
		
			[image: Cover image of The Field Girls by Rosie Archer. The cover photograph shows Edie, Joy and Maureen, the story’s three main characters, who are standing arm in arm in a hop field. At the top of the cover, a World War Two plane is flying in the clear blue sky.]
		

	
		

		
			

			 

			 

			 

			The Field Girls

		

	
		
			

			

			Also by Rosie Archer

			 

			The Girls from the Local

			The Ferry Girls

			The Narrowboat Girls

			You Are My Sunshine

			the munitions girls series

			The Munitions Girls

			The Canary Girls

			The Factory Girls

			The Gunpowder and Glory Girls

			the bluebird girls series

			The Bluebird Girls

			We’ll Meet Again

			The Forces’ Sweethearts

			Victory for the Bluebird Girls

			the criterion girls series

			The Picture House Girls

			I’ll Be Seeing You

			the timber girls series

			The Timber Girls

			Dream a Little Dream

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			Rosie Archer

			 

			 The Field Girls

			 

			[image: Quercus logo]

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Quercus

			Part of John Murray Group

			 

			Copyright © 2025 Rosie Archer

			 

			The moral right of Rosie Archer to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			Jacket: www.headdesign.co.uk

			Jacket photographs: women by Head Design

			Background images © Shutterstock

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication 

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form 

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any 

			information storage and retrieval system, 

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, 

			businesses, organizations, places and events are 

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available 

			from the British Library

			 

			ebook ISBN 978-1-52944-297-7

			Hardback ISBN 978-1-52944-296-0

			Paperback ISBN 978-1-52944-298-4

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			Quercus

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			John Murray Group

			Part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland,

			8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)

		

	
		
			

			Contents

			The Field Girls

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			Chapter One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Chapter Seven

			Chapter Eight

			Chapter Nine

			Chapter Ten

			Chapter Eleven

			Chapter Twelve

			Chapter Thirteen

			Chapter Fourteen

			Chapter Fifteen

			Chapter Sixteen

			Chapter Seventeen

			Acknowledgements

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			To Tiger-dad.

			For the times we had.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			August 1943

			‘Nothing exciting ever happens to us in Gosport, Eadie.’

			Joy was remembering the postcard she’d spotted pinned to the notice-­board in the newsagent’s shop earlier this morning when she’d collected the issues of Picturegoer the manager set aside for her. She gave a huge sigh and stared at her friend while tucking an escaping blonde curl back inside the safety of her white turban. She wore it, with navy dungarees, for work at Priddy’s Hard armaments depot, where she tamped fulminate of mercury into copper shell cases. When the girls arrived for their shifts, it was standard practice to exchange their own clothing and shoes for Priddy’s uniforms and to leave all personal items, except wedding rings, in their lockers.

			

			The sensitive light brown powder was highly flammable and toxic. Its acidic droplets and toluene vapour discoloured workers’ hair and skin, dyeing it orange – hence their nickname: the Canary Girls. It also poisoned the air in the workshop, making the women sleepy.

			The information and telephone number on the postcard flitted in and out of Joy’s brain.

			 

			Look!

			Enjoy a holiday in the invigorating Hampshire country air.

			Good remuneration.

			Accommodation and travel provided.

			Come and pick hops with us for the war effort.

			 

			Working outside sounded wonderful.

			The laughter caused by Workers’ Playtime’s comedy duo Gert and Daisy rang out, momentarily eclipsing the machinery noise in the huge workroom. Priddy’s was named after one Jane Priddy. In 1750 she had owned the forty acres of land beside Forton creek opposite Portsmouth harbour. Now it was home to one of England’s main armaments factories supplying shells, rockets, ammunition and mines. More than two thousand women worked there, filling jobs vacated by men serving in the forces.

			

			Eadie sat next to her in the line of women on benches at long tables. Deftly she filled a container and set it carefully alongside another shell on the conveyor-­belt before briefly contemplating Joy. She, like her friend, was well aware that one false move in handling the explosives could result in them being blown to kingdom come.

			‘We’re at war, Joy. The Germans keep bombing us. Ain’t that exciting enough for you?’ Without waiting for an answer, the older woman began compressing more powder into yet another bullet case. Then, with longing in her voice, she added, ‘I do miss the sunshine, though. I hate working in this artificial light with all the windows covered. I know it’s necessary for the blackout but we come to work before the day’s properly begun and leave when night’s arriving.’ Her shoulders rose and fell as she gave a huge sigh. ‘Don’t mind me, I’m having a little moan. But it’d be nice to see the sun once in a while. Besides, I could do with a fag.’

