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For the Porters and the Mills, family and friendship are the glue that binds everything together. So when the Porters’ home is destroyed in the Blitz and only seventeen-year-old Nell and her little sister Pansy survive, all their lives are shattered. Peg Mills is determined to look after her best friend’s daughters. And, in time, the girls begin to thrive – Pansy, evacuated to the countryside and Peg’s loving mother, and Nell in her new job at the local newspaper. But trouble is on its way. Nell discovers her handsome suitor Gus Granger is hiding a dangerous secret. And, just when she needs him the most, her closest confidant Ed Mills is declared missing in action. Nell suddenly realises that Ed means much more to her than just a friend. But will she ever see him again to tell him her true feelings?


To Bella, with love




Chapter One

‘Flamin’ blackout; it’s more trouble than it’s worth if you ask me,’ grumbled Alice Porter to her friend Peg Mills as they walked through the back streets of Chiswick one morning in early September 1940. They were heading for the shops in the High Road to get the day’s provisions, the youngest of their children – in the dying days of the school summer holidays – going on ahead.

‘Why? What’s happened? Did you bump into a lamppost in the dark or something?’ responded Peg.

‘No, not me. It’s my Ernie. He tripped over a pushbike when he was out on patrol last night and took a nasty tumble. He’s got a whopping great bump on his forehead where he hit the ground.’

Peg tried unsuccessfully to stifle a giggle at the thought of Alice’s po-faced husband coming a cropper in the dark. It wasn’t very dignified for a man whose serious nature verged on the supercilious at times. Air-raid wardens in general were the butt of many jokes, being unpopular with the public for their zealous enforcement of blackout regulations and constant cries of ‘Put that light out!’ ‘That’s irony for you,’ she said. ‘A lord and master of the blackout having an accident in the dark.’

‘It isn’t funny, Peg,’ said Alice in a tone of mild admonition. ‘He really hurt himself, and he had been out  doing his bit for the war effort after being at work all day. I don’t take the mickey out of your Tom when he does his ARP duty.’

‘I know you don’t, love, and I shouldn’t laugh. But you know what a clown I am; always seeing a joke when there isn’t one. Peeling an onion can have me in fits,’ said Peg, a woman of generous proportions, hearty and gregarious, with greying dark hair tucked into the black straw hat she was wearing. She was dressed in a faded floral frock that had been dragged out of the wardrobe every summer for more years than she cared to count. ‘But seriously, people really should be more careful. Whoever left the bike there ought to know better. Poor old Ernie. Is he all right?’

‘He’ll live, but he’s none too happy,’ Alice replied. ‘He grazed both his knees and was left with a rotten headache so he had a face like a fiddle when he went off to work this morning.’

Nothing new there then, thought Peg, since Ernie Porter wasn’t best known for his sunny smile. But she said, ‘The blackout is causing more problems than the war at the moment for us here at home. The bombs we’ve all been living in fear of still haven’t come.’

‘It makes you wonder if quite so many precautions are necessary, doesn’t it?’ suggested Alice as they passed a disused pub that was now a first-aid centre heavily protected by banks of sandbags. ‘What with our gardens being dug up for underground shelters and not being able to see a thing when you go out at night.’

‘We have to be prepared, Alice,’ Peg pointed out in a more serious mood. ‘Especially now that all these dogfights in the skies between our planes and the Germans are  happening so regular. It pains me to say it, but I reckon it’s only a matter of time before we get bombed. That little rat Hitler means business.’

‘We’ve been saying that ever since war broke out a year ago, and nothing’s happened,’ Alice reminded her. ‘The blackout is so damned dangerous.’

Alice was a mousy-haired, brown-eyed woman of rather a sober personality; the result, in Peg’s opinion, of being married to such a taciturn man for so many years. Constant gloom was bound to erode even the most buoyant sense of humour. By some miracle it didn’t seem to have rubbed off on the couple’s daughters, probably because Alice was such a devoted mother.

‘Not half as dangerous as bombs raining down on us with no protection, though,’ Peg responded now. ‘Mind you, I always find those beauties up there a comfort.’ She paused, looking up at the glorious blue sky where the silver barrage balloons were tinged with gold from the morning sun. Londoners had become accustomed to seeing the balloons since the Battle of Britain had begun in July. Watching the vapour trails left by the fighting planes had become something of a pastime for many people too.

‘I think most people do.’ Alice looked around her at the sunlit street, the privets dusty and dry, and a few tired geraniums here and there in front gardens. ‘It’s another beautiful day.’

‘The weather is one thing we can’t complain about. It’s been a glorious summer,’ agreed Peg

‘Yeah. I’m glad we didn’t send the kids away on the evacuation scheme, aren’t you?’

‘Not half,’ replied Peg without hesitation. ‘Things would  have to be really dire here before I’d send young Lenny away.’

