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To Max, with love




PART ONE




Chapter One

Clock-watching was the main preoccupation of the women in the machine shop at the aircraft components factory. Wistful cries of ‘Roll on knocking off time’ could be heard even as they arrived for work and echoed throughout the day in all parts of the room.

Long hours of repetitive labour performed under artificial lighting slowed the hands on the clock. Around mid-afternoon every day Nina Dent could have sworn they stopped moving altogether. Today seemed particularly endless. Warm weather and bad ventilation produced such debilitating torpor she barely had the strength to pull down the handle of her machine.

Sunshine beating against the blacked-out windows didn’t help matters either; it thickened the atmosphere even more and augmented the mingled smells of oil, grease and sweat, whilst the punishing din of the machines was a constant assault to the eardrums.

Looking around her, Nina noticed that most of her workmates were similarly affected. Some were staring blankly into space; others were yawning; one woman was fiddling with the curlers poking from the front of her turban; a few more were settling down after a prolonged trip to the cloakroom. Nobody even had the energy to sing.

Periods of mass lethargy were only to be expected in Nina’s opinion. Even the most diligent worker couldn’t help but flag at some point during the shift, which was probably why the management allowed them to listen to the twice-daily sessions of ‘Music While You Work’, well known for its cheering effect.

‘Come on, ladies, get a grip of yourselves now,’ said the foreman, shouting to make himself heard above the clatter as he moved authoritativelyamong the machines. ‘I’ve seen more life in a butcher’s shop window.’

Vowing not to look at the clock again until she had drilled at least another fifty holes by which time the hands must surely have moved on, Nina drew on what little vitality she had left and called to those within earshot, ‘How about a song, girls? All together now. One ... two ... three...’

Without further ado she launched into a rousing chorus of ‘I’ve Got Sixpence’.

The response was slow but eventually most people were joining in, later assisted by half an hour of popular music from the BBC broadcast over the loudspeakers. The singing had its usual reviving effect and production began to resume its former momentum. Slowly, painfully, the seconds dragged by until, at last, it was five minutes to finishing time which meant they could get ready to go home.

In the crowded cloakroom, overalls were shed against an exuberant discussion by the younger women of plans for the evening, enthusiasm for their social life undiminished by the arduous working day.

‘A few of us are going up the Palais tonight, Nina,’ said a young married woman called Doris. ‘Do you fancy comin’?’

‘No, not tonight, thanks,’ said Nina, struggling to remove the impregnated grime from her hands at the washbasin.

‘I suppose you’ll be helping your mum in the pub?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Again tonight!’ exclaimed Flo, a sprightly grandmother who had been called up for war work when the government had raised the registration age for women.

‘Yes, again tonight,’ said Nina lightly, ‘what’s wrong with that?’

‘Nothing’s wrong with it, ducks,’ said Flo kindly, ‘but it’s such a long working day for you. It would do you good to have a night off, to go out and have some fun ... a young girl like you.’

‘You sound just like my mum,’ replied Nina. ‘She’s always telling me that. But I enjoy helping her in the pub, honestly. It doesn’t seem like work to me.’

‘After drilling ’oles in this dump all bloomin’ day, I don’t suppose it does,’ agreed Flo.

‘And at least you get to meet people,’ remarked someone waiting in the queue for the washbasin.

‘Depends who you mean by people though, dunnit?’ said Doris who was an authority on local nightlife. ‘The Willow’s all right as pubs go ... but it’s ever so short on talent. All the tasty young servicemen are up the Palais looking for girls.’

‘Don’t you be so sure about that,’ grinned Nina, her blue eyes shining wickedly as she dried her hands on a grubby roller towel and ran a comb through her reddish-gold hair in front of a tarnished mirror on the wall. ‘We do get the occasional punter in with his own teeth.’

‘You be careful you and your mum don’t kill each other fightin’ over him then,’ joked Flo, causing a roar of laughter.

‘Well, I don’t mind admitting that I’m hoping to get off with a nice rich Yank tonight,’ said Doris, who didn’t hide the fact that her evenings weren’t spent pining away at home while her husband was away in the army. ‘You should come along with me, Nina. A hunky GI would really show you how to have a good time.’

‘Don’t listen to her, Nina,’ said Flo laughingly. ‘All she’ll do for you is get you a bad name.’

‘Come off it, Flo,’ objected Doris. ‘I’m only suggestin’ that the girl has some fun while she can. Here today gone tomorrow, as they say.’

‘Cheerful soul, ain’t you?’ remarked someone.

‘I’m only saying what everyone else is thinkin’,’ said Doris breezily. ‘With all these flamin’ doodlebugs about, you never know when you’ve done your last jitterbug.’

‘I hope your old man never finds out what you’ve been getting up to while he’s away,’ said Flo.

‘Don’t worry about him,’ Doris exclaimed, hanging her overalls up on one of the overloaded pegs on the muddy-green wall. ‘He won’t be at the back o’ the queue if there’s any willing mademoiselles around out there in France.’

‘He’s away fighting a war, not on a ruddy holiday,’ Flo pointed out without malice for she liked the flighty Doris.

‘There’s a name for people like you, Doris,’ said one of the more serious-minded in an acid tone. ‘You ought to have more respect for your marriage vows and the fact that your husband is away fighting for his country.’

‘Mind your own business,’ she retorted, affronted. ‘At least I don’t go  out enjoyin’ myself on the quiet ... like some people.’

‘I hope you’re not suggesting that I do that?’

‘Of course I’m not, you silly cow!’ said Doris, who didn’t think a sanctimonious old spinster stood much chance of riotous hedonism. ‘All I mean is, not everyone is as open as I am about it.’

‘That’s no excuse.’

‘Like I said, it’s my business what I do after work,’ asserted Doris.

‘Now, now, you two,’ admonished Flo. ‘No squabbling.’

‘Anyway, it’s only a bit o’ fun,’ continued Doris, ignoring Flo and glaring at her detractor. ‘Stayin’ at home of an evening gives me the screamin’ willies with all these bombs about. At least going out dancing helps to take your mind off things.’