			Eadie smoked like a chimney. Woodbines were her cigarette of choice but she’d smoke anything. It was against the law to smoke at Priddy’s, and obviously very dangerous. A brief smile touched her lips. ‘Anyway, changing the subject, what about that airman you met at the Connaught Hall dance? You heard from him yet?’

			Joy shook her head and was about to answer when a fit of coughing caused Eadie to freeze. Angry words poured from her lips: ‘Steady on, Maureen, you can’t jig about like that with a bloody hazardous process like this going on!’

			

			Maureen, seated at Eadie’s other side, grabbed at the pocket of her dungarees for a hanky and mopped her nose and mouth. ‘Sorry,’ she said, her voice muffled to a low whine. A yawn turned into a cough. ‘I think I’ve got a cold coming.’ Maureen always wore a turban at work and at home. Her hair was falling out, due to worry, a boozing husband and a six-­month-­old baby, who hardly slept.

			Eadie rolled her eyes. Joy knew that Eadie might have remonstrated even more forcefully, their work was so fraught with danger, but she was aware of Maureen’s hard life. Now Eadie turned back to Maureen, whose eyes were luminous in her thin, sallow face. Joy saw the brief smiles of understanding the two women exchanged and she was relieved. Eadie could sometimes be quite scathing about Maureen’s apathy towards her violent husband. She said Maureen should pull her socks up and do something about it. Joy interpreted Maureen’s submissiveness towards him as fear.

			At least once a week Eadie asked her the same question about the airman and received a similar answer. Automatically Joy picked up a shell canister and began filling it. ‘I expect he’s forgotten about me now. Last May that was. He said he was going on a special operation and didn’t know how it would turn out . . .’

			

			‘They all say that, ducky.’ Eadie laughed, and the creases in her face plumped out. ‘If I had a penny for every bloke who told me a tale or two before I was married I could buy a new winter coat!’

			Joy grinned. Eadie, in her thirties, was almost old enough to be her mother but she was a good friend. It had been next-­door neighbour Eadie who had put in a good word to Priddy’s management when Joy’s mum was killed in a shelter blast at the beginning of the war. Joy was fifteen then but determined to stay in the two-­up-­two-­down home in Victoria Street that held so many memories for her. For that, though, she needed a job that paid decent money. Eadie had been her mum’s best friend, even though she was younger, and the friendship had transferred to Joy. Joy and her mum had intended she should continue her education after leaving Gosport Grammar School but it wasn’t to be.

			‘Remember, ducky,’ Eadie had said, ‘the munitions pays women well, not as much as the men but enough to live on, if you’re careful, and Priddy’s is within walking distance. Anyway, when you gets your wage packet, take out the rent first and put it aside, bills next, then food. Always the rent first.’ Joy remembered her nodding sagely, then adding, ‘Everything else follows if you can afford a roof above your head.’ Then she had grinned. ‘But you knock on my door if trouble comes to you.’ Joy never forgot what Eadie had said. It meant more to her than Eadie would ever know, especially as Eadie had more than enough worries with her own family.

			

			Joy was nineteen now and her home was her nest, filled with crocheted cushions she and her mum had made and bright curtains sewn from material purchased at Gosport market. Everything held a special memory. Books occupied shelves and were piled in corners. Joy remembered her father’s words: ‘You’re never alone with a book.’ In her mind’s eye she could see him sitting opposite her at the kitchen table reading one of his beloved cowboy novels by Zane Grey, the arm of his spectacles held together with tape. Two years before her mum was killed, he’d died in hospital, finally succumbing to injuries sustained at the Battle of the Somme.

			However much she loved reading, Joy’s great passion was the pictures. She adored settling down in the darkness of the Criterion Picture House and watching stories unfold on the screen, the characters played by impossibly handsome male stars and beautiful women, whom she would never see walking the streets of Gosport. A creased photograph of a fair-­haired man in an army uniform taken during the Great War stood in a frame in pride of place in the middle of the mantelpiece above the living-­room range. To Joy her father had been more good-­looking than any film star.

			

			Although she smiled at Eadie’s warning that the young airman hadn’t meant to follow through on his request to write to her, Joy was saddened that she hadn’t heard from him. ‘I thought he was different,’ she said wistfully. ‘And I still do.’ She couldn’t explain why or how as their meeting had been fleeting, just one dance. It had been the last waltz of the evening.

			Joy hadn’t noticed him in the crowded, sweaty, smoke-­filled Connaught Hall until he’d stepped in front of her. She’d been sitting with Eadie, and Madge, who’d been up and down, like a yo-­yo, never refusing a request to dance from anything in trousers, when a tall, curly-­haired man in air-­force blue shyly asked Joy, ‘Will you have the last dance with me?’ He held out a hand. Joy had smiled, stood up and slid into his arms.

