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			Chapter One

			Gosport,1944

			‘I couldn’t help it. Now she’s having my baby, what can I do?’

			‘You could have kept it in your trousers!’

			Elsie Barker turned away from her husband of ten years. She wasn’t going to allow him to see her fall to pieces. No matter what she felt on the inside, outside she would show him she could handle things.

			‘Who is the woman who’s carrying your child?’ She was finding it difficult to keep calm.

			‘Just someone from my office.’

			Unanswered questions began hurling themselves around her brain. ‘Does this “just someone” have a name?’

			‘Hmm.’ He coughed. ‘Sandra. But it’s not her fault that . . .’

			For someone usually so articulate her husband was having difficulty in answering.

			Sandra? Even the name sounded more glamorous than her own, thought Elsie. Then came his second blow.

			‘I’m happier now than I’ve ever been so I’m putting the house on the market. There should be enough money for you to buy somewhere in Gosport.’ He screwed on the lid of the home-made marmalade and the scent of the oranges faded as he calmly picked up the newspaper. Fleetingly she remembered cutting the rind into chunky pieces just the way Geoffrey liked and marvelled that he could even think about reading and eating after telling her she should be the one to leave their home.

			‘Why can’t I stay here? My severance pay from teaching helped buy the house!’ Tears were pricking at the back of her eyes. How could he do this awful thing to her? She thought suddenly of the early days, the fun they’d had searching antiques shops for just the right pieces of furniture to fit into the five-bedroom Western Way house in Alverstoke. This was her dream home, backing on to Stanley Park, a house with a considerable garden on which she lavished care and attention.

			Geoffrey put down the paper and adjusted his cuffs beneath the sleeves of his dark pin-striped jacket. At forty years of age he liked his highly polished shoes to complement the colour of his suits and ties, to add just that little something extra to inspire confidence in his clients. He eyed her speculatively.

			‘This house is too big for one person. When I bought it we were going to fill it with children but you—’

			‘Don’t you dare make it out to be my fault! Our doctor says infertility can happen to couples who want children too much . . .’

			Elsie longed to hold a baby of her own in her arms. She blinked back the tears.

			‘It’s no one’s fault,’ Geoffrey said quietly, with surprising gentleness. ‘But you must surely understand why I need to buy another house, and I can’t afford it until this one is sold.’ His eyes met hers. ‘You’ll be happier in a small place of your own.’

			The silence that followed was almost palpable. Elsie found she was staring at him as though she’d never seen him before in her life. So many questions needed answers but every reply might split her heart into pieces.

			Then, despite everything, she could see his logic. The house, after all, belonged to him, Geoffrey Barker of Barker and Knowle, Solicitors, of the high street, Gosport in Hampshire. He was nothing if not logical and his quick brain was what made the partnership so successful. Even the terrible war years had been profitable for the firm.

			‘Will you leave me now?’ Elsie asked. ‘I need to think about this carefully.’ She looked past him to the conservatory where the honeysuckle she had lovingly planted a couple of years ago was beginning to climb the glass to give shade during the hot days of summer.

			Geoffrey folded his newspaper methodically. He was a very tidy man. For a while he simply stared at her, then asked, as he laid the newspaper by the side of his plate, ‘Will you be all right?’

			‘I’ll be as all right as any woman whose husband tells her over the breakfast toast and marmalade that he’s fallen in love with a tart from his office.’ Her anger was rising again.

			‘Stop it, Elsie. Sarcasm doesn’t become you.’

			And suddenly she could hold herself back no longer. ‘Go!’ she yelled, leaping up and shaking her fist. ‘Get out! Get away from me!’

			He beat a hasty retreat from the kitchen. Presently she heard the front door slam and his car start up. Then there was the crunch of tyres on the gravel in the driveway and he was gone.

			Of course she hadn’t wanted him to leave.

			What her heart desired was for him to take her into his arms, beg her forgiveness and say they would get through this together. Tell her there was no Sandra from his office, no baby, and that he would always love her. But that was as impossible as him suddenly swinging her around in his arms, high off the floor and telling her he adored her. The spontaneous part of their marriage, despite her own efforts, had died long ago.

			Elsie sat down at the kitchen table, put her head in her hands and gave way to her grief. Her marriage was over. Her home was shortly to be sold. Her life was in pieces.

			She wanted to curl up in bed and die.

			But in less than an hour she’d be standing on the line in Priddy’s Hard munitions factory where she worked part-time filling shells with gunpowder, helping the war effort in the fight against Adolf Hitler.

