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About the Book

It is 1943, and three very different girls are longing to do their bit for the war effort.

Frances – her life of seeming privilege has been a lonely one. Brave and strong, stifled by her traditional upbringing, she falls for a most unsuitable man.

Prudence – timid and conventional, her horizons have never strayed beyond her job as a bank clerk in Croydon until the war brings her new experiences.

Rosalind – a beautiful, flame-haired actress who catches the eye of Frances’s stuffy elder brother, the heir to an ancestral mansion.

The three become friends when they join the band of women working the canal boats, delivering goods and doing a man’s job while the men are away fighting. A tough, unglamorous task – but one which brings them all unexpected rewards.
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The Boat Girls

Margaret Mayhew


To the valiant captain and crew of
the narrowboat Grebe:

James, Tilly, Ella, George,
Charlie and Sarah.


O thou who didst make for the Children of Israel a highway through the Promised Land, we pray thee to bless the highways of this country, especially its canals and waterways. We would remember before thee all who trade thereon. Be thou to them a Father, a Saviour and a Guide. Bless all who work amongst them for their spiritual good. Guide them by the light of the Holy Spirit that many souls may be won for Christ. We ask this for thy own name’s sake.

Prayer for canal boaters:
Revd W. Ashbury Smith, 1940


One

CARLYONS HAD LIVED at Averton in Dorset for more than three hundred years. The first of them, a swashbuckling seafarer called John de Carlyon, had made a fortune as a buccaneer during the seventeenth century, preying on galleons on the Spanish Main and relieving them of their rich cargoes of gold and silver. He might well have ended up on the gallows, but, instead, had given up buccaneering and settled down to a respectable life on Dorset acres acquired through a shrewd marriage to a landed widow. He had built a large and very beautiful house of golden Ham Hill stone in a protective fold of undulating countryside, only five miles from the sea, and had added a church beside it. His first-born son and heir, given the name Vere at his baptism in the church, had later called his own son John. Thereafter, down the centuries, de Carlyon heirs were named, alternately, John or Vere.

The family fortunes had flourished. In the eighteenth century a Vere de Carlyon who had inherited some of the bravado and charm of his seafaring ancestor had found favour at court and been rewarded with a baronetcy. His heir, Sir John de Carlyon, had brought back an Italian wife from his Grand Tour who had further enhanced the beauty of Averton by creating formal gardens in the style of her native country, while her husband contributed stable blocks and a dovecote.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Sir Vere de Carlyon had given the house a classical front, a fine new staircase in the hall and a charming stone orangery in the gardens, but after his death a succession of profligate heirs had squandered the major part of their fortunes so that by the finish of the century, Averton had been reduced to a shadow of its former glory. The house and outbuildings had been neglected, the gardens allowed to grow semi-wild. At the end of the First World War, the family – now plain Carlyon – were struggling to keep their heads above water. Sir John Carlyon, who had fought courageously in the trenches of Flanders, had come back a broken man and, after the early death of his wife, had withdrawn from life to spend his days pottering about the old orangery, raising orchids. His only son and heir, Vere, had joined the RAF three years before the Second World War. He had been posted to Bomber Command and reached the rank of Wing Commander by the age of twenty-five. His sister, named Frances like other Carlyon ladies before her, was seven years younger and incarcerated at boarding school until the summer of 1943 when she returned to a near-empty home. Except for Mrs Crocker, the elderly cook, and an even more elderly gardener, Didcot, assisted by a young lad, the Averton staff – such as they had been – had gone off to war. A Mrs Briggs, also well past her prime, came from the village on her bicycle to fight a losing battle with dust and cobwebs.

In September, on her eighteenth birthday, Frances presented herself at the local recruiting offices for the women’s army, navy and air force, only to be told by each one, in turn, that recruiting was temporarily suspended. She waited impatiently throughout October and November and the recruiting officers grew used to, and tired of, the sight of her appearing before their desks. A volunteer job dispensing tea and buns in a canteen in Bridport occupied her for a while, but the other helpers were all old women and there was a battleaxe in charge.

‘I thought I told you not more than one sugar is allowed per person, Miss Carlyon, and only one bun. There happens to be a war on, in case you’re unaware of it.’

She carried on slipping extra rations to service men and women when the battleaxe’s back was turned, but then there was a row over her breaking some cups and another over the way she slopped the tea into the saucers and another about chatting too much to the customers. ‘Careless talk costs lives, Miss Carlyon. We never know who may be listening.’ After a few weeks she left and went back to pestering the recruiting offices.

Aunt Gertrude, her father’s sister, phoned from her flat in London to invite herself for Christmas. A First World War widow, her chief pleasures were cards, cigarettes, Gordon’s gin – which she drank with warm tap water – and betting on racehorses. She was a lethal bridge player, unbeatable at most card and board games, and won considerably more than she ever lost with her bookmaker.

