don’t you worry about him.’ Pixie ran her fingers through her hair. ‘I’ve got an idea that’ll put him in his wife’s bad books.’


‘What d’you mean?’


‘If it comes out that Harry Slaughter raped Doris, he’ll deny it. Men get away with all sorts of stuff unless they’re caught in the act.’


‘So?’ Rita was frowning at Pixie, who put a finger to her lips. 


‘Wait and see,’ she said, with a smile. ‘Harry Slaughter needs to be taught a lesson. The women in the factory are all scared of him. He must be stopped from thinking we’re there to have his grubby paws all over us whenever he wants.’


Just then the letterbox rattled.


‘What’s that? It’s too early for the postman.’ She went to the passage and saw another envelope on the doormat. ‘Today’s the day for hand-delivered notes,’ she said, picking up the letter with ‘Mrs Smith’ and the address written in pen.


Slitting it open, her heart started beating fast. ‘A bill from the corner shop,’ she announced to Rita. Then she saw the amount outstanding, with the words, ‘An early settlement would be appreciated.’ She handed it to Rita. ‘Mum’s ticked this up, gone off and, of course, it’s not been paid.’ Pixie gave a long-drawn-out sigh. If only she could use her wages to live properly instead of paying her mother’s debts.


‘It’s a big bill. What are you going to do?’


‘Pay it. I have to pass the shop every day. Imagine how I’d feel knowing I owed them so much.’


‘But look at all these fags.’ Rita shook the bill. ‘You don’t even smoke!’


‘No, but I ate the food that isn’t paid for. And what if I need to put something on the slate myself? They certainly wouldn’t give me credit, owing so much already.’


Rita looked thoughtful. ‘I’ve got some money, not a lot. I’ve been saving for a new coat, but you can have—’


Pixie broke in: ‘I don’t want your money. Thanks for offering, though.’ She smiled at Rita. ‘Anyway, I can pay it out of the money Bob lent me. I can leave the rent and make up the shortfall when we next get paid.’


‘Perhaps you should have asked Bob for more.’


‘Certainly not!’ said Pixie. I’ll manage somehow.’ She slipped back to the kitchen and looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘We’d better go,’ she said. ‘Em must be out of her mind with worry.’


As she opened the door and they trooped out into the drizzle, it seemed to Pixie that the glory of last night, with Cal, had happened years ago. It was almost as though she wasn’t allowed to be happy.


As she closed the front door, she heard the canary singing its heart out. 




Chapter Eleven


Bob eyed Marlene as she struggled with the canvas top sheet, pulling and straightening it so she could peg it onto the stall’s metal bars. She stepped down from the wooden stool and stared at him, her hands on her hips.


‘That high one’s a bugger! But it’ll never defeat me!’ She grinned at him, and he dropped the heavy box of books he’d been carrying onto the flat surface of the display shelf. He smiled back at her. She was a hard worker – honest, too – and he hadn’t once thought he’d made a mistake in hiring her. He returned to the van and began unloading boxes of ex-army blankets he’d bought at auction at Minstead in the New Forest.


It was half past four in the morning. A few lights run from generators brightened Gosport high street as traders erected their stalls for the day’s trading. The weather forecast had promised a fine day. A sudden peal of laughter caused Bob to turn in the direction of a nearby stall. Alec ‘the Fish’ was always ready with a joke. The small balding man wrapped in a white and blue apron waved at Bob, who waved back. It didn’t seem to matter how early it was, there was always a bit of fun going on somewhere among the traders. It was what Bob liked about being his own boss and running a stall. Especially as he never knew what he’d be selling, one week to the next. 


The sky was lightening now and the birds had woken up, and were chattering away like nobody’s business. The first customers coming into the market would be the workers catching the ferryboats to Portsmouth and walking through the town. Then came the early birds, women who rose and shopped at daybreak. The ordinary punters came after them, buying groceries and bargains. Often they were pushing prams or had their elderly mothers with them. That was where the money was, with the ordinary housewives, and they liked a natter and a joke.


Second-hand books took pride of place on Bob’s stall. He couldn’t always get hold of as many as he could sell. The war and the shortage of paper had hit books badly. 


At auctions he bought up anything he reckoned he could make a profit on. And house clearances provided all manner of items people needed, especially if the buyers had been bombed out and needed to start again.


His stall was made up of metal poles that slotted together to make a shed-like frame that he covered with canvas to keep the goods dry when it rained. He was a regular stallholder, rather than a casual. Regulars paid less, kept a certain place, but if they didn’t turn up they still had to pay their pitch fees. Casuals were taken on only if there was space in the market. Their stall could be erected anywhere, but was usually in the least visited parts of the high street.


Marlene was covering the selling surface with a sheet. Since he’d taken her on she’d put quite a few of her womanly touches to the stall to make it more ‘customer enticing’, as she called it. He had noticed, though, that some of the customers preferred him to serve them. It didn’t particularly worry him: he guessed it was their way of shunning Marlene because she was an unwed mother. He simply thanked God he didn’t depend on such small-minded folk for his living.


‘What’s in the boxes?’ She waved towards the stuff he’d bought the previous evening.


‘Blankets,’ he said. ‘If you want a couple for yourself take them before the public buys the lot.’


‘I’ll pay,’ she said. ‘Can’t go giving away profits.’


She was strong-minded, and it was hard to give her any of the few perks of the job.


He’d like to take home a couple of blankets for Pixie. Warm bedding always came in handy. 


The smell of frying bacon attacked his senses. The tea van had opened. He’d go and buy a cuppa for him and Marlene in a minute and something hot in a couple of doorsteps of bread. The bacon smelt good but it was usually very salty and of poor quality. God knew where it had come from, definitely black market. Nevertheless, his stomach rumbled in anticipation. He pulled out another box of blankets from the van and set it on the street. He thought of Gladys.


Now there was a funny bugger. She was sassy, easy-going and a looker for her age, but you couldn’t believe a word she said – and even though you knew she was lying, you wanted to believe her because she had a way of making you feel you mattered. He wondered how old she was; perhaps early forties? She couldn’t go on thinking she could twist any man around her little finger, could she? Perhaps one day she’d regret trying to recapture her youth by swanning off with any bloke who asked her.


‘I hope you got more besides these. They’ll soon go,’ Marlene said. She’d pulled the grey woollen blankets from the boxes and now began folding them neatly into piles. 


He told her the price he wanted. ‘Knock a bit off if the punters buy a couple,’ he said. ‘I got some pots and pans in the van. Will you help me unload? The sooner I get rid of the vehicle, the better.’


After unloading, the stallholders parked their vans on a bombsite near the swimming baths.


‘Cor, these’ll fly off the stall,’ Marlene said, taking a saucepan from a sturdy cardboard box. ‘What’s wrong with them?’


‘Ain’t nothing wrong with the goods I sell. I buy in good faith. Don’t touch no dodgy stuff. The auctioneer said they was “fire-damaged” stock. There’s some whistling kettles in that box there.’ 


Marlene nodded and a swathe of bronze hair fell across her face. She was an attractive girl, thought Bob. The bloke who had let her down and left her with a kiddie must have been a right bastard.


