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For Stan and Audrey with fond love and thanks

And dedicated to the clippies of World War II whose heroic determination helped to keep London on the move


Born in the London borough of Islington, Victor Pemberton is a successful playwright and TV producer, as well as being the author of eight highly popular London sagas, all of which are published by Headline. His first novel, OUR FAMILY, was based on his highly successful trilogy of radio plays of the same name. Victor has worked with some of the great names of entertainment, including Benny Hill and Dodie Smith, had a longstanding correspondence with Stan Laurel, and scripted and produced many of the BBC’s ‘Dr Who’ series. In recent years he has worked as a producer for Jim Henson and set up his own production company, Saffron, whose first TV documentary won an Emmy Award. He lives in Essex.
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Twenty-six-year old Peggy Thornton is a middle-class girl living in the heart of working-class Islington. Although she loves her parents, Peggy has always felt her home life to be narrow and claustrophobic so, when women are urged to help on the home front after the outbreak of the Second World War, she starts training as a conductor on a London Transport bus. Her parents are both appalled; it’s hardly a fitting position for the daughter of a local magistrate. It is not just Peggy’s parents who make her life difficult. Many of the bus crew haven’t adjusted to women from their own class working let alone the likes of Peggy. And her relationship with Leo, who is most definitely from the wrong part of town, serves to create further tensions. It is only when the real enemy strikes, and a bomb explodes in the path of a bus, that these petty differences are cast aside, but, for some, it’s too late to say sorry.


Chapter 1

It was still partially dark when Peggy Thornton and her mother, Catherine, emerged from the Morrison air-raid shelter in the dining room of number 49A Highgate Hill. Although the All Clear had come soon after six o’clock on that grey November morning, it was some time before they felt safe enough to raise the wire mesh on the side of the shelter, and when they finally did, they had no idea what they might find. After almost a year of what had become known as the ‘phoney war’, the relentless German air raids on London were turning the final months of 1940 into a nightmare, and being cooped up beneath a steel table in the middle of the once elegant dining room was proving to be an unpalatable experience for both Peggy and her mother. The most unnerving part was having to lie there in the dark night after night, listening to the terrifying cacophony of enemy bombs as they came screeching down on to the heavily populated streets, the sound of bricks and masonry crumbling beneath the force of ferocious aerial onslaughts, of which innocent people were the victims. This particular night had been especially alarming, for during the few moments when Peggy and her mother had finally managed to get some sleep, the whole house had been rocked by the blast from a devastating explosion from somewhere down the hill, in the direction of the Nag’s Head in Lower Holloway.

‘The power’s off,’ called Peggy, trying the electric light switch by the door on the other side of the room. ‘Stay where you are till I get the torch. There’s glass on the floor.’

Catherine had no intention of moving. She squatted on the mattress in the dark, pulled her fleece-lined dressing gown snugly around her shoulders, and waited. When the torch beam finally shot across the room at her, she shielded her eyes with one hand.

‘I can feel a draught,’ she said nervously. ‘Have the windows gone?’

Peggy made her way to the bow window, gently easing broken glass to one side with her carpet slippers as she went. ‘As far as I can tell, it’s just the small one at the top. Thank God for the blackout curtains.’

It was still bedlam on the hill outside. Ambulances, fire engines and police cars were rushing off to ‘incidents’ up and down the main road, the sound from their emergency bells wiping out the dawn chorus, and sending the birds fluttering from the trees in a frenzy of panic. Peggy drew back the central blackout curtain, peered out, but could only just see the towering outline of St Joseph’s school through the dirty grey mist on the opposite side of the road. The smell of smouldering fires immediately seeped through the one small shattered top window pane.

With a soulless dim light now flooding the room, Catherine finally felt confident enough to ease her feet into her carpet slippers, and raise herself up from the mattress beneath the steel-topped shelter. Her shoulders were stiff with cramp.

‘This is so uncivilised,’ she said, trying to massage one shoulder with her fingers. ‘If someone had told me a few months ago that we were going to have to live like this, I’d never have believed them.’

Peggy switched off the torch. ‘Well, at least we’re still alive. That’s something to be grateful for.’

Catherine had only moved a few steps when her slipper touched broken glass. She stooped down to find the remains of a large, floral-patterned china vase. ‘Oh no,’ she sighed. ‘Your father’s wedding present to me.’ She picked up one of the broken pieces, and held it in her fingers. ‘It was so beautiful.’

Peggy went to her mother, and put a comforting arm around her waist. ‘Beautiful things can be replaced, Mother,’ she said.

A deep booming voice suddenly called from the hall outside: ‘Are you all right in there?’

‘Come in, Father!’ called Peggy.