‘Any hope of Vere being home, darling?’

‘I shouldn’t think so. We haven’t heard from him for ages.’

‘Too busy killing Germans, I dare say. How’s your father these days?’

‘More or less the same. He spends most of the time with the orchids.’

‘Personally, I can’t understand what he sees in them, but it keeps him happy – that’s the main thing, isn’t it? How about you, Frances? What are you doing with yourself?’

‘Waiting to join up – but nobody seems to want me.’

‘Who have you tried?’

‘WRNS, WAAF, ATS. They’ve all stopped recruiting for the moment.’

‘Well, I dare say they’ll start again soon. Get Vere to pull an RAF string for you.’

‘He wouldn’t do it. He’d say I had to go through the proper channels. You know how stuffy he is.’

‘He can seem it, I grant you, but it’s a fault on the right side.’

Frances carried her father’s lunch tray down the draughty stone passage leading from the kitchens to an even colder hall, and out of a side door to the pathway that led to the orangery. Every day it was exactly the same lunch: a shrimp-paste sandwich and a thermos of unsweetened tea. He had countered all Mrs Crocker’s efforts to vary the sandwich filling simply by leaving anything different untouched – like some picky old dog.

The graceful eighteenth-century orangery stood apart from the main house at the top of the three-tiered Italian pool garden. It was easily the best-kept building at Averton and by far the warmest. Most of the coke ration went on feeding the voracious furnace which kept it at around seventy degrees, while the temperature in the house rarely rose to fifty except in high summer. The orchids came before everything else, and her father would have mortgaged the estate for a rare blue one.

Visitors were not encouraged inside. They brought in bacteria, fungi, algae and pests, and breathed germs over the plants, and whenever Papa was occupied with the delicate business of sowing seeds with sterile test tubes and pipettes and eye droppers, a large KEEP OUT notice was pinned up on the side door and the lunch tray had to be left outside. He was liable to post it at other times, as well, but there was no notice to be seen this time so Frances balanced the tray on one arm, opened the glass door, went in and shut it very quickly behind her. Draughts, as well as microbes, were death to orchids, who lived like pampered creatures in their hothouse world. Beautiful they might be, but they never touched her heart. They were too perfect; too still – as though they weren’t living things at all. They had none of the charm of, say, roses rambling over a garden wall, or daffodils nodding in the wind, or even common daisies studding the grass.

The orangery orange trees had gone with the Great War. Instead, long wooden benches held rows and rows of orchid plants. She could see her father bent over one at the far end, absorbed in some delicate task. The summer-flowering kinds were dormant but there were others that produced their blooms in winter – exotic apparitions among their sleeping fellows and, to her eyes, all wrong in the grey English light of December.

She watched her father for a moment, unnoticed. As a small child, she had heard him crying out in his sleep at night – inhuman shrieks of terror that had made her cower under the blankets. Just nightmares, her mother had explained. Nothing to worry about. But the nightmares had gone on through the years and they still happened, though less frequently. Once upon a time, he must have been a normal person, only she had no memory of it. He was perfectly kind and very sweet, but talking to him was like trying to communicate with a ghost – someone who had already departed. According to Aunt Gertrude, he had been badly affected by fighting in the war – shell-shocked it was called – which was a polite way of saying that he had gone to pieces. He had been engaged to her mother before he had left for the trenches and soon after his return they had got married in spite of the shell shock. Mama had helped him get better and the orchids had been her idea. She had bought him a few plants as a hobby, and books to read and learn about them.

Frances had been twelve and in her first year at boarding school when Mama had died. The headmistress had sent for her and had told her to sit down before giving her the bad news. Apparently, it had been very sudden and quite unexpected – the kind of thing that almost never happened to anyone. She had sat there in stunned silence while Miss Moorehead had explained that Mama had been bitten on the leg by some unknown insect and the bite had become infected and spread uncontrollably. The hospital had tried to save her but nothing could be done. The inquest had recorded that her death was from septicaemia. Frances had gone home for the funeral and then been sent straight back to school afterwards. The other girls had kept staring at her and then looking away, as though she had caught some disease and might somehow contaminate them.

She carried the tray to where her father was working and set it down on the bench.

‘I’ve brought your lunch, Papa.’ He didn’t seem to hear so she tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Your lunch, Papa.’

He glanced round vaguely, a small knife in hand. The only way to get any positive response was to say something about the orchids.

‘That looks awfully tricky . . . whatever you’re doing.’

He nodded. ‘Must be careful . . . so easy to get it wrong.’ He bent over the pot again, like a surgeon using a scalpel.

She wandered about the orangery, looking at the exotic flowers with their spots and stripes and strange markings. In Edwardian times they had been particularly prized, she knew, and gentlemen had worn expensively raised orchids in their buttonholes to impress the ladies. The paler colours looked better than the gaudy ones, and white was best of all. There was one that always bloomed around Christmas in a long spray of small white flowers and she found it at the far end of a bench. It would look beautiful in the house, where it would die very quickly from cold.

