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Chapter 1 HAPPY BIRTHDAY, EMMY LAKE


Margaret and I had been tap-dancing in the garden for nearly twenty minutes, and I was beginning to feel the strain. It was a Sunday afternoon in April and we were celebrating my twenty-fifth birthday. On current performance I was beginning to show my age.

“Keep going, Emmy. TAP, STEP, BALL CHANGE,” bellowed Marg, showing admirable focus for an eleven-year-old. “Mr. Collins, are you watching? I’m being Rita Hayworth, and Emmy is Fred Astaire.”

With the sun shining as if no one in the world had a care, spring had turned into summer for the event and I was enjoying my first day off for weeks. At the house my best friend Bunty and I shared in Pimlico, it was so warm that our small party had decamped into the garden, happy to have an excuse to be outside.

Now our friend Thelma’s daughter was putting me through my paces.

“Well done,” I panted as Guy Collins clapped loudly and Margaret hoofed even faster. She was not what one might call a natural dancer, but since we’d been to see You Were Never Lovelier at the Odeon Cinema, she had shown the most enormous commitment, and as far as I was concerned, that beat talent every time.

“Excellent work,” confirmed Guy from the wooden picnic table where he was playing a game of chess with Margaret’s big brother, George. “Although, do you think you may be making yourself perhaps the tiniest bit pink?”

Margaret was an incandescent shade of red.

“It is warm for this time of year,” said George politely, moving his knight. He was nearly thirteen and prone to becoming A Grown-Up in the presence of adults, particularly those he admired. “Do you know, sir, I think that’s checkmate.”

“Again!” laughed Bunty, knowing full well that Guy was a dab hand at the game.

“Good Lord,” said my brother-in-law, taking defeat well, particularly as he had taught George to play only the week before last. “Well done, old man. And once again, there’s really no need to say sir.”

Stanley, Thelma’s youngest child, joined in. “Actually,” he said, leaning conspiratorially over Guy’s shoulder, “I think Marg’s dancing is rubbish. She sounds like a herd of elephants.”

“Who’s she, the cat’s mother?” said Thel mildly. “Come on, Stan, everyone has to start somewhere. And remember we’re being doubly nice, as it’s Emmy’s birthday.”

Stan nodded and looked thoughtful. He was only nine and an honest lad, which was supposed to be a good thing, so he was always baffled when he got told off about it. “You are having a nice time, aren’t you, Aunty Emmy?” he asked.

“I certainly am, Stan,” I said, giving up being Mr. Astaire and collapsing into a deck chair. “Although, I think I might need a rest now.”

“And you do like your presents?” asked Stan, who had given me a still slightly sticky balsa wood model of a Lancaster bomber that he had made himself.

“They’re all lovely,” I said. “Especially the Lancaster. I’m going to get some thread and hang it from the ceiling in the kitchen so everyone who visits will see it.”

Stanley looked chuffed, and I thought what a smashing day it had been all round. Usually there was hardly any time to draw breath, let alone loll about, so today had been a real treat. I’d had lots of cards through the post, and phone calls from my parents and my friend Anne. She and her two small children had crammed into a telephone box to sing “Happy Birthday” and shriek excitable best wishes until their money ran out. My friend Kath had sent a cable-knit bolero that fitted like a glove, and then Guy had arrived with a large bunch of early tulips and shop-bought chocolate bread pudding that must have taken up all his coupons. Bunty had made me the most beautiful crocheted purse in my favourite shade of blue, and to cap it all, Thelma and the children arrived with an airgraph that had been sent to her so that she could give it to me on the right day.

It wasn’t any old airgraph, either.

It was from my husband, Charles. It still felt funny, calling him that. Even though we had been married nearly sixteen months, we had spent only three days of it together before he had joined his unit in the army and headed away overseas. I missed him like anything and wrote to him almost every day. Sometimes he received my letters; other times he didn’t. It rather depended on whether they had moved off to fight somewhere else. But I wrote to him all the same, numbering each letter so he would know if he had missed out.

Despite being so far away and in the middle of goodness knows what (he was always purposely vague), letters from Charles did make it home. They were infrequent, though, and all the more precious for it.

Today’s airgraph was not so much a letter as a birthday card of sorts. Charles had drawn the most dreadful picture of us both and put Happy Birthday in huge letters underneath. Then he had written,


My Darling Girl,

Happy 25th!

Have the most marvellous time with everyone. I shall be thinking of you the entire day—as ever, of course.

My God I miss you, my dearest love. Can’t wait till I get to see you again. Won’t be long until Adolf gives in!

Your loving husband,

Cxxx

PS: Hope you are impressed with my artistry. No, darling, it’s not awful—it’s Modern. You’d better hang on to it—could be worth a fortune. Take that, Picasso! Xxx



It made me laugh and cry at the same time, and as much as I adored Stanley, I had not told the truth about the balsa wood plane. Charles’s letter was by far the best present I could possibly have had.

“Does anyone fancy some more cake?” I asked, overly heartily. The children’s arms shot up and then Bunty joined in.

“I’d love some if there’s enough to go round,” she said. “That is the best Victoria sponge I’ve had all year.”

“It’s the only one,” I said, cutting what remained of the small cake into thin slices so that everyone could have seconds. Thelma said she wasn’t hungry, which is what she always said when anything on the ration came up. It didn’t matter what you did to try to persuade her, she always gave her share to the children.

“Too late. It’s my birthday, so you have to do as I say.” I grinned, handing her a piece.

Thelma thanked me and began to tuck in. “Ooh, before I forget,” she said between mouthfuls, “Bunty, Frank Owen was asking after you.”

Frank was one of the firemen at Carlton Street Fire Station, where both Thelma and I worked. He was quite new, and as I was only there part time, I didn’t know him that well. Bunty and I had bumped into him the other day on our way to the grocer’s.

“Do I know a Frank Owen?” asked Bunts, spotting a microscopic bit of jam on her plate. After three and a half years of war, we had all become experts in sniffing out every last trace of anything sugary or in short supply.