Robert Thornton entered the room, the beam from his torch searching for his wife and daughter. The moment it found Peggy, he switched off the torch. Thornton, still wearing his pyjamas and dressing gown, was tall, and towered over his wife and daughter. ‘It’s been one hell of a night,’ he boomed. ‘I’ve got an idea we’ve lost some slates from the roof. I shall have to get Jackson in to look it over.’ As he spoke, the lights came on. ‘Good God!’ he gasped, suddenly noticing the broken pieces of glass and china scattered around the floor. ‘What the devil’s all this?’

‘I don’t know where that last explosion came from,’ said Peggy, drawing back the blackout curtains at the side windows, ‘but it looks as though we’ve had a lucky escape.’

‘Oh, Robert,’ said Catherine, flustering around aimlessly, ‘I do wish you wouldn’t insist on sleeping under the stairs each night. I do so worry about you.’

‘This was one of my wedding presents to you,’ returned Thornton, ignoring his wife’s concerns, and inspecting a piece of the broken china vase.

‘I know, my dear,’ she said, going to him. ‘I’m very distressed. It’s so sad.’

‘So negligent, you mean!’ he snapped. ‘Ever since the air raids started in September I told you to put away all breakable items. How many times do you have to be told, Catherine? How many times?’

Peggy immediately came to her mother’s defence. ‘It’s my fault, Father,’ she said, helping her mother into her dressing gown. ‘Mother asked me to put everything away long ago. I just haven’t had the time to get round to it.’

Thornton snorted, and ignored her.

‘Perhaps we could glue the pieces back together again, dear?’ suggested Catherine nervously.

‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ Thornton dropped the piece of broken china to the floor, turned, and angrily left the room.

Peggy gave her mother a reassuring hug, and glared as her father slammed the door behind him. ‘We could have been killed last night,’ she said contemptuously, into her mother’s ear. ‘And all he cares about is an old china vase.’

‘Your father’s a good man, Peggy,’ whispered Catherine defensively. ‘He doesn’t mean what he says. You mustn’t blame him, dear.’

Peggy pulled away, and smiled stiffly at her as she gently used her fingers to ease away a curl of greying ginger hair that had strayed across one of her mother’s eyes. ‘I don’t blame him,’ she replied tersely. ‘I blame myself.’

Despite the intensity of the night’s raid, Mrs Bailey, the family retainer, arrived at her usual time, on the dot of eight o’clock, and by half-past, she had breakfast ready on the kitchen table. Ever since food rationing had been introduced during the first month of the year, the choice available for a cooked breakfast had become somewhat limited, which meant that fried or boiled eggs and bacon were luxuries reserved for Sundays only. However, the main beneficiary was always Major Thornton, for his wife and daughter could rarely face anything quite so substantial first thing in the morning.

‘They’ve made a nasty mess of that pub down ’Olloway Road,’ said Lil Bailey, as she brought in a pot of tea and placed it on the table beside Catherine. ‘D’rect ’it, they say.’

‘Oh, how terrible, Mrs B,’ said Peggy, passing her father the toast rack. ‘Were there many people killed?’

‘No, fank Gord. Middle of the night. A few hours earlier, it would’ve bin packed out.’

Thornton peered up briefly from his copy of The Times. ‘Thank you, Mrs Bailey,’ he said. ‘I think we can do without the details.’

Lil, who was fat and comfortable, and in her late sixties, sniffed indignantly. ‘I wasn’t goin’ ter give yer none,’ she snorted, going off to do her chores. ‘If yer want any more tea, there’s ’ot water in the kettle.’

‘Intolerable woman,’ said Thornton, briefly putting down his newspaper whilst he spread some of Lil’s home-made strawberry jam on to a slice of toast. ‘It’s time we retired her.’

‘I don’t think that would be a good idea,’ replied Catherine, pouring the tea. ‘It’s getting increasingly difficult to get staff now that the Government are calling up younger women.’

Thornton, a former army major, and now a magistrate at the local courts at Highbury, had an appearance which suggested that he had stepped out of another age, for there was a middle parting in his well-greased but severely cut black hair, and his rounded face and firm chin looked a little naked without a Victorian moustache. ‘Women in the forces!’ he spluttered, mouth full of toast. ‘Put a rifle in their hands and they’d run a mile.’

Catherine knew that Peggy was watching her, but she averted her gaze. Catherine was a pasty-faced, frail-looking woman, whose emerald eyes beautifully set off her head of tight red curls. ‘There’s no alternative,’ she said dangerously. ‘The call-up is taking men away from all the vital services. Someone’s got to take over from them.’

‘Then put them in the factories,’ snapped Thornton, ‘not in the army!’

Peggy took a cup of tea from her mother, and placed it beside her father. For a twenty-year-old, she had the poise of someone several years more mature. Fortunately she had inherited her mother’s features, small, oval green eyes, and her shining red hair was cut into a fashionable short bob with two curls draped around each ear.

‘I wouldn’t have thought that every woman will go into the army, Father,’ she said, daring to correct him. ‘Surely most of us will be used on the home front.’

‘Us?’ asked Thornton, easing off his reading spectacles. ‘I hope you’re not including yourself in all this nonsense, young lady?’