This drew a murmur of agreement. Despite the altercation between the two women, camaraderie among the workers in general was good. They worked hard and most of the young single ones, and a few of the married ones too, liked to play hard. After a punitively long shift many of them would rush home, have a meal, get washed and changed and go out dancing or to the pictures, and still be on duty at the factory again early the next morning, air raids notwithstanding.

Nina had certainly found her workmates to be a mixed bunch when she first came into war work. Having been brought up in a public house, she was no stranger to a coarse turn of phrase but she’d been shocked by the vulgarity of some of the women, and the casually explicit way they talked about sex had been a revelation.

Back at the machines the factory hooter sounded, liberating the day shift to make way for the night workers. With a new lease of life, the women streamed towards the time clock, jostling with the night shift who were trying to clock in.

Cards duly stamped, they trooped through the factory gates in a crowd, chattering and laughing. Nina walked with a group, talking and enjoying the fresh air, albeit that it was permeated with acrid smoke from the flying bombs that had wreaked havoc on London this last few weeks. There was such a long queue at the bus-stop, she decided to walk home with a few of the others.

The evening sun was low in a hazy blue sky streaked with yellow and pink. Its cruel light spread across the ubiquitous bomb sites in the  rubble-strewn streets. Even the once lustrous privet hedges were encrusted with brick dust, and many of the trees were stripped bare by the bomb blasts, the leaves rotting prematurely on the ground.

Her companions went their separate ways at various points, leaving Nina to complete the last part of the journey alone, a slim, freckle-faced eighteen year old dressed in a frayed blouse and a dirndl skirt she’d made out of an old frock. At the Broadway she walked along King Street, glancing idly in the dusty shop windows then turning into a sidestreet that led to the river, its oily waters crowded with commercial craft.

Smoky tug boats, with lighters in tow, chugged to and from the wharves in the warm summer evening. Along with Thames sailing and motor barges they carried a diverse range of goods including coal, brewing materials, processed food and flour.

The tide was just beginning to ebb and she paused for a moment to watch a family of ducks perched on some driftwood on the edge of the muddy foreshore, preening their feathers. Moving on past piles of debris, which had been a row of houses until the other day, she came to some pretty old cottages, a few small factories and a boatyard. Then there were some large superior houses, wasteground dotted with trees, and a long-established bomb site bright with purple rosebay willow-herb.

When the graceful old contours of The Willow came into view, close to the eponymous tree overhanging the riverbank, she felt warm with relief that it had not fallen victim to the daily quota of flying bombs. The Willow was Nina’s anchor - her comfort and security.

 



Since 1869 The Willow had been a public parlour to the local people as well as the lightermen, bargees and boatmen of the floating river community. It was a spacious, solid building on three floors with bay windows at the front overlooking the river, with Hammersmith Bridge in view to one side and Chiswick Eyot to the other. There were public entrances to the property from the river side and also from the street, with a private door at the side of the premises. Near both public entrances stood a colourful pub sign picturing a willow tree.

Before the war it had been one of the most elegant pubs on the river, being white-rendered with shiny black paintwork, the garden at the side  fairy-lit at night. Now, in these dangerous and austere times, with no materials available to carry out maintenance, the white walls were darkened by soot and bombdust, the paintwork had peeled almost to the bare wood and the gardens were blacked out after dark. Even the ivy that covered some of the walls was nearer to black than green.

Tilly Dent was in the saloon bar wiping the tops of the stained wooden tables when she heard her daughter come in through the private entrance. The beer shortage meant that Tilly opened for business much later than in pre-war times so the evening session hadn’t yet started.

‘I’m in here, love,’ called Tilly, an attractive peroxide blonde of thirty-six with stunning blue eyes and a shapely figure she carried with aplomb.

Nina appeared through a door behind the wooden bar counter which curved around to the adjacent public bar.

‘Hello, Mum. Phew, am I glad to be home!’ she said, lifting the counter flap to get through to the bar and collapsing into one of the brown-painted Lloyd Loom chairs. She sighed with the sheer joy of being home amidst soothing familiarity, breathing in an amalgam of scents: beer, wood, polish, lingering cigarette smoke, sawdust from the public bar. ‘I’m absolutely starving.’

‘Had a hard day, love?’

‘Not ’alf. I’m cross-eyed from drilling holes.’

‘I’ll bet.’

‘But the girls are a friendly bunch and that helps to make the time pass,’ said Nina, who usually managed to look on the bright side of everything. ‘How was your day?’

‘I’m nearly boss-eyed an’ all from soldering electrical parts together for hours on end, but it wasn’t too bad,’ replied Tilly. ‘It’s not often we don’t find something to have a laugh about at the factory.’

Tilly had taken over as licensee of The Willow when her husband, Joe, had been called up into the army. As the shortage of drinks of every kind meant she was forced to cut her business hours drastically, doing away with weekday lunchtime openings altogether until things improved, she also managed to work a part-time shift in a war factory.

In her role as publican she was aided by a trusted local man called Syd who was past the age of enlistment. He was her cellarman-cum-barman  and general helper. She also had an extra pair of hands in her daughter.

‘A few of the girls on my shift are going out dancing tonight,’ Tilly went on to say. ‘So there’ll be some ripe tales to tell tomorrow.’

‘Some of them from my place are going up the Palais tonight too,’ remarked Nina chattily. ‘They asked me to go with them, as a matter of fact.’

Tilly frowned. ‘Why don’t you go then, love?’ she suggested, taking a pile of clean ashtrays from the bar counter and setting them out on the tables. ‘It’ll do you good to have a girls’ night out.’

‘No... I don’t fancy it.’

‘Look, Nina, you mustn’t feel you have to stay at home to help me every night,’ said Tilly anxiously. Her daughter was a real asset to the business. Her extrovert personality and sunny nature made her a favourite with the regulars, many of whom had watched her grow up for she’d been born here. But after labouring at a machine all day it wasn’t right for her to be working every night too. ‘Syd and me’ll manage here without any trouble.’

‘How many more times must I tell you? I enjoy working here, so stop going on about it.’ This was no lie for The Willow was much more than a place of business to Nina. It was her spiritual retreat after the harshness of the factory. Surrounded by the bonhomie of a crowded bar, she felt relaxed and happy and was equally as comfortable sharing a joke with the punters as she was listening to their problems.‘You’ll soon know if I get fed up with it.’