“We saw him by the shops last week,” I said.

“Righto,” said Bunty.

“I think he’s taken a shine to you,” said Thelma, as if it had only just occurred to her, rather than being a source of furtive discussion between her and me for at least seventy-two hours.

As Bunty started tidying the tea things, Thel threw me a Meaningful Look.

“Oh,” I said casually. “Taken a shine? That’s nice.”

Bunty stopped what she was doing and gave us both the sort of long-suffering stare a teacher adopts when someone in the classroom has made a rude noise. “I am entirely fine as I am,” she said patiently.

“Of course,” I cried.

“I’ll say,” said Thel.

Guy, who had been listening quietly, shook his head and then turned his face up towards the sun, smiling to himself behind a pair of clip-on sunglasses.

“I just thought I would mention it,” said Thelma. “You know. In case.”

Bunty smoothed her hands across her cotton summer skirt. It had been two years since she had lost her fiancé, William, in the most awful of air raids, and while she had now recovered well from her own injuries, the idea of seeing someone again was not top of her list.

“I’m sure Frank is lovely,” she said. “And I know you worry about me, but I’m perfectly happy as I am. One day, perhaps, but…” She shrugged. “I’m just not terribly bothered.”

I nodded in agreement. Bunty had a million years ahead of her to think about chaps.

Thelma, on the other hand, was a little more gung-ho about the idea, and I realised she had stopped listening after One day and was doing all she could not to grab the bull by the horns and march it straight up the aisle.

“Frank’s quite good looking in his way,” she said.

“In his way?” said Bunty.

I noticed Guy trying not to laugh.

“It’s his teeth, isn’t it?” said Thelma sadly. “He’s gone too far with his teeth.”

“Well, no…” Bunty looked over to me for help.

“They’re new,” I said to clarify. “He’s still breaking them in.”

At this point, Guy let out a guffaw.

Thelma tutted, seeing her chance to sort out Bunty’s life slip away. She turned to him and tried to explain. “They cost Frank a fortune. His front ones got knocked out when he tripped over a hose, but then last month he had a little win on the Pools, so he thought, Why not? So he had them all taken out and bought himself a smashing new set.”

“My grandmother did exactly the same,” I said. “Never ate toffee again.”

“Shame,” said Guy philosophically.

“Thel, I’m terrifically pleased for Frank and his teeth,” Bunty said calmly, “but I’m very happy being a spinster. For now at least.”

“So you won’t rule it out?” Thel leapt at her chance. “Even if it’s not Frank?”

Bunty sighed, but with a smile. “I won’t rule it out. But I’m not ruling it in, either. Now can we please change the subject?”

“Good idea,” said Guy, rather coming to the rescue. “Is it too awful of me to mention work on Emmy’s birthday? It’s just that I have a small piece of news.”

“He’s going to give me the sack, isn’t he?” I said, not remotely worried.

“Can you imagine?” laughed Bunts. “It’ll be twenty years’ time and everyone will still be trying not to mention The Time Guy Sacked His Brother’s Wife on Her Birthday.”

We all laughed. The fact that I had married my boss’s half-brother was always a source of good-natured teasing.

“You do realise that makes it sound as if I only work at Woman’s Friend thanks to nepotism,” I said. “Can I just remind everyone that I joined before I met Charles? But anyway, yes, of course I’d like to hear some news. What is it?”

Guy took a pristine handkerchief out of his pocket, gave it a shake, and then removed his spectacles and began to clean them with it. “Well,” he said, “this is probably quite dull, but I’ve just heard that we’re going to be getting a new publisher.”

“Really?” I said, sitting up. “Do we know who? How did you find out?”

This wasn’t dull news at all. Our old publisher, Lord Overton, had been the much respected and revered owner of Launceston Press and a titan in the newspaper world for over forty years. Two months ago, everyone had been terribly sorry to learn that he had died.

“I heard it through the grapevine on Friday,” said Guy. “I believe her name is Mrs. Porter.”

“That’s exciting,” I said. As far as I had seen, publishers were very nearly always men. “Although it does bring home that Lord Overton really has gone.”

“I know,” said Guy. “I miss him.” He turned to Thel and Bunts. “Years ago, Overton gave me a job at a time when no one else would. It could have been a dreadful mistake, but he gave me a chance. It’s not something you forget.” He put his glasses back on. “His Lordship was a very decent man. And,” he added briskly, “he left us alone to run Woman’s Friend as we liked. That was also good.”

This was an understatement to say the least. You could have argued that the owner of one of the largest publishing companies in the country had bigger things on his mind than the day-to-day running of a weekly women’s magazine, but Guy and I were both well aware that Lord Overton had taken an almost benevolent approach to the publication he had launched nearly fifty years ago. He had stuck by us when things had been difficult and congratulated us when we’d had success. His were very large shoes to fill.

“Do you have the scoop on Mrs. Porter?” I asked, keen to hear more. “You know everyone who’s ever been anything to do with magazines.”

“Thank you, that makes me sound about eighty,” said Guy, who was not yet fifty-one. “I don’t, actually. I’m trying to find out.”

“I wonder what she’s like,” I mused. “Do you think she’ll like what we’re doing? I hope so. She should be impressed with the business side. It’s been going really well.”

As I launched into more questions, Guy held his hands up. “Hold your horses,” he said. “We’ll know more tomorrow. I have a meeting with the directors. Now, no more talk of work today. My fault for bringing it up. Tell me, Bunty, have you found a new lodger yet?”

Bunty grinned and picked up the hint to get me off the subject of work.

For nearly a year, we’d had a series of paying guests living in the flat at the top of the house. With just the two of us rattling around, it had seemed wrong not to, as there was a huge shortage of accommodation in London. It had all started through a friend of Bunty’s who was in the Women’s Voluntary Service and keenly involved with billeting and rehousing. When she had mentioned an elderly lady who was struggling to find lodgings where she felt safe, Bunts had immediately offered the flat.

Despite our initial concerns that it was on the top floor and thus something of a trek, our first guest turned out to have the conformation of a gazelle and spent a cheery month with us before finding somewhere permanent of her own.