Peggy always hated to be addressed so formally by her father. It was so petty, so irritating. ‘Believe it or not, I’m a woman too, Father,’ she replied provocatively. ‘Sooner or later I shall have to do my bit.’

For one brief moment, to Peggy the kitchen seemed smaller than it had ever been. It was bad enough that the family had to use the place at all for their meals, with the constant smell of cooking permeating from the top of the gas stove, but to be trapped in such a confined space between an opinionated father and a dithering mother was more than she could take.

Thornton calmly folded his newspaper and placed it on the table to one side. ‘Doing your bit, young lady,’ he replied quietly but determinedly, ‘is earning your living in a good, respectable job, a job with prospects. That is why I spoke up for you at Parks and Stevens.’

Peggy stiffened. ‘Father,’ she countered fearlessly, ‘working as a clerk in a solicitor’s office is not doing my bit for the war effort.’

‘Oh, really? And what is?’

Peggy ignored her mother, who was kicking her underneath the table. ‘I don’t know,’ she replied defiantly. ‘In a factory, an ambulance driver, a mechanic, the Women’s Land Army. Anything, as long as I felt I was doing at least something to help bring this war to an end. In any case, there’s conscription for women now. Sooner or later I shall have to register.’

‘We’ve discussed this before,’ said Thornton, irritably. ‘You know very well I have connections. You have absolutely no need to register.’

‘But you don’t understand, Father,’ said Peggy, pushing her plate to one side. ‘I don’t want you to use your connections. I want to register. I want to be just like any other woman in this war.’

Thornton dabbed his mouth with his cotton table napkin, took his watch out of his waistcoat pocket, and checked it. ‘It’s getting late,’ he said, deliberately fending off any more discussion. ‘I’m due in court at ten.’ He rose from the table and, without another word, left the room. His wife also rose and, after exchanging a look of despair with Peggy, followed Thornton out.

For a moment or so, Peggy sat alone in silence, mulling over in her mind the times she had had just such a conversation with her father. Ever since she was a child, she had remembered him as a bully, someone who had to have his own way whatever the cost. It was such a pity, for Thornton was a clever man, highly respected by everyone in the legal profession who knew him. And yet it was odd that he should be known as such a fair-minded man to those who were brought before him in court, when it was the complete opposite in his dealings with his own family. Her mother was no better, for she was weak, and even when she wished to stand up to her husband, she never even contemplated such a thing. It was at times like this that Peggy felt the strain of being an only child. If only she’d had a brother or a sister, she would at least have had an ally. If only . . .

She sighed, picked up her cup and saucer, and took it to the enamel sink by the window. She looked out on to the small sloping garden at the back of the house. Her father was right. Several slates had come down from the roof during the air raid. Even worse was that some of them had crashed down on to her father’s greenhouse at the end of the garden. The greenhouse was always neat and well looked after, his pride and joy. When he found out, he would be furious. Peggy smiled wryly.

Archway Junction was in a real mess. The previous night’s air raid had not only caused havoc and destruction, but also a major disruption to public transport. Several streets around had received direct hits from either high-explosive bombs, or from a cluster of incendiary bombs, nicknamed ‘Molotov cocktails’, which had set fires burning rapidly, and had been difficult to bring under control. The chaos meant that Peggy was unable to catch her usual trolley bus on the hill, and had to walk over half a mile, down past the maze of hose pipes and emergency service vehicles that had blocked the four main roads which fed into the busy junction itself. The amazing thing was that despite the pandemonium, the streets were filled with people determined to get to work, no matter how difficult. There were hastily scribbled notices on shop fronts everywhere proclaiming ‘BUSINESS AS USUAL’, ignoring the fact that their front windows had been shattered by bomb blast. Spirits were high, concealing the endless tragedies and grief induced by a night of hell.

It was now after nine in the morning and, as she picked her way past the junction and headed off down Holloway Road, Peggy was convinced that there was no way she was going to get to her office in Upper Street by nine thirty. But at least she had a good excuse, and, under the circumstances, she doubted very much whether her employer, Mr Stevens, was going to think any the worse of her, and if he did, she would casually remind him that she was after all the daughter of Highbury Magistrate Robert Thornton. Her only hope was to get as far as St John’s Grove, and hope that she would be able to pick up a bus coming out from the bus garage in Pemberton Gardens. However, that idea soon proved to be a false hope, for by the time she reached the bus stop in Holloway Road, a queue nearly fifty yards long had formed, which meant that it would be a very long time before there would be enough buses or trams to cope with so many passengers. There was therefore only one alternative, and that was to walk on to the Nag’s Head, where, with a bit of luck, there would be a chance of picking up some transport from alternative routes. Unfortunately, it started to rain.