‘That’s true enough,’ said Tilly with a wry smile, for her daughter had been brought up to speak her mind which was probably why they got along so well together. Having set out all the ashtrays and tidied the high wooden stools into a line alongside the bar, she went round to the other side of the counter and rinsed the cloth she had been using in the sink below the bar. ‘You’re certainly no shrinking violet.’

‘I wouldn’t be your daughter if I was, now would I?’ grinned Nina, glancing idly round the empty bar-room with its polished wooden floor and heavily embossed wallpaper that had once been red and cream and was now a dull maroon shade.

The walls were liberally hung with mirrors advertising the products of  the various breweries with whom they did business. A dominant feature of the room was a wide marble fireplace, cold and empty at this time of year with a brass firescreen covering the opening and a vase of dried flowers on the mantelpiece. There was a wireless set mounted on the wall at the end of the bar and a piano stood in the corner.

Deciding to go upstairs to the flat, Nina rose and made her way through the bar to their private hallway at the back. Her mother patted her arm fondly as she passed. ‘You’re such a help to me, Nina,’ she said softly. ‘I’m proud of you, and so will your dad be when he comes home.’

‘Never mind all that, ’said Nina with an affectionate grin. ‘I’m only doing what I want to do.’

Tilly gave her an impulsive hug and Nina responded warmly. Whilst the Dents were not given to cloying sentimentality, they were a caring and demonstrative family. ‘Come on, then,’ she said, ‘let’s go and have somethin’ to eat before we get ready for opening. I’ve got some mince cooking on a low light.’

‘Smashing,’ said Nina.

 



Their living accommodation was on the first and second floors. The rooms were spacious with high ceilings and sash windows. There was a living room with a dining table in the bay, a sitting room at the back which was only used on special occasions, a kitchen, bathroom and three bedrooms, the third of which was used for live-in staff in pre-war times and was now something of a junk room. The attic room was used for storage.

They ate a hurried but companionable meal by the open windows looking out over the river. Perched on the sideboard was a wireless set which was emitting good news about events overseas.

‘Sounds to me as though the Germans have more troubles than the ones we’re givin’ ‘em,’ said Tilly, after hearing that there had been an attempt by German officers to murder Hitler.

‘It does too,’ agreed Nina.

‘Our boys have really got them on the run an’ all,’ continued Tilly, leaning her head back slightly as she enjoyed a cigarette after her meal.

‘It certainly seems like it, ’agreed Nina, when the newsreader said that  the Allies were driving the Germans from Normandy and forging ahead across France.

‘Stands to reason they’ll do well with your dad among their numbers somewhere, dunnit?’ joked Tilly.

‘Naturally,’ smiled Nina.

‘Those damned Nazis who are working at the bomb-launching platforms at Pas-de-Calais don’t seem to be in any sort of bother though, do they?’ said Tilly as the air raid siren began to wail for the umpteenth time that day. ‘Judging by the amount of bloomin’ doodle-bugs they still keep sending over.’

‘Mm.’

‘If it gets too dodgy we’ll go down the cellar till the All Clear.’

‘See how it goes,’ said Nina.

Although both women behaved rather casually on hearing the ominous rasp of a winged robot scuttling across the sky, an acceleration of speech and movement as they began to clear the table betrayed a certain tension.

‘I’ll see to the dishes while you get yourself ready to open up, if you like?’ offered Nina.

‘Ta, love,’ said Tilly, glancing at her pretty daughter who had no need of powder and lipstick to make her look presentable. ‘Oh, what it is to be young. One day it’ll take you longer than two minutes to get ready.’

‘Stop fishing for compliments,’ laughed Nina. ‘You know very well you still look smashing. Everyone says so.’

As the flying bomb passed overhead, its roar growing fainter, they went to the window and watched the missile clattering eerily across the clouds in the distance, flame spurting from its tail as it headed upriver. They waited until it was out of sight then winced at the explosion which rattled the windows and sounded quite close.

‘It seemed to be heading Winnie’s way,’ remarked Tilly, referring to her sister who lived in Chiswick. ‘I hope her and her family haven’t copped it.’

‘I’d say the explosion was much further away than that,’ commented Nina.

‘Let’s hope you’re right,’ said Tilly, frowning deeply. ‘I might not get along with that stuck-up sister o’ mine and her snooty husband and daughter but I don’t wish them any harm.’

‘Course you don’t,’ said Nina, returning to the table to continue with the task in hand. ‘Now go and put your war-paint on. If we don’t have the doors open dead on time, they’ll start breaking ’em down.’

‘They will an’ all,’ laughed Tilly. ‘Having to wait till eight o‘clock for me to open up is punishment enough. If I’m a second late, my name will be mud.’

Nina gave a companionable nod but she knew it would take more than a spot of unpunctuality in these chaotic times to diminish her mother’s popularity. She was one of the most well-loved pub landladies this side of the river.

 



Seated before her dressing-table mirror, Tilly poked her little finger into an almost empty lipstick tube, teased some of the scarlet substance out of the corners with her nail and spread it over her lips. The cosmetics shortage was one of the hardest of wartime deprivations for her to bear. She’d sooner go without food than have to face the punters without a nice touch of make-up to brighten herself up. In her opinion a landlady owed it to her clientele to bring a touch of glamour into the bar, something that the passing years and the scarcity of every type of beauty aid made increasingly difficult.

Adding a touch of rouge to her cheeks, she turned her attention to her hair, sweeping the sides up in fashionable style and securing them with her precious hair grips, leaving the back to fall into a loose pageboy.

She stood up and looked at herself in the full-length mirror on the wardrobe door. Her white blouse fitted snugly over her full bosom and was tucked into a floral cotton skirt which she wore with wedge-heeled sandals, her legs having been painted with gravy browning earlier since she didn’t have a pair of stockings.

A sudden feeling of exhaustion overwhelmed her and she was forced to sit down on the edge of the bed. Oh, how she longed to slip between the sheets and sleep away her aching weariness. It seemed so long since she hadn’t felt tired. As much as she enjoyed her work in the pub, at this precise moment she didn’t feel able to walk across the room, let along work the evening session downstairs.