			The electric lights had been turned low. Couples snuggled together and moved slowly about the parquet floor. She’d liked the way he’d held her. He wasn’t a grabber, like some men with their roving hands. He’d smelt of lemon cologne and the Brylcreem the air-­force boys were known for wearing. Hesitantly he’d asked her name, if she was a local girl. Jim was easy to talk to, she remembered thinking, almost as if they were already friends. He’d told her he was on leave from Scampton in Lincolnshire but due to return to the base in the morning.

			

			She’d had to stretch up on tiptoe and listen carefully when he spoke because Mr Prout’s band never varied its piercing intensity, but she liked the toothpaste smell and the warmth of the young man’s breath. Jim’s teeth were white and even, marred only by a tiny missing fragment at the front, which Joy found endearing.

			It was as if a cocoon had spun itself about them.

			She wanted to know more when he admitted he was the bomb-­aimer in a crew of seven men on a Wellington and, at twenty-­three, the youngest, but she didn’t ask him. Both were aware that careless talk cost lives. Joy was touched when he explained it had taken him ages to pluck up the courage to walk across and ask her to dance, which, he said, was surprising because he was never usually timid in the company of girls.

			‘I’m so glad you did,’ she said, and meant every word.

			‘I’d like to write to you.’ Jim sounded hesitant. A tiny muscle at the corner of his mouth was flickering. ‘Oh dear. I’ve got cold feet again, asking you.’ He was staring at her, clearly half expecting her to say she wouldn’t tell him where she lived.

			

			When she said, ‘If you’ve a piece of paper and a pencil I’ll write down my address back at the table,’ a huge smile swept the apprehension from his face.

			The waltz ended. Couples untangled themselves. The National Anthem was played and the mad rush to leave began as the lights were turned up once more. The dinner-­suited musicians began packing away their instruments. Cardigans and coats appeared as people made for the exits.

			After they’d walked back to the table she’d scribbled her address on a page from his diary, with a pencil stub he’d eventually discovered in his wallet. Madge and Eadie were already among other people exiting the hall and Eadie, thoughtful as ever, had taken Joy’s cardigan and handbag, making sure nothing was left behind.

			Eadie glanced back at her and shouted, ‘We’ll have to walk home if we miss the number three. Come on! Hurry up!’ She was limping, Joy saw, so her bunion must have been hurting.

			‘I’m sorry, I’d better go.’ It was an unwritten rule that the three women arrived and left night destinations together.

			Joy had caught up with her two friends in the corridor. Tucking her arm through Eadie’s, she’d looked back at the throng of chattering people but Jim had been swallowed into the crowd.

			

			Madge had dug her elbow into Joy’s side. ‘He was a bit of all right, wasn’t he?’

			Now months had rolled by, and Joy had practically given up hoping for a letter. Perhaps it was, as Eadie said, ‘just one of those things’. Nevertheless, Joy preferred to believe there was a reason why Jim hadn’t written. After all, didn’t hope spring eternal?

			Joy carefully laid another shell on the conveyor-­belt. Last week she had been working in a different part of the factory putting highly toxic azide pellets into shell fuses because one of the girls who did that job was absent. Her hands had been boxed in thick glass panels that helped contain the vapour but she had still contracted a rash that covered her arms and itched like mad, keeping her awake at nights. She’d been given a special ointment but it hadn’t helped, and she was relieved to be back alongside Eadie, working at her regular job.

			Her mind went back to the postcard. Joy wasn’t sure what picking hops entailed but if it was for the war effort it had to be all right, didn’t it? Surely the war couldn’t go on much longer.

			Joy voiced her concern to her friend. ‘Do you believe we’ll eventually have Hitler on the run, Eadie?’

			

			‘Course we will. Our boys and the Allies are doing a great job. What about the RAF’s clever plan to blow up them Ruhr dams? Didn’t you hear what Alvar Lidell the newsreader told us a while back? Thousands of acres of farmland in Germany was ruined by the water. Factories, mines, power stations put out of order, destroyed or damaged. Adolf didn’t like that.’

			‘I bet that caused a big dent in German production. How come I didn’t know about it?’ Joy frowned as she set another filled case on the belt.

			‘I expect you had your nose in one of them film magazines instead of listening to the wireless . . .’ Eadie was mocking her but there was no real malice in her words.

