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To my friends.

The heart and soul of Emmy and Bunty.
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CONGRATULATIONS

May I congratulate all married women who are at present doing war work as well as running their own homes?

At present my wife and child are away from home, and every evening on returning from work I face washing, cooking, scrubbing, sweeping and all the other household jobs which are normally my wife’s province. In my splendid isolation I marvel at the spirit of those astonishing women who can do all their household duties week after week, plus war work, and still look fresh and cheerful.

Truly, never has so much been done for so many for so little appreciation.

J.L. (Sydenham)

Letter to Woman magazine, 12 September 1942






Prologue LONDON, LATE MAY 1941


As Mr. Collins called a start to the Woman’s Friend editorial meeting, to anyone watching, it was a perfectly normal Monday-morning affair. Kathleen had handed out the agenda, each member of staff had a folder full of their notes, and as usual, Mrs. Bussell had brought teas up to the fifth floor despite the stairs playing havoc with her unpredictable leg.

“Might I ask, why are you all staring?” said Mr. Collins. He looked down at his waistcoat. “Do I have something on my tie? I haven’t seen a fried egg in weeks.”

The entire Woman’s Friend team burst into applause.

“Congratulations!” said Kathleen and I at the same time.

“Hurrah!” cried Mr. Newton, as if Hitler had just taken a knock.

Mr. Collins continued to look baffled. “Hello?” he said, as if he were struggling with a disappointing telephone connection.

Mrs. Mahoney patted his arm fondly. “Well done,” she said. “We’re all ever so pleased.”

“Lovely news,” said Mr. Brand in his quiet voice.

Mr. Collins looked none the wiser.

“About becoming our new Editor,” I prompted.

“Ah, that,” he said, looking embarrassed. “Well, yes. Thank you, everyone. Bit of a turn-up. Didn’t think it was my bag.”

“Now you’re just being daft,” said Mrs. Mahoney. “With respect,” she added quickly, remembering Mr. Collins’ new Very Senior Role.

“None needed,” he replied quite happily. “Nothing will change. Mrs. Bird was hardly ever in the office, so you probably won’t notice a difference.

“On the other hand, I hope, perhaps some.”

He paused and gave me A Look. It was only the third day of my probation, after all.

“So far, so good.” He smiled. “Plenty of time for a catastrophe, of course. Don’t worry, Mr. Newton, I was only joking.”

Mr. Newton, our Advertising Manager, had gone pale. He was very good at his job but did tend to look on the disastrous side of life.

I felt myself flush. My first six months in magazine publishing had not gone entirely to plan, due to what my mother had called Some Unfortunate Hiccups That Couldn’t Be Helped. It was very nice of her to put it that way, but not wholly true, as my father had remarked at the time.

“I don’t wish to be unkind, Elizabeth,” he’d said to her. “But I think Mrs. Bird could be of the opinion that the Unfortunate Hiccup might actually be Emmy herself.”

He did have a point.

Mrs. Henrietta Bird had been Woman’s Friend’s longest serving agony aunt and Acting Editress, and part of my job as the new Junior had been to open readers’ letters so that she could answer their problems. It had sounded straightforward enough, but I had struggled to come to terms with Mrs. Bird’s approach to giving advice, which was slightly in the manner of Attila the Hun. It didn’t matter that since the start of the war many of our readers had been through the most dreadful time; kindness was rarely her first port of call.

It was fair to say that Mrs. Bird and I had not exactly got on.

Mr. Collins, on the other hand, had been terrifically decent all round, and I was delighted he would now be in charge.

“Thank you for your kind words,” he said. “While I promise I will do my very best to give the Editor job a good bash, I’m afraid we do have a slight problem now that Mrs. Bird has left us to join Livestock and Pet.”

The celebratory atmosphere disappeared in a flash. The threat of a blank page was unthinkable. But Mr. Collins was reassuringly calm.

“Clearly,” he continued, “we need a new Henrietta Helps. I realise it is urgent, but perhaps we should take the opportunity to try to find someone who doesn’t actively terrify the readers.”

Everyone nodded their heads.

I said, “Absolutely,” and Kathleen joined in with “Too right,” and then Mr. Newton used the moment to say, “There is a war on,” in a grave voice, as if some of us had not yet cottoned on.