You’re not the only one doing more than one job in wartime, she admonished herself. Get up, you lazy cow, and get moving. You know  how much it means to Joe to keep this place in business until he comes home.

Joe was the fourth generation of Dents to own The Willow. His great-grandfather had built it back in 1869 and it had been handed down to succeeding generations ever since. Joe had taken over after his father’s death some years ago, having worked in the business before that.

Despite the very best endeavours of several breweries to take it over, The Willow remained a privately owned free house. It was important to Tilly and Joe to be free to stock their pub from whichever brewery they chose even though the present crisis meant they bought drink wherever they could find it.

The property was leasehold and had been built on land owned by the Cavendish family to whom they paid annual ground rent. Based on a friendship between Joe Dent’s ancestor and one of the Cavendishes back in the last century, it was an agreement that had been in existence between the two families for as long as the pub. The ground rent was merely a small token amount and the lease was renewed at the appropriate times as a matter of course.

Taking a deep breath and forcing her tired eyes to stay open, Tilly gave a vigorous yawn, stretched her arms with a groan and dragged herself to her feet. ‘Into the breach again, old girl,’ she muttered wearily, and hurried downstairs just in time to open the door to Syd who was reporting for duty.

 



Within minutes of the doors being opened, The Willow was crowded with locals and river people, the whole building reverberating with noise and laughter. Whilst pulling pints and opening bottles, Tilly, Nina and Syd chatted to the customers, joined in the badinage, listened to gossip and offered comfort to those who had lost loved ones in the air raids. Drinks had to be rationed to be fair to everyone but people stayed whether their glasses were empty or not, so congenial was the atmosphere. Drinking receptacles of every type were in short supply and those who didn’t bring their own, took the risk of not being served.

The main topic of conversation this evening was the good news from across the Channel with the air raids in second place. Everyone had their  own doodle-bug story to tell and tales of narrow escapes came thick and fast.

As darkness fell and the blackout curtains were drawn across the windows, the boisterous dialogue of the darts players in the public bar was drowned out when one of the regulars got vamping at the piano in the saloon bar. The whole place erupted into a rousing version of ‘Roll out the Barrel’. The bombs seemed less frightening, hardship was temporarily forgotten.

Standing aside from all this for a moment, Nina felt a moment’s pleasure so acute it brought tears to her eyes. This is what running a pub is all about, she thought, bringing people together, helping them to forget their troubles, for a short while at least. For a good publican there was much more to the job than just selling drinks.

Her mother was The Willow in Nina’s opinion. Without her it wouldn’t enjoy a fraction of its popularity. Dad was an adequate landlord - in peacetime he kept a good cellar and was popular enough with the customers. But Tilly had that something extra that made people choose The Willow over other pubs in the area in which to socialise. Nina remembered her father once saying that his wife could turn a temperance society meeting into a party.

Watching her holding court among the clientele on the other side of the bar, Nina could see exactly what he had meant. She had a natural affinity with her fellows and could be all things to all people - friend, flirt, mother. Amorous male customers never overstepped the mark with Tilly. A seasoned diplomat, she would please them by accepting their advances in a lighthearted manner whilst making it very obvious they would not be welcome outside the bar.

The job of landlady necessitated she be entertaining, good-humoured, and able to stand her ground with troublemakers of whom The Willow had had its fair share. Tilly was an expert in all these areas but Nina thought that perhaps her greatest gifts were her warmth and humanity - they were why people loved and respected her.

She came back behind the counter with a tray of dirty glasses. ‘You look tired out, Nina love,’ she said, rinsing the glasses in the sink. ‘Why not go up to bed? You have to be up earlier than me in the morning for your shift.’

‘And miss all this ... no fear,’ laughed Nina.

‘It’s music to the ears, innit?’ said Tilly. ‘A crowded bar and the sound of people enjoying themselves.’

‘It certainly is.’

‘Some people would hear a bloomin’ awful racket ... but we hear music,’ she remarked thoughtfully.

‘Yes, that’s exactly how it is,’ said Nina.

‘When it begins to sound just like a racket, I’ll know it’s time to leave the licensed trade.’

‘I suppose you will.’

Nina considered it an asset to have been brought up in a pub. Even though only on the periphery while she was growing up, the atmosphere had spilled over into the home. She could remember as a child occasionally being affected by the herd instinct and wanting to be the same as all the other children at school: to live in an ordinary house with parents who weren’t working every night.

But most of the time she’d enjoyed being different. Had been proud to be known as ‘The Girl from The Willow’. She recalled sneaking into the bar during opening hours on many occasions. What a fuss the customers had made of her! It had been worth the tellings off she’d been given when her parents had found out.

As she’d grown older she’d realised that she had the same natural gift for this business as her mother — that special something that put her at her best in a room full of people.

Working in a pub would be degrading to some girls, she knew that. But The Willow was the family business in which she’d grown up. When the war ended and people were free again to choose their occupation, Nina could think of nothing she’d rather do than help her parents run this place.




Chapter Two

The only sounds in the Wilcoxes’ living room were the wireless tuned low to Arthur Askey singing ‘The Bee Song’, and the click of Winnie’s knitting needles.

Her husband Cedric was sitting in an armchair reading the newspaper, having just returned from a Home Guard meeting. Their daughter Alice was perched on the sofa mending a worn patch in one of her office blouses. The wireless was only on in case there was a news bulletin. Cedric didn’t approve of light entertainment programmes.

Straining her ears, Alice heard the end of the variety show which was followed by a programme of dance music by Geraldo. Almost without her realising it was happening, she began humming along softly to the tune of ‘Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree’.

Frowning darkly, her father looked up from his newspaper. ‘What is that noise, Alice?’ he asked, squinting at her myopically over the top of his spectacles.

‘I was humming.’

‘Well, I’d prefer it if you didn’t when I’m trying to read,’ he said crossly.

‘Sorry, Daddy,’ she said with dutiful contrition.

‘I should think so too.’

‘The tune they are playing is rather catchy,’ she explained. ‘It made me want to hum.’

‘I do hope you’re not getting to like the dreadful dance music they keep putting out on the wireless?’