			‘Called Operation Chastise it was,’ called Maureen, her handkerchief tucked into her sleeve in readiness to stave off another fit of coughing. ‘Though everybody’s now calling them airmen the Dam Busters. I reckon they’re real heroes.’ Maureen’s fingers released a fully tamped shell case onto the moving belt. ‘They learned to release bombs that bounced from their planes and hit the dams. Two dams, the Möhne and—’

			Joy didn’t hear the name of the second dam for a resounding roar and a blast lifted her off her seat and threw her into the air, as if she had no control of her limbs. And then she was flying, opening her mouth to cry out but no sound emerging, as if all the breath was simultaneously being sucked from her body. Projectiles struck her, small stinging particles slicing into her skin. And then she was falling. Darkness claimed her . . .

			

			When Joy came round, she was aware that she was lying on her side, one of her legs pinned down by a heavy object. Dull sounds grew louder, permeating her brain, groping through the deafening silence. Whistles. Screams. Shouting. She could smell burning, smoke. It seemed to be coming from somewhere behind her. She must find out what . . .

			A wave of dizziness took away her thoughts.

			After a while her head cleared again. She wriggled her toes, thankful that she could use both feet. Whatever confined her left leg was probably doing no permanent damage. Her skin was itching, as if a million gnats were feasting on her. She opened her eyes, the lids smarting with grit. Her mouth was dry and she tried to swallow the dust inside it.

			She wasn’t dead. She could hear and see. Relief flooded her. Then she looked down to see what was restricting her movement. It looked like part of a piece of furniture: black-­stained wood. Comprehension dawned. It was a large section of the solid oak bench, usually bolted to the floor, that she, Eadie and other workers sat on in the factory workshop. How strange. she thought. And she could smell mud. The gaseous, oily stench of mud mixed with the stink of burning.

			

			Where the hell was she? She realized she was lying on thick, fibrous couch grass interspersed with tall weeds, all of which had probably broken her fall. Joy put out a hand and ran her fingers over a spray of ragwort. A tiny yellow-­and-­black-­striped caterpillar was crawling over one of its flowers. Its colours reminded her of fulminate of mercury . . .

			‘Oh!’ Joy gasped. She was no longer inside the workroom, listening to Maureen talking about planes destroying German dams. Eadie? Maureen? The others? Where were they? What had happened?

			Panicking now, but using her elbows on the grass to hoist herself, Joy managed to sit up, relieved that, apart from her trapped leg, she didn’t appear to be hurt.

			She was facing the creek where the original chain ferry that used to carry passengers and freight between Gosport and Portsmouth was rotting in the mud. To the left she could see the wooden jetty Priddy’s used to load the flat-­bottomed lighter barges with munitions that were transferred to warships in Portsmouth harbour.

			To her right the creek meandered inland. It appeared peaceful, deserted even, so whatever was happening, the voices, the commotion, was coming from behind her.

			

			It was then she spotted her feet were bare and the material of her dungarees was shredded. No shoes? How peculiar. She remembered her own clothes and shoes were safely in the changing room, along with her newly purchased and unread Picturegoers. She’d collect them later.

			A wave of immense tiredness overtook her and she fell back into the soothing blackness.

			 

			‘Wake up! Oh, Joy, open your eyes, ducky!’

			Joy obliged and stared into her friend’s anxious face. Eadie was bending down towards her. Her face was streaked with dirt and her hair was so covered with dust that it looked grey instead of its usual hennaed red.

			‘Where’s your turban?’ Joy’s first words brought a look of relief to Eadie’s face.

			‘Same place yours is, along with your shoes, I suppose.’ She grinned.

			Joy put up a hand. Her fingers tangled in matted hair. ‘Well, bugger me!’

			Eadie slid her arms around her friend’s upper body and hauled her to a sitting position so Joy was now crushed against her slim frame.

			

			‘Oh, ducky, thank God you’re all right.’ Eadie’s relief was plain to hear in her voice.

			Joy could almost taste the smell of cigarettes on her friend’s skin – never had it seemed so welcome.

			‘I’ve been looking everywhere for you. I thought you’d copped it.’ Then, just as quickly as Eadie had grabbed hold of her, she released her. ‘Oh, my God! What am I doing holding you so tight? You might have injuries inside.’

			Joy brushed away the tears that had run down her face. ‘I’m all right,’ she assured Eadie, and noticed for the first time how dirty she was. Also she could now move both legs. ‘It’s gone!’ The piece of wood no longer hampered her.

			Eadie straightened, looking smug. ‘Yeah! Took me a while to shift that heavy bit of oak. You got bruising but I was expecting to see blood and God knows what else . . .’

			Experimentally, Joy lifted her knee and flicked her foot up and down. ‘It’s fine. Feels strange, though . . . However did you manage? Oh, you’re an angel. Thank you, thank you. I’m so happy to see you and to know you’re all right . . . You are, aren’t you?’ She was babbling but she couldn’t help it.