From then on, the flat had become temporary home to a succession of women, one or two of whom had become good friends of ours. As Bunty had said, it finally felt as if the big old house was pulling its weight in the war.

“Not yet,” said Bunty. “I just hope the next one doesn’t have quite such bad insomnia as Mrs. Croxton.”

I smiled. Our last lodger had neglected to mention that the only way she could get off to sleep was after a series of rather loud jumping jacks.

“Tricky,” said Guy. “Mind you, doesn’t your next-door neighbour have a lodger who plays the trombone? Isn’t that quite a noise?”

“You mean Buzz,” I replied. “She’s wonderful. And she never plays late at night.”

“We like Buzz,” said George.

“She’s in an all-girls big band,” added Marg, “and she’s going to give me lessons if I want.”

“Which is very exciting,” said Thelma. “Fingers out of your ears, please, Stanley.”

“Anyway,” said Bunty, moving on, “we need to set up some interviews as soon as Emmy and I are both free.”

“Absolutely,” I said. Finding time to do anything was always a challenge. When I wasn’t at my job as an advice columnist at Woman’s Friend magazine, I was working at the local fire station as a telephonist. “I’m sure we could do it some time this week.”

“I’m on nights this week until Thursday,” said Bunty as the two of us began to discuss our diaries.

After a few moments, I noticed that Stan was sitting very politely with his hand up. “Are you OK, Stan?” I asked.

Stan nodded. “Yes, thank you,” he said, and then paused. “Um, Bunty, would we be allowed to come, please?”

“To the lodger interviews?” said Bunts, knowing he enjoyed joining in. “To be honest, love, they’re probably a bit boring.”

But Stan shook his head. “No,” he said, “I meant could we come and live with you?”

“Stan!” said Thelma.

“It’s just that we always have good fun here and you’ve got a garden and a shed, which would be ever so good for guinea pigs.”

“I’m so sorry,” said Thel. “Really, Stanley.”

“Not at all,” said Bunty, “it would be lovely. But, Stan, you’ve only been in your flat a few months.”

“I like it here too,” said Marg. “Ours makes George’s chest go funny.”

George nodded. “Asthma,” he said seriously, “but I’m all right.”

“It turns out we’ve got damp,” admitted Thelma. “It’s entirely my fault. I should have known when we first looked at it in January and the landlord had all the windows open. But it’s fine. Now, come on, you lot, I think it’s probably time to go home.”

“Why on earth didn’t you say?” interrupted Bunty, looking as horrified as I felt. “There’s tons of room here.”

“You’re very kind, Bunty,” said Thelma, “but I can’t come running to you just because I messed up with our flat.”

“But that’s exactly what you should do, you great chump,” I said, giving her a friendly shove with my elbow.

“There are four of us,” said Thel.

“There’s plenty of room here,” said Bunts again. “The boys could have one room in the flat, and if you and Marg don’t mind sharing, then…”

“I DON’T MIND,” shouted Margaret.

“Or you could use the other bedrooms downstairs,” said Bunty, thinking out loud.

“We’ll sleep anywhere,” said Stanley. “Oh, can we, Mum, please? It’ll be good for George.”

George wheezed dramatically.

“Well done,” whispered Guy, who then added loudly, “Dear me, old man, you do sound ropey.”

“We could pool our resources,” I said, “if we all cooked and ate together.”

“It would make the coupons go further,” said Bunty, “and with three of us it would make shopping easier too.”

“Six,” said George, miraculously recovered. “We don’t mind queuing, do we?”

“IT’S MY FAVOURITE,” cried Marg, which was news to the rest of us.

“Bunty, would you like a guinea pig?” asked Stan.

“I’ll have a think,” said Bunts kindly. She turned to Thelma. “Honestly, Thel, please come. It would help all of us, wouldn’t it, Em?”

“Gosh, yes,” I said, “and I can’t think of anything more fun than to come home from a long day at work with my awful old boss and see all of you. It would be lovely. This is the best birthday present ever.”

Guy smiled. “Mrs. Jenkins,” he said, “would you please put us all out of our misery and say that you’ll move into the flat?”

We all looked at Thel as the children held their breath.

“I must admit, it does sound wonderful,” she said. “We’d obviously pay rent and pay our way on all the expenses just as anyone else would.”

“Hmm,” said Bunty. “We can talk about that another time.”

Thelma frowned.

“Hurrah!” I cried before she could waver. “Thel, hand in your notice to your rotten landlord tomorrow and move in as soon as possible. You’ll be closer to the children’s schools too,” I threw in for good measure.

“Double hurrah!” said Guy as the children looked unconvinced.

Thelma nodded thoughtfully. “If you’re absolutely sure?”

“We are,” said Bunty, very firmly indeed. “Now, I think that’s all the questions answered.”

Stanley put his hand up again.

“Yes, Stan,” said Bunts.

“Mr. Collins,” he said thoughtfully, “are you really eighty?” He was staring at Guy in the same way that people marvel at Stonehenge. “Eighty,” he said again. “That’s even older than our nan.”






Chapter 2 THAT MRS. PYE


The next morning I set off to work, eager as ever to get to my desk. There was no doubt that Guy’s news about Mrs. Porter had created an exciting start to the week. He said he planned to announce the news to the staff straight after his meeting with the Launceston Press Board of Directors. Rumours had a habit of racing around the Launceston offices faster than a Spitfire in a dogfight, and he didn’t want everyone to hear the news from someone other than him.

I found my favourite spot on the bus and stared out of the window as I wondered what Mrs. Porter might be like. It was tremendously exciting that a woman had made it as far as publisher. The only other one I knew of was Monica Edwards, who was absolutely top notch. Bunty had suggested Mrs. Porter might be an American, which caused a stir as I envisioned a hard-hitting business mogul, and then Thel said in that case she might well have worked her way up from the wrong side of the tracks and probably enjoyed chewing gum. At this point Guy pointed out that Mrs. Porter would be running a woman’s magazine, not working for the Mob, and perhaps it was better to reserve judgement until the new publisher actually arrived. It was a good point.