‘As if I would,’ denied Alice with her customary compliance. ‘It was just that one song that caught my attention.’

She had been raised on a strict diet of classical music in keeping with  her parents’ idea of what was suitable for the lower-middle-class daughter of a senior bank clerk. She was taught that popular songs were only for the stupid and degenerate. Piano lessons at an early age and enforced practice throughout her childhood had made her into a competent pianist but she would never risk engaging the wrath of her parents by indulging an occasional desire to buy the sheet music of popular songs.

‘I should jolly well hope so too,’ said her mother, a formidable woman past the age for compulsory war work but currently employed part-time in the offices of a grocery store to avoid any possibility of not being seen to do her bit. Ignoring the fact that women from all backgrounds had been directed into essential employment in war factories, she added, ‘That sort of music is only to the taste of the hoi-polloi ... common factory girls and the like.’

‘Some of the women at the bank like dance music, I think, Mummy,’ ventured Alice with an unusual show of daring. Although a grown woman of twenty, she was totally dominated by her parents and had been so effectively indoctrinated with their narrow views as to believe them to be her own.

‘You don’t have to tell me that,’ retorted Cedric, who had fought in the Great War but was not eligible to do so in this one, much to his relief. A tall, pallid man with thinning hair and a long face, Cedric worked at the same bank as Alice and was not ashamed of having relied heavily on nepotism to get her a job there. ‘I’ve heard the shameless talk that goes on among the women when they should be working. All they seem to care about is going out enjoying themselves at dances ... and finding men.’

‘Yes, they do seem to like to ...’ began Alice.

‘And as for all that muck they plaster on their faces if they can get hold of it,’ Cedric continued as though his daughter hadn’t spoken.

‘Disgusting,’ agreed Winnie with a disapproving shake of the head.

‘I really think it’s scandalous the way this war has destroyed moral standards,’ ranted her husband.

‘So do I, dear, but the important thing is for us not to let our own standards slip,’ said Winnie, glancing proudly at the man to whom she had been married for over thirty years. She considered him to have been an excellent catch, having worked in the same steady job for  his entire working life, excluding his military service in the First World War.

‘And as for some of these comedians they allow on the wireless,’ he went on, ignoring her remark.

‘Shocking.’

‘Mindless drivel,’ he declared. ‘I’d even go so far as to call some of it gutter humour, the sort of thing you would expect to hear in some place of disrepute.’ He sat thoughtfully for a moment. ‘In that public house of your sister’s, for instance.’

Winnie flushed defensively. She always had the uneasy feeling that her younger sister’s line of business reflected on her personally somehow, even though they hardly ever saw each other.

‘I don’t think Tilly’s pub is actually disreputable, Cedric dear,’ she said, biting her lip. ‘In fact, I think it’s probably one of the better kind of public houses. It’s in quite a pleasant position on the river anyway.’

‘All public houses are dens of iniquity,’ announced Cedric, who was from a puritanical background and disapproved of all forms of entertainment. ‘If I had my way, I’d close the lot of them.’

‘Quite so,’ murmured Winnie, who felt she’d done enough in defence of her sister’s profession.

Cedric turned his attention to his daughter. ‘I hope you’re taking note of all this, Alice? Don’t ever let me hear that you go into such places.’

‘There’s no chance of that,’ she said truthfully for on the rare occasions as a child when, with her mother, she’d visited her aunt and uncle at their pub, she’d felt most uncomfortable in their company.

Her aunt and uncle had been far too jocular for her taste - always laughing and joking and upsetting her mother who would spend the entire visit tight-lipped with disapproval. And who could blame her when her younger sister behaved like a tart. Alice had seen her playing up to the men in the bar from the hallway on her way upstairs one day when the door had been left open.

As for her cousin, Nina ... well, she’d been an embarrassment, dragging Alice outside to the pub gardens and making friends with the children of customers, not to mention the scruffy individuals who lived on the barges. Alice hadn’t known where to put herself, she’d felt so out of place. Looking back on it, she didn’t think any of the Dents had a  serious bone in their body - life was one big joke to them. It had put Alice off pub people for life.

‘Don’t you let the current moral climate influence you, Alice,’ her father was lecturing.

‘Of course she won’t. She’s far too well brought up for that,’ intervened Winnie, aghast at such a suggestion.

She looked with pride at her daughter whom she considered to be tastefully dressed in a drab grey skirt and porridge-coloured jumper. Her light brown hair was parted to one side and fastened with a slide in schoolgirl fashion around a small face which was exceptionally pale because she was never encouraged to go out after work except to do her stint of compulsory fire watching. Although an extremely pretty shade of pale blue, her eyes lacked sparkle and were lifeless from years of domination.

Winnie was fifty-three years old - seventeen years older than her sister Tilly. They were the daughters of a draper’s assistant, and from a humble but fastidiously respectable home on the outskirts of Hammersmith. Winnie, like her mother before her, had always considered a good reputation to be of paramount importance and had gone to some pains to find herself a man with a steady job and a good name in the community. Tilly had been the rebel, the one to let the family down with her outgoing ways. Trust her to marry a publican! Winnie thought. The vulgar lifestyle suited her extrovert nature perfectly.

‘Anyway, it’s time for you to make the cocoa now, please, Alice,’ came Winnie’s polite but insistent request.

‘Yes, of course, Mummy,’ said Alice, putting aside her sewing and rising.

‘And there’s a little piece of the cheese ration left in the larder,’ continued Winnie. ‘You can cut some bread to go with it.’

‘All right,’ said Alice, trotting obediently from the room.

She had just lit the gas under the kettle when the siren went. She heard groans of ‘Oh, not again’ from the other room and her own sentiments matched theirs completely. Life had been one long air raid since the robot bombs had started coming over at all hours of the day and night. No one bothered much about the daytime raids but the Wilcoxes usually went into the shelter when the siren sounded during the evening.

The distant throb of a flying bomb didn’t send her into an immediate panic, she was far too well trained. She calmly performed the air-raid duties that had been assigned to her by her parents. She turned off the gas taps and electricity at the mains, checked that the stirrup pump was easily accessible near the buckets of earth and water on the front doorstep, then hurried back to the kitchen.

