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People were already queuing outside, and the Nippies walked smartly to their positions and waited as the big glass doors were opened and the customers began to pour in, some of them hesitating before being quickly put at their ease by the ‘seaters’ who showed them to a table, others making at once for their favourite place – or their favourite Nippy.


Jo, standing behind one of her three tables, gave a little shiver of excitement. This was the moment she loved best – when the restaurant looked clean and tidy, every table gleaming and perfectly laid, and the whole day lay before her. Who knew what might happen, whom she might wait on, what she might receive in tips or presents? If only Phyl were here, too, she thought, it would be perfect.


She didn’t have time to dwell upon her cousin’s worries, though. Her first customer was already being seated at a table, and she gave him a warm, bright smile and waited while he picked up the menu and studied it.


‘Good morning, sir,’ she said cheerfully. ‘What would you like today? We’ve got Adam and Eve on a Raft, and Airship on a Cloud for specials. And the plum and apple crumble is really good for afters – I’ve just had some myself, and I know!’
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Chapter One


From today, nothing would ever be quite the same again.


Today, 11 May 1937, was Coronation Day, and it would change the lives of the new King and Queen for ever. And also – although they didn’t yet know it – the lives of cousins Phyl Jennings and Jo Mason, who had spent the night sitting beside a fat lady on the pavement alongside the Mall.


‘I don’t know what our Dad’s going to say when I get home,’ Phyl said nervously. ‘I mean, I know I left a note, and your Dad said he’d have a word, too, but I’ve never gone against him like this before. He’ll be that wild.’


‘Well, there’s not much he can do about it, now you’ve come,’ Jo observed. ‘I dare say he’ll rant and rave a bit, but he can’t actually lock you up, can he? And maybe by then he’ll have come round a bit. Anyway, whatever happens, he can’t take this away from you, can he?’ She looked around at the crowded pavement, the flags fluttering proudly from their tall poles, the decorations. ‘You’ll always be able to remember seeing the new King and Queen go by in their carriage, with their crowns on and everything.’


Phyl nodded, her brown eyes sparkling. She took a deep breath and tried to push away any uncomfortable thoughts of the argument she had had with her father over whether she should come at all.


‘Stay out all night?’ Stan Jennings exclaimed. He stared at his daughter, his brows knotted like tufts of scorched grass. ‘I don’t know about that. Ten o’clock’s your time, and has been for the past two years, since you turned sixteen. Can’t you go up in the morning, early?’


‘Dad, we won’t be able to get anywhere near the procession if we do that,’ Phyl said impatiently. ‘They say there’s going to be thousands there. I bet there’ll be people in the best spots a week beforehand. Even going the day before, we’ll be lucky to get a good place.’


‘Not much use in trying, then, is there?’ he said maddeningly. ‘You’d be better off stopping at home and listening to it on the wireless. They’re going to broadcast it all over the world, you’ll surely be able to catch a whisper here in Woolwich.’


‘But we won’t see anything that way. Please, Dad.’ Phyl gave her father her most appealing look, tilting her head to one side and widening her brown eyes. ‘Nothing’s going to happen to us. We’ll be with thousands of other people and they’ll all be there to see the procession, same as us. We’re not going to get lost or kidnapped or anything.’


‘That’s a pity,’ remarked her brother Norman, who was standing at the scullery sink, stripped to the waist, washing off the dirt and oil that had accumulated during a day of working in the dockyard. ‘I thought for a minute there was a bit of hope there.’


Phyl made a face at him and then turned back to her father. ‘Please, Dad.’


Stan Jennings sighed. He knew – and his daughter knew, too, all too well – that he scarcely ever refused her when she looked at him like that. The spitting image of her mum she was, with those dark curls and big brown eyes, and he’d never been able to deny his May anything either. It wasn’t fair to mankind, he’d remarked to his brother-in-law Bill Mason over the fence that divided their homes, it wasn’t fair of God to make three of them so alike – May and her twin sister Carrie, and now young Phyl. Just as well Bill’s girl Jo took after her dad instead of her own mum, or none of the rest of them would have stood a chance.


All the same, a father had to set his limits, especially for a girl as bright and pretty as his Phyl. And to tell the truth, he’d been feeling a bit at a loss with her just lately. She’d got too independent, that was the trouble, too set on her own way and showing him she was ‘grown up’, and it made him feel frightened in a funny sort of way, and all the more determined to keep her on a short leash.


‘No,’ he said, sounding harsher than he’d meant to because he didn’t like taking that cheeky grin off her face. ‘I’m sorry, Phyl, but I’m not having you gallivanting round London all on your own all night. No, I know you said Jo’d be with you—’ he held up a work-roughened hand to still her protest ‘—but as far as I’m concerned, that’s the same as you being on your own. Worse. There’s no knowing what a couple of giddy young girls’ll get up to up there. You can stop here and listen to it on the wireless like the rest of us.’


‘We’d be able to come back and tell you all about it,’ Phyl wheedled, her hand on his arm. ‘I bet Mum’d like that, and Auntie Carrie. They’ll want to know about the Queen’s frock and the carriages and all the other kings and queens what’ve come to see it. And I don’t suppose we’ll ever get another chance, not till we’re too old to care, anyway.’


‘I said no.’ His tone told her this ought to be the end of it, but Phyl couldn’t let it rest. She tilted her head again.


‘You know how you’ve always told us about the time you saw Queen Victoria when she was really, really old. Well, I want to be able to tell my kids I saw King George going to his coronation. You wouldn’t want me to have to tell them my dad wouldn’t let me go, would you? You wouldn’t want your own grandchildren thinking you were too mean—’


‘If they’ve got any sense,’ he said, bringing his hand flat down on the table, ‘they’ll think that their grandad had a bit of sense, not letting his daughter go sleeping all night in the open in London. You don’t know what could happen to you up there, my girl, and I’m not going to tell you. Now, just take no for an answer for once. I don’t want to hear another word about it, d’you hear?’


Phyl opened her mouth to protest again, but the look on her father’s face told her that she was in danger of going too far. Stan Jennings was a steady enough man on the whole, but he did have a temper and he believed in strict discipline. As in many households, there was a thin cane hanging behind the kitchen door and both Phyl’s brothers had felt its sting on more than one occasion. Stan had never struck Phyl, and she didn’t think he was likely to start now, but just to incur his anger would be frightening enough.


She thought of this as she sat on the pavement with Jo. There was no doubt that leaving a note behind to say she’d flouted his orders and gone to London anyway was going to result in real trouble. But, as Jo had said, there wasn’t really anything he could do, apart from be angry with her when she got home. And maybe her mother and Auntie Carrie and Jo’s father – who had agreed to his own daughter coming to watch the procession – would be able to talk him round before Phyl even had to put her head round the door.


‘Don’t worry about it,’ Jo said, seeing her pensive look. ‘He’s not really mean, your dad – he just doesn’t think his little girl’s grown up yet, that’s all. He’ll be all right when he sees you come home, safe and sound.’


‘Not grown up!’ Phyl exclaimed. ‘I’ll give him not grown up! I’m eighteen, after all – old enough to go out to work, old enough to get married—’


‘Not without his say-so.’


‘I could if I lived in Scotland. Not that I’d want to, not yet, anyway. I want to have a bit of fun before I get tied down.’ Phyl stared restlessly across the Mall. ‘I tell you what, Jo, I’d like to get a job somewhere away from home. Be independent. I’m fed up with having to be in at ten of an evening and stop home on Sunday mornings to help cook the dinner. And I’m sick and tired of that awful factory job!’


‘Well, I can’t see your dad letting you leave home, not if he won’t even let you spend one night away to watch the Coronation,’ Jo said.


‘Well, I wouldn’t exactly be sleeping on the pavements, would I?’ Phyl grinned. ‘Anyway, let’s forget it now, Jo. I’ve come to enjoy myself, and I’m blowed if I’m going to let anything else spoil it.’


‘That’s right, girl,’ said the fat woman sitting close by on a heap of cushions and a raincoat. ‘That’s what it’s all about. A bit of enjoyment. That’s what we all needs, when all’s said and done, and that’s just what we’re going to ’ave. ’Ere – ’ave a Marmite sandwich. And I got a flask of tea to keep the chill off – you can ’ave a sup of that, too.’