‘You going off today?’ Marlene asked. ‘How much for the kettles?’


Bob told her the price, then said, ‘I’ll be back by lunch-time. I’m off to Littlehampton – a clothes shop got caught in the bombing night before last. The owner’s got stock in a shed and wants to offload now there’s no shop to display it. It’s all big sizes so should go fast, if I can get it at a reasonable price.’ He lifted the last of the boxes onto the road and stretched. ‘You going to be all right?’ 


Marlene was making a display of the some kettles. ‘Course I’ll be all right. Always am, aren’t I?’


He didn’t answer straight away. The market was coming to life now with goods set out to tempt customers. The place was getting noisier and punters were already milling around looking for bargains.


Marlene had worked briefly for Alec the Fish and for Dennis on the tea stall. If anything untoward happened while he was away he knew his mates would help her. They all looked after each other on the market, didn’t they? Even Kitty on the flower stall was a good friend – Bob had let her down gently after she had wormed her way into his bed. The affair had lasted only a few months but the friendship carried on. Kitty liked young Marlene.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I know you can handle things. But just to keep on your best side I’ll treat you to a bacon sandwich and a cuppa before I go.’ 


 


‘I’m sorry you’ve got to see her playing up like this. I wish I’d never told her what was happening to her.’ Em threw her wrap-around pinny on the chair and ran to the door of the living room to chase after Doris, who hadn’t stopped her high-pitched screaming since Pixie and Rita arrived. Em had been crying: her face was strained and her eyes puffy. ‘I thought she’d be pleased that her life wouldn’t be changed by having a child she wouldn’t be able to look after. But she’s set her heart on it. Even got a name for it, Lily. She’s convinced it’ll be a little girl.’


Pixie watched Em disappear and the screams continued, only louder. ‘Not going to be easy to get her to Eadie Moss in Old Road, is it?’ she said to Rita, who was standing on tiptoe and studying herself in the mirror over the mantelpiece.


‘I bet her old man put this mirror up,’ said Rita, ‘before he got injured and had to stay in the wheelchair. It’s too high up for any normal-sized woman.’


Pixie didn’t answer her. Instead she asked, ‘I wonder what made Em change her mind and decide on Doris having the abortion?’


‘All kinds of things,’ said Rita, shrugging. ‘Em don’t have an easy life.’ She gave herself a last look, then came towards Pixie and whispered in her ear, ‘I heard that since he come back from the war, he’s a different bloke and makes Em’s life a misery.’


‘You don’t know that’s true.’


Rita sniffed. ‘And you don’t know it ain’t.’ She went back to the mirror and began fiddling with her hair, curling the ends around her fingers. She was taller than Pixie and very pretty in a Dorothy Lamour way. When they entered a dance hall it was always Rita who got the first looks from the men. Today she had on a spotted cotton dress that she’d had for ages but was too short. She’d unpicked the hem and sewn some ribbon around the faded bit. She’d made a wide blue belt that was almost the same colour as the spotted material. It had a point that ended just below her bust and the belt gave her old dress a brand new look. She wore her blue and white shoes with the two-inch heels.


Pixie didn’t know how much walking they were going to do, so she’d worn her lace-ups with wide-legged grey slacks and a grey blouse that her mother had given her because she didn’t like it.


Doris was still screeching.


‘I’m going out to the scullery – I think that’s where they are. See if I can help.’ Pixie walked down the passage that gleamed with polish and in the living room saw Em’s husband in his wheelchair, reading the paper. He seemed quite unmoved by all the noise. ‘Hello,’ Pixie said cheerfully. The man, dressed in grey flannel trousers and an open-necked collarless shirt, ignored her. Pixie went through into the scullery where Doris lay on the floor, her eyes tight shut, kicking and screaming.


‘Sorry you’ve got to see this,’ Em said. She was bright red in the face. Though she spoke calmly, Pixie could see she was at the end of her tether.


Pixie shook her head. ‘Don’t worry. I have an idea.’ She knelt down on the faded scrubbed lino. Keeping one wary eye on Doris’s flailing arms and legs, she said, ‘You know my red dress?’


Doris immediately stopped yelling, opened her eyes and said, with a sniff, ‘The one with the frilly bottom?’


‘The tiered one,’ Pixie added. 


Em sat back on her heels, relieved. Pixie was glad of the silence: the screeching had begun to hurt her ears. ‘Would you like it?’


Doris’s eyes opened wider than ever. She was like a large floppy doll. Jesus, but she was a pretty girl, thought Pixie. Life could be so cruel sometimes. Here was a beautiful child, but flawed. And Harry Slaughter had damaged her even more. 


Doris threw her arms around Pixie’s neck. ‘You mean it? You’d give it me?’


Pixie nodded. She’d tried it on last week and decided she was fed up with it. Anyway, she’d lost weight and it was too big for her. Then she frowned, looked at Em, picked up Doris’s hand and held it. It was hot and sweaty. ‘Oh dear!’


‘What’s the matter?’ Doris’s face was creased with anxiety.


‘I’m sorry but you can’t have it, after all. It won’t fit you.’


Doris threw back her head. ‘It does fit me. I tried it on. It does.’


Pixie had let her try it on one day back in the spring when they were getting changed at the factory to come home. Pixie remembered how she’d been thrilled by the poppy red brightness of the material, just when the war was trying to leach the colour from clothes. It had a sweetheart neckline and a tie belt. One of the girls had told Doris she looked just like a film star.


‘It did then, but you’ve got a baby growing inside you and you can see you’re getting bigger and fatter.’ Pixie expanded her hands to exaggerate a huge belly. Doris nodded sadly. ‘Today we can take the baby away and you’ll be able to fit inside my lovely dress.’ Pixie felt the tears rise at the back of her eyes. She sniffed, groped for Em’s hand and squeezed it hard. This is a baby I’m talking about, she thought. Here I am, trying to persuade a child-like woman to get rid of a baby she wants to keep. The tears began spilling over. She let go of Em’s hand and brushed her fingers across her face. Em wanted only what was best for Doris.


‘I want the dress!’ Doris, on her feet now, stamped hard on the lino.


Pixie’s voice felt as though it was being strangled. ‘Do what Mum says and I’ll bring it for you tomorrow.’


Pixie didn’t know why Em had changed her mind about the abortion. All her reasons for not going to Eadie Moss had been valid. But Em was a sensible woman. If she’d changed her mind it was good enough for Pixie.


‘Promise?’ Doris was staring hard at her.


‘I promise, darling.’ Pixie leaned forward and squeezed Doris in a bear hug, 


She heard Em say quietly, ‘Thank you.’


Pixie went back into the living room where Rita, almost oblivious to the drama that had gone on in the scullery, looked up from the scuffed magazine she was leafing through. ‘Thank God she’s shut her gob!’


‘Sometimes, Rita, you can be bloody callous,’ Pixie snapped. Then she realized that Em’s husband, Doris’s father, had shown not the slightest bit of interest in the kerfuffle that had been going on in the room next door. What a strange man!


She stood on tiptoe in front of the mirror and smoothed her hair. ‘You’re right, this mirror’s no good for short-arses like us,’ she said.


‘Is Doris all right?’