			Tonight after work she was to attend a farewell get-together. Her friend Izzy was off to do another job left vacant by a man who’d gone to fight. Elsie couldn’t possibly put her own feelings first and not meet Izzy at the Fox public house in Gosport town. Could she put on a brave face and pretend everything was fine with her, Geoffrey and their marriage so Izzy wouldn’t have to worry about her?

			She realized she’d been a fool for never questioning Geoffrey’s tales of working late. She’d tolerated his stories of weekend conferences at Brighton, Worthing and other seaside places – there had been quite a few, these past months. Excuses for meetings with Sandra?

			Had she been too occupied with the house, her job, the garden to wonder about Geoffrey’s frequent disappearances? It had honestly never entered her mind that Geoffrey was straying further and further away from her. She’d accepted her marriage for what it was, and she had trusted him.

			Elsie picked up the teapot to pour herself more tea and saw that she hadn’t touched the first cup but allowed it to go cold. She stared at the beautiful blue creation in her hand. She and Geoffrey had discovered it in an antiques shop in Winchester on a wonderful summer’s day just before the war had started.

			‘Damn you!’ Elsie cried and flung it towards the wall. The pot smashed. Brown tea streamed down the pale wallpaper in rivulets, then dripped onto the cream rug. For a moment she felt triumphant, then distressed. Her outburst had changed nothing.

			She could dig in her heels and refuse to budge from her home. But what good would that do?

			Her mother had told her many years ago, ‘You catch more flies with honey, than with vinegar.’ She had been a wise woman. Did she really want to hang on to a man who had so callously cast her aside?

			Elsie would take the new home offered her. Better to do that than pursue a long-drawn-out fight over property that she couldn’t win. Geoffrey’s name was on the deeds and his profession meant he would already have covered all aspects of a possible divorce, including any maintenance claims she might make.

			Geoffrey’s job didn’t stop him enlisting but he’d had rheumatic fever as a child and it had left him with a heart murmur. There was no way Fate in the form of call-up papers would intervene and leave her in the house she loved.

			She would not dwell on her husband sleeping with another woman – why waste mental anguish on something she couldn’t change?

			She stared across the table at herself in the mirror. She was thirty years old, still slim and by no means stupid. Then it hit her like a ton of bricks: losing her husband wasn’t as painful as thinking about him impregnating another woman. That hurt. Like a knife twisting in an open wound.

			It might be wise to remove herself from Gosport.

			The thought of bumping into pregnant Sandra on Geoffrey’s arm in the small town was too much for her to think about.

			She would get ready for work. The chatter of the factory girls on the line was enough to brighten anyone’s day. She would decide where she could go to get on with her life while her affairs were put in order.

			That would pose a problem. How long would it take Geoffrey to find a house buyer? Where could she go to lick her wounds until she was ready to buy a place of her own? Elsie had no relatives. Her mother had died earlier in the war. She had very little money of her own. Could she rely on Geoffrey to fund her? Probably not if he needed to sell the house: his excuse would be that his new family must come first.

			Automatically Elsie began to clear up the mess she’d made. When she had swept up the broken china and tea leaves, she took the dustpan outside, then slid the pieces of her beloved teapot into the dustbin, with the rest of her broken dreams.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Elsie propped her bicycle beneath the shelter among the long line of other bikes. With petrol rationed, most of the staff cycled to work. She liked riding along leafy Green Lane, down Whitworth Road then Weevil Lane to the munitions factory, even though due to the incessant bombing Gosport’s roads frequently changed shape and were sometimes difficult to negotiate. Heaps of rubble that had once been homes and shops were piled like gapped teeth. The stink of dust and cordite seemed ever present.

			Izzy caught up with her at the main gate to Priddy’s.

			‘You are coming tonight, aren’t you?’ Isabel Baker, whom everyone called Izzy, looked worried. She reminded Elsie of a mischievous pixie, with her cloud of red hair framing a heart-shaped face. Her black eye, courtesy of her boyfriend, had changed colour today and the thick Pan Stik foundation almost, but not quite, disguised it.

			‘Wouldn’t miss it,’ said Elsie. She really liked the nineteen-year-old girl who was quick and nimble-fingered at her job, always ready with a smart retort.

			Already the pair had begun shrugging off their coats ready to hang up when they entered the locker room. All the women starting their shifts would remove their everyday clothes and put on the navy-blue dungarees and turbans in different colours depending on the area in which they worked. They would be searched for contraband. Hair grips, jewellery, cigarettes and matches: anything that could cause a spark was a fire hazard. Safety at all times was paramount.