‘I feel the same way about Pansy,’ said Alice. ‘Whatever comes, we’ll face it together, as a family.’

‘At least you don’t have sons who will be sent away to fight,’ Peg mentioned.

‘Neither do you at the moment, as Ed’s only seventeen,’ Alice pointed out.

‘If the war goes on for any length of time . . .’

‘It won’t,’ her friend was quick to assure her. ‘Everyone says it won’t last much longer. It’ll be over long before Ed is of an age to be called up. And we can both be truly thankful that our husbands are too old to go to war.’

‘That’s a fact,’ agreed Peg.

‘Nell was saying that she wouldn’t mind joining one of the services, though,’ Alice remarked, referring to her elder daughter.

‘Ooh, I don’t suppose you’d like that very much, with the women’s forces having such a bad name.’

‘You’re right, I wouldn’t,’ Alice confirmed. ‘You hear such stories of what those ATS girls get up to in their spare time. Still, I don’t think she’d pass the medical if she were to apply. Even though she’s grown out of her asthma, I think it would probably still go against her.’

The two women were both in their mid-forties and had been close friends since primary school. They lived in adjoining streets and saw each other most days if they could possibly manage it. Through joy and tribulation, marriage and motherhood, their friendship had endured and was of great value to them both, even though they had very different personalities.

Peg had two sons: Ed, who was seventeen, and Lenny aged ten. Alice had two daughters: seventeen-year-old Nell and her little sister Pansy, who was nine. Having been raised under the aegis of their mothers’ stable friendship, there was a natural sense of kinship among the children which pleased both women. The bond between the two families was a warm and enriching element in all of their lives; there was a sense that no matter what problems arose, they were never entirely alone.

Alice had a sudden thought. ‘Your Ed is in a reserved occupation anyway, isn’t he?’ she reminded Peg. ‘Engineering workers are needed here at home. So he won’t have to go in the services even when he does come of age.’

Peg gave a dry laugh. ‘That won’t stop him joining up if he thinks he should. King and Country and all that,’ she said. ‘No matter what they do at Barker’s Engineering to stop him from signing on, he’ll do what he thinks is right. You know what some young fellas are like for a spot of adventure.’

‘As you say, I’m lucky having daughters; at least I don’t have to worry about them getting sent away to fight,’ said Alice. ‘Even if Nell were to join up she wouldn’t go into action. They’d draw the line at putting women into combat, surely.’

‘Talking of Nell, is she still doing well in her job?’ enquired Peg chattily.

‘Yeah, she’s doing fine, thanks,’ Alice nodded. ‘She’s very conscientious in her work; puts a lot into it because she’s hoping to get promoted to personal secretary eventually. Even though she’s a qualified shorthand typist she’s still a bit young for a position as a secretary. She’s gaining  valuable experience in the stenographers’ pool, taking dictation from different people on the management.’

‘That’s good.’

‘She was saying that her shorthand has to be book-perfect so that if she’s away for any reason and there’s work outstanding, it’s readable for someone else to type up.’

‘I suppose it would have to be, when you think about it,’ opined Peg. ‘I’ve always had a soft spot for Nell. She enjoys a bit of a lark with her friends like all young girls, but she’s got her head screwed on.’

‘I’m glad she persevered with her evening classes. Her training will stand her in good stead.’

‘I was pleased that Ed decided to get a trade behind him too,’ said Peg.

‘It’s more important for him, of course,’ remarked Alice, ‘since a man has to work all his life.’

‘Whereas Nell will give up when she marries.’

‘Exactly! But don’t mention wedding bells just yet,’ said Alice laughingly. ‘That’s one expense Ernie and I can do without at the moment.’

‘One of the drawbacks of having daughters is that you get lumbered with the wedding expenses,’ said Peg. ‘Tom and I are lucky as far as that’s concerned.’

‘Listen to the two of us, talking so far into the future,’ remarked Alice lightly. ‘Goodness knows what’s brought that on.’

But they both knew perfectly well that it was just a diversion from the present time and the ghastly war that instilled fear into the hearts of everyone, even if they were at pains not to show it. So far it had been quiet in London, but the threat of annihilation was always there and had  grown stronger recently, with the air attacks and news of bombing on the outskirts of the capital.

Pansy and Lenny approached them at full pelt. ‘Can I have some sweets, Mum?’ asked Pansy, a thin, rather nondescript child with the look of her mother about her. She had large round eyes and brown hair tied with ribbon into bunches.

‘If we can get any,’ Alice replied.

‘Can I have some too?’ asked Lenny, fair haired and freckle faced with the wickedest grin.

‘If there are any about,’ nodded his mother.

‘We’ll go on ahead and look in the sweet shop,’ said Lenny, and they both hurried away.

‘I reckon sweets will be the next thing to go on ration,’ opined Alice as the children ran off. ‘A good thing too. At least the distribution would be fairer.’