‘She is now,’ said Pixie. As if in answer, a red-eyed Doris came clumping down the passage, followed by Em, with her black handbag hooked over her arm.


‘He’s just switched the news on.’ She nodded back in the direction of the kitchen. ‘Leslie Howard’s dead.’


Rita gasped. Pixie knew she had a crush on the actor after sitting through Gone With the Wind at the Forum Cinema.


‘Thirteen passengers were lost when his plane was shot down over the Bay of Biscay on the first of June,’ said Em. ‘He was such a handsome film star.’


‘He’ll always be remembered as Ashley Wilkes,’ said Pixie. ‘This bloody war. Will it never end?’


Outside, the sun was still shining and Doris held tightly to Pixie’s hand.


Rita said, ‘Em, you said something about the coppers being at Priddy’s Hard. What’s it all about?’


Em gave her a hard look. ‘Didn’t you see it in the Evening News? It was in the late edition.’


No wonder she’d missed it. She and Rita had been dancing, then she’d spent the night with Cal.


‘What?’ Pixie looked at Em.


‘I found a lady,’ chimed in Doris. ‘She was tied to a bit of rope in the stairway at work. Her face was all black and her tongue was hanging out.’


‘Oh, my God!’ Pixie stopped walking and stood very still on the pavement, her hand raised to her mouth in horror.


‘You must try to put it out of your mind, love. Forget it.’ Em pushed Doris forward to get her walking again. She sighed. ‘It was Myra,’ she said.


‘Jesus!’ Rita’s face was chalk white.


‘Poor girl said the job was all she had. When I wouldn’t let her on the line because she reeked of booze and might be a danger to others, she went to pieces. Doris here,’ she nodded at her daughter, ‘found her.’


‘Her poor parents,’ said Rita. ‘What an awful thing to happen.’


‘That’s not the half of it,’ Em said. ‘The coppers went round to her parents’ house in Queen’s Road to break the news and get one of them in to identify her – that’s what they do, even though we all knew it was Myra. Well, when they got to the house she was supposed to be living in, it wasn’t there. There was a bloody great crater and only the garden shed was left standing. Remember when we had that bad bombing a few weeks back?’ Em paused, obviously waiting for someone to say something.


Pixie nodded. ‘Queen’s Road took a bashing, half a dozen houses gone, just like that!’


‘Yeah,’ said Em. ‘Well, Myra’s parents copped it. The poor girl’s been out of her mind, livin’ in the shed. She never told nobody, just drank herself senseless. I feel real bad sending her away. Like it was all my fault. The coppers told me not to be so bally stupid, that I had a job to do and keeping her on the line squiffy would have been stupid.’ There were tears in Em’s eyes. She put her head on Pixie’s shoulder and the tears came thick and fast. ‘If only I’d known the poor cow was out of her mind with grief . . .’


Pixie rubbed her back. ‘You wasn’t to know. Myra’d got strange. She wouldn’t talk to nobody.’


Rita said, ‘I told Pixie she’d been drinking and was a danger. You did the right thing, Em.’


Em sniffed. ‘I been worried sick about this.’


‘Em, Rita’s right,’ Pixie said, ‘and you got your own family to worry over. Let’s hope Doris don’t have no nightmares about finding her.’ 


Em gave a little smile. ‘You’re right. C’mon, let’s get this over with.’


Em knocked loudly on the door of number seventy-one Old Road.


Pixie saw a long line of unwashed milk bottles that looked as though they had been there forever. Bits of screwed-up paper and other rubbish were spread over the diamond-shaped clay tiles by the front door. It was impossible to see through the window because the curtains were drawn, even though the sun was now high in the sky.


Em knocked again. There was a horse’s head door-knocker but it was broken. ‘She knows we’re coming.’


Pixie was holding Doris’s hand and Doris was straining to pick the heads off a few weeds brave enough to grow between the tiles.


A voice rang out, ‘Come round the back!’


Rita tutted. 


Pixie saw the corner of the dingy net curtain flicker. 


Em said, ‘How do we get round the back?’


‘I think there’s an alley,’ Pixie said, pulling Doris away from the weeds and back up the street to a gap between the houses. She walked down the alley, careful to avoid the dog mess and the muddy puddles left by the recent deluge. Em and Rita followed. 


At the end a brick wall enclosed the backs of some of the gardens. Pixie counted the houses, then paused outside a broken fence surrounding an unkempt garden. Guinness bottles were grouped outside the back door and a tin bath was nailed to the wall.


‘Got to be this one,’ Pixie said, as they went up the path. She banged on the door.


Almost immediately it was opened and the stench of stale cabbage flowed out. 


‘Don’t like that smell,’ said Doris, wrinkling her nose.


‘Sssh!’ whispered Pixie, as a large woman filled the doorway. 


Pixie pushed herself forward. ‘Are you Eadie Moss?’


The woman spoke, revealing rotten teeth: ‘Yes. Where’s the girl’s mother?’ Her eyes sought out Em. She nodded.


‘I am. We’re here for—’


She didn’t get any further because the woman pulled her inside, saying, ‘Don’t tell all the bloody street my business. Why d’you think I keeps the front door locked? You was lucky I talked to you in the week. Only coppers and debt collectors come to the front.’


Pixie and Rita followed Em and Doris into the scullery.


The sink was full of unwashed crockery.


‘You two might as well wait in the living room,’ Eadie Moss said. She waved a fleshy arm towards an open doorway. Pixie squeezed herself as small as she could to get by the woman, who was as round as she was tall. Her hair was like wire wool, and her eyebrows had been shaved off and pencilled on again but they weren’t even, so her face seemed lopsided. The scullery was a tip and the living room, with a three-piece suite so filthy that Pixie knew Rita would refuse to sit on it, was worse. No smell of polish in this house, thought Pixie. She caught Em’s eye. 


Em was clearly horrified, yet resigned. ‘Stay, Pixie,’ she commanded.


Rita said, ‘Look, I’m only going to be in the way. Why don’t I go for a walk? I’ll go back to your house, Em, sit on the wall in the sun and wait for you.’


Pixie knew she wouldn’t go into Em’s house while Em’s husband was on his own there. Em nodded.


Rita kissed Doris and said, ‘You’ll be all right.’ 


Pixie said, ‘I’ve got a better idea. I’ve left the key on the string in case Mum comes home. Why don’t you go and get my red dress so Doris can have it later today?’


‘Good idea,’ Rita said. 


Pixie saw Doris’s eyes light up. And worry slide away from Em’s face.


After Rita had gone, Pixie noticed there was another bath in the scullery, a cast-iron claw-footed one, plumbed in, with an old door covering it so that it served as a table. 


‘Have you brought the money?’ Eadie Moss asked. 


Em foraged in her bag and came up with the brown envelope. She laid it on a low wooden shelf next to an open packet of Woodbines and an overflowing ashtray. 


The woman said, ‘I’ll trust it’s all there.’ She stared at Doris, who was doing her best to hide behind her mother. ‘Look, I’ll be honest with you. I’ve done another girl who wasn’t all there.’ She touched the side of her head. 


Pixie saw Em bristle and grabbed for her hand. ‘Let her speak, Em,’ she said. Em gave a long-drawn-out sigh.