Papa seemed to have finished whatever delicate operation he’d been carrying out, so she went back to him.

‘Aunt Gertrude phoned. She’s coming for Christmas, as usual.’

‘Ah . . . that’s good.’

‘She asked me whether Vere would be here too.’

‘Oh . . . I shouldn’t think so, would you?’

‘No. I expect it’ll be just the three of us.’

‘Mmmm . . .’

He bent over another pot and she knew he had either already forgotten that she was there, or was hoping that she would go away very soon. Sometimes she longed to grab hold of him and shake him, shout at him and make him pay some attention, but, of course, it was hopeless.

‘Well, don’t forget to eat your lunch.’

At the door she glanced back to see him intent again with the knife. He probably would forget.

She wandered into the morning room where a fire smouldered sulkily in the grate and, for something to do, picked up The Times from the sofa table and sat down to flick through the pages. The news was mostly about the war, of course: photographs of Allied troops squelching through thick mud in Italy, another of a very handsome American fighter pilot climbing out of his plane, another of a captured German U-boat crew looking bitter and resentful. Papa never read any of it – never even looked at the paper or mentioned the war. She turned another page and an article caught her eye.

Appeal for Volunteers

There are vacancies for more women volunteers to be trained to work canal boats. Training usually lasts about two months, during which women will be given full instruction in the management and handling of canal craft and the method of working the locks. They will live, eat and sleep on the boats which travel along the canals, carrying essential cargoes. Payment during training is at the rate of £2 a week and a week’s leave, without pay, may be taken at the end of each trip, which normally takes about three weeks.

She read on with interest.

On completion of training, if found suitable, women are given control of a pair of boats, consisting of a motor boat with a ‘butty’. The earnings accruing from the tonnage moved are shared by the three members of the crew and are subject to a minimum wage of £3 a week. Above this minimum the earnings of the crew depend largely on their own experience and exertions. Canal boat workers are entitled to extra rations of tea and sugar. Fuel and light are free. Leave is granted at regular intervals, including one week annually with pay. Only women of robust constitution are advised to apply. The main qualifications are grit and spirit of service.

She tore the article out.

Aunt Gertrude came three days before Christmas, arriving in the local station taxi in time for tea. A blazing log fire made the drawing room bearable as long as one sat within a radius of eight feet. Aunt Gertrude, who had been born and brought up in the house, had come well prepared in her ankle-length musquash coat with several layers of clothing beneath it. Her clothes and jewellery all dated from the twenties – ropes of beads, drop-waisted gowns, long cardigans, pointed shoes with splayed heels – and even her hair was cut in a twenties bob. She had discovered, when living through it, that the period suited her, and had never seen any reason to move on.

Papa put in a brief appearance before disappearing to his study with some mumbled excuse. Aunt Gertrude stuck one of her cigarettes into her ivory holder and lit it.

‘I’ve been having a think, Frances. Would you have any objection to my coming to live down here for a bit? It looks like this wretched war’s going to drag on and I’m getting sick of spending it in London. There are troops swarming all over town, prostitutes on every corner and the Americans pinch all the taxis . . . I’d like to shut the flat up and get away for a while. Do you think your father would mind?’

‘I shouldn’t think he’d even notice. And I’d love to have you.’

‘Not much fun here on your own, is it? Not that I’d be much help in that department. You want other young people for company, not old aunts. Any luck yet with the service applications?’

She shook her head. ‘Nothing doing. I’ve just tried them all again.’

The woman in the WAAF recruiting place had been quite frosty. ‘We’ll let you know. Please don’t bother us again.’

She said, ‘I saw this thing in The Times the other day which sounded rather interesting. What do you think?’

Her aunt read the article. ‘It sounds right up your street, Frances. Something quite different.’

‘Only I don’t know anything about canal boats. I’ve never even seen one. Or a canal either, come to that.’

‘That wouldn’t matter. They’d train you. And you’ve done plenty of sailing. It’s all water. I think it sounds rather fun. Probably much better for you than one of the services. You’d be out in the fresh air, cruising along the waterways – very pleasant, I’d have thought, and all part of the war effort. Essential cargoes, it says. Grit and spirit of service . . . that’s what they’re after. You’ve got both those, haven’t you?’

Frances smiled. ‘Would you say I had a robust constitution? That’s what they want too.’

‘I’d say you were fit and healthy. Not liable to keel over or faint at a bit of hard physical labour.’

She said, ‘I found an old book about the history of the canals in Papa’s library. It was all rather fascinating. Did you know that the Romans built several of them when they were over here?’

‘No, I can’t say that I did.’