“I’ve looked at trying to take someone from one of the other magazines,” said Mr. Collins. “But frankly, we can’t afford them, so I’d like to know who you think could do the job. Perhaps one of our existing contributors? Nurse McClay, for example.”

Nurse McClay was in charge of the Woman’s Friend’s Mother and Baby Club and took a similar approach to Mrs. Bird, only with a syringe.

“She’s awfully busy with her baby advice,” said Kathleen.

“And she puts the fear of God into the mothers,” said Mrs. Mahoney, less diplomatically.

Kath nodded. “That’s true,” she said. “Nurse McClay once told me that after the age of five, people are either quite sensible or absolute idiots. If you haven’t sorted them out by then, there’s nothing more you can do about it, so you might as well just leave them by the side of a road.”

“Good grief,” said Mr. Collins. “Perhaps Livestock and Pet could do with a nurse.”

“Mrs. Croft is very nice,” said Mr. Brand of our cookery editor. “Although What’s in the Hot Pot? does take up her time.”

“And her husband’s not well,” said Kath. “So she’s struggling as it is.”

“We certainly don’t want to add to that,” said Mr. Collins. For someone who always said he understood books far better than people, he was secretly enormously sympathetic at heart.

“I’m sure we can find a new advice lady,” said Mrs. Mahoney, who was in charge of Production and known for her practical bent. “It’s not hard if you know what you’re doing. A bit of guidance and some sympathy, and most people will cheer up.” She looked around the table. “You could do it yourself, Mr. Collins, except for the fact you’re a man.”

“Ah,” said Mr. Collins, taking the blow in his stride. “I do apologise, Mrs. Mahoney. It is a failing we must all try to bear.”

Mrs. Mahoney gave him an understanding look. “It’s not your fault,” she said generously, and as if there were a possibility it could be. “Women are just better at being helpful, that’s all. Look at Hitler. No help to anyone outside of himself. I’d like to see him raise four daughters all on his own and make sure they’re happily married to good sorts. That’d shut him up.”

Mr. Collins paused, tapped the end of his pen against his teeth, and then smiled at her. At first I thought it was because Mrs. Mahoney had come up with her own plan to stop the world’s most obnoxious dictator where so far all of Europe’s leaders had failed, but it turned out it had given him an idea.

“As ever, Mrs. Mahoney, you are absolutely right. In fact, I don’t know why I haven’t thought of it myself. The answer is right under our noses.”

Mrs. Mahoney frowned.

“There you are, with four daughters, all excellent young women, all happy in their lives, having had the best possible support, growing up. What finer qualification? Your advice would be better than anyone’s. How about it? I can see it now: Mrs. Mahoney Helps.”

Mrs. Mahoney looked horrified. “But I’m Production,” she said. “I don’t write. I organise. I like organising. I don’t like writing.”

Mr. Collins’ face fell. “Not even to help out?” he asked, looking sad.

For all Mrs. Mahoney quite worshipping the ground Mr. Collins walked on, she was nobody’s fool. An experienced and highly respected woman in her fifties, she was as sharp as a pin, and knew a set-up when she saw one. “Not even if you open your eyes as wide as soup plates and butter me up like a good ’un,” she said, as if he weren’t her boss, but a slightly errant son-in-law trying it on.

“I have an idea,” said Kathleen.

“There you are,” said Mrs. Mahoney, before Kath could say what it was.

“What about Emmy?” said Kath. “What if she did the writing? For Mrs. Mahoney, I mean,” she added quickly, as everyone looked at her as if she was mad. After all, it was my fault Mrs. Bird had decided to leave in the first place. In her view, in light of The Unfortunate Hiccups, I should have been sacked.

But Kath was terrifically level-headed and I could see she was being given the benefit of the doubt.

“Emmy could open the letters the way she always did for Mrs. Bird, then get Mrs. Mahoney’s advice on each one and type it up,” Kath continued, turning to the Head of Production, her eyes even bigger than Mr. Collins’. “Honestly, Mrs. Mahoney, you wouldn’t have to write anything. Just tell Emmy what you’d advise, and then check what she has written to make sure you’re happy. It would be smashing. Kindly and cheerful and just like getting a letter back from someone you really trust. A real change from before. We could call it Yours, Mrs. Mahoney.”