‘The girl was a bloody nuisance. Wouldn’t keep still. I need quiet to do the job right. So I want you to give her a good drink first, to relax her.’ She didn’t look at Em but held Pixie’s eyes. It was as though she sensed Pixie was more open to suggestion because she wasn’t personally involved.


‘I don’t like it here.’ Doris had turned towards the back door and was trying to lift the stiff latch. 


Pixie took Doris’s hand away and said, ‘I wonder if Rita’s found my red dress yet?’ She doubted Rita had got very far but her words seemed to do the trick, for Doris suddenly smiled. 


After a silence, Em said, ‘All right.’ No doubt she was remembering the screeching that Doris had treated her to not an hour earlier.


The woman opened a cupboard and took down a bottle of gin. She rinsed a grubby cup beneath the tap and filled it. She handed it to Em, who gaped at her. ‘She had drink before?’


‘No, Mrs Moss. I ain’t in the habit of giving me kids strong drink.’


‘Not even a drop to get ’em to sleep at nights?’


Em shook her head. ‘Got anything to put in it to make it taste better? Drop of orange juice?’


‘This ain’t a bleedin’ café and, no, I got no lah-di-dah juice.’


Em put her hand on Doris’s shoulder. ‘Drink this down, love, as quick as you can.’


Doris opened her mouth and swallowed about three big mouthfuls before she realized it tasted horrible. She pushed the cup away, sending the small amount of gin left in it flying towards the grease-encrusted gas stove. She gave a scream that sent Eadie Moss to her knees with her hands over her ears. Pixie pulled the girl round to her and pressed Doris’s face into her breast.


‘Quick – got a glass of water?’


‘Here you are.’ She was handed another grubby cup containing water.


‘Try this, love.’ Doris refused to open her mouth.


‘It’ll make the nasty taste go away.’


Doris shook her head. She’d clamped her mouth shut.


‘At least she’s stopped screaming.’ Eadie Moss was now laying out on the draining-board stuff from a brown carrier bag that she’d taken from the kitchen cabinet. She hadn’t wiped it, simply placed her instruments where she could find a space. There was a rubber tube with a pump at the end, a stained glass jug, in which she sprinkled a fair whack of Fairy soap powder, and a long thin spatula. The fresh scent of the washing powder helped to dispel the stench of the scullery.


‘I don’t feel well,’ said Doris. ‘The room’s moving. I want to go to bed.’


‘Good. She’s feeling tired,’ said Eadie Moss. ‘Get her up on the bath top. Take off her knickers first.’


‘What do I need to do when I get her home?’ Em asked. Her voice was very small.


‘Put her to bed with some old towels beneath her. It ain’t gonna be an easy ride the first couple of days because she’s gone more months than I usually like to do ’em. She’ll be as right as rain later. C’mon, I ain’t got all day.’


Em didn’t move. Pixie could see the pain and worry in her eyes.


Suddenly Em grabbed Doris and pulled her close. ‘No! You ain’t gonna touch her!’ Em wrapped her arms around her daughter. ‘You ain’t even washed your filthy hands.’ 


Doris looked confused as her mother now wagged a finger in Eadie Moss’s face. 


‘You got all the time in the bleeding world, Mrs Moss, to give young girls all sorts of infections in this filthy hole. My girl ain’t gonna be one of them.’ 


Pixie was stunned. But Em seemed to know exactly what she was doing as she grabbed hold of Doris with one hand, pushed up the door catch with the other and frogmarched her daughter outside, where she immediately took a breath of fresh air. She tramped down the garden path, Doris wailing that she wanted to be sick.


Eadie Moss had stumbled to the back door and was shouting, ‘Don’t try coming back ’ere cos you won’t be welcome. Bloody time-waster!’


Pixie stared at them. Then she grabbed the money from the shelf and pushed past the irate Eadie Moss, who was still shouting obscenities into the back garden.


Pixie didn’t stop until she saw Em at the corner of Mayfield Road, holding Doris’s hair and rubbing her back while Doris violently spewed down the wall and over the pavement. Pixie pushed her handkerchief into Em’s hands.


‘If you didn’t want to put Doris through it why did you let that woman give her drink?’


Em looked at Pixie. ‘I wanted her to have the abortion. I really did. I can’t carry on no more getting up so early to wash me husband, change his bed and get him dressed for the day before getting meself and her ready.’ She nodded towards Doris, who was still throwing up. ‘She ain’t easy.’ Doris was holding her head, dry-heaving now. ‘Then I got a full day or night’s work to do and then I’m juggling me wages left, right and centre.’ Em paused for breath. ‘As yet I’ve seen not hide nor hair of any government pay-out for my old man’s war injuries. And right up until that moment when she swallowed that gin, trusting me, her own mother what’s supposed to look out for her, I wanted rid of this kid she’s carrying. Then I saw her little face, mouth tight shut, and knew I’d failed her.’


Em gathered Doris to her. Trails of spit marked their clothes. ‘We’re going home and you’re going to have that lovely little baby, Doris, and I don’t care how hard I have to work. I’m sorry, so sorry, my love.’


Pixie felt tears prick the backs of her eyes. She put her arms round Em and Doris and said, ‘You’re a good woman, Em, the best.’


Doris, unsure of what all the fuss was about, said, ‘I don’t like gin. I didn’t like gin before when Mr Slaughter gave it to me with orange juice in.’ 


Em began using Pixie’s handkerchief to wipe Doris’s face. She stared first at Pixie, then at Doris. ‘When did Mr Slaughter give you gin?’


‘When he made me take my knickers off. I liked the orange. It was like that stuff they gives to babies.’


‘So now she’s finally told me,’ said Em. ‘You’re a good girl, love.’ She sighed. ‘But what good is knowing who the father of her baby is? That bastard will deny it and he’ll get away with it.’ 


Pixie said, ‘Look, Em, I’m glad she’s told you. It’s not news to me. He’s a slimy, wicked man. And before you think Doris confided in me instead of you, it came out when Doris found me in the lavatory after he tried it on with me the other day.’ The thoughts that had been formulating in Pixie’s mind were becoming clearer. ‘Will you help me with an idea that’ll make Harry Slaughter’s life a misery?’


‘I can’t afford to get the sack.’


‘You won’t. I might. But nothing will incriminate you . . . or Doris,’ Pixie added.


‘In that case, yes.’


‘Right. I’ll explain as soon as I’ve worked it all out. But in the meantime it’s a secret, right?’


‘Right.’ Em finished spitting and wiping Doris’s face with the hankie, just as Pixie handed her the brown envelope containing the money.


‘What’s this?’ Em turned the envelope over in her hand. ‘This is . . .’


‘Yes. This is yours and you’re going to need it now for a cot, pram and stuff.’


Em shook her head. ‘You and Rita gave it to me for an abortion, which hasn’t come about. And I’ve heard through the grapevine that you’ve got a few bills of your own to pay.’


‘Grapevine?’ Pixie laughed. ‘That’s Rita, mouth like Wookey Hole.’ She loved Rita but her friend couldn’t keep a secret to save her own life. ‘You’re going to need it, Em, more than me, so shut up.’ Pixie curled Em’s fingers tight around the money. She grabbed Doris’s hand and began to walk her quickly down the alley.