			‘I’m all right.’

			‘Thank God.’ Joy stared at her. Eadie was alive. So was she. But they hadn’t been alone in the workshop . . . ‘What happened? I don’t remember.’

			

			Eadie’s face darkened. ‘The wall at the back of us blew out. We was lucky, if you can call it luck, that the blast took us with it. Though how you landed over here . . .’ Her voice wavered. ‘I ended up outside on the gravel in the yard with Maureen on top of me . . .’ Evidently anticipating Joy’s next question, Eadie added, ‘Oh, don’t worry, she’s all right. I broke her fall.’

			Eadie was twisting her wedding ring on the third finger of her left hand. Joy knew she did that when she was disturbed. She waited.

			‘Some women on the other side of the factory floor was killed. It come from that side, see?’ Eadie’s lips formed a thin line while she was remembering. Then she blurted out, ‘There’s been a lot of injuries . . . Bad stuff . . . Ambulances back and forth. Trying to clear up now . . .’ Her voice tailed off again.

			For a moment the sounds of heavy vehicles and shouting voices took over. Joy knew Eadie was gathering her thoughts, wondering how to describe exactly what had happened before she had begun searching for her. ‘It was a dropped shell case. Women were screaming . . . trapped, broken . . .’ She narrowed her eyes and shook her head. ‘You don’t want to know, love, but someone was looking out for us on our side of the workroom.’ Eadie pointed a finger heavenwards to signify a being of the highest importance. ‘We didn’t get off scot-­free but . . .’ Again, she fell silent.

			

			Joy waited. If there was more Eadie wanted to say she’d explain in her own good time.

			‘We were bloody lucky we weren’t all killed.’ Eadie put up her hands to cover her face as her shoulders rose, then drooped, and she sobbed. ‘A bloody bloodbath! That’s what it was! A bloody bloodbath!’ She bent down and once more swept Joy close to her.

			Joy put her arms around her. Her own heart felt like lead. She was hoping the warmth from her body would comfort Eadie because there were no words that would ease her friend’s agony. Memories would linger, perhaps never leave either of them.

			There was a strong chemical smell, like rotten eggs, lingering in the air with the stink of burning. It reminded Joy of the stench in the streets of Gosport when she’d left a shelter after an air raid.

			She released Eadie. ‘All right?’ she asked, and Eadie nodded.

			Of course Eadie wasn’t all right, but the two friends were together and, for the moment, that was all they needed.

			Using her as a support, Joy rose shakily to her feet and turned towards the noise. Then, Eadie’s arm steadying her, she took a few steps across the grass. There had been so many bombings of homes and premises in Gosport since her mother’s death that Joy felt almost immune to the sight of blitzed and blown-­up buildings ruined by the Luftwaffe. But this was different. An accident had caused this inferno.

			

			Eadie sniffed. ‘Now we’re both upright, where d’you think you’re going, madam?’ She wiped her nose and face with her free hand.

			‘To help, of course.’

			Joy’s first view of the wreckage surrounding the remains of the workplace where she was used to spending the major part of her day was worse than she’d feared, much worse.

			‘You’ll be more of a hindrance than a help when there’s trained people doin’ a proper job. Besides, you got no shoes.’ Eadie looked down at Joy’s naked feet, then waved towards firemen aiming hoses at dying flames. ‘If your feet don’t get burned, they’ll be shredded by all the rubbish.’

			Joy said, ‘Don’t worry. I’ll get my clothes and stuff from the changing room.’

			‘You’ll have a job.’ Eadie sniffed. ‘That place got a right soaking by the fire brigade.’

			Joy sighed. She’d have to walk home just as she was, in tattered clothing, no shoes and no Picturegoers. She stared about her and saw smaller fires still burning on the gravel where erupting matter had shot from the main explosion. Helpers were using spades and shovels to beat out embers. Men and women were shovelling glass and rubble into piles, and twisted metal was being loaded onto flatbed lorries.

			

			‘Loads of staff and the walking wounded have already been sent home or taken to the War Memorial hospital. You got to let the professionals here get on with their jobs without hindrance.’ Eadie was adamant.

			‘But—’

			‘But nothing, Joy!’ Eadie looked at her fondly. ‘You’re in no fit state to help anybody. C’mon, the Women’s Voluntary Service have set up a mobile canteen near the front gate well away from all this. We’ll feel better after a cuppa and we can find out what’s going on from them. An’ I got family who’ll have heard about the explosion and might even worry about me.’

			Joy stared at Eadie. She frowned. ‘Oh, I’m sorry! If you hadn’t come looking for me, you’d probably be home by now.’