‘Nor did I. Then nothing happened for years until Queen Elizabeth’s reign when another canal was dug at Exeter. Things didn’t get going properly until the Industrial Revolution when people found out canals were ideal for hauling coal and raw materials about the country cheaply, in barges pulled by horses. They built them all over the country and lots of people made pots of money. And everything went swimmingly until the nineteenth century when the railways started to be built. Bad luck for the canals – they couldn’t really compete. I say, you don’t think they still use horses, do you?’

‘No idea. Rather nice, if they did.’

Late on Christmas Eve, Vere arrived unexpectedly. Frances hadn’t seen her brother for months, and there were lines and shadows on his face that she couldn’t remember from before. On Christmas morning they walked over to the church, minus Papa who had escaped to the orangery. There had been a heavy frost during the night and the countryside glistened white. Inside the church, the congregation, cocooned to the eyes, breathed vapour clouds into the air. Vere read the lesson.


And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judaea, unto the city of David, which is called Bethlehem . . .



Frances watched him from the family pew. He had a nice speaking voice, as good as any actor, and he looked better after a night’s sleep, standing there tall and straight in his RAF greatcoat with the wing commander’s insignia on his shoulders and all the gilt buttons. The local girls in the congregation were paying lots of attention, and the WAAF girls at his station probably paid lots of attention too. He was the heir, the latest in a long line of de Carlyons – the first one, the Spanish Main pirate, lying in his respectable tomb only a few feet from where she sat. Sir Johns and Sir Veres and their wives were under other flagstones marked by brass plates. Mama, though, was buried outside in the churchyard beneath a hawthorn tree. She refused to think about the frightening idea that Vere might be killed in the war and buried here, too. Stuffy he might be, but he was her brother. Her only brother.

There was a goose from the home farm for lunch, with roast potatoes and sprouts, and Papa had brought up wine from the cellar. Afterwards, Frances and Vere left Aunt Gertrude beside the log fire and Papa back in the orangery and took the dogs for a long walk across the estate. Vere had changed out of his uniform and looked more like a brother, but he was still bossy and interfering. For a start, he didn’t like the idea of her joining any of the services.

‘It was all right in the beginning, but you get all sorts of girls now.’

‘Sorts? What sorts?’

‘Not the kind you should be mixing with.’

‘You mix with them, don’t you?’

He said coolly, ‘I don’t, as it happens. And I’m not joking, Frances. I’d far sooner you thought of something else to do.’

‘Such as?’

‘There must be plenty of suitable jobs locally – helping out in a canteen, for instance.’

‘I’ve already tried that. It was deadly boring.’

‘Well, VAD work in a hospital.’

‘Emptying bedpans? No, thanks.’

‘We all have to do unpleasant things we don’t necessarily care for in wartime.’

She wondered if Vere lectured his squadron about having to put up with unpleasant things, and decided that he almost certainly did.

They reached the brow of a hill. Beyond, the frosty landscape switchbacked towards the Channel five miles away, and the day was clear enough to catch the steely glint of the sea in a gap. Her brother stood beside her, hands thrust into his coat pockets, collar turned up, hair ruffled by the wind. The irony was that there was a strong resemblance to the pirate’s portrait hanging in the hall – same long straight nose, same slightly hooded eyes, same colour hair – but he couldn’t possibly have been remotely stuffy, like Vere, and he sported a large emerald in one ear to prove it.

She said, ‘Papa’s not getting any better, you know.’

‘I’m afraid he never will. Still, he seems perfectly happy with the orchids. Which is really the main thing.’

‘That’s what Aunt Gertrude always says. Did she tell you she’s planning to come and stay for a while?’

‘Yes, she did mention it. I think it’s an excellent idea. It’ll be good for Pa and it’ll be some company for you.’

‘I may not be here – if I get called up.’

‘I told you, Frances, it’s much better if you find something to occupy you round here. There’s absolutely no need for you to leave Dorset.’

‘I don’t want to be occupied, Vere. I want to do something useful.’

‘You can. Go and be a VAD. That’s extremely useful.’

‘And I told you, I don’t want to be one. It’s not up to you to tell me what to do.’

He said, ‘Frances – you’re only just eighteen. I have a responsibility to look after you – since Mama is dead and Pa isn’t up to it – and I’d much prefer that you stay here at Averton.’

‘And I’d much prefer that I didn’t. It’s all very well for you, Vere, you’ve been off having a lovely time – heaps of excitement and adventure.’

‘Which shows how little you understand what fighting a war is about. The reality is anything but lovely.’

‘You mean people getting killed? I understand that perfectly well.’

‘I doubt if you do.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘I ought to be getting back. I have to be on duty first thing in the morning.’