Someone pulled the bell to get off the bus, and we stopped directly outside a newsagent. The newspaper advertisements on boards outside were increasingly bullish these days, full of celebration about the Eighth Army’s triumphs in Tunisia, or how Russia’s Red Army was walloping Germany at every turn. The United States was now well and truly involved in the struggle, and even if those of us at home felt that both we and many of our towns and cities were looking far less than our best, there was no doubt that the war was turning in our favour. The belief that Britain and her allies would win was no longer based on patriotism and fear of the alternative. There was a long way to go, but everyone knew Hitler was on his way to running out of steam.

I just hoped he would do so at the double. The Luftwaffe might not be bombing the place to bits every night currently, but people were having a very stiff time of it all the same. The men had been away a long time now, and the women at home were having to fill the gaps in their jobs, step up to war work, and keep their families going at the same time. No wonder cracks were beginning to show, in people’s relationships, home lives, and happiness.

At just before half past eight I sprang up the marble steps into Launceston House and through the entrance hall, calling out a good morning to Miss Poole at the reception desk and taking the lift to the third floor before heading to the stairs that led to the Woman’s Friend offices in a rather poky little corner of the building on the fifth floor.

Opening the anonymous-looking double doors that served as the entrance, I smiled at the handwritten sign on a door a short way down the corridor.

MISS E. LAKE

READERS AND ADVICE EDITOR

Although officially I was now Mrs. Charles Mayhew, I had kept my maiden name for work. I loved my husband more than anything, but I’d noticed American women journalists tended not to change their names, and I decided to follow suit. Charles didn’t mind a bit and quite happily said that he’d never been thought of as Modern before, and anyway, he should have seen it was coming when I’d taken to wearing a beret.

The title Readers and Advice Editor always gave me a thrill. Three years ago, I’d dreamt of becoming a journalist. Now here I was in charge of both our problem page, Yours Cheerfully, as well as the readers’ own section of the magazine, where we printed their views about what was wrong with the world and how if women were given even the smallest chance, we could sort it all out. Some letters were simply useful everyday tips, while others might be a discussion over whether women should be given the same pay as men. I often thought Mr. Churchill and his MPs would be surprised at how much they would learn if they read what our readers thought about things.

Now I went into the tiny office and hung my hat on the back of the door. My desk was covered in piles of letters that had been opened and put into trays. Without sitting down, I picked up the top one.


Dear Yours Cheerfully

Please can you help? I am recently engaged, but my mother has taken badly against my fiancé. She says if we marry, I shall regret it for the rest of my life. My fiancé, who I love very much, says Mother just doesn’t want me to be happy, but I’m sure she means well. What should I do?

Yours,

Doreen Anderson, Plumstead



Poor Doreen. If I had sixpence for every letter we had about mothers, I’d have enough money to buy Buckingham Palace.

I put it to one side and ran my eyes over the next.


Dear Yours Cheerfully.

My mother has just got engaged to a man I am in love with. Would it be terribly wrong if I tried to take him away from her?

Could you please answer this asap, as they’re getting married next month and I need to get a move on.

Yours sincerely,

In Love With Derek



It wasn’t always the mothers who were the problem. I wondered if I should write to In Love With Derek’s mum and advise her to run away with him as fast as she possibly could?

Before I could think on it further, I was interrupted by raised voices in the office next door. There seemed to be quite a debate going on. Leaving the letters for now, I went off to see what was going on.

“All I am saying is that people can’t help their glands,” insisted a forthright voice I recognised as Mrs. Shaw. “If they’re up, they’re up.”

“Miss Peters’ glands are always up,” came the sharp reply. “She’s like a human barrage balloon.”

An immediate chorus of outrage made me quicken my step.

“Good morning,” I said over the din. Everyone went silent. “Is everything all right?”

“Good morning, Emmy. Belated happy birthday to you. Miss Peters is very sadly off sick,” said Mrs. Shaw. “Not that it’s her fault and she should be back tomorrow.” She glared at Mrs. Pye, our Fashion and Beauty Editor.

Mrs. Pye was looking unmoved. She gave a shrug and said something under her breath in French.

“Poor Miss Peters,” I said mildly. “We shall all just have to muck in.”

“I certainly will,” said Mrs. Shaw pointedly.

“Me too, if I’m allowed,” said Hester, who was only sixteen and enjoying being part of a controversy.

“Mais bien sûr, I am very willing to help,” said Mrs. Pye smoothly. “Although I am enormously busy.”

“That’s handy,” said Mrs. Shaw hotly.

I liked Mrs. Shaw. She and Miss Peters were fondly known as the Letters Ladies, as they helped me with all the readers’ correspondence. They were both excellent sorts, and Mrs. Shaw, who enjoyed a robust constitution, was very protective of her friend Miss Peters, whose lymphatics had a tendency to go on the blink.

Mrs. Pye, however, was unsympathetic. “I am an editor,” she added. “I can’t just drop everything. Mon Dieu!”

Hester stifled a laugh.

Pamela Pye, who as far as any of us knew had never been further south than the Isle of Wight, had a partiality for speaking in French. I assumed it had something to do with looking au fait about Paris, but as no one had had the gumption to ask her when she first arrived, we were all still in the dark and it was now too late to ask. As a result, everyone acted as if it was perfectly normal behaviour.

I didn’t dare look at Hester, who was easily encouraged, so I tried to find a pacifying comment instead. Neither Mrs. Pye nor Mrs. Shaw were women to be trifled with.

Mrs. Pye’s weekly column, On Duty for Beauty (Pamela Pye Reporting to Help), was a hugely popular part of the magazine. If anyone could find something stylish to make out of half a yard of lace and a bit of old felt, it was her. Mrs. Pye definitely knew her stuff. The only problem was she was also in charge of looking after our freelance contributors, and it was fair to say that her managerial approach had all the finesse of a Sherman tank.