My friend had made it sound wonderfully simple. Everyone waited while Mrs. Mahoney considered things, and Kath adopted the most hopeful face imaginable. Turning her down would be like thumping a kitten. Mrs. Mahoney was not the thumping a kitten type.

“Well,” she said, “put like that. But I wouldn’t want to have my name or picture on it. I shouldn’t want that at all.”

Almost all magazines had a picture of their advice columnist.

Mr. Collins leapt in. “Of course not, not if you don’t want to. We can do a silhouette.”

Mrs. Mahoney looked doubtful and put her hand to her face.

“And we can call it something different,” he said. “Whatever you want. We could do it as a trial, and if you don’t like it, we’ll find someone else.”

Mr. Collins gave a devil-may-care shrug for added nonchalance, which nearly made me laugh. I could tell he was keen as anything for her to take the job.

I didn’t dare say a word. I loved Kath’s idea.

Mrs. Mahoney was exactly the sort of person you would turn to if in a fix. And I desperately wanted to be part of the problem page again.

I crossed my fingers tightly under the table. I had seen more than enough letters from readers to know how much help was needed. Although the bombing had recently eased off and our readers were not spending quite so much time in air-raid shelters, life was far from a breeze; in fact for most people, it was still downright hard. If Mrs. Mahoney were to answer the readers’ letters, Woman’s Friend could really live up to its name.

Mrs. Mahoney took a deep breath. “Well,” she said slowly, “if you really think it would help.”

“Enormously,” said Mr. Collins, taking this as a Firm Yes. “Enormously. Thank you very much, Mrs. Mahoney. You have made my day, and, I should think, everyone else’s. Including, if I can presume, Emmy’s too?”

He threw me a quizzical look.

“How do you fancy working with Mrs. Mahoney on this?” he asked. “All above board.”

He said it lightly, but I was very much aware it was a chance to prove myself, to show that after my more-than-wobbly start at Woman’s Friend, I could really make a go of things. I had mucked up with Henrietta Helps, but now I had a real chance to redeem myself.

“Yes, please,” I said, and then turned to Mrs. Mahoney. “If you’re sure you don’t mind?”

Mrs. Mahoney gave me an encouraging smile but raised a finger in warning. “No silly business,” she said. “Or making up answers all on your own. We shall work together as a team.” She turned to Mr. Collins. “Emmy is already quite busy as it is. If needed, could she work longer hours?”

It was a thoughtful question. I had joined the magazine as a part-time Junior, fitting it in with my voluntary job as a telephonist for the Fire Service where I was on shifts. I had always worked more than my official hours a week for Woman’s Friend, as we were a small team and everyone had to muck in. I didn’t mind a bit. I wanted to learn.

Writing up Mrs. Mahoney’s advice, though, rather than just opening the letters as I had done for Mrs. Bird, would definitely take up more of my time.

We both looked at Mr. Collins.

“A very good point,” he said. “Can you spare us more time, Emmy? I don’t want your Station Captain accusing us of getting in the way of your work for him.”

“I’m sure Captain Davies won’t mind,” I said quickly.

“Excellent,” said Mr. Collins. “Mrs. Mahoney, are you happy with everything?”

Mrs. Mahoney pursed her lips and thought. “Yes, Mr. Collins,” she said, “I am. But it mustn’t get in the way of my production work. What do you think, Mr. Brand?”

Our Art Director, Mr. Brand, worked closely with Mrs. Mahoney. Always more at home with pictures than words, throughout the meeting he had been quietly sketching, as usual slightly in his own world.

“I’m all for it, Mrs. Mahoney,” he said gently. Then he repeated Kath’s words. “Written kindly and cheerfully, like getting a letter from someone you trust. But not with your name, of course.”

He looked at his sketch book and then held it up for us all to see. “Just an initial idea, but perhaps something like this might look nice?”

It was the simplest illustration, just a few strokes of his pencil, showing an outline of a woman who was clearly Mrs. Mahoney, sitting at a desk reading a letter. Mr. Brand had added a title for the page in a large friendly script.


Yours Cheerfully…

Woman’s Friend is Here to Help



Everyone looked at him and then to Mr. Collins.

“It’s perfect, Mr. Brand,” he said, smiling. “As ever, you have summed it up beautifully.”

The new Editor looked at Mrs. Mahoney and me.