He whistled to the two springer spaniels and they walked down the hill in the direction of the house, the dogs following. It looked very beautiful and serene, snug in its safe hollow with the winter sunlight touching the golden stone and masking all its imperfections – sagging roof, crumbling stonework, wonky guttering, peeling paint. She did love it and sometimes, like at this moment, she envied Vere that it would be his one day; at other times she was glad that she wouldn’t be saddled with the burden of caring for it.

As they neared the house, she said, ‘As a matter of fact, there is something else I could do. There was an appeal in The Times.’

‘An appeal?’ He frowned. ‘What about?’

She told him. ‘Aunt Gertrude’s all for it.’

‘Well, I’m not. You don’t know what kind of other women would apply, or what the conditions would be, or anything about it. In fact, I think it’s an appalling idea. Working like some bargee! I absolutely forbid it, Frances.’

He had stopped walking and so had she. They faced each other. ‘Is that clear?’

He was looking his very stuffiest, his most bossy.

‘No, it’s not. You said yourself that we all have to do unpleasant things in wartime. They need women to help move essential cargoes. It’s really important – not just filling teacups and emptying bedpans. I think I’d enjoy it.’ The truth was that she’d been rather uncertain on that point, but now she was determined. ‘Mama would have approved. I know she would.’

‘I very much doubt it.’

‘Well, you can’t actually stop me, can you? So, bad luck.’

She walked away from him, on down towards the house. He shouted after her, but she pretended not to hear.


Two

EVERY WEEKDAY MORNING for the past two years, Prudence Dobbs had left the house in Lime Avenue, Croydon and walked with her father down the front path and out of the gate to go to work at the bank. They left at precisely eight fifteen in order to arrive well before opening time and, as they approached the building, Prudence would hang back a little in order to allow her father to precede her, in deference to his position as chief clerk. Once he had entered the premises, she would then follow to take up her duties.

She had been named Prudence because it was a virtue much admired by her father, especially in a woman. After leaving school at sixteen she had begun work at the bank as a junior, filing cheques neatly in boxes, in date order, and making the tea for all the staff. After eighteen months she had risen to become a ledger clerk, writing the daily balances of customers’ accounts into a heavy, bound book. It was her job to sort the cheques alphabetically and then post the figures neatly into her ledger – the debit entries and the new balance for each account at close of business for the day. There were five hundred accounts in her particular ledger and she had had to learn to recognize the signatures of all the customers she handled, and to write the figures very clearly and beyond doubt. Mr Holland, the manager, always preached what he called the Psychology of Accuracy. Any discrepancies in the day’s final figures were dealt with as a very serious matter. All staff were required to stay at work until the mistake was found and rectified and her father, as chief clerk, oversaw the investigation.

In the course of her work she had also learned to match the faces of customers to their signatures, and to spot Mrs Harper, Miss Peabody, old Mr Cuthbertson, young Mr Lewis and so on, whenever they came into the bank. Mrs Harper would have been hard to miss, in any case, as she always made such a to-do at the counter, insisting on being given brand new notes. She quite often demanded to see Mr Holland who came hurrying out of his office at once – probably because she was their richest customer.

When Prudence had first started work at the bank, the war had been going on for nearly two years and Spitfires and Hurricanes were a familiar sight in the skies overhead. During the summer of 1940 they had watched them dogfighting with the German planes and the town had had its share of German bombs. The first and worst time had been in August, when the Luftwaffe had attacked Croydon airport and made a terrible mess of the aerodrome and houses and factories around it. Her father had been at work and she’d been at home having lunch with her mother. Halfway through the cold ham and lettuce she’d heard a sort of thump in the distance, and looked out of the window to see a puff of black smoke rising from the direction of the airport. The siren hadn’t sounded and when she’d pointed out the smoke, Mother had told her to get on with her food and stop imagining things. Suddenly, there’d been more thumps and more smoke, the approaching roar of the German bombers, and the whistle of their bombs as they fell. RAF Hurricanes had come shrieking overhead and the ack-ack guns had started up. She and Mother had dropped their knives and forks and dived straight under the table. In the rush, the salad-cream bottle had got knocked off and spilled all over the carpet, which had upset Mother more than the bombs. The Bourjois soap factory had been badly hit, as well as two hundred houses, and more than sixty people had been killed. The salad cream had left a permanent stain.

Since then, they’d all got used to the war. Used to hearing the sirens wailing all during the Blitz and used to going out to sit in the cold, damp Anderson shelter beside the rhubarb patch at the end of the garden, listening to the bombs whistling and exploding and the ack-ack guns booming, and waiting patiently for the long note of the all-clear. They’d got used to the blackout and the rationing and the queuing and the shortages of food, paper, petrol, string, rubber, batteries, coal, material, glass . . . almost everything you could think of, except potatoes. At the bank, Mr Holland had insisted on regular stirrup-pump practices and practices for putting out incendiary bombs with sand, or using a long-handled shovel and rake to manoeuvre them into a metal box. Father had been put in charge of the practices and of the staff Fire Watch rota, and when he went off on duty at night he wore a tin helmet instead of his bowler hat. Mr Holland, as manager, was considered too important to take part.