			Elsie asked, ‘Is your Charlie coming back late tonight or tomorrow?’

			She saw the flash of fear in Izzy’s eyes before the girl whispered, so that only she might hear, ‘He’s due back tomorrow afternoon from his business in Southampton. By then I hope to be arriving in the countryside. Mum won’t say a dickie-bird. She’s been telling me for ages to get away from Charlie Osborne.’

			‘You keep it that way. That brute doesn’t deserve a nice girl like you. And, rest assured, when I get hold of an address to write to you, Charlie won’t worm it out of me.’

			Elsie was aware that Charlie was obsessed with Izzy and needed to know where she was at all times. But his jealousy caused him to be cruel. Convinced he couldn’t trust her, he frequently lashed out at her. Gunpowder in cuts and grazes stung like hell. In Elsie’s locker in the changing room she kept a small brown bottle of iodine to dab on Izzy’s skin when Izzy refused to see the nurse at Priddy’s.

			The temper that Charlie couldn’t control was what Izzy’s mum called being Highly Strung. One day he would be happy, almost over-excitable, and the next so down in the dumps that once Izzy had caught him crying over a newspaper account of the discovery of Hitler’s concentration camps. Not that the atrocities weren’t horrendous, they were, but on another day Charlie could read the same story and gloss over it as though it was simply part and parcel of war.

			Charlie was generous but Izzy told Elsie that he seemed to imagine he owned her. He had been married when he was younger – he was now thirty – but his wife had left him and he’d taken a long time to get over the shock and the shame. Izzy thought Charlie was terrified the same thing might happen again, so he hardly let her out of his sight. It wasn’t as if she could look forward to the possibility of Charlie being called up because forged medical papers meant he would never fight for his country. Charlie dabbled in the black market, courtesy of the American stores at Southampton, lent money at exorbitant interest rates and often went to extraordinary lengths to make sure the money was repaid. At present he was working on a project, he’d told Izzy, that would make him exceedingly rich. A small band of his faithful satellites shone about their star leader.

			Izzy had been flattered when the curly-haired, good-looking young man had asked her to dance with him at the Connaught Hall. She’d been sixteen, naïve, and now rued that fateful night.

			‘If the only way I can get out of his clutches is to leave Gosport, I have to take this job. I’m frightened of making a new start but more scared that one day Charlie might do me some proper damage,’ she added.

			Weeks previously Izzy had gone for the job interview. She hadn’t said a word to anyone at the factory except Elsie. She’d asked for the day off, telling her line manager a fib about a hospital appointment.

			Charlie had been waiting as usual outside the main gate when her shift had ended. Izzy had run from Hutfield’s coach station in Forton Road to arrive at the munitions factory only minutes before Charlie had arrived to collect her.

			Elsie knew Izzy hated deceiving anyone, but with Charlie it was sometimes a necessity to stretch the truth a little.‘I heard of a woman once whose husband was like Charlie,’ Elsie said. Sometimes Geoffrey offered her morsels from his cases. ‘She was too frightened to tell the hospital what was happening to her when she had to return time and time again with injuries. Kept saying she was walking into doors and falling downstairs. She was too scared not to keep taking him back every time he walked out on her and the kids after he’d given her a beating. Each time he told her things would change.’

			As her friend tucked her hair beneath her turban, Elsie saw the blue marks of new bruising around her wrists and knew she’d touched a nerve.

			‘Was it ever different for her?’

			Elsie shook her head. She watched Izzy pull on the special boots they all had to wear. She wouldn’t tell her that the woman had died by her own hand. She’d had every shred of her confidence knocked out of her and sooner than strike out on her own, away from her awful husband, she’d ended it all with a rope in the shed.

			Her two little girls were being cared for in a children’s home. Izzy didn’t need to be aware of that either, thought Elsie, not when she had the chance and the courage to run from her own abusive relationship.

			Inside Priddy’s the air smelt of sulphur, saltpetre and charcoal. Gunpowder clung to every surface and Elsie hated it. The dust turned skin yellow, and although the turbans protected the women’s hair, fringes that hadn’t been tucked in properly went orange. The cordite was also responsible for most of the respiratory difficulties to which the women succumbed. Itchy skin and kidney problems featured a great deal in the workers’ lives.

			Though the women, and men, were aware of the health risks, they felt they were serving their country.

			Yesterday Elsie had heard on the wireless that the Allies had taken back Florence in Italy from the Germans. But the news reader had also spoken of the dreadful V-1s that had fallen on London and along what was known as Buzz Bomb Alley, the strip of England running across the south coast. Adolf Hitler was concentrating the showers of bombs on where he knew airfields, factories, munition yards and ship builders abounded.