			‘I’m not leaving you until I know you’re safe indoors. But Joe’ll worry . . .’

			‘I’m sorry.’

			And Joy meant it. She certainly didn’t want to make problems for Eadie. Enough screaming and shouting came through the wall, at times, between their homes without the need for more.

			

			‘Never you mind, ducky,’ Eadie said kindly. ‘Anyway, I’m not leaving this place till I’ve had a cuppa and a fag.’ She smiled knowingly and patted her pocket, removed from it a single, battered cigarette and waved it at Joy.

			‘Where’d you get that? You had to leave your fags this morning in the changing room!’

			‘I had it given to me in my wanderings looking for you!’

			Chastened, Joy laughed.

			By the time they reached the tent Joy realized that although she wanted to help the very idea was ridiculous. She’d had to hold on to Eadie because she was unsteady and the gravel dug into her feet. It was difficult to walk and she could see pinpricks of blood.

			Now, Joy sat inside the large canvas shelter on a wooden crate, sipping the welcome tea and watching through the opening as Priddy’s gatekeeper did his best to clear sightseers and worried relatives from outside the main entrance.

			The tent was obviously an extension to the mobile tea wagon because the summer weather could be inclement. Joy had no idea of the time but the best of the day had gone. The tea urn sat on the scrubbed pull-­down counter and was manned by three helpers dressed in their uniform of long-­sleeved, grey-­green flannel dresses. Joy saw their sleeves were rolled up, ready for business, most of which, she thought, had already been dealt with. The two women bustling about inside the tent, tidying and collecting crockery, looked tired, their sweat-­slicked hair clinging to damp foreheads. Badges with the embroidered red WVS insignia decorated their breast pockets. The third woman was at the helm of the urn, wiping drips.

			

			‘Nosy parkers,’ voiced a buxom, bossy volunteer, watching the gatekeeper waving his arms. ‘Something nasty happens an’ people gather like flies. But they’re too late. The ambulances left a while since, nothing much to see now. Course some might be waiting for loved ones.’ She noticed Joy’s punctured feet and said sympathetically, ‘Ooh, nasty!’

			‘Are there many people not accounted for?’ Eadie asked her. The woman turned. Eadie was stirring her tea with the spoon string-­tied to a nail beneath the counter. She finished and made her way to stand beside Joy.

			‘A few.’ The woman picked up a lipstick-­smeared mug and tutted.

			‘Poor devils,’ whispered Joy. There were about ten people inside the awning sharing the steamy atmosphere and holding white enamel mugs. Most, thought Joy, were glassy-­eyed and looked troubled. There was little conversation.

			

			‘When you leave, the gatekeeper needs you to sign out,’ said the woman, emptying dregs of tea from a mug straight onto the grass. ‘Keeps a check on the missing, see? Course, Priddy’s is shut down now, but the workshops not affected by the blast’ll be up and running again in days.’ She looked down at Joy’s toes and frowned. ‘Not that the management will let the grass grow under their feet. They’ll have that factory space rebuilt in no time. Couple of months or perhaps sooner will see it full of machinery again and the workers taken back, if they ain’t found other jobs. There’s a bloody war on, ain’t there?’ She walked quickly away, back towards the counter where she pulled up the wooden flap and disappeared into the rear of the van with a glance at the woman wiping the urn.

			Eadie flicked fag ash, thought for a while, then said to Joy, ‘She’s right.’ She leaned forward and whispered, ‘No doubt the management will inform us through the proper channels. But we’re going to be without work and who knows for how long?’

			‘You can’t walk about on scorched gravel barefoot, love. You’ll do yourself an injury.’

			Joy hadn’t noticed the buxom helper’s swift return because she was watching the crowd at the gate. They seemed to be becoming noisier by the second. She started at the sound of the woman’s voice and felt something soft being pressed into her lap. She looked down to see a pair of tartan slippers, complete with red pom-­poms nestling in her torn clothing. They were hardly worn and very clean. Before Joy could open her mouth, the woman carried on, ‘I always bring them with me because my corns can play me up something terrible. They’re all right today, thank goodness, and I reckon you need my slippers more than me.’

			

			‘But—’

			The woman interrupted, ‘They should fit you. They’re medium size and that fits anyone, don’t it?’

			Overcome by the woman’s thoughtfulness, Joy felt tears rise but she blinked them away while she put on the slippers. They did indeed fit her. She sighed as their softness eased the soreness. ‘Thank you, you’re so kind—’ she began.