Phyl accepted a Marmite sandwich, and Jo produced a fruit cake her mother had given her and shared that around. Darkness was drawing in, but the Mall was lit with gaslamps and fancy lanterns, and quite a lot of people had hurricane lamps or torches. Everyone else was spreading blankets on the ground and getting out food, too, offering it about. It began to seem like a huge party, and Phyl forgot her father’s wrath and began to enjoy herself.


Dawn came with grey skies, and rain fell like tears on the crowds camped on the pavements.


‘Tears of ’appiness, that’s what they are,’ declared the fat woman as she drank coffee from another battered Thermos flask and ate increasingly soggy Marmite sandwiches for breakfast. ‘Tears of ’appiness.’ She thought for a moment, then added darkly, ‘Not like the tears we mighter cried for the Prince of Wales, when he told us all he was going to put that American hussy before his own country. Nor like what we mighter found ourselves crying if he hadn’t done it, and bin crowned King after all.’


Today, any tears shed would be of excitement, to welcome the new King, George the Sixth, who had been pushed on to the throne whether he liked it or not. And for his Queen, Elizabeth, the lovely young woman with the cornflower eyes, and the two Princesses – Elizabeth, who would herself one day be Queen, and little Margaret Rose.


As Phyl had prophesied, there was already a large crowd gathering beside the route, and if they hadn’t arrived the previous evening they would never have managed to find a space by the edge of the pavement. Jo had brought a blanket and a couple of cushions, and Phyl’s brother Norman, who had been let into the secret, had produced an old ground-sheet, left over from the days when he’d been a Boy Scout. They huddled underneath it, giggling. A drop of rain never hurt anyone, Phyl said stoutly, they weren’t made of sugar, and they’d got the rest of their lives to stay dry.


‘I wish we lived in London,’ Jo said, gazing around. ‘Properly, I mean, not out where we are. It’s all so exciting – there’s always something going on. Just imagine what it must be like to go out never knowing if you might see the King or Queen go past in a carriage or a big car.’


‘Or film stars,’ Phyl agreed. ‘Or actors and actresses from the big shows. We could go to see the shows, too, any time. It’d be smashing.’


They sat for a while talking about what they’d do if they lived in the middle of London. Go to Hyde Park every day. Go for boat-rides on the Serpentine. Go to the Zoo. Stand outside the stage doors of the big theatres – this was Phyl – and get famous autographs. Go to the big sports stadiums and watch all the best athletes – this was Jo. There seemed to be no end to the fun two girls could have in London.


‘It’s getting jobs that’s the problem,’ Phyl said despondently. ‘And all I’ve ever done is that awful riveting and soldering in the factory. There’s not many factories in the middle of London, and I don’t really know what else I could do. I suppose I could go to night-school to learn typing and shorthand, but it’d take such a long time – I want to go now.’


‘There’s plenty of greengrocers’ shops,’ said Jo, who worked in one with her mother, ‘but the wages wouldn’t be enough to live on up here. Anyway, I bet there’s no jobs going. You know what it’s been like these past few years, with the Depression and all. We’re stuck where we are, Phyl, that’s the truth of it.’


They had tried to sleep, but what with the chilly rain and the discomfort of the pavement, even with cushions and blankets, and the strangeness of trying to sleep amongst thousands of strangers, neither of them did much more than doze. As Jo had predicted, the food they had brought gave them something to do, and the fruit cake, shared with the fat woman in exchange for some jam sandwiches – so she did have something besides Marmite, Phyl thought – was soon gone. But at last it was morning, and the fat woman was saying that the clouds were shedding tears of happiness – she liked poetry, she’d told the girls at some point during the night, read a lot of it she did, in magazines – and then London itself was waking up and the crowd’s excitement growing as the hour approached for the procession to begin.


‘I’ve never seen anything so gorgeous,’ Phyl breathed when it was all over at last. They stood together in the crowd, gazing up at the balcony of Buckingham Palace. ‘Look at that, Jo, Queen Elizabeth in that beautiful frock, King George in all that ermine – and real crowns on their heads. Remember when we went to the Tower to see the Crown Jewels? We never thought we’d actually see them on their heads, did we, Jo? We never thought we’d see them driving in that gorgeous carriage down the Mall to Buckingham Palace itself. And then standing on the balcony, waving to everyone. Waving to us.’


‘It’s smashing,’ her cousin agreed. ‘Mind you, old Queen Mary looks a bit strait-laced, but, then, she always does. Thinks it’s a bit beneath her to smile at the peasants, I reckon! This new Queen’s different, she looks as if she likes a bit of fun. And he’s nice-looking, too, got a kind sort of face. They say he’s ever so shy – seems funny for a king to be shy, doesn’t it?’


She stopped speaking to cheer with the crowd, and waved her hand vigorously as the Royal Family beamed down from their high position on the front of the Palace. The two Princesses, Elizabeth and Margaret Rose, wearing their own coronets, smiled shyly and around them the courtiers, dressed for the fine occasion it was, stood watchful and attentive. Then, to the disappointed sighs of the people, they all turned and disappeared inside, and everyone knew that the show was over.


Phyl turned to Jo and rolled her bright, dark brown eyes. ‘I’ll tell you what, if I was run over by a bus at this very minute, I’d die happy, straight I would.’


‘Well, I wouldn’t,’ Jo retorted tartly. ‘Think what it’d be like for me, having to scrape you up off the road and take you home to Auntie May in a paper bag. She’d have my guts for garters, and that’s nothing to what your dad’d do. Anyway, haven’t you got a date with Dave Willett on Saturday night? You wouldn’t want to miss that.’


Phyl made a face. ‘Oh, him! Well, I suppose going to the flicks with him is better than being run over by a number seven bus – but only just!’ She sighed and gazed up again at the balcony of the Palace. ‘Well, I suppose that’s it. They’re not going to come out again, are they? They must be tired out after a day like that – I bet they’re in there now, taking off their shoes and flopping down on the settee and getting a servant to bring them a cup of tea.’


Jo grinned at the thought and caught her cousin’s arm as the crowds swirled about them. ‘Talking of tea, let’s go and get a cup ourselves, and a bite to eat. I’m just about starving after all that standing about and cheering, and we’ve got nothing left of all that cake and stuff. My tummy thinks my throat’s been cut. Where shall we go, eh? Somewhere a bit flash, to make a real day of it?’


‘Let’s go to the Corner House at Charing Cross,’ Phyl suggested. ‘They’ll be busy but it’s a smashing place and the food’s always good. And they play music, too – there was a gipsy band when I went with our Norman once, when we come up for that football match.’


The two girls cast a last long look at the balcony and then turned to push their way through the mass of people surging along the Mall. Over a million people had come to London on this May day to see the coronation procession of King George the Sixth and Queen Elizabeth. Even the back streets were decorated, banners and rows of coloured flags strung between the houses, and every official building sported a Union Jack – most of them the right way up – and a festoon of coloured bunting. Everyone was in good humour, even though many, like Jo and Phyl, had been there for over twenty-four hours now, and all around them the girls could hear the excited chatter of people whose patience had been rewarded, and who had at last seen their new King and Queen in all their triumph.


‘He’s a nice, quiet sort of chap. He won’t let us down, like the Prince of Wales did.’ … ‘Ain’t she a smasher? I never seen such blue eyes.’ … ‘She looked right at me, she did, and smiled. At me!’ … ‘And what about the little Princesses, then, eh? That Elizabeth looks a little queen already, but I bet you young Margaret Rose is going to break a few hearts before she’s done …’


‘Come on,’ Jo said, thrusting a way through the crowd. ‘We’ll nip through this way, it’s a bit quieter.’


‘It’s all right for you,’ Phyl panted, struggling to keep up with her. ‘You’re so tall you can see over everyone. All I can see is people’s chests.’


‘Well, stick close and you’ll be all right.’ Jo’s bright chestnut head shone like a beacon as she forged through the people, all of whom were intent on getting somewhere – either to Buckingham Palace, even though it was too late to see Their Majesties, or into the park or towards one of the Underground stations. She looked back every minute or two to make sure that Phyl was still behind her, but the crowd was in good humour and parted to let them through. At last, without much idea of how they’d got there, they found themselves under Admiralty Arch and then, breathless, opposite Charing Cross station and the white façade of one of Lyons’ Corner Houses.


‘Blimey,’ Phyl said, ‘look at the queue! We’ll never get a seat.’