			Children were being evacuated again: a hundred to a hundred and fifty V-1s were aimed daily towards the area and had caused, so far, almost three thousand deaths and serious injuries.

			Elsie tucked her arm through Izzy’s. Working together and sharing secrets had made the two firm friends, despite the difference in their ages. Today Elsie was determined she wouldn’t spoil Izzy’s pleasure in her new job by telling her about Geoffrey’s infidelity.

			Izzy mustn’t be allowed to leave Gosport worrying about her.

			‘Come here,’ said Elsie. She swung Izzy round to face her and poked into the turban the ginger curls that had already strayed out. ‘Red hair goes green! You’ve got to remember that!’ Izzy laughed.

			After being searched and checked by Petunia Yates, the overseer, the two women crossed the stone floor and walked down to their workroom. Their rubber-soled boots were silent as they moved. Leather soles were forbidden, as were the metal toe and heel clips called Blakey’s that prolonged shoes’ wear but caused sparks.

			‘Just you think yourself lucky the wedding never happened.’ Elsie stared at Izzy. ‘You’d find it more difficult to get away from him if you were married.’

			‘Some angel must have been looking after me when Charlie got into a fight on his stag night and ended up in hospital.’

			Elsie squeezed Izzy’s arm. ‘I know you were too scared to tell him you didn’t want to get married.’

			‘He’d spent a fortune on the reception.’ Izzy tried to make light of the wedding that hadn’t happened at Fareham register office.

			‘And he’s never let you forget it.’ Elsie knew Charlie was angry with himself for messing things up and took it out on Izzy. ‘Thank goodness you never went to live with him,’ she added.

			Izzy still lived with her mum in Albert Street. Of course Charlie wasn’t happy about that but Izzy could hardly cohabit without the advantage of a wedding ring, so for the sake of propriety, Charlie had had to abide by her decision. Gossipmongers were rife in Gosport.

			Elsie remembered when Izzy had broken off their engagement and thrown the ring at him. Charlie had scared her mother half to death by hammering on their front door in an effort to get Izzy to speak to him. After the door knocker had broken and Charlie had shattered the front-room window, Izzy had given in and opened up to see him, tears streaming from his eyes.

			Apologizing, he was soon on his knees, in front of all the neighbours. To save further embarrassment Izzy had taken back the ring that Charlie had searched for and found in the gutter.

			Everything had gone well for a while. Until Charlie had taken her to a dance at Bury Hall in Gosport and a sailor on leave had spoken to her. Horror of horrors, she’d answered him. Izzy had said then, ‘The only way I can escape from Charlie’s clutches is to leave Gosport and pray he doesn’t find me.’

			Now she confided to Elsie, ‘These few days have been so nice without Charlie driving me to and from work. It’s been lovely being on my own.’

			‘You’ve got it all to come again after tomorrow, don’t forget,’ Elsie said, patting Izzy’s arm.

			Izzy gripped Elsie’s hand. ‘Charlie’s due back from Southampton around four. Promise me, no matter how much he goes on, you won’t tell him anything? He’s bound to be waiting outside the gates, and when I don’t turn up he’ll make a bee-line for you.’

			Elsie tried to make light of her friend’s fears. ‘It won’t be a smack from your feller you’ll get, but one from me if you ever think I’d tell anyone.’

			The two women had reached the long workroom where the huge machines and conveyor-belts sent along the shell cases to be filled. On the line, concentration on the job was of the utmost importance. Whatever Elsie was feeling about Geoffrey’s ultimatum, she dared not allow it to interfere with her work. Lives depended on steady hands. Already the wireless was playing the music that helped to keep the girls’ spirits up. Vera Lynn with her patriotic songs, to which they all sang along, and the latest heart-throb Frank Sinatra, the skinny Italian boy with the wonderful voice.

			The munitions factory, hidden in woodland but set on the banks of Forton Creek, had easy access for ships to carry the shells across the harbour. It had its own railway line that connected to another munitions factory on the outskirts of Fareham. Wages were high, but Elsie spent most of what she earned on the garden and the house.

			‘I’ll be getting bed and board,’ Izzy began, then became quiet as two chatting workers passed them. ‘The pay isn’t good but I can’t see what I’d need to spend it on.’

			Elsie nodded. ‘You’re so much more relaxed when Charlie’s not about,’ she said. She didn’t want to think of her own unhappiness.