On Christmas Eve 1943 Prudence walked with her father to the bank, as usual. Mr Holland had kindly permitted coloured paper chains to be strung above the cashiers’ counter and holly to be placed on the window sills, and, at the end of the day, when work was finally finished – with no mistakes – he invited all his staff into his office for sherry. Miss Tripp, his secretary, dispensed the British sherry from a bottle – exactly half a glassful each – as if she was pouring out a dose of medicine, which was what it tasted like. They stood awkwardly around the room while Mr Holland delivered his annual speech, reminding them of their good fortune in working for the bank and of the vital importance of the Psychology of Accuracy, before he wished them a merry Christmas. Mr Simpkins, the senior cashier, was standing close behind Prudence and when he leaned forward to speak, she could feel his breath puffing into her right ear.

‘I wonder if you would care to go to the picture house on Boxing Day, Miss Dobbs? They’re showing an American film, but I understand it’s quite good.’

It wasn’t the first time that he had asked her out and she always refused him. ‘It’s very kind of you, Mr Simpkins, but my aunt and uncle are coming to visit.’

‘Another time then.’

She suspected that he mistook her reluctance for shyness and awe of his position at the bank, talking directly with the customers. It would never do to tell him the truth – that she found him repulsive – in case he found ways of making trouble for her. He was years older than her, with thin, scurfy hair and eyes that glinted at her through wire-framed spectacles. Whenever his hands touched her – which they did if he got the chance – her skin crawled in disgust. Once, he had hinted at his good prospects at the bank. A senior cashier could expect to rise, in time, he told her, to become chief clerk and, one day, manager. Father, she knew, had his own sights set on taking Mr Holland’s place in the private office behind the big leather-topped desk, dictating letters to Miss Tripp, issuing orders and delivering the Christmas Speech.

As usual, she left the bank a little before her father and waited for him outside in the dark. Miss Tripp passed her with a sharp ‘Goodnight’ and walked away, her lace-up shoes with metal bits on the heels ringing loudly on the pavement. Nobody knew where she lived or anything about her life outside the bank, and nobody much cared. She had never been known to smile – maybe because she had nothing to smile about after working there for thirty years. Prudence shivered. Thirty years! It was like a prison sentence. All those days and weeks and months spent shut up in a place where the windows were made of frosted glass, so you could never see what was happening outside or even what the weather was like. If she wasn’t careful she might end up just like Miss Tripp, with only retirement to look forward to and a presentation clock to go on the mantelpiece.

There was a way of escape, though, now that she was eighteen. She could leave the bank to join one of the services, the ATS or the WRNS or the WAAF, or go and work in a munitions factory. Making bullets or guns, or aeroplane parts to fight the enemy seemed a lot more useful than posting endless figures about other people’s money in a book. But when she’d suggested it to Father on the way to work one day, he’d told her he’d never allow it. Over his dead body, he’d said, striking the pavement with the steel tip of his rolled-up umbrella . . . a daughter of his mixing with common servicemen or with girls of loose morals. And, in any case, working in a bank was of vital importance to the war effort. Banks were needed to make everything run properly, he’d said. Where would the country be without them, he’d like to know? In chaos, that’s where it’d be. When the conscription age had come down from nineteen to eighteen years old, she’d hoped that she’d be called up, whether he liked it or not, but so far it hadn’t happened.

Father came out with Mr Holland and the bank door was locked as carefully as if it was the Bank of England chock-full of gold bars. Mr Holland went off towards Chestnut Drive where he lived in a detached house with a big garden and a gravel driveway, and Prudence walked home with her father to the semi-detached in Lime Avenue with a sun-ray gate and a crazy-paving front path.

Christmas Day was the same as it had been for as long as she could remember. In the morning they went to church before they sat down for lunch in the dining room – Mother, Father and herself – with the best dinner service and the silver-plate cutlery and cruets brought out specially and polished for the occasion. Mother had queued for a small joint of beef at the butcher’s, and roasted it with potatoes and boiled cabbage and Yorkshire pudding, and she’d made a sort of Christmas pudding out of breadcrumbs and dried fruit and carrots. Afterwards they sat down in the lounge to listen to the King’s Speech and when the drums rolled for ‘God Save the King’ at the end of it, they stood up – Father ramrod straight as a soldier on parade. Then it was time to open their presents. Mother and Father had given her a book on the Royal Family and she had given Mother a pair of woollen gloves and Father a pair of socks. Mother had given Father a grey scarf that she had knitted and he had given her a marcasite brooch. After that, Mother got out her knitting bag and carried on with a balaclava helmet for the Forces Comforts, while Father read The Illustrated London News and Prudence opened her Royal Family book and looked at the photographs of the King and Queen and the two Princesses doing their bit for the war, including stirrup-pump practice. In the evening they listened to the Home Service on the wireless and to the nine o’clock news before they went to bed.