Winnie and Cedric were passing through on their way out to the shelter in the back garden. Cedric was carrying some blankets for it was damp and cool in the Anderson even on the warmest evening.

‘Come along, Alice,’ commanded Winnie in a carefully composed voice for it was not family policy to show personal feelings. They believed in keeping a stiff upper lip at all times.

‘I’m right behind you, Mummy,’ said Alice, following her out of the door.

They picked their way across the garden in the dark to Winnie’s complaints about having to wait until after the All Clear for her supper. Stopping in her tracks suddenly, she said, ‘Oh, drat, I’ve forgotten to bring my knitting.’

‘Never mind about that now,’ said Cedric irritably. ‘We probably won’t be in the shelter for long.’

‘But I’ll go mad down there with nothing to do,’ wailed his wife.

‘You’ll just have to put up with it this time!’

‘I’ll go back and get it for you,’ offered Alice.

‘No, no, I’d better go myself,’ insisted Winnie. ‘I’m not quite sure where it is ... it could be in one of several places. I’ll probably be able to lay my hands on it quicker than you.’

‘Oh, for pity’s sake,’ sighed Cedric furiously. ‘Forget about the damned knitting for once.’

‘No. I’m not going to do that, Cedric,’ she said. ‘I’ll only be a minute.’

‘Make sure you’re no longer then,’ he ordered.

Nina waited with her father by the shelter entrance, listening to the sound of her mother’s footsteps across the garden, acutely aware that the hum in the sky had become a grating roar and was no longer distant.

‘I suppose I’d better go and see what’s happened to your mother,’  said her father after a few minutes, handing Alice the blankets.

‘Shall I go, Daddy?’ she offered. ‘I don’t mind.’

‘No ... I’d better do it,’ he said with obvious reluctance. ‘I can’t think what’s keeping her ... all this nonsense about knitting.’ He sighed. ‘It’s all so damned unnecessary.’ He glared at Alice. ‘Well, don’t just stand there. Get into the shelter.’

Obedient to a fault, Alice felt her way into the clammy interior, her stomach churning at the sound of the aircraft which now seemed to be directly overhead. ‘Please keep it going ... please don’t let it stop,’ she appealed to some higher authority, for she knew that when the robot ran out of fuel it would stall and make its lethal descent.

What on earth are they doing? she wondered, alarmed by her parents’ continued absence. A spluttering noise overhead sent a bolt of fear through her body. With every muscle clenched, she waited, the silence like knives to her nervous system.

After a few agonising seconds the earth shook with a thunderous explosion. She was sent crashing to the floor, banging her head on the bench on the way down and losing consciousness.

‘Mummy . . . Daddy!’ was her bewildered cry when she came to and had recovered sufficiently to scramble to her feet, grazed knees smarting, head throbbing.

Clambering out of the shelter, she froze at the scene before her. All the houses in the row had disappeared and in their place was a heap of rubble spewing flames and smoke. With her throat and chest smarting and her eyes streaming from the blaze, she stumbled across the garden in search of her parents, tripping over smashed bits of furniture and feeling the crunch of broken glass under her feet.

Somewhere between the shelter and what had once been the house, she stopped, paralysed by what she could see in the lurid glow from the conflagration. He parents were lying together in a grotesque heap on the ground where they had been blown by the blast.

Her mother was sprawled out against her father, her head thrown back and legs wide apart. Her skirt had been blasted up over her waist so that her enormous flannelette knickers were hideously displayed in the uncertain light.

Even as Alice went down on her knees to her parents, her intuition  told her that they were both dead. Numb with shock and trembling all over, she instinctively adjusted her mother’s skirt. The air was already full of the clang of fire bells.




Chapter Three

Approaching The Willow on her way home from work the following evening, Nina was alarmed to see her mother walking towards her along the towpath. It must indicate something serious because Tilly was usually much too busy at this time of day to take a constitutional. Please don’t let it be Dad, she prayed. Not the dreaded telegram from the War Office ...

Compared to this terrifying possibility, the news that an aunt and uncle she’d hardly known had been killed, came almost as a relief.

‘Me and Winnie never got on,’ her mother was saying tearfully as she sat down on a decrepit wooden bench and lit a cigarette, ‘but it’s shaken me up somethin’ awful. She was my sister after all.’

‘You’re bound to be upset,’ said Nina, slipping a sympathetic arm around her mother’s shoulders. ‘What about Cousin Alice? Is she ... ?’

‘She’s fine ... Grazed knees and a bit of a headache, that’s all,’ Tilly informed her. ‘She was in the shelter when the bomb fell.’

‘That’s one blessing then.’

‘Mm.’ Tilly drew thoughtfully on her cigarette. ‘Alice is at our place now, as a matter of fact. She was waiting for me outside when I got in from work this afternoon. She’s nowhere else to go, poor dear, there’s nothing left of the house. She stayed at a rest centre last night.’

‘The poor thing must be devastated.’

‘Bound to be,’ agreed Tilly with a nod of the head. ‘But being a Wilcox she ain’t showing it. I honestly don’t think that girl knows how to let herself go.’

‘The famous Wilcox grin and bear it routine, eh?’

‘She isn’t doing much grinning but she certainly seems to be bearing it ... a real chip off the old block.’ She puffed on her Craven A. ‘That’s  why I came to meet you. Wanted to put you in the picture without her being there, to warn you that she’ll be living with us. I’ve already cleared the spare room for her.’

‘That’s fine with me.’

‘I don’t think it’s gonna be easy, having her there.’

‘We’ll manage.’

‘Yes, we will. But will she?’ said Tilly, frowning. ‘She’s told me straight out that we’re a last resort. She’d not stay with us if she had any alternative.’

‘Charming!’ exclaimed Nina.

‘It isn’t really her fault,’ defended Tilly. ‘She’s been brought up to think she’s a cut above.’

‘Oh, well, we’ll just have to be patient with her ... at first anyway,’ said Nina, sensitive to her cousin’s loss. ‘Snooty bitch or not, she must be feeling rotten and we’re all she’s got now.’