			Once again the woman cut her off. ‘No, you girls are the tops. Heroines you lot are, risking your lives making bombs and shells to save the rest of us.’ Then she ruffled Joy’s hair and turned swiftly away, saying, ‘When you gets home, you put some iodine on them feet.’ As she reached the counter she stopped, turned and winked at Joy, then lifted the flap and disappeared into the back of the van.

			‘There’s some lovely kind people about, ducky, don’t you think?’ Eadie said. Joy, overcome, could only nod. A long silence between them followed, broken only by the noise outside the tent, the low voices and tea-­stirring inside.

			

			After a moment or two, Eadie said, ‘Joy, I don’t know how either of us is going to manage. We need my wages to keep us afloat. And you and me, we certainly can’t live on fresh air, ducky.’

			Joy’s heart fell. Until now she’d been so grateful that she and Eadie hadn’t been permanently injured she’d not thought how today’s terrible accident would affect her. How would she pay rent and buy food with no money coming in? And Eadie’s finances were stretched even tighter. Eadie, like herself, had no savings.

			Eadie thoughtfully repeated the sentence she’d voiced earlier. ‘We can’t live on fresh air, Joy.’ A huge sigh followed.

			Maybe it was those words ‘fresh air’ or maybe because the information on the card in the paper shop was still somehow floating around in her mind, but Joy put out a hand and rested it on Eadie’s arm.

			‘How would you like to go hop-­picking? Work in the sunshine?’

			And, before Eadie could answer Joy quoted the advert, ‘“Good remuneration. Accommodation and travel provided. And all in the invigorating Hampshire country air!”’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			‘You all right, Eadie love?’ Joe’s drawn face lit up the moment he saw her and had to step away from behind the front door to allow her to enter. It was obvious to Eadie he’d been on tenterhooks waiting for her, probably peering down the street constantly. ‘I heard the explosion from Priddy’s.’

			She’d hardly had time to remove her key from the lock before he swept her into a hug, squashing almost all of the air out of her lungs. Joe smelt of cigarettes, the tantalizing aroma of freshly made corned-­beef hash and shaving soap. Eadie was amazed at the warmth of his welcome, relished it even, until the dreaded guilt slithered over her and she froze.

			‘I’ve been frantic with worry.’ His voice was low as he moved back, releasing her from his arms. It was, Eadie thought, almost as if he was reading her mind, fearful of overstepping the mark, or perhaps grappling with his own emotions.

			

			He was flustered now, she could tell. Without meaning to he’d let his guard down on his feelings. Joe was her father-­in-­law, not her husband.

			‘I was one of the lucky ones,’ she said, ‘but it was bad.’ Eadie couldn’t stop the tears that rose with recollections of the explosion and its dreadful aftermath. He let her cry.

			After a while she wiped a cheek with a grubby hand and took a deep breath. ‘I thought Joy had copped it. I were frantic. Found her eventually down by the creek.’

			‘Was she . . .?’ Fresh worry clouded his eyes.

			‘Unhurt, thank God. Apart from scratches, confusion and part of a bench that’s usually fixed to the floor of our workroom trapping her.’ Eadie’s voice shook.

			Joe led her down the narrow hallway into the living room. Eadie breathed in the familiar smells of polish, and cooking wafting in from the gas stove in the scullery and let out a deep sigh, glad to be home. Joe walked her to the ancient, sagging armchair beneath the window, pushed her down into its worn, velvet softness, then stepped back on the rag rug, looking down at her. ‘Where’s Joy now?’ His voice was gentle, kind. To Joe, Joy was like the daughter he’d never had. He’d have made a smashing granddad too, had Eadie and Will had children. Eadie knew she could rely on him to look in later on her friend to see if she needed anything. All she wanted to do now was to stay safely in her favourite chair and count her blessings.

			

			Eadie had taken the job at Priddy’s to alleviate her loneliness after her husband, Will, had joined the army. Children hadn’t happened, to their regret, but, as it had to so many happily married couples, the war had forced them apart. Will was sent to France, but in June 1940 he was returned to England, to a hospital in Croydon, South London, that reserved six wards for military casualties.

			The Cane Hill Asylum’s motto was Aversos Compono Animos. It translated to ‘I bring relief to troubled minds.’ Eadie prayed fervently that, in time, it would live up to its promise for she no longer recognized the man she had married.

			As the months went by both she and Joe, when she and Joe were finally allowed to visit him, noticed changes. His babbling slowed, sometimes becoming almost coherent; sedatives calmed him. His crying jags were fewer, so the nurses told her, his sleep had improved, though his nightmares were horrendous, and his complaints of muscular aches and pains had reduced. It was noise Will couldn’t stand. Any sharp sounds had sent him shaking and scurrying to hide, causing his blank stare to return. Eventually, though, he had been sent home.