On Boxing Day, Father’s brother, Uncle Ted, and Auntie Dot came for lunch. Auntie Dot had short, wavy hair, eyes as bright as a bird’s and a chuckling voice. After lunch, they played racing demon and snap. Father didn’t like card games and he left the room while Mother went into the kitchen to make the tea. Uncle Ted was shuffling the pack with loud zipping noises when Auntie Dot took a piece of paper out of her pocket and gave it to her.

‘I saw this in a magazine, Prudence, and thought of you.’

The cutting featured a picture of a young woman in trousers, standing on the deck of some kind of boat, holding a long wooden pole and smiling happily, as though she was having a wonderful time. Underneath it said, CANAL JOBS FOR WOMEN. TRANSPORT MINISTRY’S CALL. Women volunteers are needed for training to operate canal boats . . .

‘It sounds fun, doesn’t it, dear? You earn £2 a week while you’re training and then £3 after that. Wouldn’t you like to do something like that, instead of working in the bank?’

She said, ‘I don’t know anything about boats. I’ve never even been on one.’

‘You don’t need to. They train you. I think it’d be just the thing for you.’

Prudence stared at the picture of the smiling, carefree girl again – it did look as though it was a lovely thing to do. Out in the fresh air and sunlight, sailing up and down on the water – not stuck indoors all day, sitting at her desk, sorting cheques and posting figures. And no creepy Mr Simpkins. No sour Miss Tripp, either. No Mr Holland and his Psychology of Accuracy. The escape she had been hoping for. Praying for.

She handed the cutting back with a sigh. ‘Father would never allow it. Over his dead body, he’d say.’

Auntie Dot smiled. ‘Leave him to me, dear.’

Mother wheeled in the tea trolley and Father came back and sat down in his chair. Auntie Dot waited until the tea was poured and the paste sandwiches passed round before she spoke.

‘I expect Prudence will be called up any day now, won’t she, Arnold?’

Her father frowned and stirred his tea vigorously. ‘No reason why she should be, Dot. She’s got an important job in the bank.’

‘But it’s not reserved, is it? She wouldn’t be exempt. And now they’ve lowered the age, the Government could call her up at any moment. Our neighbours’ daughter has just been sent into a factory. She works a twelve-hour day, testing nuts and bolts, and the man in charge of the women takes all kinds of liberties with them, she says, and they can’t do a thing about it. And, over the road from us, the Taylors’ daughter has had to join the ATS. They’re not very happy about that, I can tell you. Well, you’ve heard the rumours, I dare say, Arnold. Specially now the Americans have come over . . .’ She let the words hang ominously on the air for a moment. ‘You’re a man of the world – you know what goes on. I heard a shocking story, just the other day—’

Her father interrupted hastily. ‘Prudence will be staying at the bank.’

Auntie Dot wagged a forefinger at him. ‘But what if they tell her she can’t? We’re at war. The Government can do anything they like. Order people about, send them wherever they’re needed. They’ve got powers. Now, if I were you, and Prudence was my daughter, I’d make sure she wasn’t sent into a factory or some military camp where she’d be at the mercy of unscrupulous men. I’d find something else for her to do before that happened – something respectable. Something nice and safe.’

Her father frowned again. ‘Such as?’

The magazine cutting was produced and played deftly like a good card. ‘I just happened to see this in a women’s magazine the other day. An appeal for women to do essential war work on the canals. It’s from the Ministry of War Transport. All above board and very respectable.’

Her father took the cutting and looked at it doubtfully. ‘Canals? Canal boats? I’ve never heard of women doing such a thing. It’s a man’s job.’

‘Not necessarily – not these days. Women are turning their hand to all kinds of things, and this sounded a very nice idea to me. Out in the fresh air. Very healthy. Working with other women – no men to bother them or take advantage. Something you could be proud of her doing – essential supplies, it says. And she could always go back to the bank as soon as the war’s over.’

He examined the article more closely. ‘The woman in this picture’s wearing trousers. I don’t call that very respectable. A woman in trousers!’

‘Well, you wouldn’t want them to be climbing around the boat in skirts, Arnold, would you? Going up and down ladders, and things. It wouldn’t do at all. Would it, Kathleen?’

Prudence held her breath. If Mother thought it was a good idea, then there was a faint chance that Father might come round to it.

‘No, I suppose it wouldn’t, Dot. And I certainly wouldn’t want Prudence to go into any of the services.’ Her mother lowered her voice, leaning towards her father. ‘Look what happened to Mrs Watson’s girl, Arnold. The air force sent her home in disgrace and everybody’s been gossiping about it.’