Em followed.


‘I got an ’eadache,’ Doris whined.


‘You’re not the only one with a headache, pet,’ said Pixie. She would be glad to get home. She was beginning to appreciate the canary and its singing! She’d start writing a letter to Cal, yes, that’s what she’d do. So much had happened since they’d been together. She hoped he was thinking about her, wherever he was. She would also find out when Myra’s funeral was. Poor Myra, she thought. What a sad end to her life


A tug on her hand made her look at Doris. ‘It’s a very bad headache, Pixie.’ The girl’s blue eyes were screwed up with pain.


Pixie squeezed Doris’s fingers. ‘Perhaps a new red dress might make it go away.’


‘Oh, yes,’ said Doris, with a big smile.




Chapter Twelve


Gladys sat in the passenger seat of the Wolseley and listened to Del telling her about the flat racing at Goodwood. She smoothed the skirt of her dark blue dress with the puffed sleeves and caught the reflection of herself in the car window. She marvelled that Del always had plenty of coupons for petrol. She flicked back a loose lock of dyed blonde hair and touched her wrist against her new broad-brimmed hat.


The bruise on her arm was turning a delicate shade of purple. She must remember not to antagonize Del when he was drunk.


‘This horse, Sugar Palm, won it last year. It’s a race for three-year-olds and upwards, and the gelding’s tipped to win it again this year.’ Del’s hand, as he spoke, crept over her knees and squeezed. His hands were always sweaty.


‘Mind me nylons,’ she said.


‘If we win, girl, I’ll buy you a whole box of nylons, off a mate of mine down the docks.’ Del laughed. 


He was in an exceptionally good mood today, thought Gladys. But after he’d had his way with her, like he had last night, and hurt her, he was always most apologetic. On the back seat was a shopping bag and in it another blue dress and a smart black twin-set. No coupons. Del didn’t worry about coupons. He seemed to have contacts all over the south coast that could get him anything he wanted. It was all a case of supply and demand, Gladys thought. Like her and Del. He demanded, she supplied. The only thing he couldn’t get was a place in the forces to fight the Germans. It had shattered his confidence that he wasn’t fit or young enough.


‘It’s the Stewards’ Cup race of six furlongs. When I win I’ll take you out to a slap-up meal.’


Gladys squeezed his hand. ‘That’d be nice,’ she said. She hoped he wouldn’t lose his bet. He’d be hell to live with if that happened.


Most of the country had long ago given up eating slap-up meals. With food in short supply and everything on ration, a decent meal was something to be remembered for everyday folk. But Del wasn’t an everyday person: he knew places where food was plentiful, at a price.


‘Do the horses get hurt? Fall?’


‘Sometimes,’ he said. ‘But this is a flat handicap race. No fences at Goodwood.’ He rubbed her hand and pain shot through her wrist. 


‘Ouch!’ 


He must have realized he’d touched her tender bruise because he took his hand away and sat back in the driving seat with a stony look on his face. Then he said quietly, ‘Perhaps that will teach you not to contradict me when we’re in the presence of my friends.’


She was about to say she was only correcting his mistake when he had said she’d come from Portsmouth. She’d wanted to put his friend right about where she lived. Most people didn’t know Gosport existed. But everyone had heard of its bigger brother across the water, Portsmouth. She hadn’t meant to show Del up. Thank God this time he hadn’t marked her face. ‘Sorry, Del. It won’t happen again.’


The summer was in full flow. She watched as they drove by villages with stone cottages and pretty gardens filled with colourful flowers amongst the vegetables. The war seemed far away here in the countryside. She glanced back at her new clothes. At least Del wasn’t mean with his money. But he was heavy-handed. Well, she’d just have to make sure she didn’t upset him again. He also had a nasty habit of eyeing up other women. When she was talking to him he’d be only half listening, looking past her to see what else was on offer.


After they’d driven through the main gate of the racecourse and Del had parked the car, they walked to one of the buildings overlooking the track. Once they’d gained admission to a stand, Gladys stood looking through the wide windows over a balcony, where she could see other race-goers below. There were pretty girls galore but the lack of young men in civilian clothing was obvious. With the men away at war it was left to the servicemen and the retired and war wounded men to bet on the horses. Del pointed out the winning post and the gathering crowds, then asked an assistant to bring him drinks and some food.


‘It’ll be pot luck what we get to eat and drink,’ he said, ‘not like before the war when we had champagne with strawberries and cream.’


Gladys would rather have been out in the open air surrounded by the other people, but she didn’t voice her feelings. She thought Del was trying to impress her with his money, especially when he said, ‘I used to work from this track, and others, of course, taking bets and giving odds. Now I got blokes to do it for me and I can take a busman’s holiday to enjoy the races.’ He spoke loudly, hoping other people might hear his bragging.


The man returned with a bottle in an ice bucket, glasses and two covered plates, which he proceeded to set out on a small table along with napkins and shining cutlery. Then he popped the cork on the bottle. ‘Do you need anything else, sir?’ As he spoke he handed Del race cards. Gladys saw silver change hands in a tip and the man left to return to his post behind the bar, saying, ‘Call me if you require bets placing, sir.’ 


Gladys, now sitting at the table, said, ‘So we put on our bets through him? Not that I have money . . .’


‘You have now.’ Del took from his wallet some pound notes and pressed them into her hands. ‘But we can bet from anywhere,’ he said. 


She was flustered. ‘What if I lose the money?’


Del shrugged. ‘It’s what gambling’s all about,’ he said. ‘We’ll have a drink. Then, as we’ve plenty of time, we’ll go down to the parade ring and see some of the horses as they’re shown off to the public.’ 


Gladys’s feet hurt in her new shoes. She had a bunion and it was giving her gyp. She would have been quite happy to sit watching the other punters through the windows. 


On the way down to the parade ring Del did his best to explain the difference between betting each way or to win. Then he helped her write out a betting slip for the horse she fancied. She’d picked it because it was called Summer Garden and reminded her of the pretty cottages she’d spotted as they’d driven through the Sussex countryside.


Del placed a hand on her bottom as she stood among the crowd. She turned and smiled at him. There was perspiration on his forehead and top lip. His hair beneath his trilby hat was stringy and greasy. She wondered how old he was. At first glance he looked middle-aged, his weight and fleshiness ironing out facial wrinkles. But when he wasn’t smiling she thought he might be more like sixty.


He was a very uncouth man. She wasn’t refined, but the clothes he wore were loud and his hands always seemed to be searching into her feminine places. He was kind, in his way, but she wouldn’t trust him as far as she could throw him, not with other women. She wondered why on earth she had taken up with him. For a second she wished she was at home, with her feet up in her comfortable slippers, waiting for Pixie to come home from work so she could have a gossip and giggle with her daughter.


Eventually, with her bets placed and her money gone, Del took her back up the steps of the stand to their table.


‘When the racing starts can we stand on the balcony?’ She wanted to be among the crowd, shouting for Summer Garden and the other horses she’d backed to win. Del produced binoculars and handed them to her and as soon as the first race began they joined the other excited punters on the balcony in the sunshine.