‘I knew I could rely on you to make her welcome.’ Tilly stood up, ground out her cigarette-butt under her shoe, blew her nose and adopted a purposeful air. ‘Well, we’d better get back and have something to eat before we get ready to open up. It goes without saying we’ll have to put on a cheerful face for the customers. Mustn’t depress ’em with our problems ... most of ‘em have quite enough of their own.’

Noticing that her mother’s eyes were bright with tears as well as resolution, Nina gave her a reassuring hug. ‘Don’t worry about Alice fitting in with us, Mum,’ she said. ‘I’ll do my best to make her feel at home.’

‘That’s my girl.’

‘You never know ... once Alice and I get to know each other we might even get to be like sisters,’ said Nina. ‘I’ve always wanted one.’

‘Anything’s possible, I suppose,’ said Tilly doubtfully.

With arms linked companionably, mother and daughter walked home along the riverbank in the summer evening.

 



‘I want to make it clear right from the start,’ Alice announced aggressively as the three of them dined on sausage and mash a little later, ‘that I don’t want to live in a public house. I’ll be moving out as soon as I can find somewhere else.’

‘At least you’re honest about it, I’ll say that much for you,’ said Nina, amazed at her cousin’s steely composure, and certain that she, herself, would have been inconsolable in like position.

‘More importantly,’ continued Alice, tight-lipped and ashen, ‘while I am staying here, I will not help in the bar under any circumstances whatsoever.’

‘Fair enough, love,’ said Tilly indulgently.

‘You mean ... you’d not even be prepared to help out in a crisis?’ queried Nina.

‘Definitely not,’ confirmed Alice, her voice shaky but adamant. ‘I shall pay you for my board and lodging from my wages from the bank so you’ll have no right to expect me to do anything more than my share of the domestic chores.’

‘Naturally we wouldn’t expect it of you,’ explained Nina, stifling her irritation in respect for her cousin’s bereavement. ‘But living at a pub isn’t like living in an ordinary house - it’s a working home. Life tends to be dominated by what’s going on downstairs in the bar.’

‘I shall not allow my life to be affected by it at all,’ Alice stated categorically. ‘The pub has nothing to do with me. I’m merely a lodger.’

‘You might find yourself wanting to muck in with us later on when you’re used to being here,’ suggested Nina.

‘I certainly will not!’ declared Alice.

‘There’s nothing like a spot of bar work to cheer you up,’ insisted Nina, grinding her teeth but keeping her temper. ‘It would certainly put some colour back in your cheeks.’

‘Not ’alf,’ agreed Tilly, with a tentative grin. ‘Some of the things you hear behind the bar are enough to bring you out in heat bumps.’

‘I want nothing to do with any of it,’ stated Alice.

‘What exactly do you have against pubs?’ asked Nina with genuine interest.

‘Leave it,’ intervened Tilly, throwing her daughter a cautionary glance. ‘If Alice doesn’t want to help in the bar, she doesn’t have to. She’s upset ... let her be.’

Nina met her mother’s eyes in surprise. ‘I only wondered ...’

‘I’ll tell you what I have against them,’ cut in Alice, sounding nervous  but resolute. ‘They are magnets to the dregs of society. Dens of iniquity, every last one of them.’

‘I beg your pardon,’ defended Nina hotly. ‘The Willow is a respectable house ... a valuable asset to the community.’

‘How can any public house be respectable,’ snorted Alice, ‘if it’s full of drunks and lechers.’

‘What with the beer shortage and all the local young men away at the war, we’re a bit short on both at the moment,’ said Tilly, taking refuge in humour.

‘That isn’t the point,’ said Alice, who had never seen the funny side of anything in her life.

‘If there were no degenerates, what would people like you exercise their disapproval on?’ Nina couldn’t resist asking.

‘Now then,’ warned her mother.

‘And anyway, ours is a family pub, Alice,’ Nina continued, moderating her tone to please her mother. ‘A place for people to meet in a friendly atmosphere. You’ll soon see how respectable we are.’

‘I’ve no intention of seeing anything of the kind,’ said Alice, two spots of colour rising on her pallid cheeks. ‘I shall not set foot in that part of the premises. I shall stay up here of an evening.’

Tilly looked at Alice with compassion in her eyes. ‘Don’t worry, love,’ she said gently, ‘no one is going to force you to do anything you don’t want to do. Of course you can stay up here in the flat if that’s what you would prefer. This is your home now.’

Naturally protective of her mother, Nina experienced a moment of painful empathy as she watched the reassuring hand Tilly placed on Alice’s arm across the table impatiently brushed aside by the younger woman. Nina could cheerfully have murdered Alice but receiving a strong message from her mother’s eyes, exercised self-restraint.

It wasn’t like Mum to allow herself to be so blatantly insulted without putting up a fight. It must be because of Alice’s awful situation, Nina decided. Her mother’s popularity had always made her seem almost immune to the nastier side of human nature, but she was vulnerable to Alice. Oh, yes. For some reason that young woman had the power to wound her, Nina could see it in her mother’s eyes.

She felt a sense of foreboding, as though nothing would ever be the  same again. She didn’t know why or how but she was suddenly convinced that Alice’s coming into their lives was going to change everything. She also knew with equal certainty that she herself would not be able to tolerate her cousin’s superior attitude for very long. If her manner didn’t improve fairly soon there would have to be some strong words. Alice Wilcox was going to have to learn that she couldn’t hurt people and get away with it — just bereaved or not!

 



‘I don’t know why you let Alice treat you so badly, Mum!’ exclaimed Nina, during a quiet moment in the saloon bar one evening a month or so later. ‘It isn’t like you to let anyone walk all over you. You certainly wouldn’t let me get away with it.’

‘It’s because I feel so sorry for her,’ explained Tilly, turning away quickly and emptying a bag of copper into the till. ‘Just imagine how you’d feel if you lost your parents and your home all in one fell swoop.’

‘Yeah ... I know it must be awful for her,’ admitted Nina, ‘but does she have to be so foul? I’ve tried to be nice to her, I really have. I’d like to be friends but she just won’t have it.’

‘I know how difficult she is, love. I’ve seen the way you’ve tried and I’m proud of you,’ said Tilly.