‘Yes, we will. They can serve hundreds at a time. And it’ll be the same wherever we try, so we might as well join a good queue as a bad ’un.’ Jo strode swiftly across the road, still so thronged with people that no traffic had a chance of getting through, and took up position at the end of the long string of people waiting to get into the restaurant. Like every other building in London, it was decorated for the occasion, with streamers fluttering from the windows and a huge Union Jack draped across its front.


The procession had been a long one, with representatives from all parts of the British Empire, as well as from other countries, each in either a grand carriage or a smart limousine. There had been platoons and regiments from all the Armed Forces, accompanied by their own bands, immaculately turned out, some marching on foot, others riding splendid shire horses that were not only dressed in gleaming bridles and harness but looked as if they’d had a going-over themselves with Cherry Blossom boot polish. It was a spectacle such as had not been seen in London for years, and it seemed to betoken an end to the hard times of the Depression and the lean years and a beginning of hope. For a few hours, the British and their Empire could shake off the shame of King Edward’s abdication, could forget the bad news – the tragedy of the Spanish Civil War, the crash only a week before of the great airship Hindenburg, the muttering threat of Hitler’s Nazis – and rejoice. For a few hours, they could sweep themselves back into the peace of the early years of the century, and feel themselves great again.


As Jo had predicted, the queue moved steadily, but it was still an hour before the two girls were inside the great restaurant. Once through the big plate-glass doors, they were faced with a choice of going downstairs to the Brasserie or upstairs to the more formal dining hall, but the quickest movement was in the cheerful, brightly lit ground-floor restaurant, and they nodded at the smiling ‘seater’ who guided them swiftly through the big room to a vacant table.


‘Isn’t it smashing?’ Phyl whispered as they took their seats. ‘I mean, it’s like a palace itself, isn’t it? All this lovely carpet and those gorgeous lights, and the pictures on the walls. I feel as if I’ve just been crowned myself!’


‘I’ll crown you if you don’t pick up that menu and decide what you’re going to have to eat,’ Jo retorted. ‘And so will all those people still waiting to get in. Come on, Phyl, stop chattering and make up your mind. The waitress will be here any minute and she won’t want to hang about.’


‘She’s not a waitress, she’s a Nippy.’ Phyl did as she was told and they gazed at the printed menu together. ‘That’s what they’re called, Nippies, because they nip about so quick. They’re smart, too, aren’t they, in that black frock with the white apron, and that little white cap? And I like all those little buttons down the front of the frock, they really set it off.’


‘You might not like ’em so much if you had to do them up every day,’ a voice said, and they looked up, startled, to see one of the Nippies standing beside them, her face round and smiling under her white cap, her notebook held ready to write down their orders. ‘And woe betide you if you’re caught with one of them loose – or not sewn on with the proper red cotton – or off altogether.’


‘Well, you don’t look too hard done by,’ Phyl said, grinning back. ‘I wouldn’t mind working in a place like this, I can tell you. It’d beat slaving away in a factory morning till night.’


The girl raised her eyebrows. ‘Don’t run away with the idea it’s easy. I tell you, we work pretty hard. But – yeah, I reckon you’re right, it’s better than a factory any day.’ She lifted her notebook and pencil. ‘Decided what you want? The poached eggs on toast are good, and come quick. We’re trying to serve as many people as possible today.’


‘Sounds all right to me,’ Jo said decisively. ‘What about you, Phyl? And a big pot of tea, we’re shrivelled up.’


‘And a plate of cakes,’ Phyl stipulated. ‘My brother’d kill me if I went home and told him I’d been to a Corner House and not had any cakes.’


‘Poached eggs on toast twice, a big pot and a plate of assorted,’ the girl said. ‘Be here in a jiffy.’ And she whisked away, threading her way swiftly between the tables to the serving door.


Phyl watched her go. ‘She’s nice, isn’t she? I bet they’re all nice here. Not like that crowd down at the factory, spiteful cows. I tell you, Jo, if I thought I could get a job in a place like this I’d ask for me cards straight away, I would. I mean, it doesn’t matter how hard you have to work, it must be better in a place like this, with music playing and everyone cheerful, than stuck at a bench doing riveting.’


‘I reckon it must.’ Jo looked thoughtfully around the big restaurant. Although there must have been over a hundred people sitting at the tables, the sound of voices was little more than a murmur and the silver notes of the gipsy band drifted like perfume through the air. The lights glowed above their heads and the walls were richly decorated with pictures and heavy, draped curtains. The Nippies walked briskly back and forth, holding large round silver trays in front of them and sometimes even over their heads, laden with fresh food or piled with used crockery. In one corner a girl was changing a stained tablecloth, so swiftly and neatly that the surface of the table wasn’t exposed for a second, and two Nippies stood by the cashier’s desk, writing out bills. Everything was done quickly and efficiently and everyone was smiling.


‘It’s better than working in a shop, too,’ Jo said. ‘Specially a greengrocer’s.’ She looked ruefully at her hands, always stained by vegetables and soil no matter how hard she scrubbed them. ‘Tell you what, Phyl – when that girl comes back, why don’t we ask her about it? See what the chances are?’


Phyl stared at her, round-eyed. ‘You mean – try and get a job here? Us?’


‘Well, why not? I bet we could do it just as good as any of these other girls.’ Jo watched the hurrying waitresses. ‘It wouldn’t do any harm to ask, anyway.’


Phyl ducked her head a little and drew in her mouth. ‘I don’t know. I’m not sure I could carry one of those trays without dropping everything. I mean, suppose I spilt soup all down a customer’s neck – I’d die!’


‘Well, at least you’d die in a nice place,’ Jo remarked. ‘Look, it’s not going to kill us to ask, is it? You were the one who said you’d like to work here. And we were both talking about what it’d be like to be right in London.’


‘Yes, but I never really thought—’ Phyl broke off as their own Nippy arrived, bearing a tray on which rested a large teapot, water and milk jugs, sugar and cups and saucers. Quickly and neatly, she removed them from the tray and set them on the table.


‘Oh, thanks, I’ve been dying for that.’


‘Poached eggs’ll be along in a mo,’ the girl said, and was gone before they could say anything else. Jo raised her eyebrows at her cousin.


‘Well, will you be mum, or shall I?’ Without waiting for an answer, she lifted the pot and began to pour out the tea. ‘What d’you say, Phyl? Shall we ask her? See what it’s really like to work here?’


Phyl gazed at her, brown eyes sparkling. Her rosy face lit up as her dimpling smile broke out, and she giggled with sudden excitement, nodding so vigorously that a curl the colour of dark chocolate escaped from her hairband and fell across her forehead. She pushed it back impatiently and took a sip of tea.


‘Yes. Yes, let’s. Let’s find out what you have to do and how you apply and everything. Just think of it, Jo – you and me, working in the middle of London. What a lark, eh!’ Her eyes brightened further as a fresh thought struck her. ‘Here – we might even get some of the actors and actresses coming to our tables – people like Flanagan and Allen, and the Crazy Gang, and Joan Fontaine. And—’


Jo put down her cup, laughing. ‘All right, don’t get carried away. We all know you’re mad about the theatre. You’d be here to work, remember, not go out on the town. Anyway, we haven’t even decided if we’ll apply yet. They might not want girls at the moment, and if they do they might not want us.’


‘Well, we’ll find out. Like you said, it can’t do any harm to ask. Look, here comes our Nippy now.’ They watched as the girl made her way towards their table, her tray now set with two plates of poached eggs on toast and a dish of cakes. She smiled and began to set the food out in front of them.


‘That looks smashing,’ Phyl said, and then looked up into the girl’s face. ‘Look, d’you mind if we ask you something?’


‘Ask away, only don’t take too long, will you? We’re run off our feet today.’


‘I know. It’s just – well, we’ve been wondering how’d you get to be a Nippy? What’s it like working at a Corner House? And – and, well, d’you think we might stand a chance?’ The words tumbled from Phyl’s lips, leaving her slightly breathless. Her cheeks were pink.


The Nippy raised her eyebrows and laughed. ‘Well, that ain’t a quick question! It’s a whole load of questions. Look, I’ll tell you as quick as I can. Like I said, it’s hard work but we have a lot of laughs and Lyons is a good company to work for – they look after you. The pay’s not a fortune, but you get tips and presents and sometimes the customers even ask girls out. You’ve got to be eighteen to be a Nippy, but if you’re younger than that they’ll take you in the kitchens, or you can be a Trippy – serve hors d’oeuvres and cakes on trolleys. You apply to Head Office and they’ll give you an interview and then some training. And you might have to live in digs, if your home’s too far away – but they make sure you’ve got a good place. And there’s a smashing sports and leisure club out at Sudbury, we have dances and all sorts of fun there.’