She’d never been horse racing before, though when Pixie was young, they had played a horse-racing game with miniature lead horses. Suddenly she had a vision of Pixie, her head thrown back, her hair in disarray, laughing fit to bust. A sharp pain went through her heart. Pixie was a good girl and she didn’t deserve the rotten mother Gladys had turned out to be. Trouble was, it was always money that was at the bottom of it – or, rather, lack of it. All Gladys wanted was for someone to love her and, as proof of that love, buy her pretty things.


Gladys reassured herself that Pixie was all right. Pixie was strong and she had her life ahead of her. Just as Gladys had once thought she had. She’d been sixteen when she’d had Pixie. With a baby to look after at such a young age, she had felt as though her own childhood had been taken from her. And now? She was still young enough for men to find her attractive, wasn’t she? And it only needed one man to be that special person, didn’t it? 


She was brought back to reality by Del pointing out each of the horses as they went up to the starting line.


When the Stewards’ Cup race began, she could feel and smell the excitement it engendered. Del had backed Sugar Palm. 


She began shouting along with the crowd and jumping up and down to the commentator’s voice. 


As the race ended Del threw his arms around her, lifting Gladys off her feet. Groans and shouts of joy came from the other punters.


Then it was all over.


Torn-up betting slips littered the ground, like fallen snow. Del had collected a wad of notes as his winnings and was in high spirits as they left the racecourse.


‘I’ve lost all your money, Del,’ Gladys said, as they crawled in the traffic waiting to join the main road.


Almost without taking his eyes from the steering-wheel, Del foraged in his inside pocket for his wallet. Then he opened it and tossed her some notes.


‘And now you have some more,’ he said. ‘We’re off to Littlehampton and a lovely little hotel that don’t ask questions when its patrons make a bit of bedroom noise.’


Her heart sank.


‘And I know just the way for you to pay me back,’ he said.




Chapter Thirteen


‘So you haven’t heard from Cal yet?’


Pixie shook her head. ‘It’s July already and I’ve written him letters that I can only think are held up somewhere.’ She replaced an uneaten spam sandwich in her lunchbox; she might toast it for her supper. It would be a shame to waste it, she thought.


Other girls were sitting outside in the grounds of Priddy’s Hard, talking and eating before going back in to work on the lines. She stared at Rita: her cheekbones were prominent and she was wearing way too much make-up. ‘You don’t look well.’


‘I’m fine. Nothing that a drop of gin wouldn’t sort out.’


Pixie looked across the harbour towards Portsmouth. For once there were no ships in the Dockyard. However, the tiny strip of water that separated Portsmouth from Gosport was filled with all sorts of workboats. There were the ferries, like squat beetles, transporting passengers back and forth, their funnels belching thick smoke. When it was cold it was lovely to get a special place to stand near the hot funnels, out of the wind. Not that it was at all cold today. The warm summer days were going on and on. 


Pixie took a deep breath. The air smelt faintly of smoke and, of course, the tang of salt from the sea that washed against the low wall, lapping and rolling over the shingle. From somewhere music was playing and Pixie listened hard. It was ‘A String Of Pearls’. The dreamy music made her think once more of Cal. Surely by now she should have heard from him. Mind you, she hadn’t heard from her mother either, but Gladys wasn’t one for letter-writing.


‘I reckon you still got a hangover from last night. You was in the Fox pouring drink down your gullet like it was going out of fashion.’ Pixie eyed her friend.


‘No, I wasn’t!’ Rita shouted, so loudly that a group of women lying on the grass, sunbathing, turned to stare. Rita put a finger beneath her turban and scratched her head. ‘Bloody thing drives me nuts.’


‘Don’t change the subject.’ 


Rita sighed. ‘I may have had one over the eight last night, but I’m fine now.’


‘Just don’t let Em catch you with trembling hands. She can smell drink coming through women’s pores, Em can. You got something on your mind?’


Rita shook her head. ‘It’s this bloody war. Won’t it ever end?’


That was the question on everyone’s lips. ‘It was on the news that Hamburg in Germany has been almost wiped off the map by our boys. Six thousand dead and twenty-five thousand injured. Our lads got the docks, U-boats, factories, shipyards and a major tunnel. And just think, Rita, you and me,’ Pixie spread her arms wide, encompassing the armaments yard, ‘we’re helping to win this war!’


Her friend gave a watery smile that ended too soon. There had to be something else Rita was worrying about. 


‘Everything’s set for later this afternoon,’ said Rita. ‘John on the gate has promised to let us know as soon as old Slaughter’s wife gets here.’


‘What we’re going to do to him isn’t going to make up to Doris for what the dirty bloke has done to her, but if it stops him having a go at another girl, it’ll be worth it.’ The two friends looked at each other conspiratorially. ‘We’d better get back to the building – lunch break’s almost over.’


Pixie closed the lid of her lunchbox. Suddenly the blare of the air-raid siren and the drone of planes filled the air.


‘Jesus,’ said Rita, ‘what’s happening?’ 


Planes passed overhead, their shadows huge and distorted by the sun. ‘Let’s run for the shelter,’ Pixie yelled. 


Rita swept up her belongings. ‘That’s a bloody laugh, ain’t it?’ she said. ‘Have you forgotten? We can’t go in the air-raid shelter here at Priddy’s Hard because that’s where they store the bleeding gunpowder to keep it safe! Never mind about us!’


Girls were weaving to and fro looking for cover. Some, Pixie could see, were plainly terrified, others resigned to just another dogfight over Portsmouth and Gosport.


‘Come on,’ Pixie said. ‘Let’s hide over there.’ She pointed to the Camber, a stone dock serving the depot. ‘We’ll be sheltered by the wall and the wooden posts of the jetty. Anyway, it don’t look like them Luftwaffe aircraft is bothered about us and this place. They’re more worried about being shot down by them Spitfires.’ The sight of the familiar little planes was like balm to Pixie’s soul.


Hand in hand the two girls ran for cover.


There was a wooden crate filled with empty paint tins near the wall and Pixie pulled it in front of the posts, making a sort of hidey-hole for them. 


‘Do you see what’s happening, Pixie? It looks like them Germans was coming this way over the Isle of Wight, and our boys are intercepting them. Cheeky buggers, them Germans! In broad daylight too.’


The noise was terrific, the smoke and smell of cordite filling Pixie’s nostrils and ears. She had a sudden fear that she would die without ever seeing her mother again. She remembered Myra’s funeral at Ann’s Hill Cemetery and everyone crying. Rita’s voice made her jump.


‘Can you count the Spitfires? I make it thirteen.’


‘Well, that ain’t going to be very lucky for someone, is it?’ Pixie yelled, the noise filling her head. ‘I s’pose they’re after the radar stations along the south coast.’ She could see the planes chasing each other at high speed, flames coming in bursts from the aircrafts’ guns. Ground-level anti-aircraft began returning the fire. 


She felt Rita’s hand creep into hers. 


‘I don’t want to get killed,’ Rita said.


And Pixie, until that moment, hadn’t realized how much she too wanted to live. There were so many things she wanted to do with her life and, possibly, so little time to do them.