			‘He’s doing a deal on drink and cigarettes at the American base. Those black-market schemes are extremely profitable for him,’ confessed Izzy.

			‘Won’t you miss some of the perks? Stockings, perfume, make-up?’ Elsie asked.

			Charlie liked to shower Izzy with little gifts. The war had been going on for such a long time that the Americans were the only people with decent food.

			‘I don’t care about that. Having my freedom is much more important.’

			‘Ssh!’ More women were filing into the workshop. Elsie didn’t want anyone to overhear the two of them talking. Izzy had never told her exactly where she was going so Charlie wouldn’t be able to force her destination from her.

			Elsie rubbed her eyes. ‘You’re doing the right thing, you know.’ She smiled at Izzy.

			If only she knew what her own next step would be.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			At seven o’clock Elsie pushed open the side door to the Fox in North Cross Street and was engulfed by a cloud of cigarette smoke. Wearing her second-best grey two-piece suit and a cream blouse, a sober outfit befitting a solicitor’s wife, she stared shyly around the noisy bar. Izzy jumped up from the worn velvet bench in the corner and came to meet her with a broad smile.

			‘I’ve saved you a seat,’ she said excitedly, pulling her inside. ‘Want a gin and orange?’

			Sam, the landlord, heard Izzy call to him and began pouring gin into the measure then tipping it into glasses. Elsie made herself comfortable next to Izzy, and when genial Sam brought over the drinks, the red-haired girl waved money at him and told him to take a drink for himself.

			The wireless was blaring big-band music, the once white paint in the bar was yellowed by nicotine, but the pub was a haven for locals.

			Elsie soon forgot she’d stood outside for a long time plucking up the courage to enter because she wasn’t used to going inside licensed premises without Geoffrey. Before the war only women of ill-repute had gone into pubs alone. But now so many women were in the workplace doing men’s jobs and the young had grown brave.

			Elsie took a sip of her drink, then stared about her, nodding at a couple of old men in cloth caps playing dominoes in the corner. A crowd of sailors in their bell-bottoms and tight vests gathered about the dartboard, and a couple of middle-aged women with over-painted faces sat smoking and chatting with Sam, who had returned to his place behind the counter. His barmaid, lolling with her elbows on the counter, was whispering to an airman.

			The grubby little backstreet pub had an air of friendliness that eased Elsie’s sadness. Needless to say, she hadn’t set eyes on Geoffrey since that morning.

			She had a fleeting thought that he might be appalled if he saw her now, his prim and proper wife contentedly drinking gin and orange among overflowing ashtrays full of dog-ends.

			Suddenly she didn’t care. This was the happiest she’d been all day and she had a scrap of a girl with bright green eyes to thank for it. She took a deep breath and said to Izzy, ‘I’m going to miss you. And I mean every word of that.’

			Izzy brushed strands of curly hair from her eyes and said quietly, ‘I’ll miss you an’ all. Drink up. You need another.’ Then she looked keenly at Elsie and asked, ‘I think it’s time you told me what’s been making you miserable all day.’

			Elsie stared at her. She was saved her explanation by Pat and Connie, two workers from Priddy’s, who had risen from their chairs and needed to squeeze past.

			‘Excuse us!’

			They wanted to dance on the postage stamp space of floor to the Glenn Miller music. Elsie, her heart beating fast, stood up. Once the giggling girls had passed them, Izzy held Elsie’s gaze and said softly, ‘You can’t fool me. I know something’s wrong.’

			Elsie’s happy mood slithered away. Despite her good intentions, she could no longer hold back her emotions. The kindness in Izzy’s voice opened the floodgates and, through hiccups and tears, Elsie blurted out her story.

			‘He also wants to sell the house and there’s nothing I can do about that.’

			‘There’s no point in causing yourself more grief by not going along with his wishes.’ Izzy put a hand over Elsie’s fingers to stop them worrying at a loose thread in her skirt. She lifted Elsie’s glass. ‘Finish this.’

			Wordlessly Elsie obeyed. She used her hand to wipe her eyes, then delved into her bag for a ten-shilling note. ‘You get some more drinks.’ She sniffed.

			Izzy was foraging in her handbag. She came up with a worn newspaper cutting. ‘Don’t let anyone else see this,’ she said, pressing the paper into Elsie’s hand.

			Elsie smoothed it and focused on it as best she could through the smoky atmosphere and the remnants of her tears.

			The Grand Union Carrying Company

			requires women to work boats

			How would you like to transport a boat carrying valuable supplies along England’s waterways? You’ll be doing essential war work.