‘What about—?’ Phyl began, but the girl shook her head and picked up her tray.


‘Sorry, can’t stop any longer. I told you, we’re up to our ears today. Tell you what, I’ll write the address down on your bill and if you’re interested, all you got to do is write and ask, see?’ With a quick smile, she was gone, clearing a table which had just been vacated and setting it with fresh cutlery, and in a moment she had disappeared to take another order.


Jo and Phyl looked at each other. Although the daughters of twin sisters, they were quite different. Phyl, like her mother May, was small and quick like a wren, with a bubbling sense of humour and a sense of mischief that came from pure merriment. Jo was tall and lean like her father Bill, with long arms and legs, a wide forehead with clear grey eyes, a mouth she considered too large and a mane of chestnut hair. Although a month younger than her cousin, she was usually taken for the elder, mainly because of her height. Always a tomboy, she still preferred swimming and netball to the dancing Phyl loved, and the thought of finding a sweetheart hadn’t even entered her head.


‘Well, what d’you think?’ she asked now. ‘I like the sound of that sports club. I wonder what they play.’


‘She said they have dances, too. I bet there’s no end of fun. Let’s do it, Jo. Let’s write and ask, at least, and find out all about it.’ Phyl picked up her knife and fork and attacked her poached egg. ‘I tell you what, I bet you get good dinners here, too. They’re bound to feed the staff, and that adds a bit on to your pay when you think about it.’


Suddenly remembering how hungry they were, the two girls ate quickly, relishing the golden-yolked eggs and thick, buttered toast. Drinking cup after cup of tea, they turned their attention to the plate of cakes – a delicious assortment of jam tarts, macaroons, eclairs and fruit cake. There was barely a crumb left when they finished at last, and the teapot had been almost squeezed dry.


‘That was smashing,’ Phyl said, leaning back. ‘I can hardly move! Imagine eating like that every day, Jo.’


‘I don’t suppose the staff do,’ Jo said. ‘Lyons may be a good company to work for, but they’re not going to pamper their workers. They’ll get their money’s worth out of you, mark my words. Still, I must say everyone looks cheerful enough, even if they are run off their feet.’ She glanced around. ‘I suppose we’d better think about going. There’s still a queue outside, and it’s going to take us hours to get home in the crush. I reckon we’d better walk the first part and then get a bus.’


‘OK.’ Phyl caught sight of their Nippy and waved. ‘We’re off now. We really enjoyed that.’


‘I’ll give you your bill.’ The girl produced the scrap of paper from her pocket. True to her word, she had scribbled an address on the back. ‘Good luck. Maybe I’ll see you here some time – and then you can see how you like doing up all these little buttons,’ she added with a grin. ‘And trying to keep this white cap tidy.’


‘I shan’t mind,’ Phyl declared as they walked out into the Strand. ‘I shan’t mind a scrap. It’ll be better than putting on a factory overall and tying a scarf round my head, any day of the week!’







Chapter Two


The excitement of the procession, seeing the new King and Queen on the balcony of Buckingham Palace and then the idea of becoming Nippies and actually working in London had driven all Phyl’s fears clean out of her mind. But the nearer she and Jo got to the street where they lived, the more they came back, and by the time she turned the last corner she was shaking with nerves.


‘Look, he’s not going to kill you,’ Jo said, taking her cousin’s arm. ‘And there’s nothing he can do about it now anyway – you’ve been to London and come back safe and sound. You’ve proved you can do it, and that’s going to be a real help when you tell them about being a Nippy.’


‘I don’t think I’ll be able to tell them that,’ Phyl said gloomily. ‘He’ll hit the roof. Oh, Jo, suppose he chucks me out? He could, you know.’


‘Don’t be daft! Your dad’d never chuck you out. You’re the apple of his eye, you know that.’ They were in sight of their front doors now. ‘Look, if it gets too bad you can come in to us, you know that. But I don’t reckon you’ve got a thing to worry about.’


Phyl gave her a last despairing look and lifted the knocker on the front door. This was one of the things that irritated her about living at home – that she wouldn’t get her own key until she was twenty-one. If I lived in digs in London, she thought, I’d have my own key and come and go as I pleased, so why shouldn’t I be able to do the same at home?


The spurt of rebelliousness gave her the courage to square her shoulders and stand up straight as the door opened. She half expected it to be her father himself, even though he hardly ever answered the door, but instead it was her younger brother Ronnie.


‘Our Phyl! Coo, you aren’t half in trouble. Our Dad’s been going mad about that note you left.’


‘Thanks for the welcome.’ Phyl followed him inside and hung up her jacket in the narrow passage. ‘Is he in?’


‘No, gone over the allotment.’ Stan and Bill shared an allotment a few streets away, where they grew vegetables. ‘Mum said it’d be better if he wasn’t here when you came back and he said, yes, it was, because if he was here he might do something he’d be sorry for.’


‘He never!’ Phyl’s heart sank. It didn’t sound as if anyone had been able to talk her father round. There’s nothing he can do, she reminded herself. I’ve been to London and seen the procession and he can’t do anything to make that any different. And he can’t lock me up in my bedroom – this is the 1930s, not Victorian times.


Ronnie went upstairs to the bedrom he shared with Norman, and Phyl went through to the back room and found her mother there, turning one of Stan’s collars on a work shirt. May looked up, frowning, but Phyl wasn’t sure whether it was the tricky sewing that made her frown or Phyl herself.


She paused, and they looked at each other. Phyl felt the tears come to her eyes.


‘I’m sorry, Mum. I know I shouldn’t have done it – but I really did want to see the procession. And Jo could only go if I went, too. And I’m not a little kid any more,’ she burst out, her voice rising. ‘I’m eighteen. I ought to be able to decide for myself—’


‘You know you’re three years off being able to do that,’ her mother pointed out, but to Phyl’s relief she didn’t sound really angry. ‘No, you didn’t ought to have done it, but you did, and you’re back safe, so that’s just about it, really, isn’t it? But I’m not sure your dad’s going to see it that way.’


Phyl sat down beside her. ‘Is he very cross?’


‘He’s not over the moon. It’s not just what you did, it’s the way you did it. Sneaking off like that, leaving a note—’


‘What else was I supposed to do?’


‘You were supposed to stay at home, that’s what!’ She hesitated, then said, ‘Look, Phyl, I know what it feels like to want to do something so bad and not be allowed to. There was a time once when I wanted to do something, even more than you wanted to see the Coronation, and my dad said no. It caused no end of rows and arguments and in the end, d’you know what I did? I just went and did it anyway – just like you did – and once it was done there wasn’t nothing he could do about it. Sometimes, I know, you just feel you’ve got to do it, no matter what happens.’


Phyl was fascinated. ‘What was it, Mum? What was it you wanted to do?’


May Jennings didn’t speak for a moment. She seemed to be looking into her own mind, asking herself whether to go on with this story which she had never told any of her children. Finally, she sighed a little, as if she had come to a decision, and took her daughter’s hand.


‘I wanted to marry your dad. My dad was against it, you see – he thought we were both too young, and I ought to look a bit higher than a dockyard worker. But we were real sweethearts and had been for years, and we didn’t want no one else, neither of us. And we didn’t want to wait any longer.’


‘But – you mean you were under twenty-one? You had to get his permission?’


‘Well, no, I was of age – just. But in them days a father expected to be asked anyway, specially if you were still living at home. Not that it would have made any difference how old I was. He didn’t want me marrying Stan Jennings, and that was that. And in the end, he told me straight, if you go on seeing that chap, you leave this house, and if you marry him you needn’t expect to come back in again. So I knew there was only one thing to do.’


‘You eloped!’ Phyl exclaimed. ‘Oh, Mum, that’s really romantic.’


‘I don’t know about that. It didn’t seem all that romantic to me. Specially when I had to leave my mum and our Carrie and not know if I’d be able to come home to see them again. I didn’t like doing it, Phyl, I can tell you. I loved my dad. I didn’t want to cross him. But the way I saw it, he didn’t leave me no choice.’


‘So what happened?’


‘Well, I packed a bag and slipped out, leaving him a note, and I went to stay with a friend of mine up Stepney. And I wrote to your dad and told him where I was and he saw the vicar and we got married three weeks later. It wasn’t the wedding I’d thought I’d have, but I didn’t care about that then. I just wanted to be married and everything to be right.’