“Mrs. Shaw, shall we sit down and work out how to cope until Miss Peters returns?” I said.

Predictably, Mrs. Pye walked out of the room.

“We’ll be all right,” I said confidently. Then I dropped my voice. “Fantastique,” I added.

Mrs. Shaw made a snorting noise. “The Queen of flipping Sheba,” she said, now sounding more cheerful. “We’ll manage. How was your birthday? Did you hear from your young man?”

I began to tell Mrs. Shaw about Charles’ makeshift card. Work could wait for a moment. Word from overseas was always cause for a chat because everyone knew how much we all ached for good news. It was an unwritten rule that whatever had been said in a letter would be interpreted by everyone else as indisputable proof that the person who had written it was safe and well and there was absolutely nothing to worry about.

“Your boy’s on smashing form,” confirmed Mrs. Shaw. I felt my face light up.

But before I could answer, one of the phones rang.

“Good morning, Woman’s Friend magazine,” said Hester in her best voice. “Yes, of course.” She put her hand over the receiver. “Emmy,” she said, “it’s Mrs. Croft. Can I put her through to you, please? She says it’s urgent.”

“Of course, thank you,” I said, frowning. Mrs. Croft was our cookery expert and writer of the much-loved What’s in the Hot Pot? column. Everyone adored her, and what she didn’t know about food wasn’t worth knowing. I excused myself from Mrs. Shaw and ran back to my office as Hester put Mrs. Croft through.

“Hello, Mrs. Croft,” I said, “how lovely to hear you. I hope you’re quite well?”

“Hello, Miss Lake,” she answered, her usually gentle voice with its West Country accent sounding upset. “I am well, thank you for asking. And I’m very sorry to bother you, but Mr. Collins is unavailable and I’m afraid this can’t wait.”

Mrs. Croft was never a bother. I asked her how I could help.

“I’ve had a letter,” said Mrs. Croft. “It’s from that Mrs. Pye.”

“Ah,” I said.

“Yes,” said Mrs. Croft. “May I read you what she said?”

“Please do,” I said, bracing myself.

Mrs. Croft took a deep breath. “ ‘If someone was to ask me, What’s in the Hot Pot?’ ” she read, “ ‘I am afraid I would answer, Nothing very much.’ ”

“Oh, Mrs. Croft,” I said.

“There’s more. ‘You must also improve your efforts in terms of less fattening foods. All this starch won’t help our larger ladies at all,’ ” Mrs. Croft continued with a catch in her voice. “Does she have any idea how hard it is trying to come up with ways to make rations last? I’m doing my best, Emmy, but there are only so many things you can do with a potato. It’s not her job, either.”

Mrs. Croft was entirely right. Looking after the magazine’s contributors only meant ensuring they delivered their copy on time and sub-editing it if required. Editorial direction was Guy’s affair.

“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Croft,” I said, speaking carefully. Mrs. Pye reported to Guy, not me, and I didn’t want to say the wrong thing. “That does sound like a poor choice of words.”

“It gets worse,” said Mrs. Croft. “She’s only gone and sent me a cookbook.”

Mrs. Croft sounded as if she had been posted a dead cat. She had been writing The Hot Pot for nearly thirty years.

“ ‘I am happy to lend you my own copy of Vogue’s Cookery Book for inspiration,’ ” she continued. “Inspiration? What does Mrs. Pye think I can do about banana ice cream? Six egg yolks? There’s six weeks’ rations straight off. I’m not being funny, but we’re in the middle of a war, not lolling about like a load of flappers on the Riviera. And as for bananas, my granddaughter is seven and thinks they’re something I’ve made up. I’m doing my best,” she finished sadly.

“Oh, Mrs. Croft.” I sighed. “You more than do your best. You keep the readers and all of us in the office going. Your apple bread pudding is my absolute favourite. I’m so sorry you’re upset. Shall I speak with Mr. Collins and ask him to have a word?”

“Would you, luvvie?” said Mrs. Croft. “I’m not asking for favours, but she’s making me feel as if I’m letting you all down.”

This just wouldn’t do. While Mrs. Croft made it look easy, coming up with new ideas on extremely limited resources was relentless. The last thing we wanted was for her to feel unappreciated.

I did my best to make up for Mrs. Pye’s size 12 feet and promised that Guy would be able to sort everything out.

Mrs. Croft began to sound a little happier. “It’s not Vogue’s fault,” she said, softening. “They don’t realise normal people don’t shop in Harrods. And it was written before rationing, so they weren’t to know. There is quite a nice recipe for pheasants in cream if you could get hold of either of them, which you can’t.”

“One day, Mrs. Croft,” I said. “When we’ve won the war. It’s something to look forward to.”

“Once your boy gets home,” she replied, “you bring him over to Bristol and I’ll do you a nice roast.”

“We’ll never leave,” I said, and as I made a mental note to make sure that the magazine paid for Mrs. Croft’s phone bill, the two of us fell into a long chat about all the most glorious food we would eat. My stomach rumbled at the thought of buttercream-filled birthday cakes, great big breakfasts with bacon and eggs, and enough custard to fill up a bath.

“It won’t be long now,” she said. “We’ll stop old Adolf, and then they’ll all come home and we’ll have a feast.”

Mrs. Croft had two sons who were away, one of them in Africa and one in the Far East.

“To our boys, Mrs. Croft,” I said, having promised again to speak with Mr. Collins, “to all of our boys.”

I put the phone down just as Guy appeared at the door. He looked a little flushed, and his hair was even more dishevelled than usual. It meant he had been running his hand through it, something I had come to know as a gesture of frustration on his part.

“How was it?” I asked. “What’s the news?”

“The news,” said Guy slowly, “is that we haven’t just got a new publisher.” He messed his hair up a little more. “I have just been informed that the Honourable Mrs. Porter is also our new owner.”

“The Honourable who is what?” I said, like a dimwit.

“Mrs. Cressida Porter now owns Woman’s Friend,” replied Guy, who sounded as shocked as I was. “Lord Overton has left our magazine and everything to do with it to his niece.”