A few minutes later, Peggy was heading off briskly past the small shops and houses along what was usually the busy Holloway Road. It was bucketing down, and if it hadn’t been for the threadbare Chinese umbrella her father had given her mother when he had been serving in the army in India shortly after the First World War, she would have been soaked. On the way, she passed a mobile canteen, where weary firemen and ambulance drivers were being served well-earned cups of tea by two stalwart members of the Women’s Voluntary Service. As she eased her way slowly through the crowd blocking the pavement, she felt guilty. Those women, she thought, must have been brewing tea all through the night, and yet here they were, still laughing and joking and exchanging cheeky banter with the men and women who had been in the thick of the previous night’s terrible ordeal whilst she was resentful at having to be at work by nine thirty in the morning, with her duties ending at four thirty in the afternoon. Was it right that she should live the leisurely life of a lady, she asked herself, when women of all ages around her were roughing it for the war effort?

‘Peggy, my dear!’

The voice behind her was unmistakable. ‘Mrs Desmond!’

The tall, lanky woman in the grey-green tweed suit, red jumper, felt hat, and grey overcoat, would have looked every bit the cosy, middle-class WVS volunteer if it hadn’t been for the fact that her face and metal-rimmed spectacles were covered in thick black dust. ‘Don’t tell me you’re trying to get to work on a day like this?’ she quipped, rubbing a huge smudge across her forehead with the back of her hand. ‘The road’s completely closed right down to the Nag’s Head.’

Peggy looked dismayed. ‘Why, what’s happened?’

‘Direct hit on a public house, I’m afraid. Nothing left but a pile of rubble.’ Betty Desmond usually punctuated each sentence with a nervous laugh, but today her manner was subdued and weary. ‘There was nobody in the bar at the time, but they think there were about a dozen people taking shelter in the cellar. We’ve all been helping to dig them out.’ She slowly shook her head. ‘It was a waste of time. Nobody survived.’

Peggy felt her stomach churning over. ‘How terrible,’ she sighed. ‘You must be exhausted.’

‘All in a night’s work,’ Betty said, with brave cheeriness. ‘Thank God there were plenty of volunteers to help, especially amongst the women. I don’t know what they’d do without us these days.’

Peggy lowered her eyes guiltily.

People were now swarming all around them, and they had to keep on the move to prevent blocking their path. The rain gradually became a drizzle, leaving everyone’s topcoats and tin helmets glistening in a watery sun that was straining to peer from behind dark grey clouds.

‘How’s your mother?’ Betty asked suddenly. ‘Haven’t seen her for quite a time, not since I stopped going to the bridge club on Tuesday evenings.’

Peggy shrugged as she struggled to keep her umbrella up over the two of them. ‘Much the same, I suppose. The same as she’ll ever be.’

Betty smiled. ‘I’ve always had a soft spot for Catherine, you know,’ she said affectionately. ‘I mean, she’s such a thoroughly good woman, isn’t she? Even if she is a terrible snob.’

Peggy swung a sharp look at her.

‘Oh, she is, Peggy, my dear.’ Betty gave the younger woman’s arm a gentle, reassuring squeeze. ‘Ever since I first met your mother when you all moved on to the hill, I knew she was a snob. She always has something or someone to boast about. Especially when there are lower-class people around!’

Peggy didn’t know what she was talking about. In fact, for some time now it had been a mystery to her why Betty Desmond and her mother had not been seeing each other, when at one time they seemed quite inseparable.

‘When I first registered for wartime service,’ continued Betty, ‘I asked Catherine to join me. It seemed to me that people like us had a duty to give some support to our men in this war. I told her I was doing it for my Brian, and all the men like him who are doing their best to defend this country.’ She turned, and smiled wryly. ‘I’m afraid the idea of working alongside people from different stratas of society didn’t quite appeal to her.’

Peggy thought she ought to take offence, to defend her mother by saying that she wasn’t like that at all, that she was just the same as anyone else in the whole world. But the more she thought about it, the more she knew that what Betty Desmond was saying was true. But if her mother was a snob, then so was her father. Between them, they made life quite intolerable for a twenty-year-old only child living at home.

Once they had cleared the crowds around the mobile canteen, Betty brought them both to a halt. She was dead on her feet. ‘I’m going home now, Peggy,’ she said, looking fit to drop. ‘I’m desperate for a soak in the bath and a stiff gin and tonic for my breakfast!’ She leaned forward and kissed Peggy gently on the cheek. ‘Cheerio for now, my dear,’ she said a little guiltily. ‘And I didn’t mean a word of what I said about your mother. She is a good woman. It’s just that none of us knows where this war is going. Until I started doing all this nonsense, I never realised that it takes all sorts to make a world.’

The lanky figure was quickly swallowed up by the crowd again. Within seconds, she was gone.