‘Don’t talk about sweet rationing, for Gawd’s sake, Alice,’ joshed Peg. ‘I haven’t got used to tea being on ration yet. You know how I love my cuppa. Talking of sweets,’ she went on, ‘I wouldn’t mind a few suckers for the show tonight.’

‘Me neither.’

‘You’re still coming then?’

‘Not half. It isn’t often I get a night out. You know what a home body Ernie is.’

To say the least, thought Peg. She couldn’t remember the last time Ernie Porter had taken his wife out, but she just said, ‘Tom and I will be round to call for you about seven o’clock to drop Lenny off at your place, then the four of us can walk to the theatre together. All right?’

‘Smashing. I’m looking forward to it.’

‘Meanwhile, let’s do the sweetshop first to keep the  kids quiet, the butcher’s next, then the greengrocer’s, same as usual,’ suggested Peg as they arrived at the shopping parade.

‘Suits me,’ agreed Alice.

They made their way along the crowded street under the coloured awnings, stopping every so often to exchange a few words with acquaintances. They had both lived in Chiswick all their lives and knew a lot of people.

 



The noise in the stenographers’ pool at Barker’s Engineering factory was loud and relentless, the continuous clatter of typewriters creating a harsh metallic din.

‘Fancy the pictures tonight?’ came the voice of Nell Porter’s friend Polly Brown, who sat at the next desk and never allowed such things as noise or the strict ‘no talking’ office rule to interfere with the organisation of her social life.

Nell, a bright-eyed brunette with loose shoulder-length hair, paused momentarily and turned towards her, shaking her head. ‘I can’t tonight, I’m sorry. I’ve got to look after my sister and my mum’s friend’s little boy. Mum and Dad and their friends are all going to see a show at the Chiswick Empire.’

‘Can’t you get out of it?’ asked the hedonistic Polly.

‘No. Not without ruining my mum’s night out,’ replied Nell. ‘I wouldn’t want to do that because she hardly ever goes out anywhere nice.’

‘She shouldn’t expect you to baby-sit,’ opined Polly with an air of outrage. ‘They’re not your kids.’

‘She doesn’t expect me to,’ Nell came back at her, fiercely defensive of her mother. ‘I’m doing it because I want her to have a break from the house. Anyway, I don’t mind.’

‘You must be mad if you don’t mind staying in to look after a couple of nippers,’ expressed Polly in disgust. ‘You wouldn’t catch me doing anything as boring as that.’

‘It isn’t as if they’re babies that will need attention,’ Nell pointed out. ‘Once they’ve gone to bed I’ll read and listen to the wireless. My hair needs washing so I’ll do that as well.’

‘Blimey, Nell. I thought you were seventeen, not seventy. You’ll be old before your time at this rate.’

‘That’s just too bad.’

‘Whoops, look out!’ Polly cut in swiftly. ‘The Crow is heading this way.’

As both girls became glued to their work as though their attention hadn’t strayed for a second all day, the aptly named supervisor Miss Crow swept on to the scene.

‘Miss Porter and Miss Brown.’ She was almost shouting to make herself heard, and her mouth was tight with irritation. ‘How many more times must I remind you that you are paid by the company to work, not to gossip?’

Polly shook with an attack of nervous giggles, which did nothing for the older woman’s temper. ‘Sorry, Miss Crow,’ she managed to splutter eventually.

‘I’m glad you find it amusing, young lady,’ responded the supervisor with withering sarcasm. ‘I hope you’ll find it as funny when you’re at the labour exchange looking for another job as good as this one.’ She paused before adding triumphantly, ‘Without a decent reference from Barker’s.’

Nell was having a struggle not to laugh, the fact that it would be entirely inappropriate heightening the compulsion to an almost unbearable level. ‘We weren’t talking for long, Miss Crow,’ she was able to utter in a voice distorted  from containing herself. ‘And we didn’t actually stop work for more than a minute.’

‘I have a very good view of all the staff in my section of this office, thank you very much,’ announced the supervisor, who was a spinster in her late thirties and very diligent in her work. ‘I can see exactly what is going on at all times, so I know exactly how long you stopped work for, and it was a lot more than a minute. It’s my job to notice these things. We don’t tolerate time-wasters here at Barker’s Engineering. There’s a war on and our contribution in the office is just as important as what they do out on the factory floor. Without administration the whole place would fall apart. So you two need to get on with your work, instead of chattering.’

‘Sorry, Miss Crow,’ said Nell, and meant it.

‘Me too,’ added Polly, who didn’t.

‘I’ll let it go this time. Back to work now, and don’t let me catch you talking again or I shall have to report you to the overall head of department, who may see fit to mention it to Mr Barker himself. He likes to be kept up to date with what’s happening in every aspect of his business. So for your own sakes, don’t make me have to come over to reprimand you again.’