Guy was as good as his word. While I was looking like a goldfish with my mouth open, he called all the staff together in our meeting room to give them the news.

“But I believe there are no plans for change. It’s just business as usual for the foreseeable future,” he finished, having repeated what he had just told me. “Does anyone have any questions?”

Multiple arms shot into the air.

“Mrs. Mahoney?” Guy turned to our highly esteemed Production Manager first.

Mrs. Mahoney got straight to the point. “It’s a bit of a turn-up,” she said, “but Lord Overton was a very clever and wise man. May I assume that Mrs. Porter is from a publishing background?”

“I have no idea, I’m afraid,” said Guy.

“Mr. Collins, what exactly is an Honourable?” asked Hester.

“Good question,” said Mrs. Mahoney, who other than being a staunch supporter of the royal family didn’t tend to hold much truck with this sort of thing.

“It means her father was a baron or a viscount,” said Mr. Brand, our Art Director, in his usual quiet voice.

“L’élégance,” breathed Mrs. Pye, unnecessarily.

“Is that everything?” asked Guy, deftly heading off one of our Fashion Editor’s reveries. “It’s going to be an exciting time for us all, but if you have any other questions or concerns, please come and see me.” He paused. “Mrs. Mahoney is right. Lord Overton was a very wise man, as well as someone to whom many of us, me included, owe a great deal. Above all, I’m sure you will join me in doing everything we can to welcome Mrs. Porter to Woman’s Friend.”

The team needed little encouragement. Mr. Newton gave a heartfelt “Hear! Hear!” and then Mrs. Pye overdid it by clasping her hands together and exclaiming, “Bravo!” as if we had all suddenly found ourselves at the ballet. Mr. Brand nodded sagely and Mrs. Mahoney gave nothing away with her most beatific face, which only Guy and I knew meant: We Shall See.

We certainly would. Guy had once told me that Lord Overton had always had a soft spot for our much-loved Woman’s Friend. Now we just had to meet the Honourable Niece he had chosen to carry that on.






Chapter 3 THE HONOURABLE ARRIVES


The news that Woman’s Friend would be owned by someone different for the first time in its forty-eight-year history had definitely come as a surprise. I for one had assumed the magazine would just be handed down to the late Lord Overton’s son along with The Evening Chronicle and the rest of the Launceston Press empire. I was not alone in this.

After Guy’s announcement, it had been the only thing anyone talked about for the rest of the day. Some of the team were nervous, particularly Mr. Newton, but that was all right, as he quite enjoyed a good worry, and others, particularly Mrs. Shaw, became fixated on details such as whether the office biscuits would change even though there hadn’t been any since the start of 1942. Mrs. Mahoney and I liked the idea of having a woman owner, as it would make other magazines buck up their ideas, and even Guy got involved only to spoil everyone’s fun by saying he was sure nothing interesting would happen as long as we kept making enough money. In fact, very little work got done until Hester was found practicing saying, “Good morning, Your Honour,” to herself in front of the mirror in the ladies’ lavatories, at which point we all realised we had to pull ourselves together and try to calm down.

When I got home that evening and told Bunty, she and I decided that all in all, the news was A Very Good Thing. As Guy was probably right about nothing much really changing, however, it wasn’t half as exciting as the fact that Thelma and the children phoned from the telephone box outside their flat to say that Thel had handed in their notice and would it be all right if they moved in with us over the Easter weekend? From the noise at both ends of the phone, it was hard to tell who was more thrilled about this development—Bunty and me or Thel and the kids. As Easter was less than a week away (George’s poorly chest having become spontaneously worse since the suggestion that it might mean moving out), it was all hands on deck to ensure the upstairs flat was ready and waiting for their arrival.

I had to admit I was chuffed to bits at how it had worked out. I had first met Thelma when I joined the Fire Service as a volunteer telephonist at the start of the war, and we had become firm friends, working side by side with our friends Joan and young Mary throughout the Blitz. Thel was a few years older than me, and I very much looked up to her. Her husband Arthur had been away at sea for most of the war, and Thel had kept everything going, working long shifts and being both mum and dad for the children. She wasn’t slow on enjoying a lark, either. Sharing a house was going to be good fun. We all needed some of that.

The next day at the office, because none of us had done any work since hearing about the Honourable Mrs. Porter, after brief hellos we all got our heads down to make up for lost time until Clarence arrived from the post room with the first delivery of the day.

“Morning, all,” he called as he lugged in a large and very full sack of letters. “There are two more to come. The post boy will be up with them presently.”

His face wore a look of hard-earned disgust at even having to mention his junior colleague. Clarence had recently been promoted to Post Room Junior Administrator, and while it was entirely well deserved, it was fair to say that the position had gone straight to his head.

“Blinking heck, Clarence,” said Mrs. Shaw. “This will keep us going.”

“The post waits for no man,” he answered insightfully.

“Get you, Clarence Boone,” said Hester, arriving out of nowhere. “Quoting people and everything.”

Clarence did his best handsome film star face at her, which as he was only seventeen tended to be hit-and-miss. On this occasion it must have worked as Hester turned her back on him and walked off, always a sure sign that she was impressed.

The relationship between Hester and Clarence was a complex one, based on Clarence being an unfailingly decent young man who occasionally made misguided attempts to impress, and Hester talking incessantly about him when he wasn’t there while being quite vile to him whenever he was. I went along with it based on the optimistic belief that sooner or later one of them had to crack and tell the other one how they felt. In the meantime, any suggestion to Hester that she and Clarence might want to see each other outside of the office was always met with wild amounts of blushing, fits of hysterical laughter, or the declaration that she would rather be dead.

Sometimes the problems that were sent into the office were easier to solve than the ones going on inside it.

Today, though, I needed to finish up writing a war-work feature. It was a behind-the-scenes look at women shipbuilders, and having interviewed an absolute top-drawer group of girls the previous week, I was keen to do a good job. Once I had tackled a decent number of readers’ letters, I happily bashed away at my ancient typewriter for the rest of the morning until Guy poked his head around the open door.