Peggy reached the offices of Parks and Stevens soon after ten a.m. The firm itself was situated on the top two floors above an undertakers’ parlour in Upper Street, and could only be reached by a side door which led to a narrow staircase. Peggy hated the place, and always arrived and left as rapidly as she possibly could, especially as business downstairs was brisk at all times during these turbulent days of the Blitz. Parks and Stevens was quite small, and dealt mainly with housing disputes, wills, legal claims, and minor criminal charges such as street theft or break-ins. However, the partners had a good reputation in the area, gained mainly from their one big success involving a city banker named Jacob Horrocks, who had been accused of embezzlement. A year before, Jocelyn Parks had died, leaving his partner, Edwin Stevens, in sole charge. Peggy had worked at Parks and Stevens for two years; it had been her first and only job since leaving boarding school in Hampshire, and acquired through her father, who had convinced the partners how ‘beneficial’ it would be to have the daughter of a local magistrate working for them. Despite this, the job consisted of little more than stuffy clerical work, for Peggy was junior to Stevens’ son Joe, who handled most of the firm’s clientele.

As she climbed the narrow wooden staircase, Peggy could feel warmth seeping out from beneath the reception office door on the first-floor landing, which meant that either Joe, or Mr Stevens’ middle-aged secretary, Irene, had lit the gas fire.

‘Well, this is a surprise,’ said Joe, looking up from his desk the moment Peggy came in. ‘Didn’t expect to see you in today. I hear Holloway Road’s been closed off after that bomb on the pub.’

‘I had to walk most of the way,’ Peggy said, removing her hat pin and taking off her coat. ‘There were queues everywhere. It must have been a bad night last night. There were fires all over the place.’ She hung her coat and hat on a dark varnished coat-stand in the corner. ‘Couldn’t get on a tram until Highbury Corner.’

‘Highbury Corner!’ Irene was horrified. ‘But that’s miles from Highgate Hill,’ she gasped, easing off her reading glasses. ‘You must be worn out, you poor thing.’

‘What else can you do?’ said Peggy, briefly tidying her hair with one hand. ‘It’s nothing compared to what some people had to go through last night.’

Irene, who was more attractive than she allowed herself to be, shook her head in admiration.

Joe watched Peggy go to her tiny desk, which was tucked away in the corner by the window. He had taken a shine to her the first day she joined the firm, but so far the attraction had not proved to be mutual. ‘Wouldn’t get too comfortable if I was you,’ he said, sipping from his cup of tea. ‘Father wants a word with you.’

Peggy swung a puzzled look at Irene, who had always been her staunch support.

Irene, pouring tea from a well-used brown teapot, gave her a reassuring smile. ‘Have a hot cup of tea first,’ she said, taking the tea across to Peggy after putting a splash of made-up powdered milk into it. ‘I’ll go and tell him you’re here.’

Joe waited for Irene to disappear before turning his swivel chair around towards Peggy. ‘Nothing to worry about, Peggs,’ he said reassuringly. ‘In fact I reckon it’s good news. For you that is, not me.’

Peggy looked across the small office at him. The place was full of shelves containing clients’ files and ancient law books, and the dust covering them often gave her bouts of sneezing.

‘What do you mean?’ she asked.

Joe got up from his desk, and came across to her. In some ways, he looked like a carbon copy of his father – short, stocky build, a constantly flushed face, and the first signs of receding hair. ‘I got my call-up papers this morning – registered for the navy. I have to report for training at Gosport on Monday week.’

Peggy was shocked. ‘Joe!’ she gasped, genuinely concerned. ‘I had no idea . . .’

Joe smiled. ‘Oh, it’s no problem, Peggs,’ he said, his hopes raised by her interest. ‘I’ve known about it for some time. In fact I took my initial exams and had my medical weeks ago. I’m going to try and get a commission.’

Peggy was still taken aback. ‘But the war . . . it’s getting so . . . dangerous.’

‘I can’t escape doing my bit, Peggs. I’m well over the age for conscription. Old Churchill was bound to catch up with me sooner or later.’

Peggy was horrified. Joe had always been very kind and considerate to her. ‘Your parents must be very upset,’ she said. ‘Isn’t there something your father can do?’

Joe smiled again. Peggy’s luminous green eyes melted him. ‘This is a war we all have to fight, Peggs,’ he replied. ‘If we don’t, life will never be the same again.’

Peggy sighed, and looked down despondently at her desk.

‘But it’s a wonderful opportunity for you.’

Peggy looked up with a puzzled start.

Joe perched himself on the edge of her desk. ‘Father’s going to ask you to take over my job. At least, until the end of the war.’

Peggy froze. She was about to speak when Irene came back into the office.

‘You can go up,’ she said briskly. ‘He’s waiting for you.’

Edwin Stevens liked to refer to his office as his ‘room’. It was easy to see why, for there were very few signs that the place had anything to do with a solicitor. This was due, in part, to the fact that most of his own clients’ files were stored in filing cabinets in his secretary’s office adjoining his own, and the only working books on view were those referring to current political and local council legislation. To make matters even more improbable, the place was festooned with exotic indoor plants of every description, which clearly owed something to the fact that in his spare time, Edwin Stevens was a keen gardener. The other excesses were framed photographs of his family, including his wife, Emma, and Joe and his elder sister, Louise, who now lived in Canada with her rich banker husband.