‘Old cow,’ said Polly later, when the two girls were walking home along the riverside from the factory at Hammersmith to the leafier banks of Chiswick.

‘It’s over and done with now, so I should forget all about it if I were you,’ advised Nell, enjoying the scent of incipient autumn mingled with the familiar mixture of oil and tar. A gentle river breeze shivered across the undulating surface of the water and made itself felt through the navy-blue cardigan she was wearing over a white  blouse and grey skirt, which was suitable attire for her job. Swans and ducks enjoyed themselves in the outer reaches of the sunlit waters, not bothered by the busy flow of commercial craft carrying such essentials as coal and coke, wood and food.

‘She needs a man to give her something to think about other than what’s going on in her rotten old office,’ Polly went on, as though Nell hadn’t spoken.

‘Maybe she has a man,’ her friend suggested. ‘She isn’t married but she could have a boyfriend.’

‘If she has, he doesn’t put much of a smile on her face, does he?’ said Polly. ‘Still, anyone willing to go out with her would have to be desperate. She looks like the back of a bus. Anyway, she’s too old.’

‘Don’t be so horrible,’ chided Nell, who didn’t have a malicious bone in her body. ‘She’s only doing her job, and we don’t know what her life is like outside of the office. We know nothing about the woman. She might have all sorts of terrible problems and be very lonely.’

‘Can you wonder that she’s lonely, the way she carries on? Anyway, I don’t know why you are sticking up for her.’

‘She isn’t the sweetest-natured of people, I admit, but she has a job to do,’ Nell pointed out. ‘Anyway, all offices have strict rules. It’s a well-known fact.’

‘Factory girls have a laugh and a joke. They even sing while they’re working,’ said Polly enviously.

‘So I’ve heard.’ Nell chuckled. ‘Can you imagine what Miss Crow would do if we burst into song at our desks?’

‘It would probably give the old bag a heart attack, and good riddance too.’

‘Polly, that’s wicked . . . you shouldn’t say things like that.’

‘Honestly, Nell, I wonder about you sometimes, the way you take her side,’ admonished Polly. ‘Anyone would think you were on the management too. It’s almost as if you want a job like hers where you can boss everyone around.’

‘I certainly do not. I want to be a personal secretary, you know that very well.’

‘I can’t imagine anything on earth more boring.’

‘At least it’s higher up in the office pecking order, and the money’s better.’

‘You sound just like my mum,’ Polly sighed, her voice heavy with discontent. ‘I only went to work in an office because she practically forced me into it. She thinks it’s a cut above working in a shop or a factory. I think it must be the dullest job there is.’

‘Why don’t you do something else then?’ suggested Nell patiently. ‘There are a lot more opportunities for women in wartime, with the men away.’

‘I don’t want to do men’s work,’ Polly said definitely.

‘Go into something really worthwhile like nursing then.’

‘Ugh, no thanks. I can’t stand illness; it makes me feel sick,’ she said. ‘I want to do something glamorous and exciting.’

‘What is there that’s glamorous and exiting for girls like us unless you have some special talent?’

‘I might have special talent by the bucketful. Who knows? There could be a great actress inside of me waiting to get out. I’m not likely to get the chance to find out, am I? I mean, you have your fourteenth birthday and you have to pay your way at home. So it’s out to work you go; unless you’re a rich kid.’

‘I think acting must be very hard work,’ Nell remarked thoughtfully. ‘All those lines to learn . . .’

‘Not acting especially,’ her friend cut in impatiently. ‘Just something that’s more fun than working in an office. Ordinary girls can go on the stage, can’t they? You hear of them going on the halls.’

‘If they can sing or tap-dance,’ Nell pointed out. ‘Perhaps you could take some dancing lessons, then do some sort of voluntary entertaining in your spare time.’

‘I’d still have to work here during the day, though, wouldn’t I,’ Polly said. ‘So there would be no point.’

‘It would bring some glamour into your life and it might lead to something else,’ Nell told her. ‘You’ll have to make some sort of an effort if you want to change your situation, Polly. It isn’t likely to happen unless you do.’

‘Taking a few dance lessons won’t help,’ Polly responded in her usual negative manner.

‘Oh well, you’ll just have to make the best of what you’ve got and count yourself lucky that we haven’t had to go into domestic service, like women of our mothers’ generation.’

‘I’d sell my body sooner than wait hand and foot on some posh family.’

‘You wouldn’t . . .’

‘I bloomin’ well would,’ she affirmed hotly. ‘I wouldn’t,  I couldn’t, bow and scrape to a crowd of snobs.’

‘I really don’t know what you can do that’s glamorous then, if you’re not prepared to do anything but moan,’ Nell told her. ‘I mean, work is work. It isn’t meant to be a picnic, especially now that there’s a war on. We have to make a contribution to the war effort.’

‘I’m talking about after the war.’ Polly was thoughtful. ‘What about a mannequin? I’d love to be one of those.’ 