The blue, blue sky was cut about with silvery trails and black smoke, almost as though some sky-bound snail had woven paths across it.


Some of the factory girls, braver or more foolhardy than Pixie, were standing in the grounds of the armaments yard, cheering on the RAF and yelling insults at the Germans. Most had more sense and had taken cover, hiding from the shrapnel falling from the skies. Then red flashes rent the air – a German plane had been hit. 


It turned, smoke and flames belching from its body, and flew across to the island, towards its home country. Before the crowds had finished cheering, a second German plane was smoking. Soon it was covered with flames. More cheering filled the air and Pixie felt sadness overwhelm her at the inevitable deaths of the enemy airmen in their disabled planes.


And then, almost as suddenly as it had started, the remaining German fighters turned away, as though losing interest. Soon the sky was clear, empty of noise and colour, and only the stink of burning metal and spent shells remained.


‘Whew, that’s that, then,’ said Rita, ‘I couldn’t half do with a gin now.’


‘Me and all,’ confessed Pixie. ‘Them German planes won’t get home, will they?’


Rita shook her head. She was pushing the wooden pallet away so they could now escape from their shelter. ‘They’ll go down in the Channel.’


‘We helped kill them boys,’ Pixie said.


Rita pulled Pixie to her feet. Pixie had never seen her look so cross.


‘And if we didn’t do our part, them Germans would have killed our boys!’


 


Callard Dalton lay on his bunk, the pen slipping from his fingers. He’d written six letters to Pixie and one to his sister, Ruth, during his time back on board, and had just started a seventh letter to the girl he loved. Yesterday the mailman had handed him a letter from Ruth. Although he loved his sister dearly, and her cheerful chatter about the guesthouse in Chichester made him smile, it was Pixie’s letters he was eagerly awaiting.


Tony, below him on the bottom bunk, had been reading the James M. Cain novel Double Indemnity, but its excellent storyline hadn’t kept him awake. The pen hitting him on the forehead resurrected him.


‘Jeez! Betty Grable was telling me she wanted my body and you wake me up!’ He glared, found the pen and held it out so Cal could take it. His dark, curly hair was still damp from the shower he’d taken after his turn on duty.


‘Sorry, pal!’ Cal sighed, as he looked at the small square photograph of Pixie taken at a Lee-on-the-Solent dance at the Tower Ballroom. It showed a slight, green-eyed blonde and didn’t do her justice, but was all she’d carried in her handbag the last time he’d seen her. Pixie stood with her arm linked through her friend Rita’s. It sat next to a family group photograph taken back on the Ohio farm. His mother stared out at him – she was a skinny little thing, too. He knew she was going to fall in love with Pixie just as he had. 


He looked at his watch. Another ten minutes and it would be chow time. The radio was playing a medley of Glenn Miller music. It made Cal feel sad that it would be a while before his ship, the American Navy’s most up-to-date destroyer, USS Bristol sailed back to Portsmouth in England. He heard Tony still grumbling below him about being woken up. 


‘You can go back to sleep again, you know.’


‘Yeah, and this time my dream’ll be Bela Lugosi wanting to suck my cock.’


Cal laughed. ‘Whatever turns you on, pal.’


‘You told your sister about Pixie?’


‘Of course! Tony, she knows I want to marry my girl and I intend to start the ball rolling as soon as possible. It’s a shame you couldn’t get it on with Rita. She was full of fun.’


‘That’s the trouble, she was full of fun. I’d have been worried all the time I was away that she was having fun with some other guy.’


‘I don’t think Rita’s like that.’


‘How d’you know? You only got eyes for Pixie.’


Cal nodded. Pixie filled his dreams. ‘Hey, you think we’ll get back to Portsmouth?’


‘No, Cal. I reckon we’ll get torpedoed and sunk. What kind of stupid question is that? This is the sister ship to Ellyson, and was committed to the water in 1941 in good old New Jersey, the US of A. I don’t have to tell you what a lucky ship this is, do I? Already she’s got a credit list as long as your dick! Oh, I forgot, pal, you only got a little—’ 


Tony didn’t get any further with his insults, for Cal had slid down from his bunk, whipped Tony’s book from his hands and put a pillow over his buddy’s face to smother him.




Chapter Fourteen


In the workshop the girls were quietly chatting while they went about their duties. There was an air of excitement in the room and the wireless was playing a programme of big-band music that suited the atmosphere. Pixie loved Jimmy Dorsey and was trying to hum along with ‘Tangerine’. 


She was pretending to herself that everything was going to work out fine.


The workshop reeked of new paint and new rubber conveyor-belts. Newly built workbenches and seating had replaced the old tables, which were worn and splintery. 


Mr Churchill wanted production speeded up. Pixie had heard on the news that morning that a strategy conference between the prime minister, President Roosevelt and Prime Minister Mackenzie King of Canada had resulted in preparations for imminent new operations. As usual the news was late in reaching England’s work force, as Hitler mustn’t know of Britain’s plans.


Pixie had decided on a ruse to lure Harry Slaughter’s wife to his office. She thought the forceful woman should know how badly he treated the women who worked with him. The new workshop was the perfect excuse to get her to visit the armaments depot.


The women involved in Pixie’s scheme had been sworn to secrecy. Since everyone admired Em and loved Doris, it hadn’t been difficult to persuade them to play their parts.


‘What time is Harry Slaughter’s wife supposed to be here?’ Rita knew the answer but was just making sure. Again she stuck a finger beneath the itchy material of her turban and had a proper good scratch.


‘Three o’clock,’ Pixie said. ‘I hope after all the excitement this morning she doesn’t let us down. All that fighting with shrapnel and bullets flying about is enough to make people scared to go out. I went round to the Slaughters’ house this morning and said we’d been let down by one of the stars performing at the Empire theatre in Portsmouth, so could she do the honours instead? She was thrilled to bits to open the new workshop. Of course I didn’t go round until I knew Harry had left for work!’


Pixie remembered the woman’s face and her excitement. She’d swallowed every word and Pixie had felt bad about deceiving her. But Harry Slaughter deserved to be taught a lesson. Eliza wasn’t stupid and Pixie was banking on her knowing what a rat her husband could be.


‘Suppose she phones to talk to Harry?’


‘Taken care of. All calls have to go via the switchboard. Elaine will be monitoring personal calls. She’ll make sure Harry Slaughter doesn’t find out.’


‘Oh, well done,’ said Rita.


Pixie thought she looked more tired than usual. ‘You all right?’ A thought struck her. ‘You haven’t been drinking, have you?’


‘No, I bloody haven’t! Why do you always think the worst of me?’


Pixie put an arm around her. ‘Sorry Rita, but I do worry about you.’ She gave her friend a little smile. ‘Forgive me?’


Rita pushed her away. ‘Get off me, you daft lump!’ They both laughed. ‘Who’s meeting her when she arrives at Priddy’s?’ 


‘Cedric.’ 


Rita gasped. 


‘I’ve told him his mother’s visiting and he needs to take her straight to his father’s office when she arrives. He might as well see what we’re up to, Rita. Just to stop him getting ideas. There’s a new pair of rubber overshoes for Eliza to put on. She knows the drill about being careful in this place.’ Pixie had had a job persuading Em to stop the conveyor-belt for an hour or so.