‘And so it was,’ Phyl breathed, her eyes shining. ‘Grandad came round all right, didn’t he?’ She could remember him clearly even though he had died ten years earlier – a big, whiskery man with a gruff voice and twinkling eyes. He had always seemed to get on well enough with her father.


‘He came round in the end. But it took a long time. It wasn’t till you were born, really, though we used to go round and see the family long before that. He was always a bit cool till you arrived on the scene – he really took to you, said you reminded him of me when I did as I was told!’


‘Mum.’ Phyl laughed. Then she grew sober again. ‘But d’you think it’ll help Dad to understand what I did? I mean, going to see the Coronation isn’t exactly like eloping, is it?’


‘I wish you’d stop calling it that. You make it sound as if he leant a ladder up against my bedroom window. No, I don’t think it will help him understand – but it might make him realise you’ve got to be allowed a bit of freedom. My dad could have lost me for ever, you see, and your dad won’t want to risk that happening with you. That’s why he gets so cross – he’s frightened of it happening all over again. If you want your dad to understand you, Phyl, you’ve got to try and understand him a bit, too.’


Phyl was silent. She stared down at the collar her mother was working on. It had never occurred to her that her father was someone who needed understanding. He’d been there all her life, ruling the household, having the final say – and it had never struck her that inside he, too, might feel uncertain, or even scared. She felt ashamed.


‘I’ll tell him I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I never meant to worry anyone – that’s why I left that note. But I really did want to go, and there’ll never be another chance.’


‘I know.’ The collar was finished and May held it up and examined it critically. ‘I’ll tell you what, I bet His Majesty don’t have to have his collars turned! And now you can tell me all about it, Phyl. What was the Queen wearing, and is she really as pretty as they say, and what about the two little princesses? It was a long day for them – and what about all the other kings and queens? Were they all wearing crowns? It must have been lovely.’ She sounded wistful. ‘It was a shame we couldn’t all go, really. I’d love to have seen it, too.’


‘A Lyons Corner House?’ Carrie Mason said doubtfully. ‘But they’re all in the middle of London.’


‘Well, I know that, Mum,’ Jo said with a grin. ‘I’ve just come home from one, haven’t I?’


‘I mean, how would you be able to get there every morning? And home again at night? It’s over two hours’ journey. You’d never stick it.’


‘Your mother’s right,’ Bill Mason said. He took his pipe from his mouth and frowned into it, then reached up to the mantelpiece for his tobacco pouch. ‘You’d never stand all that travelling on buses, day in, day out.’


‘I wouldn’t have to, Dad.’ Jo paused. ‘I could live in digs.’


‘Digs?’ Carrie dropped her knitting and stared at her daughter. ‘You mean you’d have to leave home? Live with strangers? Oh, Jo, I don’t know about that—’


‘Crikey, Ma, don’t put her off,’ Freddy said, looking up from his copy of Wizard. ‘If our Jo goes to live in London I can have that cupboard for my books.’


‘Thanks for nothing,’ Jo said smartly. ‘I shan’t be moving out altogether. I’ll still be coming home regular. You don’t get rid of me that easy.’


‘Will we be able to get free meals, then?’ Freddy asked, getting up to stand in front of the mirror to brush back hair as thick and tawny as his sister’s. ‘I mean, you ought to be able to slip a couple of platefuls to family when we come to see you.’


‘I’ll be more likely to slip someone else’s leftovers down your neck,’ Jo told him. ‘You needn’t think you can come showing me up. They have people there to throw out anyone causing trouble.’


‘Don’t be daft, Jo,’ her father said. ‘You know very well your brother wouldn’t cause any trouble. Anyway, we haven’t said you can go yet. It wants a bit of thinking about first.’


‘I’ve thought about it all the way home, Dad. Phyl and me didn’t talk about anything else – well, except for the Coronation, of course. Did I tell you about the Queen’s frock? She looked so lovely in it, you wouldn’t believe. Blue, it was, to match her eyes, and she had this beautiful sash across the front with stars pinned to it. I wish I’d been in the Abbey to see her have her crown put on. And the King, he looked ever so handsome in his ermine and all—’


‘Never mind all that,’ Bill broke in. ‘I’m not sure I’d have let you go if I’d known you were going to come back with a lot of high falutin ideas about living in London and working in posh restaurants. And when I said think about it, I didn’t mean you and young Phyl on top of a bus. I meant me and your mother having a proper talk about it all, as you well know. Discussing the ins and outs of it, as we do with everything else that happens in this family.’


Jo pouted. ‘Dad, I’m grown up—’


‘You won’t turn eighteen till next month,’ he stated unarguably. ‘And your cousin’s only just had her birthday. And until you’re twenty-one, you’re under my jurisdiction.’ He paused and his face softened. ‘Look, girl, you know I don’t want to spoil your ideas, but I can’t let you just jump into new things without looking at all sides of it first. It’s my responsibility. Now, you help your mother make us all a cup of cocoa and some toast or summat and tell us a bit more about it, and then we’ll have a talk and see what we think. How’s that?’ He reached out and touched her chin. ‘You know we only got your best interests at heart, don’t you?’


Jo sighed and gave him a rueful smile. ‘Yes. I suppose so, Dad. It’s just – well, we were so excited. It’d be a lovely job, and the girl told us they’re a good company to work for. And you know I don’t really like the greengrocer’s shop – and Phyl really hates working at the factory.’


‘So Phyl’s just as keen, is she?’ her mother asked.


‘Yes! That’s the other good thing – we’d be together. We could share digs, too. It’s not as if I’d be going on my own.’ She looked from one to the other, her face once more alight. ‘Honestly, I’d really like to try. After all,’ she added cunningly, ‘just because I apply doesn’t mean they’ll take me on.’


Bill Mason burst into laughter and ruffled his daughter’s hair. ‘All right, you young monkey, you’ve made your point. Me and your mother will talk about it tonight. But that doesn’t mean we’re going to say yes,’ he added warningly as a wide grin began to spread across Jo’s face. ‘It means we’ll talk about it, that’s all. We might just as easy say no as yes, and that’ll be the end of it, see?’


Freddy and Jo glanced at each other with some sympathy. It came hard, when you were growing up and wanting a bit of freedom, to be treated like kids still. But that was the way it was until you were twenty-one and got the key of the door, like it said in the song.


Unless you got a job that meant you had to live away from home …


Phyl knew she would have to work hard to get back into her father’s good books before she even dared broach the idea of going to work in London.


‘I’m really sorry if you were worried, Dad,’ she said when he came in, giving her a hard look from under his brows. ‘I did leave a note so you knew where I’d gone.’


‘It wasn’t so much we were worried,’ he said heavily, going to the kitchen sink to wash his hands. ‘It’s more that you deliberately went against my wishes. You knew I’d put my foot down over going to see this Coronation procession, but you went just the same. That’s out-and-out disobedience.’


‘I know.’ It wasn’t the moment to point out that she was grown up, or that she’d been with Jo, or any of the other arguments she might have used. ‘I just wanted to go so bad. Haven’t you ever wanted anything so bad that you’d have done anything in the world to get it, Dad?’


Her father gave her a sharp look, but Phyl’s face was a picture of innocence. He glanced towards his wife, but May’s head was bent over her sewing. He grunted and went to dry his hands on the towel on the back of the door. To tell the truth, he’d been feeling bad about the way he’d laid down the law over this Coronation business. As Carrie had said when they’d found Phyl’s note, it wasn’t as if she and Jo weren’t good girls and couldn’t be trusted. They’d been brought up right and wouldn’t do anything their parents would have disapproved of. And you had to let them off the leash sometimes, for something special.


‘Well, maybe I have and maybe I haven’t. That doesn’t alter the fact that you deliberately went—’


‘Dad, I’m sorry.’ She went to him and laid her face against his sleeve. ‘I’ve said I’m sorry. I can’t do any more than that, can I? And we’re back safe and sound, nothing happened to us – and we did have a lovely time. I’d just like to tell you all about it now. Wouldn’t you like to hear about it, Dad? About the processions – the Army and the Navy? Oh, and the Royal Marine Bands, they were really smashing, you’d have enjoyed it, you really would. Next time there’s a big procession on in London, you’ll have to come, too, you and Mum, all of us. And you can come and have tea in the Lyons Corner House afterwards like me and Jo did, and I could serve you …’ She stopped, her hand at her mouth, and looked up at her father from beneath lowered lids. He stared at her.