Wouldn’t we all? thought Nell, but she said, ‘Why don’t you make some enquiries about it then? Find out how you get into it so that you’ll know what to do after the war.’

‘Nah. No point. You probably need to have contacts in the right places and a rich daddy who’ll support you and pay the training fees.’ She sighed wistfully. ‘Oh, why can’t some wealthy film producer discover me and make me into a film star? That’s more the sort of thing I’d be suited to.’

‘I don’t think there are any film producers around here.’ Actually, Nell thought Polly was better looking than a lot of the film stars they saw on the screen. She had a cloud of golden hair, peachy skin and a gorgeous figure that she wasn’t afraid to show off. ‘But I think you’d do well in films if you could learn to act.’

‘Ooh, fat chance of that while I’m tied to this place.’ Polly emitted an eloquent sigh. ‘I know I was meant for more than being stuck in a typing pool all day under the beady eye of the Crow.’

‘Why not join the Land Army?’ proposed Nell, clinging tenaciously to her sorely tried patience. ‘That would be an adventure, and it looks like good fun in the recruitment posters.’

‘No thanks. That’s far too much like hard work for me. Long hours; out in all weathers. Messing about with smelly animals.’ She made a face. ‘Ugh, not likely!’

‘In that case, why not knuckle down to this job and get to be a secretary?’

‘Ooh, how can I resist?’ Polly said with irony.

‘You never know, it could turn out to be the way to this better life you want so badly. Your boss might fall for  you,’ said Nell. ‘You do hear of bosses marrying their secretaries.’

‘Men in that position are always married,’ declared Polly, sounding about thirty-five. ‘A bit on the side is what the secretary would be. Not that I would mind that if he gave me lots of presents and somewhere nice to live.’

‘You’re terrible,’ rebuked Nell, but she was smiling.

‘So my mother is always telling me,’ Polly said. ‘But no, I don’t think the secretary route is a plausible way out, so I’ll just have to hope that some rich single bloke will come along and rescue me from my boring life. Meanwhile I have to find someone to go to the flicks with tonight, since you can’t come.’

Nell and Polly weren’t lifelong friends and had only palled up when they’d started work at Barker’s together as school-leavers. Nell liked Polly and thought she was good fun, but was sometimes irritated by her constant craving for a different sort of life. Being non-grammar school, and working class, a job as a secretary was probably about as good as it got for girls like them, especially as Polly wasn’t prepared to make any sort of effort to change things.

Now Nell said, ‘Sorry, kid, but I can’t let my mum down; another time perhaps.’

‘That’s all right. But honestly, Nell, you are getting to be so boring lately.’ Polly sighed. ‘I mean . . . baby-sitting and wanting to be a secretary. Really!’

‘At least I’m living in the real world.’

‘With people like Miss Crow on your back all day. I want more from life than that.’

‘I hope you get it, Polly, I really do.’

They turned off the towpath and crossed the road  towards Chiswick High Road, where they parted company. Nell was still thinking about Polly as she made her way home through streets of suburban houses. It must be awful to be that dissatisfied with your life, especially as Polly stood little chance of achieving her fanciful notions, mainly because she expected something wonderful to drop into her lap without her lifting a finger.

 



‘Hello, my little chickadees,’ boomed Tom Mills that evening when Nell and Pansy answered the door to him and his wife. ‘How are my two favourite girls?’

‘Fine thanks, Uncle Tom,’ replied Nell.

‘How about you, Titch?’ enquired Tom, smiling warmly at Pansy. ‘Have you been good?’ He always gave Pansy plenty of attention; she was a particular favourite of his.

She nodded, giving him a bashful smile, her cheeks suffused with pink, because she was sometimes rather a shy child.

Nell turned her attention to his wife, who appeared behind him wearing a navy-blue hat with a matching feather and a long blue crêpe de Chine dress. ‘My, my, you’re looking very smart tonight, Auntie Peg,’ she complimented.

‘I’ve had this frock a million years, but thank you, ducks.’ Peg swept past her husband as he took off his trilby hat and put it on the hall stand. A thickset man, the handsome looks of his youth still vaguely detectable, Tom had kind blue eyes and greying fair hair. This evening he was spruced up in a navy-blue striped suit with a waistcoat, a white starched collar and a dark red tie. ‘I hope your mum and dad are all ready to go,’ Peg said. ‘We want a bit of time to have a swift one before the show.’

‘I’m sure they won’t be long,’ said Nell hopefully.

As Peg headed for the living room, Tom looked towards the front door. ‘Where’s that lad of ours got to, I wonder.’ He shouted through the doorway: ‘Lenny . . . come on in now, boy. I want a few serious words with you before we go. I want to make sure you behave yourself.’

No response.

‘Get in here when I tell you,’ Tom persisted, increasing the volume substantially. ‘What are you doing out there?’