“Hold the front page,” he said cheerfully. “We’re having a visitor.”

“Really?” I said, looking up.

“Our new owner,” said Guy. “I’ve just been informed she will be here at around three o’clock. I am to receive her in the Launceston boardroom.”

“How grand,” I said, glancing at my desk, which looked as if someone had turned a fan on in a paper factory. “Will you bring her here? We’re going to need to tidy up if so.”

“Oh grief,” said Guy, who was no friend of tidying, “I hadn’t thought of that. Still, good to know Mrs. Porter is keen. I haven’t had any luck in terms of information about her. Not even from Monica.”

Monica Edwards was one of Guy’s closest friends. Unflappable, elegant, and famously intelligent, she was the publisher of a monthly magazine called Woman Today, which under her captaincy had been hugely successful for years. I had been lucky to get to know her through him and was quite sure that if anyone had the inside track on Mrs. Porter, it would be her.

Guy looked at his wristwatch. “We’ll know soon enough,” he said. “Twenty to one. I’ll go and tell everyone to look sharp in case Mrs. Porter would like to have a look round. It wouldn’t do any harm to make a good impression.”

“I’ll come and help,” I said, straightening a tray on my desk. I hoped I would look busy rather than out of control.

Just over two hours later, the entire Woman’s Friend floor was immaculate. The postbags had been emptied or stacked neatly by desks, Mrs. Mahoney had casually placed some of Mr. Brand’s best cover illustrations just where Mrs. Porter might see them, and Mr. Newton had had a surge of self-confidence and made new paper labels for his out trays, which now ostentatiously read: ADVERTISERS and REVENUE. Then he filled both up to suggest thumping great amounts of money about to pour into the magazine’s coffers. Even Mrs. Pye mucked in by spending an hour on an artistic arrangement of back issues on the meeting room table.

At ten to three we were all at our desks looking the very model of a modern magazine.

At five past three, everyone had become fidgety, and then Clarence brought the second post, which meant an All Hands on Deck situation when someone said it now looked as if we were lagging behind due to the unopened sacks.

At a quarter past three, Hester reported that the restaurant at The Dorchester had just called to inform Guy that Mrs. Porter had now finished luncheon and was on her way.

“Most kind,” said Guy.

“That’s a blinking long lunch,” said Mrs. Shaw.

“Hors d’oeuvres,” said Mrs. Pye, seizing the opportunity.

I stopped and stared into mid-air. I’d had a meat paste sandwich for mine.

“Rhubarb cream,” said Mrs. Shaw. “I bet it’s all that sort of thing for pudding.”

“Crème de rhubarbe,” said Mrs. Pye, now doing it on purpose.

Before Mrs. Shaw could respond, the conversation was brought to a halt by Hester, hurtling into the room like a missile. “SHE’S COMING,” she shrieked. “MRS. PORTER IS NEARLY HERE.”

“Hester, please try to remain calm,” said Guy. “You’re not trying to get people into the Big Top.” As Hester stopped shouting, he dropped his voice and spoke slowly. “Are you saying that Mrs. Porter is coming directly here and not to the boardroom?”

Hest nodded. “Miss Poole is bringing her up as we speak,” she whispered almost inaudibly.

“That’s fine,” said Guy. “I’ll take Mrs. Porter into the meeting room. Can someone see about making us some tea? Now, if you all can just pretend no one of any interest is coming and return to your desks, that would be much appreciated. Hester, do you feel up to waiting by the stairs to show Mrs. Porter in?”

Hester looked terrified.

“Shall I go?” I said, and she nodded gratefully.

I headed off to the stairs, wondering if anyone had told Mrs. Porter that she would have to climb a couple of flights to reach us. Then I stood outside the double doors to Woman’s Friend, smoothed down my skirt, tucked my hair behind my ears, and waited.

From the stairs below came a high-pitched, rather breathy, almost musical voice. “Really, Miss Poole,” it was saying, “I don’t mind the climb one little bit. We can pretend we are in a castle. Lovely.”

“It’s just up here, Mrs. Porter,” I heard Miss Poole say, and then two women appeared around the corner.

Miss Poole was of course entirely familiar. The woman with her was undoubtedly the Honourable Mrs. Cressida Porter. Immaculately and clearly expensively dressed, Mrs. Porter was smiling as if she was in the shadow of the Taj Mahal, rather than having clambered up a battered stairwell in need of a paint.

Aged somewhere in her late thirties, Cressida Porter was picture-perfect. Slim but not skinny, with dark brown hair and the sort of complexion that makes people talk about peaches and you instantly understand what they mean, she had a look of wonderment, as if someone had just given her the best Christmas present in the world. Which if you thought about it, Lord Overton had.

Without thinking, I broke into a wide smile.

“Oh good,” said Miss Poole as she spotted me. “Miss Lake.”

But before she could begin any form of an introduction, Mrs. Porter almost danced towards me, offering her hand and beaming. “Hello!” she cried. “How wonderful. I do love your blouse.”

“Oh,” I managed, “thank you. How do you do, Mrs. Porter?” I said, which already seemed overly formal, as Mrs. Porter was holding my hand and smiling at me as if we were best friends. It was slightly disarming, but not at all unpleasant, and I found myself smiling even more and wanting to say something nice back.

My blouse was absolutely nothing to write home about and in fact had a small hole which I had hidden with a brooch, but I found myself chuffed that she had noticed it, albeit feeling a little underdressed. In stark contrast to my outfit, which had seen better days, Mrs. Porter was wearing a beautifully tailored navy suit with four large buttons in the shape of flowers, and a clutch of what looked like fabric hydrangeas by the lapel. A matching navy hat was simple but exquisite, the front tilted forward just enough to allow her to tip her head down and widen her eyes to gaze out prettily from underneath.

“What a beautiful hat,” I said, which would not have been my first choice of opening remark in terms of making a professional impression. But it was too late, and anyway, it appeared to go down rather well.