‘Lyons Corner House? Serve us? What’s all this, then? What’s going on now that I haven’t heard nothing about?’


‘Oh, lor,’ Phyl said comically. ‘I didn’t mean to say that. Now I have let the cat out of the bag.’


Her mother laid down her work and Norman, deep in his Health and Strength magazine, looked up from his corner.


‘You never said nothing to me about this,’ May said.


‘I know. I didn’t mean to till Dad was, well, in a better mood with me. Now I’ve gone and mucked it all up before I had a chance to tell you proper.’ Phyl looked rueful. ‘Trust me and my daft tongue. Jo’ll have my guts for garters.’


‘Is Jo in this, too? This Nippy scheme?’


Phyl hesitated, then gave a sigh and sat down at the table. ‘I suppose I’d better tell you. What it was, we went and had our tea in the Corner House at Charing Cross. It’s ever so nice there and we both thought what it’d be like to work there – I mean, you know I just hate the factory and Jo’s not all that keen on the shop. It’d be lovely, working in a nice place like that, meeting lots of different people. So we asked the girl that served us and she told us a bit about it and how to apply. And – well, we thought we would, that’s all. If – if you’ll let us.’


‘Oh,’ Stan Jennings said with heavy sarcasm, ‘so you did think of consulting us about it, then?’


‘Well, of course we did! We can’t go off and live in London without you saying so, can we? I mean, we don’t want—’


‘Live in London?’ her father broke in. ‘Who said anything about living in London? And what other little surprises have you got up your sleeve for us, our Phyl? Come on – you might as well let us have the whole story now.’


‘There isn’t any more. Honestly. We just want to apply for jobs as Nippies. It’s too far to travel every day but we could get nice digs somewhere near – the girl we spoke to told us Lyons go and see all the places girls live, and make sure they’re all right – and we’d be home at weekends. You’d hardly notice the difference.’


‘I would,’ Norman said. ‘I’d notice the peace and quiet. Let her go, Dad. It’s what I’ve been dreaming of all my life.’


Phyl glowered at him and Stan gave his son an exasperated look.


‘You keep out of this. This is something your mother and me will have to talk about. It’s not something to be decided in a hurry. The best thing you can do,’ he said to Phyl, ‘is help your mother get a bit of supper ready and then get yourself off to bed. We’ve done enough talking tonight. Now, go and make that cocoa, and then you and your brothers can get yourselves off to bed and leave us in peace, all right?’


Norman laid down his magazine. ‘Oh, Dad, it’s only just ten o’clock—’


‘Never mind that. It’ll be nearer half-past by the time we’ve had our supper. And it won’t do you any harm to be in bed before eleven for once. I know what time you came home last night, don’t think I don’t, and you’ve got to be up early in the morning. You were late once last week, and you know the foreman won’t stand for it. There’s plenty of other young men ready and waiting to step into your shoes if you lose your job. Jobs aren’t easy to come by these days, as well you know. You’re lucky to have one at all.’


Norman shrugged and gave his sister a comical look. He and Ronnie worked together in the docks, unloading cargo ships, and started their day of heavy labour early in the mornings. Norman enjoyed it – he liked the feeling of using his muscles, and spent two evenings a week at the local health club, weightlifting and body-building. He had begun to talk of posing for photographs, showing off his muscles as the models did in Health and Strength. You could even get paid for it, he said, and paid well.


However, not even the possession of a powerful body and rippling muscles could persuade his father that Norman Jennings was capable of running his own life before he was twenty-one. When that day came, at the end of October, he would be given a front-door key and, with it, tacit permission to come and go as he pleased and make his own decisions. Until then, he was as much under his father’s rule as his sister Phyl and sixteen-year-old Ronnie.


Phyl made the cocoa in big white cups and brought it in with a plate piled high with slabs of cheese on toast. The family pulled chairs up to the square table and sat round it, eating and talking about the Coronation. Putting aside her own plans, Phyl told them more about the procession, about the decorated streets and the sound of the Abbey bells, and about the huge crowds. She closed her eyes, picturing again the smiling faces of the newly crowned monarch and his wife, and hearing the cheers … and then started and opened her eyes, blinking in bewilderment as her brother shook her arm and the rest of the family roared with laughter.


‘You were almost asleep then,’ May told her, touching her shoulder. ‘Time you were in bed, my girl. You’re worn out!’


‘And no wonder, after a night spent sitting on a pavement and all day standing in the crowd,’ Stan said. ‘Go on, Phyl, get yourself off to bed. Take your cocoa with you and get a good night’s sleep. You’ve got to get up and go to work in the morning, don’t forget.’


Phyl shook her head and levered herself to her feet. ‘Don’t I know it!’ she said wryly. ‘And they’ll want blood at that factory tomorrow, after giving us the day off today. Honestly, Dad, it’s no wonder I’d rather work in a nice clean, smart Corner House. Wouldn’t you?’


‘Bed,’ he said firmly, and Phyl rolled her eyes at him and left.


She undressed thoughtfully, wondering what was going to happen. Her dad seemed to have got over his annoyance at her disobedience, but that didn’t mean he’d forgotten it, or that he’d look any more kindly on the idea of her going to live in London and being a Nippy. All the same, he wouldn’t stop her going just out of spite. He might lay down the law to his family, but he was a fair man and he and May had always taken the view that their three children should be allowed to do more or less as they liked – within reason. That was always their proviso – that it had to be within reason.


Surely being a Nippy in a Lyons Corner House would be considered within reason.


The conversations in the two houses went on over the next few days, so similar that they could have been written down for them.


‘I thought you liked working in the shop with me,’ Carrie Mason said a little plaintively as she buttered toast for supper the next evening. ‘It’s a nice job and we see plenty of people we know, have a nice chat. Why d’you want to go off to London and work with a lot of strangers?’


‘I won’t be with strangers. I’ll be with Phyl.’


‘The rest will be strangers. And you won’t get much chance to stand about nattering with your cousin. You won’t see any more of her than you do at home.’


Jo looked stubborn. ‘All the same, I’d like to have a go. Just find out what it’s all about. I mean, even if I apply, it doesn’t mean I’ll actually get a job – they might not want me. And London’s not a foreign country, Mum – we live in London, don’t we?’


‘We live in Woolwich. Not in the middle of London,’ her mother said. ‘And you get all sorts of people up there. Not our sort either, most of them. Pass your father the bloater paste.’


‘Oh, Mum,’ Jo said, exasperated. She turned to her father, who had been sitting quietly at his end of the table, listening. ‘Dad, you think it’s a good idea, don’t you? You’d let me go?’


Bill Mason cleared his throat and took a drink of cocoa from his large cup. ‘I’d want to know a bit more about it first. Where you’d be living, for a start – it’s all very well talking about digs and saying the company would make sure they were all right, but I’d want to be sure you’d be with decent people, and I know your mother would say the same. And I’d want to know what hours you’d be working and what about getting home at night – these places stay open late, you know. It’s not down tools and go home at six o’clock like it is up the shop. And we’d need to have a few understandings about what you do in your spare time – I don’t like the idea of you and young Phyl out on the town half the night with no one to know what you’re up to and what time you’re coming in.’


‘Well, we couldn’t be working late and be out on the town,’ Jo said. ‘Don’t you trust me, Dad? Don’t you think I know the difference between right and wrong, without having you and Mum to tell me all the time?’


Her father pursed his lips and gave a small shrug. ‘Of course we trust you, girl. But it’s not the same, living at home and living away. There’s all sorts of temptations for young girls up there, and your mother’s right, there’s a lot of queer folk about.’


‘Well, I reckon I can tell the difference between queer folk and ordinary ones,’ Jo said obstinately. ‘Look, Dad, it’s not just a job, it’s a career. You can get on in Lyons. The girl that served us, she told us you can work your way up to supervisor. That’s a good job, with good money, too. I’d never get any further, working in a greengrocer’s shop.’


Bill stared at her. ‘A career? What’s a girl like you want with a career? You’ll be finding yourself a chap soon and wanting to get wed – what good will a career be to you then, eh? Tell me that.’


Jo flushed. ‘You don’t know that, Dad. You don’t know that I’ll ever get married. Not everyone does – look at Auntie Nellie.’