‘I’ll find him while you go and hurry Mum and Dad up, or else you’ll all be late,’ offered Nell, and Pansy trotted along after her.

Like the rest of the terraced houses in the street, of which the Porters’ was the end one, the front garden was just a narrow strip the width of the house. It had a tiny lawn, an untidy privet hedge and a tall cherry tree that never bore fruit. The girls found Lenny up the tree, which wasn’t surprising since he tended to be anywhere that was forbidden.

‘Your dad wants you indoors, so you’d better get down here sharpish,’ advised Nell.

‘I can’t come down yet,’ he called.

‘You won’t half cop it if you don’t get down and come indoors quick,’ warned Pansy with concern. ‘You know you’re not supposed to climb trees.’

‘I had to climb this one because Tiddles is up here and he’s stuck,’ he explained, referring to the Porters’ long-haired and much-loved tabby cat.

‘Oh dear, the poor little thing.’ This was Pansy, who was devoted to the animal.

‘Come on, puss,’ cajoled Lenny. The tabby promptly shot down the tree and into the house, passing Tom, who was on his way out to find his son.

Lenny slid down the tree trunk, catching his trousers on a small twig, which produced a loud ripping sound. ‘Crikey, that’s done it,’ he said, looking down to see the pocket hanging off his short grey trousers, as well as a large tear in the leg material. ‘I’ll be for it now.’

‘It’s your own fault. How many more times do you have to be told not to climb trees?’ his father admonished.

‘I had to; the cat was stuck up there,’ he explained.

‘Now you’re telling porkies,’ stated his father. ‘That moggy has just run past me at high speed. Stuck, my eye!’

‘I thought he couldn’t get down,’ Lenny explained. ‘He was acting like he couldn’t. He was meowing like mad.’

‘I believe you, thousands wouldn’t.’ Tom looked at the large rip in the leg of his son’s trousers. ‘Oh my Gawd. Your mother will do her nut.’

At that moment Peg emerged from the house.

‘Oh no,’ she exclaimed, taking in the scene in a second. ‘You’ve been up that tree, Lenny. Just look at the state of those trousers. You’ve torn them nearly in two.’ She cuffed him round the ear. ‘You’re a little heathen, Lenny Mills, and I’m very cross with you.’

‘It wasn’t Lenny’s fault. He went up the tree to get Tiddles.’ True to form, Pansy leapt to the defence of her friend and hero. ‘The poor thing couldn’t get down.’

‘I admire your loyalty, love, but it’s wasted on this one,’ snorted Peg. ‘That child just can’t resist getting into mischief.’ She inspected the damage to the trousers more closely. ‘Lord only knows how I’m going to mend these. Honestly, Lenny, you are the limit.’

‘Sorry, Mum,’ he said.

‘Sorry is all very well, but when are you going to learn to do as you’re told?’

He shrugged.

She looked about to explode. ‘You’re asking for another clip round the ear with that attitude, my lad,’ she warned.

Alice appeared at the front door in her best black dress worn to the lower calf and a hat with a long curling feather. ‘What’s going on out here?’

‘It’s this little monkey again,’ explained Peg. ‘He’s only been up your cherry tree. I don’t know what we’re gonna do with the little perisher, I really don’t.’

‘Oh dear.’ Alice was diplomatically noncommittal. It wasn’t wise to criticise someone else’s child, even if his mother was your best friend. Peg would blow her top if anyone else suggested that Lenny was anything less than perfect, no matter what she said to the contrary herself. Anyway, he was a good-hearted child for all his devilment and would go to the ends of the earth for Pansy. For that reason alone Alice could forgive him anything.

‘We’d better be on our way,’ suggested Tom, slipping his arm around his wife in a natural gesture of affection. ‘Is Ernie nearly ready, Alice?’

‘I think so but I’ll go and give him a shout,’ she said.

‘I’ve put Lenny’s pyjamas and toothbrush on the bottom stair, Nell,’ said Peg. She turned to her son. ‘Be a good boy or Nell won’t look after you again.’

‘Yeah, you behave yourself tonight, my lad,’ added Tom supportively. ‘Don’t give Nell any trouble.’ He turned to her. ‘You have my permission to use whatever form of discipline you feel necessary if he gives you a hard time.’

‘He won’t do that, will you, Lenny?’ Nell said, ruffling  the boy’s hair. Like her mother, she was very fond of him for all his mischievousness. ‘You lot just go off and enjoy yourselves and forget all about what might be going on here.’

‘Enjoying ourselves is something Peg and I never have any trouble doing,’ Tom grinned. ‘Isn’t that right, love?’

‘Too true,’ agreed Peg, beaming at him. ‘Life’s too short to miss out on the fun.’

Nell found herself smiling too, because Peg and Tom Mills were the sort of people who could turn a fish queue in the rain into a party. She sometimes wished her own parents were a bit more like them, but they never seemed to let their hair down.