			Full training given.

			Telephone . . .

			Elsie stared at her. ‘So this is where you’re going?’ She took another look at the telephone number as though she could gain more information from it if it was imprinted on her brain.

			Izzy nodded. ‘You know I had a day off work to go for an interview. I waited for them to write to me and I was accepted. What can you lose by doing the same? Let me know what you think when I come back.’ Izzy swept up the two empty glasses. Elsie again scrutinized the advertisement. ‘It would be a completely new start,’ Izzy said, moving away.

			A bubble of excitement rose in Elsie’s breast. Could she? Would she have confidence enough to apply for a job like this? Full training given, it said.

			Apart from her war effort at Priddy’s, Elsie hadn’t worked outside the home since she had given up teaching to marry Geoffrey.

			Again she looked at the newspaper article. No address, only the telephone number.

			‘What d’you think, then?’ Izzy, back again, put down the two drinks on the table. ‘I don’t have to beg you to keep this under your hat, do I? This is our secret, yours and mine.’ Izzy’s eyes were shining. ‘We might even end up working together!’

			‘But I don’t know what they’ll expect of me.’

			‘Neither did I until I went for the interview. There was a woman who explained everything. She asked me loads of questions and I never thought I’d hear from her again but, well . . .’ She shrugged. ‘The rest is history. Just be honest and be yourself.’

			Elsie knew nothing about boats. In fact the only vessel she’d ever sailed on was the ferry that ran between Gosport and Portsmouth. And what did she know of the canals? She was sure somewhere at home there was a book on their history. Later tonight she might hunt it out.

			In that moment Elsie knew she would telephone the number on the piece of paper tomorrow morning as soon as Geoffrey had left for work – assuming, of course, that he returned home this evening.

			‘Put it away,’ hissed Izzy. Pat and Connie had returned to the table, talking loudly about their dancing partners. Elsie slipped the piece of paper into her handbag.

			Both women worked on the line alongside Elsie and Izzy. Of course they knew nothing of Izzy leaving Priddy’s.

			Connie, who was dark-haired and looked a little like Vivien Leigh, said, with a giggle, ‘I think we’ve clicked with those two sailors.’

			Soon the four girls were chatting. Then Connie was telling them about her sister’s friend. ‘She’s bagged herself a business bloke.’ Connie gulped at her gin and orange. ‘Mind you, even at school Sandra was a tart. It’s a wonder she didn’t find herself in the Pudding Club long ago. Of course he’s married. Not that she’d let that stop her.’

			Elsie realized they were discussing her husband’s affair. She listened silently.

			Apparently, gushed Pat, Sandra Eaton had bleached her mousy hair blonde and gone after anything in trousers since she’d left school. The opposite sex were fascinated by her large bosom. After a series of jobs she’d ended up as a typist in a Gosport office.

			‘Sandra usually gets what she wants,’ Connie assured them, drinking the last of her gin. The two sailors had returned to take Pat and Connie onto the floor again. When the girls had swept away Izzy said, ‘I’m sorry you had to hear that. They didn’t know that awful Sandra had set out to take your man. You know how the girls at the factory love a good gossip.’

			Elsie squeezed Izzy’s hand. She had no intention of dissolving into tears again to give Pat and Connie even more to talk about. But neither did she want to stay any longer in the little pub that had become a den of torture. ‘I have to go,’ she said. ‘Write to me. You have no idea how much I’m going to miss you, Izzy. Stay safe.’

			Elsie hugged Izzy, waved to Pat and Connie in the sailors’ arms and then fought her way outside. It wasn’t long before she was hurrying up the high street towards the bus station.

			Arriving home to an empty house she discovered a note on the kitchen table telling her that Geoffrey would be staying with Sandra because he didn’t want any more distress. Elsie tore it up. She hadn’t wanted any distress at all.

			Looking in the wardrobe and drawers, she found he had taken sufficient clothing to last a few days. In the bathroom there was a space where his razor and shaving brush had been. Staring at the gaps on the shelf brought fresh tears.

			‘He’s not worth crying over,’ Elsie tried to assure herself. ‘Think of all the times you might just as well not have been in the same room for all the notice he took of you. It was as if you were invisible.’ She curled up in bed but, unable to sleep, she eventually went downstairs to forage through bookshelves, finally returning to the bedroom with a cup of tea, a book about the English canals, some notepaper and a pencil.

			Sipping the tea and reading about the birth of the canals in the 1790s was soothing and distracting. She was amazed by what she learned. A two-thousand-mile network of waterways stretched across the country, providing not only access to rural idylls but also an efficient transport route.