‘That’s different. Your Auntie Nellie was engaged back in 1914 and if her young man hadn’t been killed on the Somme she’d have been married with her own kids. There was plenty of young women like her, never had a second chance nor wanted it, but that don’t mean it’s going to happen to you.’


‘It might,’ Jo said, ‘if there’s another war.’


‘Jo!’ her mother exclaimed, as horrified as if Jo had suddenly begun to swear, and Bill flushed a darker red than his daughter and slammed his palm flat on the table.


‘We’ll have none of that sort of talk in this house! You know there’s not going to be a war. Mr Baldwin would never allow it. Nor will Mr Chamberlain, when he’s Prime Minister. They know what it was like last time.’


‘People are saying this Hitler’s out to cause trouble,’ Jo said. ‘Look what’s happening in Spain. People are being killed by bombs there, and our men are going out to fight. Why shouldn’t it happen again?’ She stopped and took a breath. ‘Anyway, that’s got nothing to do with me wanting to be a Nippy. Look, I shan’t be signing my life away. It won’t stop me getting married, if I want to. It could be a help – look at the things I’d learn there. How to serve meals, a bit of cooking—’


‘I can teach you to cook,’ Carrie said quickly. ‘And you’re not going to have such a big family they’ll all be sitting at separate tables.’ She sighed. ‘It’s getting late, too late to talk about it any more tonight. But if you’re really set on it – well, I dare say there’s no harm in finding out a bit more about it. I’ll have a talk to May, see what she and Stan think about it. They were going to have a bit of a chat about it tonight, I know. But I’ll miss having you with me in the shop if you do go, I can’t say I won’t.’


Jo smiled ruefully and reached over to pat her mother’s hand. ‘I know, Mum, and I’ll miss you, too. Honest. But – well, when we were there yesterday afternoon, it seemed a really good idea. And I’d feel awful if Phyl was allowed to go and I wasn’t.’


Her mother gave her a glance of half exasperation, half amusement. ‘And I wouldn’t mind betting Phyl’s saying exactly the same to your Auntie May and Uncle Stan.’ She sighed. ‘I thought you’d come home with your head full of kings and queens yesterday, not waitresses serving in cafés.’


‘It just shows,’ Bill said, finishing his cocoa, ‘you can never tell which way a young girl or a cat will jump. I think I’ll have another slice of toast, Carrie, if you don’t mind. All this argifying’s made me hungry.’


‘I’ll make some more.’ Carrie got up and went out to the kitchen to turn on the grill. ‘Our Freddy’ll be in soon anyway, he’s been to the pictures with that new girl of his. Now go on, Jo – Eric and Alice have been in bed for hours and that’s where you ought to be, too.’


Jo knew better than to argue. She kissed her father and mother goodnight and had a wash at the kitchen sink before climbing the narrow staircase to the bedroom she shared with her younger sister. Alice was fast asleep in the top bunk, her small body smothered in knitted toy animals, her favourite rag doll Betty clutched in her arms. Jo stood looking at her for a moment or two and smoothed back the fair hair.


I’d miss you, she thought with a sudden pang. I’d miss Eric too, and our Freddy – all the family. Maybe Mum and Dad are right and it’s not such a good idea after all. But it seemed so exciting when we were actually there – and I wouldn’t say so to Mum, but I really am fed up with the greengrocer’s shop. Fed up with seeing the same old women every day, with nothing to talk about but their bunions or their married daughter’s new baby. And Phyl’s fed up with the factory, too. We’re young – we want to see a bit of life before we settle down.


She brushed her wavy, chestnut hair, then rolled it up at the neck and tried to imagine what it would be like wearing it like that, with a white cap perched on top. Nice, she decided. Smart. The black uniform would suit her, too, with her colouring, just as it would suit Phyl’s dark curls. She looked at her hands, grimed with dirt from the vegetables no matter how hard she scrubbed them, and grimaced. She’d never get through an interview with grubby hands, that was for certain!


Well, it’ll all probably come to nothing, she thought, turning out the gas lamp and getting into bed. Mum and Dad will never let me go, and I don’t suppose Auntie May and Uncle Stan will let Phyl either. And maybe when we find out a bit more about it, we won’t even want to.


All the same, as she drifted into sleep her dreams were not of a grand procession headed by Guardsmen on gleaming black horses, or of a king and queen in a glittering golden coach. Instead, they were of a restaurant with white marble colonnades and pillars, and huge pictures painted on the walls; of soft gipsy music playing in the background, and the cheerful murmur of people enjoying good food while smiling, friendly girls bustled to and fro with silver trays.


It was as near as she was ever likely to get to being in a palace, she thought sleepily, and she’d be happy enough with that.


‘I don’t know what to say, Stan, I don’t really,’ May said as she and her husband sat by themselves in the back room. ‘She’s proper set on it, you know, this Nippy business. I never seen her so keen. And it’s a decent job, working with decent people, and it’ll give her a good grounding for when she gets married. But – I don’t know. Living away from home, up there in London … I know she’d be with Jo, and Jo’s a steady enough girl, but you just never know, do you? You don’t know what influences there’d be on them. They’re only young girls, when all’s said and done.’


‘Well, if I had my way she’d stop at home.’ Stan filled his pipe with Players tobacco. ‘She’s got a decent job as it is. And I tell you what, I don’t hold with all this talk of careers. What’s a young girl like our Phyl want with a career? Bill told me that’s what young Jo was calling it. A job ought to be good enough for a girl, something to keep her till she gets married, never mind a lot of nonsense about careers.’


‘She really doesn’t like it at the factory, though.’


‘Doesn’t like it? Who does like their job? You don’t go to work to enjoy yourself, you go to earn your living. Anyway, I reckon she’s got the wrong idea about this Corner House business, if she thinks she’s going to enjoy it. They’ll want their pennyworth out of those girls, you can’t tell me they won’t. Give her a fortnight and she’ll be begging to come home and have her old job back.’


‘Well, if you’re right about that,’ May said, narrowing her eyes to thread a needle, ‘we might as well let her have a go. Get it out of her system.’


Stan stared at her. ‘You mean, say yes?’


May shrugged. ‘Why not? She probably won’t get taken on anyway, but it’d stop all this begging and pleading and staring at you with her eyes. And if she did get a job and couldn’t stick it, you’d have proved your point, wouldn’t you?’


Stan pushed out his lips and stuck his pipe in his mouth. He puffed for a few moments before answering. ‘I dunno, May. It’s a bit like giving in.’


‘There’s nothing to be gained by being obstinate,’ she said quietly. ‘Look what it did to my dad.’


Stan gave her a sharp look. ‘Did you tell our Phyl about that?’


‘Yes, I did, as a matter of fact. But it wasn’t so she could talk you round over this Nippy idea. It was before I knew about that. I wanted her to understand why you were so upset at the way she’d behaved, and why you didn’t want her going to London in the first place. I wanted to help her see your point of view.’


‘Hmm.’ He puffed again. ‘Cuts both ways, though, don’t it?’


‘Yes.’ May’s head was bent over her sewing, but she looked up and met his eyes. ‘Yes, I think it does, Stan. No good comes of people being obstinate, that’s what I think it’s shown me. And our Phyl – well, like Norman and Jo, she’s getting to the age where she wants a bit of independence. We’ve never held it back from them before, have we? I’ll tell you what I think, Stan. I think we’ve got to the point where we’ve got to let ’em off the leash a bit. We’ve done our best bringing them up, but now they’ve got to learn to be grown up and they won’t do that if we keep treating them as kids. And if we’ve made any sort of a job of it, they’ll remember their upbringing. They won’t go far wrong.’


‘I hope you’re right,’ he said, and frowned into the empty fireplace. ‘Well, all right, let her apply, then. Perhaps, like you say, nothing’ll come of it. I dare say they get any amount of girls applying for them jobs.’


May smiled. ‘I think that’s the right decision, Stan. Mind you, I don’t want her leaving home any more than you do – but, there, girls always have, haven’t they, in the days when they all used to go into service? My mum and auntie left home at fourteen, and so did a lot of others. And I don’t reckon our Phyl will have as hard a time of it as they did.’ She bit off her cotton. ‘She’s coming in now. You tell her. She’ll be so pleased, she’ll probably make the cocoa without being asked!’