They emerged from the house now. Her father – who worked in the stores at a war factory – was a tall, pale man with pointed features and worried eyes peering through horn-rimmed spectacles. He was soberly dressed in a dark suit and stiff collar, his greying brown hair slicked back close to his head. As usual his features were arranged in a serious expression.

‘Have a good time, you two,’ enthused Nell. ‘Just sit back and enjoy yourselves.’

‘We will.’ Alice looked concerned. ‘Make sure the children go to bed on time.’

‘I will, don’t worry. I’m not having them running about all night, getting on my nerves,’ Nell assured her. ‘Once they’ve settled down I’m going to wash my hair and listen to the wireless, so I’ll want some peace.’

Alice kissed both her daughters good night in her normal affectionate manner. Ernie, who never indulged in such intimacies, stood aside.

‘Have a good time, Dad,’ said Nell.

‘That’s the general idea,’ he responded with only the glimmer of a smile.

Watching the four of them walk down the street, Nell felt a pang. There was something piercingly poignant about her parents somehow. It was almost as though there was a vital ingredient missing between them, which always seemed especially noticeable when they were with Peg and Tom Mills. Nell’s father had never been a sociable or cheerful man, and it occurred to her in that moment that she had always regarded him as a stranger; a familiar but shadowy figure who was always there in the background but never actively involved in family life.

Maybe he was warm and loving towards her mother in private. He certainly never had been in Nell’s presence as far as she could remember, and for some reason at this particular moment she felt a painful empathy with her mother. She comforted herself with the thought that they both seemed content with the way things were. They occasionally had words, but Nell had never heard any serious arguments, unlike other children in the street when she was growing up. Some of those poor kids used to be sent out to play while their dad was giving Mum ‘a pasting’.

So she and Pansy were lucky in that respect. But she couldn’t help wishing that their father was a bit more like Uncle Tom, who was so jolly and warm hearted. There was always plenty of fun and laughter in the Mills house.

‘All right, you two,’ she said now to the younger ones. ‘Let’s go inside so that you can get ready for bed.’

‘Already?’ objected Pansy. ‘It’s much too early. We’re not little kids, you know.’

‘You’re not adults either, and while Mum isn’t here, I’m the boss,’ asserted Nell. ‘But how would it be if you were to get ready for bed, then we’ll all have a game of Ludo for a little while until you get sleepy?’

‘Ooh yeah, that’s better.’ Pansy brightened considerably, slipping her hand into her adored elder sister’s as they went inside. ‘Isn’t it, Lenny?’

‘Smashing,’ he agreed.

 



Nell had just finished washing her hair at the kitchen sink when there was a knock at the front door. Wrapping the towel turban-like around her head, she went to answer it.

‘Wotcha, Nell,’ said a tall, blond-haired young man with the bluest of blue eyes.

‘Hello, Ed,’ she responded, ushering Ed Mills inside without any preamble because he was almost like one of the family. She stood at the door of the long, narrow kitchen. ‘Cuppa tea?’

‘That would be nice, but are you sure your mum won’t mind us dipping into the precious family ration?’

‘Of course she won’t. It balances out between the two families, since we are always in and out of each other’s houses.’

‘I don’t mind if I do then.’

He followed her into the kitchen and stood by the wooden draining board at the side of the deep square sink while she filled the kettle and put it to boil on the gas cooker.

‘It’s all quiet upstairs, so I presume you didn’t have any trouble getting the kids to bed.’

‘They’ve only just stopped giggling and larking about up there but I left them to it and got on with washing my hair. I knew they’d go off to sleep eventually.’

‘You’re bound to get high jinks if my little brother’s around,’ Ed remarked. ‘He’s a right horror.’

‘You were no angel when you were his age, if I remember rightly,’ Nell reminded him.

‘I’m sure I wasn’t as bad as he is.’

‘You gave your mum a few headaches, I reckon.’

‘It doesn’t seem to have done her any harm.’

‘No, it doesn’t; she’s always full of beans.’ Nell got the tea things out of the kitchen cabinet and put them on the table while she waited for the kettle to boil. Turning to the kitchen mirror by the back door, she removed the towel and rubbed her hair vigorously, then ran a comb through it. Its near black shade emphasised the green in her eyes. ‘It’ll take ages to dry and I hate going to bed while it’s still damp. That’s the trouble in the summer; you can’t dry it by the fire.’

‘You’ll have to put your head in the oven,’ Ed chuckled. ‘But don’t forget to light the gas or they’ll be laying you out.’

‘Very funny,’ she smiled, completely unabashed to be seen by him in such a natural state. ‘It’s all right for you boys with your little bit of hair.’