‘I’ll be there at the gate to welcome her too,’ said Rita. ‘Is that her bouquet?’ She stared at the bunch of mixed summer blooms, tied with a red ribbon, on the bench. Their scent filled the air.


Pixie nodded. ‘Ann got them off her allotment. That nice bit of ribbon was supplied by one of the other girls. It looks quite professional, doesn’t it?’ She marvelled at how all the women were eager to help put Harry Slaughter in his place.


‘Got your clothes?’ Rita asked. 


Pixie nodded, then looked at the clock on the wall. She shivered. In truth she was a bag of nerves. She hoped she’d covered the women’s tracks well, so that blame could be attached to no one but herself. It wouldn’t do for anyone to lose their job over this. ‘I’m not sure I can go through with it,’ she confessed.


‘Yes, you can,’ Rita said. She, too, looked at the clock. ‘The old bat’ll be here soon. I’m going down to wait for her. I’ll join Cedric and bring her to the office, so make sure Em’s ready. Does she know how to work Bob’s camera?’


‘I’ve shown her enough times,’ Pixie said. When she’d told Bob why she wanted to borrow his camera, he’d laughed loudly. But he’d explained all about the flash and wished her luck. He’d also told her he’d get the film developed for her.


‘Good luck, Pixie,’ said one of the girls, and everyone else joined in.


Pixie went into the lavatory and undressed, ripping off her work clothes and turban. Em followed. Using a hand mirror, Pixie caked her eyelashes in mascara and firmly outlined her lips in a bright red lipstick. She was glad her mother and she were practically the same size. The silk cami-knickers and embroidered top fitted her beautifully. They felt seductive and glamorous against her skin as she fluffed her hair loose and stared at herself in the mirror. In the high heels she’d also smuggled in, she looked like a film star, or at least like Jane, the lovely blonde cartoon girl in the Daily Mirror.


There was a knock on the cubicle door and Vi, one of the workers, shouted, ‘Mrs Slaughter’s coming this way. Rita’s already given her the welcome flowers.’


‘Bugger!’ said Em, from outside the cubicle. ‘She’s earlier than expected. We’d better get into his lordship’s office, Pixie.’


Vi asked, ‘You’re sure Mr Slaughter don’t know his wife’s out there?’


‘I hope not!’ said Pixie, coming out of the cubicle.


The catcalls started.


‘Wow! Don’t let me old man see that!’ And ‘You look bloody gorgeous!’


‘I’d better get in his office quickly,’ Pixie said, moving into the hallway, and glancing about to make sure there were no unwelcome visitors.


She’d picked this time of day to play the trick on Harry Slaughter, knowing he’d be in his office until six when he left the factory to go home. Later in the evening he popped back to check on the night shift.


Pixie knocked on the door. Her heart was beating fast. Around her women were trying hard not to giggle.


‘Come.’


Cocky sod, thought Pixie. He couldn’t even be bothered to finish his sentences and call, ‘Come in.’ She went in and closed the door behind her. 


His gasp could have been heard in the corridor. 


Pixie’s mouth was painfully dry. She felt nauseated by the cheap perfume she’d thrown over herself. She thought of the times that this odious man had tried to touch her and had to force herself to say, ‘Mr Slaughter, I’ve thought of all the times in the past you’ve tried to get close to me.’ She paused while she moved closer to him, her heart beating like a drum.


He stood up from behind his desk. She could see by the way his eyes were almost popping out of his head that he was too startled to say anything. His slack mouth hung open, almost drooling at the sight of her in the skimpy, silky underwear. He closed his mouth and seemed to gather his senses. ‘What are you saying?’


Pixie, now so close that his breath was on her, started unbuttoning his navy blue dungarees, first one shoulder clip dropping down over his shirt, then the other falling to his round belly. Then she was pulling down the dungarees over his fat hips until they fell to the floor in a puddle at his feet.


He gasped again. His off-white underpants were stained and she could see he was aroused. 


The smell of sweat coming off his pasty skin was making her feel sick. 


He must have gathered some wits, for he stepped out of his overalls and moved closer.


His thing was pushing against the grey cotton of his underpants, making a tent in the baggy material. Sweat was beaded on his forehead. He was so taken aback that he hadn’t uttered a word to her since she’d entered his office.


Her silk suspender belt held up a pair of sheer silk stockings donated by one of the girls, Patsy, courtesy of her Canadian boyfriend. 


Pixie took one of his sausage-fingered hands and rested it on her silken thigh. He gave a sharp intake of breath. She lifted one leg and put her foot on the chair he had vacated. 


Pixie tried not to breathe. All she was praying for was that the entourage outside would quickly bring his wife to the office so this farce could end. She gave him as dazzling a smile as she could summon.


She heard voices in the corridor outside and the door opened at the exact moment she threw her arms around his neck and leaned into him.


His arms went around her just as the door swung open and Eliza Slaughter stepped inside, closely followed by Em, with the borrowed Kodak Brownie Hawkeye camera at the ready. A flash lit up the office and a cry from his wife rent the air at the very moment Pixie called out, ‘Oh, Harry!’


‘Harry Slaughter! You bastard!’ shouted Eliza Slaughter. The workforce had crowded into the room, craning their necks to see what was going on. Em had taken another couple of photographs, one with a new flashbulb, and another just for luck!


Pixie sprang away from Harry and rushed from the room, barging through the women, who were laughing and jeering as Harry Slaughter struggled to put on his dungarees.


Surprisingly, after her initial outburst, Eliza Slaughter seemed quite composed at finding her husband in a compromising position with a factory girl. She turned on her heel and walked out, pushing through the crowd much as Pixie had done. Pixie saw her open a door to a small storeroom and enter, closing it behind her. Then she heard Rita yell, ‘Now keep your slimy hands to yourself, Harry Slaughter. Try anything else on poor unsuspecting girls and these photographs will go straight to your bosses. You’ll never get a job where there are women employees again!’ 


Pixie realized the enormity of the trick she’d encouraged them all to play on their manager. She hadn’t thought it through properly. She hadn’t meant to hurt his wife. Of course it would hurt her.


Back in the lavatory cubicle Pixie quickly dressed in her factory clothes and pushed the pretty underwear into a bag. Respectable once more, she ran back in the direction of the storeroom that Eliza Slaughter had entered. It was empty. On the floor were the crushed blooms of her bouquet.


Further down the corridor the factory women were still jeering at Harry Slaughter. Pixie knew it would take him a while to regain control. She ran out of the building past the railway line, its train trucks stacked with bombs, and down to the main gate. She was relieved to see the Slaughters’ car.


‘Please stop!’


Eliza Slaughter was just about to step into her vehicle after exchanging the rubber boots left at the main gate for her own shoes. Pixie ran past the gatekeeper, and stood panting beside the open door of the car. The smell of expensive leather engulfed her.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. 


Eliza paused. Pixie could see she’d been crying. Eliza’s fox fur, which had been casually slung across one shoulder, had slipped down and she tried to shrug it back into place. The mean glass eyes in the stuffed fox’s head glittered in the sun.
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