			She felt cheered by the pictures of charming brick bridges, stretches of water intersected by wooden lift bridges and deep locks to change water levels. There were aqueducts and tunnels and, above all, the sheer beauty of the countryside through which the network ran. Within stepping distance of the canals there were lock cottages, pubs and quaint villages.

			Pictures of the vessels intrigued her. Long craft painted with bright gypsy-like designs of castles and roses. Brass-covered boats and barges, the metal polished to a high shine, and lace curtains at round windows.

			Feeling herself sliding into sleep, despite Geoffrey’s devastating news, Elsie closed the book and tried to decide on her next step.

			It would be to write on the notepaper exactly what she intended to say to whoever answered the telephone when she rang tomorrow about the job.

			It was important that she asked for an interview, where and when and what would be expected of her. She needed to know about accommodation, wages, food, uniforms, the boats, the training, the routes . . .

			When eventually Elsie dropped off to sleep, the pencil still clutched in her fingers, her last thought was of a narrow­boat gently cruising along a leafy waterway with ripples of water nudging against the craft’s wooden sides.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Tallulah Whitehead threaded the damp tea-towel through the metal handle of the range in the kitchen of the Currant Bun café and sighed.

			This was her last afternoon in the village of Titchfield, working in the tiny café for Mrs Simmonds, who had taken her on as a chubby girl of fourteen to be a waitress and helper, and had taught her all she knew about baking cakes, buns, pastries and pies. If it wasn’t for the dreadful decision that the café had to close, Tolly would be happily making tea there for ever more.

			However, the war – or, rather, the difficulty of obtaining sufficient sugar, flour, butter and all the necessities needed for baking quality food – had caused seventy-year-old Edith Simmonds to decide to shut up shop.

			‘You can buy the premises off me, Tolly,’ Edith said. ‘I’m in no hurry for payment.’ The older woman sat down heavily on an upright chair next to a table and added, ‘There’s no one I’d rather see carry on here than you.’

			Everyone called Tallulah Tolly. She had been named after the actress Tallulah Bankhead, a great success in the play The Little Foxes. Tolly’s mother had been so taken with Miss Bankhead’s performance that the following year when Tolly’s sister was born, the new baby girl was named Regina after Tallulah Bankhead’s character. Regina had soon become Reggie.

			‘We can come to a mutual arrangement about the price,’ Edith offered. She had once baked at the Savoy Hotel in London. She stared at Tolly expectantly.

			‘If you can’t afford to keep open then it doesn’t matter who owns the Currant Bun café. There’ll be no profits without good food,’ returned Tolly, as she looked sadly around the pristine interior she loved.

			Everything had been cleared away. But Tolly was reluctant to leave. A last cup of tea had been the answer for both women.

			If it wasn’t for the war, Tolly would have gone on bended knees to beg, steal or borrow the money to own the bow-windowed café. It was everything she desired as premises and as a job.

			Set in Titchfield’s picturesque square, the street door opened straight into the café with six tables seating four customers each. The highly polished counter, with its glass shelving, normally displayed cakes and sandwiches, and was home to the till and crockery. It separated the café from the kitchen. Alongside the kitchen a passageway led out to a wildflower garden overlooking fields with cows. A glass conservatory was furnished with tables and chairs. Potted plants abounded and another door led on to a lawn where, in the height of summer, several iron tables and chairs were set out; they overlooked the little stream at the very bottom of the property.

			Opening at one in the afternoon, the mornings were reserved for baking, or had been until the exceptionally busy café’s popularity had dwindled without its usual mouthwatering offerings for sale.

			Edith lived in the small flat above the café. Once the premises had been sold she was going to move to share her sister’s bungalow in nearby Lee-on-the-Solent.

			Tolly had been a fast learner and now, at nineteen, she had developed into a rounded woman with an even more rounded and happy disposition. Her father, a part-time fireman and Titchfield tomato nurseryman, and her sister Reggie, who worked in the village hat shop, understood that Tolly wouldn’t be able to cope with the pain of passing the closed-down café each day. Tolly knew if her dad had had money to lend her he’d have done so willingly.

			‘Are you going to be happy leaving the village?’ Edith began pouring fresh tea for herself and Tolly. On the white tablecloth gleaming china cups and saucers sat next to a plate of fresh scones. Edith was aware that Tolly had already applied for another job: she’d seen an advertisement in the newspaper. To their surprise, her application had resulted in a successful interview.