“How awfully kind,” she replied. Then she leaned slightly forward. “Isn’t it just the hugest relief that hats aren’t on the ration?” She seemed even more delighted at her own comment, as if she and I had found the very core of something in common.

“Absolutely,” I said, although I was slightly drowned out by Mrs. Porter laughing in a charming way.

I was beginning to feel as if I was being run over by a steamroller made from petals and kittens. It was delightful, but also somewhat immobilizing.

“It’s very nice to meet you,” I said. “Miss Poole, thank you for bringing Mrs. Porter up to Woman’s Friend. Mrs. Porter, would you like to come in? Our Editor, Mr. Collins, is so keen to meet you.”

Mrs. Porter said that she very much would, and then thanked Miss Poole so effusively I wondered if the younger woman had actually carried her up the stairs.

“I shall take you directly to Mr. Collins,” I said, as it began to look as if Mrs. Porter was contemplating a hug. I wondered what Guy was going to make of it.

“Yes, please,” she exclaimed, her attention now with me. “I’ve never met an editor before.” She grasped my arm as I opened the door for her. “Before we go in, you must tell me. Is he very stern? Shall he and I get on? Oh, do say we shall!”

“I’m sure you will,” I said, adding quickly, “Mr. Collins isn’t the least bit stern. He’s very nice indeed.”

I wondered whether this was a suitable moment to mention that he was also my brother-in-law, but it felt more appropriate that this information should come from him, and anyway, Mrs. Porter had now taken on an admirable turn of speed and was already halfway through the door.

I scurried after her, just managing to squeeze in by her side. As the doors to the different offices and rooms were always left open, I quickly directed her towards the meeting room before something untidy caught her eye. As it was, Mrs. Porter was staring at the covers of past issues on the walls as if she had just spotted a Matisse.

“I’ve always loved magazines,” she said to me mistily. “My uncle knew that, of course.”

“Of course,” I said respectfully, then tapping softly on the meeting room door. “Here we are. After you, Mrs. Porter.”

Mrs. Porter dipped her head under her hat once again and I followed her into the room.

“Mr. Collins,” I said, quite sensibly, and then, as if I had suddenly become head butler to the Duchess of Devonshire, I heard myself say in the most ludicrously important voice, “May I introduce the Honourable Mrs. Cressida Porter?”






Chapter 4 YOU MUST CALL ME EGG


Guy gave me an almost imperceptible raise of an eyebrow and then stood up to meet his new boss. “Mrs. Porter,” he said, sounding awfully professional and using a slightly lower voice than usual, “how do you do?”

Mrs. Porter looked at him from under her hat and then blinked. “How do you do?” she said softly. Then she blinked at him rather quickly twice more. I watched, mesmerised, as she appeared to be batting her eyelashes. “I thought you might be old and rather frightening,” she continued, “but your wonderful Miss Lake promised me that you’re not in the least.”

I smiled limply.

“Miss Lake is very kind,” said Guy.

Mrs. Porter reached across and squeezed my arm as if we were the closest friends. I wondered if I had inadvertently declared some sort of lifelong allegiance to her in the one minute since we had met.

I hadn’t a clue what was happening, but it was impossible not to be charmed. I wondered if she was having the same effect on Guy.

“Please, do sit down, Mrs. Porter,” he said. “May I offer you a glass of water?”

He could as well have offered her the finest champagne. Mrs. Porter said how lovely that sounded, but she had just had the most wonderful lunch. “We had the scallops,” she added.

“Marvellous,” said Guy. “Now, Mrs. Porter, may I—”

“Stop!” cried Mrs. Porter. “You must call me Egg. Absolutely everyone does. But I shall call you Mr. Collins, because you are in charge.”

She looked thrilled.

“Oh,” said Guy, looking slightly less ecstatic. “That’s very kind of you, Mrs. Por—”

“Egg!” cried Mrs. Porter again, sitting down at the table. “And we shall be friends.”

Guy’s expression gave nothing away. We had of course talked about what our new owner might be like, but being told to call her Egg and becoming best friends had not been discussed.

“What a day this is,” Guy said, which could have meant anything. “Now, I don’t know how much time you have, but we thought you might like to hear our current plans for the magazine. I imagine you’ve been through the financial side, although naturally I can run you through whatever you are keenest to know.”

Mrs. Porter laid her hand on his arm. “Not at all,” she said. “I’m sure that sort of thing very much looks after itself. I’ve hardly had a chance to read your darling magazine yet. Of course I have the current issue, which is such a delight—the article on making a child’s toy out of felt was quite the sweetest thing, but I must confess to a failure on my part not to have been a regular reader to date.” She said to date with great sincerity. “There is one thing,” she added, “and that is that I should very much love to meet all your staff.” Now she reached over to me and patted my arm again. “I want everyone to know how super I think your magazine is and what a tremendous job you are all doing. They mustn’t worry about a thing. I shall just say hello and then leave you all to carry on doing whatever it is that you do. Oh, it is exciting, isn’t it?”

Mrs. Porter turned her thousand-kilowatt smile on us both.

“Very much so,” I said, strongly. It was impossible not to be swept along with her enthusiasm. I noticed Guy smile ever so slightly at me and then nod respectfully at his publisher.

“Indeed,” he said, standing up. “Shall we?”

Cressida “Egg” Porter smiled at him as if she had fallen quite entirely in love.

“Thank you,” she whispered, lowering her eyes.

I leapt to my feet to open the door and Mrs. Porter glided into the corridor, leaving Guy to follow in her wake. He had just a second to glance across at me and give the faintest of winks before guiding Mrs. Porter along to her right.

“Might I suggest we begin with the Art Department?” he said smoothly. “And two of our most long-serving and highly respected members of staff?”

Half an hour later, it was apparent that the sheer force of Mrs. Porter’s delight at finding herself the owner of a magazine had knocked the entire Woman’s Friend team for six. Having been given the full tour, other than Guy’s own office, even though Mrs. Porter had accused him of not sharing where the “real magic” of publishing took place, everyone congregated in the journalists’ room so that Mrs. Porter could say a few words.
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