‘Come in, my dear,’ Mr Stevens called affably from behind his desk, as Peggy entered the room. ‘Sit yourself down.’

Peggy sat in the black leather chair facing him, which was usually reserved for his clients.

‘And how are your parents?’ he asked. Without really waiting for a reply, he went on, ‘Is Mr Thornton in court today?’

Peggy nodded. As always, whenever she was talking to Stevens, her eyes were drawn to his left eye, which, to her, looked definitely out of alignment with the other. ‘Yes, sir,’ she replied. ‘Unless of course there was any bomb damage.’

‘Yes, indeed. That was an appalling air raid last night.’ He sighed, and sat back in his chair. ‘I’m afraid it’s going to get worse before it gets better.’

Peggy smiled weakly. During the fraction of a pause that followed, she was convinced that his eyes sneaked a look at her bosom. She knew it wouldn’t be the first time. Yes, Edwin Stevens was a happily married family man, but, like his son, he had an eye for a good bosom, especially one as full as her own.

‘So,’ he said, leaning his elbows on the arms of his chair, and rolling both thumbs around each other as he talked, ‘you will have heard about Joseph by now?’

Peggy sat straight up in her chair, and sighed. ‘It’s terrible, sir. I’m so sorry.’

‘You mustn’t be,’ he said, fixing her with an attempt at a fatherly smile. ‘As a matter of fact, his mother and I are immensely proud of the boy. He wants to go in the navy. Like his grandfather. He had command of his own ship, you know. In the last war. Joseph takes after him.’

Peggy hadn’t the faintest idea what interest all this could possibly be to her, but she smiled back as admiringly as she could.

‘However, Joseph’s departure does leave our little firm with a problem.’ Stevens took off his spectacles, which immediately revealed a rather large cyst on the side of his nose. ‘I’m sure you’ve noticed that, despite the war, we’re busier than we’ve ever been. Losing Joseph at a time like this is going to make life very difficult for us. I was hoping to retire in a few years. That’s why Joseph has been taking over more and more of the minor cases for me. Ever since Mr Parks died, the workload has been piling up on me. However . . .’ He leaned forward again, and put his spectacles down gently on the desk in front of him.

Peggy knew what he was going to say, and she dreaded it. To be fair, Stevens had quite a pleasant face, even if it was a bit pallid, like most solicitors she’d met, and his gently receding hair, now just showing signs of grey, convinced her that this was exactly how Joseph was going to look in a few years’ time.

‘I’ve been thinking hard and long about this for some while, Peggy, my dear,’ Stevens continued, ‘and I’ve come to the decision that you are now ready to take over from Joseph.’

Peggy tried to say something, but was prevented from doing so by Stevens raising the palm of his hand.

‘Oh, I know what you’re thinking,’ he said. ‘You’re only a girl, and not qualified to take over from someone as experienced as Joseph.’

Peggy stiffened. She wasn’t thinking any such thing. As far as she was concerned, she knew just as much, and perhaps even more than Joseph. In fact, for most of the time she had done a great deal of the dirty work for him, rummaging into files whenever he wanted anything, looking up obscure references in books that had been tucked away in places that everyone had forgotten about. It made her feel quite cross that gender should play any part in what the old boy was saying.

‘But let me assure you, my dear,’ continued Stevens, ‘despite the fact that you are only a girl, believe me, you are more than capable to take on the opportunities I am going to give you.’

Peggy could have hit him.

Completely unaware of her disdain, Stevens continued: ‘We’re very proud of you, my dear. Your father did this firm a great service when he brought you to us. I have complete faith in your ability to take over Joseph’s position.’ His smile suddenly became quite fixed. ‘Until he returns from active service, that is.’

By this time, Peggy couldn’t hear a word he was saying. All she could hear in her mind were her own words over the breakfast table a few hours before: ‘Father. Working as a clerk in a solicitor’s office is not doing my bit for the war effort.’

‘As I said, this is a tremendous opportunity for you.’

To Peggy, Stevens was sounding more and more as though he was doing her a favour.

‘Not only is Joseph’s position more senior to your own, but it will mean a modest increase in salary.’

Peggy was dying to tell him that she knew only too well that he was only giving her this great ‘opportunity’ because now that so many men were being dragged off to fight the war, women were their only replacement.

In the street outside, the air was suddenly fractured by the clanging bell of a fire engine racing past. This was immediately followed by the frenzied sound of ambulance and police car bells.

Stevens waited for the noise to disappear, then turned to Peggy again. ‘Women have a great part to play in this war, Peggy,’ he said. ‘Firms like us won’t be able to survive without them. That’s why I’m so very grateful to your father for suggesting you for Joseph’s job.’

Peggy looked up with a start. ‘My father?’ She was horrified. ‘You – you’ve spoken to my father?’