			‘Not really.’ Tolly shrugged. ‘It’s been explained to me that there will be two women assigned to each narrowboat. We’ll live and sleep aboard.’

			‘They’re quite long, the boats, aren’t they?’ Edith asked. She poured milk into the cups.

			‘They’re also barely seven feet wide. I was given a tour,’ Tolly explained. ‘I hope I won’t get in my partner’s way. I’d be happier if the boats were wider!’

			‘I expect the other girl is feeling just as apprehensive,’ Edith said, to pacify her.

			‘What if she has annoying habits? What if I irritate her?’ Oh, dear, it was all becoming very complicated, thought Tolly.

			‘Best to take each day as it comes,’ said Edith, splitting a sweet-smelling floury scone and spreading it with margarine. ‘This should be served with home-made jam and lots of cream,’ she grumbled. Tolly knew there wasn’t any and Edith’s mouth had now set in a hard thin line of disgust.

			Tolly thought about Dorothy Trent, the woman who had interviewed her and who had asked, ‘Won’t you miss the village dances? A young girl like you might find life dull on the waterways.’

			Tolly had stared at the neat woman in grey slacks and a pink puff-sleeved jumper. She’d decided that if Dorothy Trent hadn’t worn her dark hair pulled back in such a severe bun she would have looked much prettier. ‘When my sister and I go to dances she’s always the one on the floor and I’m the wallflower. So I don’t think the lack of dancing will bother me.’ Tolly didn’t share with her a conversation she’d overheard in the local hall at the last dance she’d attended.

			‘There’s no way that fat bitch is Reggie’s sister. She must be adopted,’ said one of the boys, a sweet-looking blond lad that Tolly had hoped might ask her to dance. She knew then that they all saw her as a blob. The ugly sister of the very pretty Reggie.

			Dorothy Trent had smiled at her. After a while she’d said, ‘I think that’s all I need to know. I’ll be in touch.’

			And in less than a week her acceptance had come by post.

			Tolly thought it was a good thing the woman hadn’t asked her about boyfriends. There had been one man Tolly had been interested in, and Norman had started out as a pen-friend. They’d written to each other for six months. When Norman had asked for a photograph Tolly had sent him a head-and-shoulders print. The one from Norman had showed him with some army friends. He was the taller man with fine fair hair, his hand resting on a pal’s shoulder. They’d arranged to meet when he next had leave.

			Excitedly Tolly had caught the bus into Fareham where she was supposed to meet him outside the Embassy cinema. She tried to imagine she hadn’t seen the disappointment on his face. During the interval he bought her an ice cream but their chatter gradually tailed off to silence. When the film ended and they stood together in the foyer, Norman said he had to go and meet a friend.

			He walked her to the bus station and waited until the Titchfield bus arrived. Tolly knew then she wouldn’t see him again. He hadn’t exactly told her the reason but she knew it was because of her size.

			Once she was home again she shut herself in her bedroom and cried, but eventually had to let Regina in. ‘I’m too big. It put him off. But you know I’ve tried to diet and nothing seems to work. Sometimes, I think, the only way I can make a man care for me is if I throw myself at him.’

			Reggie had put her arms around her sister. ‘And what kind of a man would allow you to do that? Anyone would think by the way you’re talking that you’re enormous and you’re not – well-padded, maybe. I think Norman wasn’t the right person for you. If he’d bothered to see deep inside you he’d have found a kind, sensitive girl.’ Then she’d made Tolly laugh when she said, ‘He’s not the only cake on the shelf!’

			When the letter came accepting her as a narrowboat woman, Tolly was overjoyed. She was nimble on her feet, hardworking and she knew how to cook so, if nothing else, she’d make sure everyone’s belly was filled.

			Dorothy had explained that many of the men working the canal boats on the Inland Waterways had joined up and were now away fighting. The scheme to ask women to take over the men’s jobs hadn’t been as widely advertised as the need for land-girls and women to join the services and munitions factories.

			However, it was a necessary job. Timber, coal, iron, cement and steel had to be moved from London to Birmingham and surrounding areas, and it was considered safer, due to the bombing, to tow materials by boat than to drive vehicles on the roads.

			‘Thank you.’ Tolly accepted the scone from Edith. ‘I shall miss you. You’ve taught me a great deal,’ she said, then bit into the crumbling softness.

			At least, working away from Titchfield, she wouldn’t see her beloved workplace sold and turned into something quite different. ‘I’ve no idea what the future will bring but I actually feel as though a new chapter is beginning,’ Tolly said, determined to make the best of a bad job.
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