To Phyl’s delight, Bill and Carrie had also agreed to Jo applying to become a Nippy. Fired once again with excitement, the two girls wrote off immediately and a week later met on their front doorsteps, each waving a letter. They had been invited to attend for interviews at Orchard House in Oxford Street in two weeks’ time, and the letters also contained information about the job and about such things as accommodation and uniform.


‘Orchard House, where’s that?’ Phyl asked, scanning the letter again. ‘Oh, I see, at Selfridges. That’s one of the biggest shops in London. Coo-er.’


‘It’ll be a day out even if we don’t get taken on,’ Jo said. ‘Here, will you be able to get the time off, Phyl? I mean, you can’t exactly tell ’em you’re going after a new job, can you?’


‘No, but I can have a very nasty headache,’ Phyl said with a grin. ‘I know I shouldn’t do it, but I never have before and some of the girls do it all the time. What about you? I suppose Mrs Tanner knows all about it anyway.’


‘Mum told her straight away.’ Jo looked ruefully at her hands. ‘I’ll have to do something about these. You can’t work in a greengrocer’s shop and keep your hands all soft and white. I’ll have to try some of that hand cream when I go to bed.’


‘Put lots on and wear gloves,’ Phyl advised her. ‘You’ve got a couple of weeks anyway. And get your mum to weigh out the potatoes and root veg.’


‘That’s going to be like rubbing salt into the wound. She still don’t really want me to go, Phyl. And I don’t know what our dad thinks I’m going to get up to – thinks I’ll be going to nightclubs or something. Me! I don’t even go to dances round here, let alone posh ones up West.’


‘Well, I’m looking forward to a bit of fun,’ Phyl said decisively. ‘You know that girl we met told us about the sports club at Sudbury? Well, I’ve found out a bit more about it. They have dances there every week, and any Lyons’ employee can go. That means hundreds – they must be really big affairs. And there’s swimming and hockey and tennis and all sorts of other things. You’ll like that.’


‘Swimming!’ Jo’s eyes sparkled. ‘Yes, that’ll be smashing. I wonder if they’ve got a netball team as well.’ Netball was the only game she’d played at school, where they’d put up a couple of poles and marked out a pitch on the playground, and it was there that her height had given her an advantage. As star shooter, she’d scored almost all the goals that had allowed her team to win. ‘Mind, I’ll have a go at anything like that.’


‘Well, you make sure you’ve got nice clean hands and fingernails on the day,’ Phyl said. ‘I reckon they’re sure to take you on then – being so tall, you’ll be able to carry your tray over everyone else’s head! I’m not so sure about me,’ she added a little ruefully. ‘I’ve been thinking about it, and I think they might say I’m too short.’


‘Oh, no. I don’t want to go without you.’ Jo looked appraisingly at her cousin. ‘Tell ’em you’re still growing. Girls do go on growing till they’re twenty sometimes.’


‘Well, it’ll be a miracle if I do – I’ve been five foot nothing on stilts for three years now! Still, they’re not to know that, are they?’ Phyl’s eyes gleamed. ‘And I could wear high heels! I’m really looking forward to this, Jo. The two of us together, working at a Corner House – it’s going to be gorgeous, you see if it isn’t!’







Chapter Three


In the maze of narrow streets that ran around the back of St Paul’s Cathedral lived another girl who disliked her job.


Maggie Pratt worked in a laundry. With a dozen or so other girls, she laboured all day in the steamy, bare-bricked rooms, sloshing sheets and towels and pillowcases about in great bubbling cauldrons of soapy water, dragging them out with wooden tongs and forcing them through huge mangles, then draping them over great racks to dry before folding them into the big presses. Sometimes she worked on smaller items – men’s shirts and ladies dresses – which needed more individual attention, or starched white collars by the hundred. Whatever she did, it seemed that there was no end to it; a huge, eternal mound of dirty washing came in through the door and no matter how hard or how long you worked, you could never make it any smaller.


Maggie, however, had no ideas about leaving her exhausting and thankless work to find something else. She knew she had been lucky to get a job at all. There were plenty of people outside in the streets who had no work, and had to scrape a living as best they could – doing an odd hour here or there rolling barrels in a pub, going up West to hold doors open for the wealthy in the hope of getting an odd penny tossed their way, sweeping the road in front of a shop – anything so that they could buy a bit of bread and maybe a tag-end of cheese to take home for the family. Ragged, shoeless kids scavenged the street-markets, fighting over scraps of cabbage or a few potatoes, running errands for the stallholders in exchange for a bunch of carrots, and stealing the odd apple whenever nobody was looking.


Maggie knew the kind of places they lived in. The slum streets were only yards from her own house – broken roads, with stinking potholes, muddy in all but the hottest weather, littered with debris and filth. The houses were down at heel, their cracked windows stuffed with cardboard or bits of sacking, their doors peeling and hanging from rusty hinges. Inside, they were dark and crowded. Hardly any of them had gas lighting, unless a lucky break had helped them pay the bill, and none had electricity. They used stumps of candles and boiled water over the fire, when they could find the kindling, and any hot food that they had came from the soup kitchen along the street or, in good times, the fish and chip shop.


Compared with these, the Pratt family was well off. Sam Pratt worked in Covent Garden and brought home a steady wage, as well as fruit and vegetables from the stalls. It had been hard when the family was young but now that they were mostly grown up and out at work, each bringing home a wage to give to Ivy Pratt, things were much easier. All the same, everyone was well aware that it wouldn’t take much to plunge them all into the kind of poverty they saw around them every day, and no one complained because their work was hard or boring or dirty. They all knew that work was life, or at least the difference between living with food in your belly or at starvation level.


Maggie kept going through the days by thinking of getting home at night. Fridays were the highlight of the week, when the women got paid, and even though they had to work Saturdays as well, most of them managed to find the energy for a drink or two down at the local pub. There, just for a few hours, they could laugh and sing with their friends and forget the troubles and the tedium of the week.


Not all troubles could be forgotten, though.


‘I wouldn’t mind so much if old man Parvin didn’t have such favourites,’ Maggie told her mother, helping her wash up after tea one day. ‘I mean, that Vi Jenkins, she can’t put a foot wrong, but if he sees me do so much as draw breath he’s down on me like a ton of bricks. Like today, I got me backache, you know how I do on the first day, and I just straightened up for a minute and put me hand on it to give it a bit of a rub, and he shouts at me from the other end of the hall. “Get on with it, Maggie Pratt, you’re not here on your holidays …” And at that very minute, that Vi strolled in smirking, all the time in the world, and I know for a fact she’d been having a fag in the lavvies. But did he say anything? Not a word!’


‘There’s always unfairness at work,’ Ivy Pratt said. She plunged her big arms into the hot water and fished out the piece of soda used to soften it, replacing it in a small dish inscribed A PRESENT FROM SOUTHEND which lay on the scullery window-sill. ‘It don’t matter where you are, someone’ll always have favourites.’


‘I know. I just wish it could be me sometimes!’ Maggie grinned wryly and picked up another plate to dry. ‘It wouldn’t be so bad if she wasn’t such a cat! And she’s got it in for me, too. I wouldn’t put it past her to try and get me the sack.’


‘Well, don’t you get into no arguments with her, then,’ her mother said warningly. ‘There ain’t that many jobs about these days that a girl can pick and choose. Times is hard, even with you and our Jim out at work. We still got the twins and your gran to feed and clothe, so we depends on the bit you brings in.’ She tipped up the chipped enamel washing-up bowl and let the the water run down the sink.


‘I know.’ Maggie hung up the damp tea-towel. Stretching past her mother, she peered into the scrap of broken mirror that hung above the sink and pushed back her yellow hair. Her blue eyes were tired, her skin dulled by long hours in the steam and she thought she looked older than she should at twenty. I’ll be an old hag by the time I’m thirty, she thought, a fat old hag.


Vi Jenkins had been a thorn in Maggie’s side ever since they’d been at school together. Vi lived a few streets away and thought she was a cut above Maggie, whose father worked in Covent Garden. Albert Jenkins had a job on the railway, and Vi was an only child, so there had always been enough money to buy her pretty frocks and warm winter coats, and she never wore hand-me-downs like Maggie and her family did.


‘I saw your Evie wearing that frock Christmas before last,’ she’d say sneeringly in the school playground. ‘It looked old then – where’d she get it from, the Sally Army jumble sale?’


‘At least it suited her,’ Maggie would retort, ‘not like that primped-up thing you’re wearing that looks as if it was made for a frog. Talk about a dying duck in a thunderstorm!’
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