‘Why, yes,’ replied Stevens, surprised by her reaction. ‘We spoke on the telephone a short while ago. He told me how keen you are to do your bit. We both agreed this was a wonderful way for you to do so. It’s all arranged.’

It took Peggy the best part of the day to get over the sheer audacity of the plan set up without her knowledge by her father and Stevens. How dare they? she kept asking herself over and over again. How dare they just assume that she would do anything her father wanted her to do? The moment she came out of Stevens’ office, she felt physically sick and went straight to the ladies’ toilet on the first floor. As her eyes looked up into the mirror above the sink, she saw her whole twenty years laid out before her, constantly dominated by having to do things that she didn’t want to do. But how could she change all that? In a few months’ time she was going to be twenty-one, and yet she was still incarcerated inside a family cocoon, scared to break out and make her own decisions. How much longer could she go on like this? she asked herself. How much longer could she suffer the frustration of living in someone else’s shadow, of not being allowed to spread her wings and fly off into the wondrous world of her true self?

It was already dark when Peggy left the office that afternoon. Irene walked part of the way with her to the bus stop. Peggy had always got on well with Irene, for she was someone who, although more than twenty years older than Peggy, was shrewd and understanding enough to know what it was like to be tied down to a ritual way of life. Even so, Peggy had always been surprised that Irene had not so far married, for she was a handsome, if not beautiful woman, with large brown eyes and long dark brown hair, and the fact that she wore only a suggestion of make-up made her even more attractive. But as they picked their way along the blacked-out Upper Street, Peggy was unprepared for the advice Irene had for her.

‘Grab the moment, Peggy,’ the older woman said, ‘because if you don’t, you never will.’

Peggy turned to look at her. But all she could see in the dark was the silhouette of Irene’s profile. ‘You think I shouldn’t take Joseph’s job?’ she asked.

‘No, that’s not what I’m saying,’ replied Irene. ‘What I’m saying is, do what your heart tells you, not your mind. It’s your life, and nobody else’s. As a matter of fact, I feel the same as you about this war. I want to do something to help bring it to an end.’ She turned a passing look at Peggy’s darkened profile. ‘If I had enough guts, I’d sign up for the Land Army.’

Peggy was shocked. ‘Irene! You wouldn’t?’

‘Give me half a chance! Anything to get away from this hellhole we’re living in.’

‘But just think of having to get up early in the morning, digging up potatoes and things, and milking cows, and the smell of pigswill and everything. And I heard you’d have to sleep in the same room as all sorts of girls,’ said Peggy. ‘Girls – well, you might not get on with.’

‘What’s wrong with that?’ asked Irene. ‘I mean, let’s face it, it doesn’t matter where we come from, we’re all human beings – aren’t we?’

Irene took her leave of Peggy, and made her way off to the Angel tube station. When Peggy reached the bus stop, she found such a long queue waiting there that she decided to try her luck at the separate tram stop in the middle of the road further along. It was now bitterly cold, for the earlier drizzle had turned to sleet, which left her totally inadequate felt hat and grey astrakhan coat sopping wet. However, the queue was much shorter than the one for the bus, and she was able to take advantage of the rear part of an umbrella being held up by a man in a homburg hat just in front of her, and which gave her just enough protection to keep her head and shoulders dry. When the number 33 tram finally approached, Peggy was relieved to see that there were still a few places available on board, even if it meant standing. It was a relief to get out of the biting cold wind, for even though the interior of the tram had no lighting or heating, the warmth of human bodies pressed close together helped to restore some life back into Peggy’s frozen limbs. Also, no sooner had she found an overhead strap to hold on to than a middle-aged man, whose face she couldn’t see in the dark, offered her his seat. She felt a surge of gratitude towards him.

The grand old lady trouper tram rattled off towards Islington Green and Highbury. Peggy hoped that by the time she reached the Nag’s Head, the Holloway Road would be clear enough of bomb debris to allow the tram to go all the way to Archway Junction. From there, it would be no more than a short walk home.

It was an odd journey, for the darkened streets were rapidly emptying in anticipation of the wail of the siren which about this time each evening heralded the regular dusk-till-dawn air raid. Everywhere dark figures could be seen hurrying home, anxious to get themselves and their families fed and watered before settling down to a night of hordes of enemy aircraft droning across the night sky, releasing their deadly high-explosive bombs on to an innocent civilian population, and followed wherever they went by a deafening cacophony of anti-aircraft shells bursting all over the night sky of London town. For most of the journey, Peggy travelled with her eyes closed, trying hard to immunise herself against the reality of war and the situation she found herself in. She was miles away, thinking about her employer, Mr Stevens, and his offer of promotion in a job that she never wanted; thinking about her father, and the way he was trying to manipulate her life, and her mother, with no more aim in life than being a wife to her husband. And then she thought about all the things she could do that might anger her father the most. What could she do that would prove she was something more than a good middle-class daughter from Highgate Hill? How could she ‘do her bit’ for her country at war? Should it be the staid but courageous WVS, like Betty Desmond, or would she ever consider Irene’s burning ambition, to be a Land Army girl? And then she thought about joining up. What about the ATS, the WRNS, the WAAF – any one of the women’s armed services? No. That would mean learning how to fire a rifle, and marching up and down a parade ground with a whole bunch of girls from all walks of life. And as she was scared of the sight of blood, there was no way she was going to be able to train as a nurse, or even as a volunteer with the St John Ambulance or Red Cross. As she sat there with her eyes closed tight, every idea that came to her seemed far too daring and unnerving.