‘She’s so arrogant, I’m sick to death of it. I don’t know who she thinks she is ...’

‘Try to be patient for a bit longer,’ entreated Tilly. ‘Give her a chance to get used to us. She’s obviously grieving for her mum and dad, even though she doesn’t show it. I don’t think she means to be so hurtful.’

There was something about Alice her mother wasn’t telling her, Nina was sure of it.

‘All right, I’ll try,’ she sighed.

It was a Monday evening, usually the quietest night of the week in the pub. Tonight, however, there was quite a crowd in. Further reductions in beer supplies had forced Tilly to cut her opening hours even more which meant everyone arrived at about the same time. The public bar, in which Syd was serving, was packed with bargees playing darts, while the saloon bar was peopled mostly by men from the local factories and some elderly male residents. Women were more in evidence at The Willow at the weekends.

Nina had to admit to being relieved that Alice never came into the bars. At least there was somewhere she could speak to her mother in private and let off steam about her cousin, who had made life upstairs a misery this last few weeks with her superior manner and spiteful tongue.

As a crowd gathered around the piano and no one needed attention for the moment, Nina said, ‘You can go upstairs for a break if you like, Mum. Put your feet up for ten minutes. I’ll manage here.’

‘No, you go,’ said Tilly, looking towards the door. ‘Someone’s just come in I wanna have a word with ... it’s that bloke who can sometimes get hold of fags on the quiet. You go up and give Alice a bit of company.’

‘My company is about the last thing she seems to want,’ said Nina sadly. ‘But, okay, I’ll give it a try.’

 



‘Fancy a cup of tea, Alice?’ asked Nina, peering into the living room to see her cousin sitting in an armchair listening to the wireless.

‘Tea?’

‘Yes, tea, why so surprised?’

‘Isn’t tea a bit tame for you of an evening?’

‘Of course, I forgot, I normally have a gallon of gin in my break,’ she said with withering sarcasm.

Alice turned pink but didn’t reply.

‘You work in a bank but I don’t expect you to have your pockets stuffed with pound notes,’ said Nina with asperity.

Her cousin remained silent and cocked her head towards the wireless as though listening intently.

‘So, do you want to join me in a cuppa or not?’ said Nina showing signs of impatience. ‘Only it’s a waste to make a whole pot just for one.’

‘Oh ... all right then,’ she condescended.

Curbing a desire to drag her cousin out of her chair and shake her till her ears dropped off, Nina marched into the kitchen, fuming. If she could cope with a pub full of bargees at closing time, she was more than a match for a prissy bank clerk with delusions of grandeur. If only her mother would allow her to speak out, though. Pub life was a team effort. If Lady Muck thought herself too grand to go into the bars, the least she could do was to offer to make the workers a cup of tea in their break.

‘Sorry, Mum, but I can’t stay silent any longer,’ she muttered to herself, and marched back into the living room to switch off the wireless.

‘What’s going on?’ asked Alice.

‘It’s time you and I had a proper talk.’

‘Oh ... what about?’

‘About your attitude towards my mother and me. Particularly my mother.’

Alice sat perfectly still, staring ahead of her. ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ she said haughtily. ‘And I’m certainly not going to enter into any heated discussion with you when I’m trying to relax.’

The supercilious tilt of her head severed Nina’s last shred of self control.

‘Right, that’s it, madam!’ she exploded. ‘If you’re not prepared to discuss this of your own accord, I’ll make you bloody well listen.’ She grabbed her cousin by the arms and pulled her to her feet, staring into her face. ‘I’ve just about had enough of your airs and graces.’

Alice looked worried but didn’t struggle or say a word. She just stood looking at Nina with a mixture of bewilderment and distaste.

‘Look, we all know it must be awful for you ... losing your parents and everything,’ Nina said, panting slightly with rage. ‘But that doesn’t give you the right to treat us like something you’ve trodden in!’

Alice’s face was expressionless, her eyes a vivid blue against her pallor but dull and emotionless, her thin lips set in a hard line. When Nina released her hold on her, she didn’t move away.

‘My mother’s a good and caring woman,’ Nina said, her voice shaking with temper. ‘She simply doesn’t deserve the treatment you’re giving her.’

‘Your mother is a tart,’ announced Alice suddenly.

Nina was too shocked to speak for a moment. ‘Don’t you dare say such a terrible thing!’ she said vehemently at last.

‘It’s true,’ said Alice, her voice sharp with acrimony. ‘I’ve seen her on my way upstairs, flirting with men over the bar, leading them on . . .’

‘How dare you?’

‘You’ve only to look at her to see what she is. She’s all paint and peroxide,’ said Alice, cheeks flushed now, eyes gleaming with spite.

Suddenly Nina’s palm tingled with the force of the blow she’d just  dealt to the other woman’s cheek. She stared in horror as Alice staggered backwards, holding her face.

‘Don’t you ever insult my mother again,’ Nina raged. ‘Allowing the customers to chat her up is all part of a landlady’s job, you stupid bitch! Everyone knows it doesn’t mean anything. She’d never be unfaithful to my father, not in a million years.’

‘How do you know?’ snorted Alice.

‘Because I know my mother, and I know the way the pub trade works. If you were to involve yourself in our life instead of skulking outside it, trying to find fault, you’d see the way things are for yourself.’

Alice looked at Nina in silence. Her flush had faded and she had reverted to her normal mushroom pallor, eyes becoming dull and lacklustre again.

‘If you’d only take the trouble to get to know my mother,’ Nina continued, determined to make her point, ‘you’d realise that she is a naturally friendly and warm-hearted person ... but that’s something you’d know nothing about, isn’t it? You coldhearted cow!’

Alice began to tremble. For the first time Nina saw a glimmer of emotion in that closed little face of hers. Her lips twitched, her eyes shone with tears. Even as she perceived the change, Alice’s expression reverted to normal.

‘My mother has asked me to be patient with you,’ Nina went on. ‘She’s prepared to put up with your appalling behaviour because she feels sorry for you ... that’s the sort of person she is. But I’ve had enough, and if you so much as say one wrong word to her in future, you’ll get more than just a slap across the face, I can promise you that. You’ve insulted her for the last time, lady ... do you understand?’
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