She poured the tea and they took it into the living room, a homely part of the house that was at the centre of family life. It had a bulky beige three-piece suite standing on polished brown lino patterned with squares, and a large rug in the centre. There was a sideboard with a wireless set sitting on top, a table and chairs, occasional furnishings and a multitude of ornaments dotted about.

‘Did you call in just to see me or do you have an ulterior motive?’ Nell enquired as they sat down in the armchairs near the fireplace, unlit at this time of year.

‘Ulterior motive,’ he admitted without shame.

‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’

‘Because we’re friends, and friends ask each other favours,’ he replied.

‘I hope you don’t want to borrow any money, because I’m skint until pay day.’

‘As if I would come to you on the cadge,’ he said, offended. ‘Honestly, Nell, surely you know me better than that.’

‘Keep your wig on, I was only joking.’

‘That’s all right then.’ He sipped his tea, looking at her over the rim of the cup. ‘The reason I’m here is a mate of mine down Hammersmith way is having a party on Saturday night and we’re a bit short of females. His parents are going to the country for the weekend to see his little brother, who’s been evacuated down there, so we’ll have the house to ourselves.’

‘Oh,’ Nell said knowingly. ‘I see.’

‘Anyway, I wondered, if you’re not doing anything special that is, if you might fancy rounding up a few of your girlfriends and coming along to join us.’

‘Will we be safe on our own with you lot?’ She wasn’t being serious. She knew Ed could be trusted.

‘Leave off. A few bottles of beer and some records on the gramophone. You’ll come to no harm.’

‘That’s a shame,’ she joked. ‘Seriously, though, it sounds like a good laugh and I fancy a party. I’ll see what I can do about getting some others to come along with me. I know Polly from the office will jump at the chance. She’ll never say no to a knees-up, or anything of a social nature.’

‘Is that the blonde I’ve seen you with at work?’

She nodded.

‘That’ll please the lads. She’s a real cracker.’

‘I’ll tell her you said that.’ She gave a wry grin. ‘No . . . on second thoughts, maybe I won’t. She’s big headed enough already, and I’m not saying anything that I wouldn’t say to her face.’

‘There’ll be a few there who will fancy you, as well,’ he told her. ‘So I shall be keeping a brotherly eye on you.’

‘And spoil my fun? You’d better not.’

‘I’ll just make sure no one takes liberties.’

‘Don’t you dare embarrass me,’ she warned. ‘I mean it, Ed.’

‘That’s what brothers are for, isn’t it?’

‘You’re not my brother.’

‘As good as.’

She couldn’t argue with that.

‘So, what are you up to tonight when you leave here?’ she enquired chattily.

‘Nothing much. I’m going home.’

‘Ooh, no hot date lined up?’

‘No.’

‘You must be losing your touch,’ she joshed. Having fared so well as far as looks and personality were concerned, Ed never lacked for female admirers.

‘Cheeky madam. There’s nothing wrong with my technique, I can assure you, but I can’t afford to take a girl out during the week on my wages. It’s an expensive hobby, this courting lark.’

‘I suppose it would be.’

‘Anyway, it was my night for duty but I’ve been down the depot and there’s nothing doing, so they said there was no need for me to stay.’ He was a volunteer for the Auxiliary Fire Service a few nights a week, running  messages on his bike. ‘None of my mates are around tonight either. They’re all out doing their bit for the war somewhere, I suppose.’

‘Still no bombs, though the siren has been a good few times, hasn’t it?’

‘Mm. There was an air raid out Croydon way the other night, so I heard,’ he mentioned, his expression becoming grave. ‘Some people got killed apparently.’

‘Someone told me about that too,’ she said, looking serious. ‘Do you reckon Jerry is working his way towards London?’

‘I think we’ve all got that feeling, even if we don’t like to admit it. But who knows? We all thought our end had come a year ago and we’re still alive and kicking.’

‘Let’s hope it stays that way.’

He stayed chatting for a while longer. They knew each other so well, they were never lost for words.

‘I’ll do my best to get some of the girls lined up for the party,’ Nell assured him as she saw him off at the gate.

‘Thanks, kid.’

The night was clear and warm, the air infused with the ambrosia of autumn. ‘It’s so quiet out here at the moment, you’d never know there was a war on, would you?’ he said. ‘Apart from the stirrup pump and bucket,’ he added, glancing towards the two items at the side of the front door.

‘Never once used.’

‘Let’s hope they never are.’

‘I’ll second that.’

‘Anyway, about Saturday,’ he began. ‘The lads are meeting up at my place, so if you come round about half past seven, we’ll all go off together. Will that suit you?’

‘Fine.’

‘G’night, Nell.’

‘Night, Ed.’

Standing at the gate watching him in the moonlight as he strode off down the street, she was imbued with a warm feeling towards him. He was a smashing bloke and a dear friend. Fortunately there was nothing of a romantic nature between them to complicate matters. As he turned the corner, she went back inside, pleasantly anticipating the party on Saturday.
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