			

			Joe’s unflagging help after Will’s discharge from the asylum had provided him with a home after his house had been bombed. It also allowed Eadie to remain working at the munitions factory.

			Caring practically full time for his son hadn’t stopped Joe working: he served behind the bar at the White Swan on Forton Road in the evenings, whenever possible, to help bring in money.

			‘Where’s Joy now?’ Joe repeated.

			‘She’s indoors.’ Eadie nodded at the wall between their two houses. ‘She’s all right. I told her to get cleaned up, and then go to bed.’

			‘Best thing. I’ll pop round in a bit with some dinner. She won’t feel like cooking.’

			Eadie looked at him gratefully. ‘She’ll appreciate that. Would you?’

			He grinned at her. ‘No, she can starve!’

			It was a throwaway line and it made her smile. Even during the worst of times Joe rarely lost his sense of humour. ‘It’s a good thing I know you’re joking,’ she said.

			Joe was in his fifties but didn’t look his age even though his fair hair was thinning and there were more lines on his face than when he’d first moved into the terraced house. Joy said he reminded her of the film star Burt Lancaster, who became better-­looking the older he got.

			

			‘I’ll go round in a bit but you need settling first,’ Joe said, reaching for the packet of Woodbines next to the ashtray on the table. He shook out a couple of cigarettes, put them between his lips and lit both with a single Swan Vesta match. Then he handed one to Eadie.

			She took it gratefully, a smile touching her lips. It was the party trick he performed especially for her, stolen from Paul Henreid in the Bette Davis picture Now, Voyager. Eadie blessed him for trying to make her feel better.

			After a drag on his cigarette, Joe said, ‘Now you need a cuppa. The kettle’s ready for tea and I’ll boil more water so you can wash in the scullery while I’m next door. You shouldn’t be disturbed.’

			 Eadie took in a lungful of smoke, blew it out and asked the question that had been uppermost in her thoughts since arriving home. ‘How’s Will?’

			Joe raised his eyes towards the bedroom above them. ‘I had to give him a sodium amytal to calm him down. He was sitting in the garden when Priddy’s explosion set him off. He’s asleep now.’

			

			‘Was he very bad?’ Eadie’s forehead creased with worry. The blast would have triggered great distress in Will.

			‘No more than usual.’

			Eadie shook her head. She knew sometimes Joe played down the strength of Will’s episodes when he coped with them alone. He did it to lessen her worry. ‘I hate him having that stuff, hate it for blunting his emotions.’

			‘So do I.’ He paused. ‘But that’s preferable to his outbursts when he hurts himself or others.’ He stared at her. ‘But he’s home with us and that’s what counts.’

			‘I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

			‘You don’t have to,’ Joe replied. ‘You and I work together to do the best we can for my lad, don’t we?’

			She didn’t answer, just watched as his tall, sinewy body made for the scullery door.

			Eadie stifled a yawn. She was very tired. Tired of the Luftwaffe that sent its planes over almost nightly to blitz Portsmouth’s dockyard, and the bombs falling on Gosport when the crews missed their targets. Tired of the rationing that meant eking out small amounts of meat with bread or potatoes. Tired of the blackout. Tired of wondering whether she and her loved ones would survive this blessed war . . . But most of all she hated what the war had done to Will.

			Her husband was an enormously brave man who’d had no control over what had happened to him at Dunkirk, but its aftermath had rendered him incapable of rational thought. Eadie was fortunate in that her husband had been returned to her. But Will was not whole: he was in pieces. He’d been through hell and sometimes he went back there.

			

			If he continued with the drugs and therapy, she had been told he would, in time, overcome his neurasthenia, or shell shock, as Joe called it.

			Eadie doubted she’d ever become reconciled to Will’s violent outbursts or his changed appearance. His weight loss hadn’t affected his strength – if anything his grip was more powerful than it had ever been – but his eyes rarely held hers, giving her no inkling of his true thoughts, and his beautiful blond hair had turned white.

			The chink of crockery from the scullery told her the tea was on its way. Sure enough, Joe appeared carrying a cup and saucer, the contents steaming. Her mouth watered. Joe didn’t speak but grinned at her as he left it on the table within her easy reach. She beamed at him. ‘I could close my eyes and sleep for ever in this comfy old wreck of a chair.’

			‘You’ll feel better after a wash and a good meal,’ Joe responded, and Eadie watched his back as he vanished into the scullery again.

			Later, she’d tell Joe she’d been laid off from Priddy’s for the time being, though he’d realize that, she thought. It would be difficult to manage without her wages. Not difficult: impossible.
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