‘You don’t want any trouble like that with Prudence, do you?’ Auntie Dot said. ‘Think of all the talk there’d be at the bank.’

Her father laid the cutting carefully on the table beside him and took a sip of his tea. ‘I’ll give it my consideration, that’s all. I’ll think about it.’

Auntie Dot winked at her.


Three

ROSALIND FLYNN HAD begun her professional acting career at six years old when she had played the part of an extra fairy in an open-air production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Her father had taken the role of Theseus, Duke of Athens, and her mother that of his betrothed, Hippolyta, Queen of the Amazons. The company toured the country during that summer of 1931, performing in gardens and among old ruins and on village greens, rain or shine. When autumn arrived it disbanded. Her parents joined a repertory company in the west of England and appeared in supporting roles in a long string of popular plays, while Rosalind was given other walk-on, non-speaking parts and was sent to the local school. Later, they moved on to join other companies, taking work wherever they could get it, ‘resting’ when they could not and always waiting and hoping for the day when they would finally take the leads and see their names up in lights.

There had never been any doubt that Rosalind would follow in their footsteps and, as their own hopes gradually faded, those dreams were transferred to her. She had the looks and the voice and she had already learned that the smell of greasepaint was the headiest scent in the world, and that the most thrilling sounds were the swish of the curtain and the applause of an audience. By the time she was thirteen she was playing small speaking parts, and every so often the drama critic of a local newspaper would single her out as promising. At fourteen years old she was growing rather tall, which was a disadvantage, but, as her mother often said, there were always plenty of tall male actors, and height lent presence on stage.

And then the Second World War broke out and everything changed. Actors were called up, theatres and cinemas were closed down, finding work became even more difficult and her parents ‘rested’ for longer and longer periods. Her father’s health – never good – deteriorated. The bronchitis that had plagued him for years became much worse and, even if there had been good parts offered, he would have been unable to play them. When a doctor advised sea air, her parents took out their savings and cashed in an insurance policy to buy a run-down terrace house in a side street of a south coast town where they let rooms to commercial travellers. As the war progressed and the need for entertainment was recognized, theatres began to open up again and Rosalind was occasionally given small parts at the Winter Gardens – maids, country girls, younger sisters, attendants, Dick Whittington’s cat in the Christmas pantomime. The Germans had occupied Europe and the sound of their guns could be heard firing on the other side of the Channel. Before long their fighters came swooping over, rattling away with their machine guns, and their bombers droned overhead en route to attack airfields and London. The expected invasion, though, was thwarted by the RAF and the war took another turn, to be fought out in Greece, and Crete and Italy and north Africa, and in the Far East against Japan.

When she was sixteen, Rosalind left school and worked as a waitress while she auditioned for acting parts. Unfortunately, her height and her looks worked against her. The patriotic demand was for delicate English roses rather than for long-legged redheads of Irish descent.

Now that the Germans seemed unlikely to land on the beach at any moment, the run-down terrace house was sold and a better one bought on the sea front, not far from the Winter Gardens. Actors and actresses, coming and going in productions there, replaced the travelling salesmen and theatrical gossip was part of life again. There was talk of a completely new company being started up in a provincial theatre by a legendary Shakespearian actor. It was, Rosalind’s mother told her, her big chance. She must take the train there and walk straight in. Beg the great man for a part – any part, however small. Once she was in and he saw how good she was, the rest would follow.

She had some trouble finding the theatre, wandering around dingy streets past bomb-damaged houses and heaps of rubble inhabited by cats and rats. The theatre had been damaged, too. A tarpaulin had been stretched over a part of the roof and the house doors had been blown out so that she was able, literally, to walk straight in. She opened an inner swing door leading to the back of the stalls, which was in darkness. The stage, though, was lit and two actors were rehearsing. She stood, motionless and unobserved, listening to Orlando and Jaques speaking familiar lines from As You Like It.


Rosalind is your love’s name?

Yes, just.

I do not like her name.

There was no thought of pleasing you when she was christened.

What stature is she of?

Just as high as my heart.



Jaques made his exit and Rosalind her entrance – a slight, blonde-haired girl, just the right heart-high size for her rather short Orlando. An English rose.


I pray you, what is ’t o’clock?

You should ask me, what time o’ day; there’s no clock in the forest.

Then there is no true lover in the forest; else

sighing every minute and groaning every

hour would detect the lazy foot of Time—



‘Nadine, darling, do try to pitch your voice lower and strut about like I showed you – you’re pretending to be a boy, remember? A saucy lackey. Orlando would rumble you in a second.’

The rich, theatrical voice had come from the centre of the darkened stalls.

The actress said sulkily, ‘I am trying. It’s the best I can do. Anyway, Paul wouldn’t notice if I came on stark naked.’

‘Don’t be bitchy, sweetie. It doesn’t suit you. Take it again from I pray you . . .’

They got as far as Where dwell
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