‘Tickets, please! All tickets, please!’

Peggy’s eyes sprang open. The diminutive figure of the tram conductress was hovering over her, torch beam focused directly on to Peggy’s face. ‘Archway, please,’ she said.

‘Only goin’ as far as the depot, mate,’ came the rough voice of the conductress. ‘Yer can pick up a trolley from there.’

‘Thank you,’ replied Peggy primly.

Using the light from her torch, the conductress slipped out two tickets from her ticket rack. ‘Penny ha’penny, please, mate.’

With great difficulty, Peggy dug deep into her coat pocket to find the coin she had all ready for the fare.

The conductress took the coin, and held on to it. ‘Ain’t yer got nuffin’ smaller than a froop’ny bit, mate? I’m a bit low on ha’pennies.’

‘’Ang on!’ croaked a female voice next to Peggy. ‘I’ve got a whole bunch of ’em from me barrer.’ With help from the conductress’s torch, the woman took out a handful of coins from her pocket, sorted out six halfpennies, and handed them over to Peggy. Peggy then sorted out three of the coins, and handed them to the conductress, who duly returned her threepenny bit.

Using her punch slide, the conductress clipped the two tickets, one penny and one halfpenny, then quickly gave them to Peggy. ‘Fanks, mate.’ Then she struggled her way on through the crowd of standing passengers, calling, ‘Fares, please! Any more fares along there, if you please?’

‘Thank you very much,’ said Peggy, turning to the passenger sitting beside her.

‘You’re welcome, ducks,’ returned the woman’s voice, sniffing all the while. ‘I always ’ave plenty of small change from the barrer. Tuesdays is a good day fer that. We always have a queue when we gut the rabbits.’

Peggy decided not to continue the conversation. The thought that she was sitting next to a woman who sold gutted rabbits on a barrow in Chapel Market sent her quite rigid. It hadn’t occurred to her that she had moved a couple of inches on her seat away from the woman. Even so, something inside her seemed to stir. She didn’t quite know what it was, except that the whole exchange with both the conductress and her fellow passenger was somehow exhilarating.

With all the other passengers, Peggy got off the tram at the corner of St John’s Grove, leaving the grand old trouper to rattle its way back to its depot in Pemberton Gardens. Within the next hour or so, the main Holloway Road would be almost deserted, as shopkeepers, office and factory workers, and commuters from the city hurried back to their homes. As there were still long queues at all the bus stops, Peggy decided to walk the final half-mile or so to Highgate Hill. As she went, she passed the time by turning over in her mind how she was going to tackle her father about his blatant interference with the way she wanted to run her own life. She had now made up her mind that, despite her father’s objections, she was determined to register for some kind of war work as soon as she possibly could. She would tell him that he had no right to ask favours on her behalf from Mr Stevens or anyone else. She would tell him that whether he liked it or not, mobilisation of women was now a reality, that she wanted to be part of the war effort, and that the moment she reached the age of twenty-one, in just a few months’ time, she would prove that she was just as capable of filling a man’s shoes in the essential services as any other woman. But by the time she had reached Archway Junction, and was in clear sight of her own home, her confidence had waned. Yes, she was perfectly capable of doing something for the war effort – but what?

At exactly five forty-five in the evening, the air-raid siren wailed out from the roof of nearby Highgate Police Station. With now only ten minutes or so before the first wave of enemy bombers appeared overhead, Peggy quickened her pace, but the bulb in her torch was gradually fading, which made walking uphill in the dark quite a struggle. She had only just reached the gates of the Whittington Hospital, when a trolley bus climbed the hill silently and without any effort behind her. As it passed by, she could see the outline of the bus conductress, hanging out from the platform, surveying the pavements alongside. It was a strange moment for Peggy. Somehow, it was exciting to see how, despite the threat of the oncoming air raid, the bus was forging its way ahead, completely oblivious of any danger it could so easily encounter, serving its passengers with almost monotonous regularity. It was a challenge – a challenge for the people determined to keep London on the move whatever the cost. And it gave her the sign, the inspiration she had been so desperately looking for.

By the time she reached the front door of number 49A Highgate Hill, Peggy Thornton knew exactly what she wanted to do with her life.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/9780755392513_LeosGirl.jpeg
Forbidden love and
divided loyalties in
wartime London

LEO’S GIRL





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
headline