“Here’s to our new problem page,” he declared before Mrs. Mahoney could have second thoughts. “I’m very pleased indeed. In fact, we must celebrate. Could somebody go out and find us some buns?” He put his hand in his pocket and fished out half a crown.

Now we all cheered.

“Well done, everyone,” said Mr. Collins over the noise. “Yours Cheerfully it is.”






LONDON Four Months Later







Chapter 1 EVERYONE MUST DO THEIR BIT


It was two minutes to nine on a mild late-September morning and Mr. Collins was in danger of being on time. The entire editorial team looked at one another with some astonishment as we heard the doors to the Woman’s Friend office crash open and our Editor march down the corridor whistling an upbeat Big Band number, which took everyone even more by surprise.

“Gracious,” said Mrs. Mahoney, looking at her wristwatch.

“That’s odd,” said Kathleen.

“Perhaps something bad has happened,” said Mr. Newton, looking simultaneously mournful and ecstatic at his dramatic thought.

“Good morning,” said Mr. Collins, swinging into the journalists’ room as if his being prompt was perfectly normal and happened all the time, or even ever. “All well, I trust?”

We nodded and managed a collective Good Morning and Yes, Thank You, although it came out feebly due to the punctuality shock.

“It’s before nine o’clock,” I said. “Mr. Collins, you’re never here before nine o’clock.”

Mr. Collins laughed, said, “Slanderous,” and took off his hat and jacket, before sitting at the head of the table. In the four months he had been in charge, Mr. Collins had never managed to join us any earlier than at least a quarter past.

“Lots to get through,” said Mr. Collins happily. “I say, is that a Peek Frean? Mrs. Bussell has excelled herself.”

He helped himself to a broken biscuit.

“Mrs. Bussell has a soft spot for you, Mr. Collins,” said Mrs. Mahoney, which was slightly disloyal to our tea lady, not least as Mrs. Mahoney (who would have rather died than admit it) had a soft spot for him all of her own.

“Much appreciated,” said Mr. Collins, with his mouth full, leaving us unclear as to whether he was referring to the biscuit or the revelation about Mrs. Bussell’s ardour. “Where shall we start?”

Kathleen handed him the agenda. It was the same every week.

“Thank you, Miss Knighton. Patterns and Fashion, please.”

Kathleen looked eager to start her update, as ever meticulously prepared. Easily the cleverest person I knew, although she would fiercely deny it, Kath and I were firm friends, and I had been thrilled when Mr. Collins promoted her to Chief Subeditor. Now she was in charge of all the contributors who sent in patterns and articles, as well as overseeing Hester, our new Junior.

Hester was a good-natured, pasty-faced girl of fifteen, just out of school and prone to uncontrollable giggles. Kath was teaching her, with marginal success, that working at a magazine was not the same as being in a Cary Grant comedy, and instead involved trying to remain calm for almost all of the time.

As a result, Hester was improving, but still alternating between taking things Very Seriously Indeed, and shrieking with laughter at the drop of a hat. She was trying hard, and as Mrs. Mahoney said, it wasn’t her fault she had been blessed with Boisterous Lungs.

With Hester taking notes, Kath quickly listed what was coming up on the fashion front in the next couple of issues. Almost everything was now on the ration, and she had become an expert in making coupons go a very long way.

“We have ten ways to update an old hat, and an ever-so-easy men’s pullover where you hardly get out of a basic stitch,” she said, her green eyes earnest. “Lots of readers wrote in liking the feature on outsize coats, and Mrs. Stevens has come up with a marvellous pattern for a knitted brassiere using unrationed yarn. Honestly, Mr. Collins, people will be chuffed to bits at that.”

“I see,” said Mr. Collins, who tended to be foggy on knits.

“Yes!” said Kath fervently, thinking he shared her delight. “That will perk everyone up.”

There was a moment’s silence.

“Right,” said Mr. Collins.

Mr. Newton, who had been staring fixedly into his tea since Kath had said the word brassiere, looked pained.

“Nurse McClay has had lots of letters asking how many coupons people need for maternity brassieres,” said Mrs. Mahoney, which didn’t help. “I’m just saying in case Mr. Newton could get some advertisers in on the subject.”

Mr. Newton didn’t look as if he would like to in the least, but he nodded weakly. Hester joined in with a random guffaw.

“Thank you, Mrs. Mahoney,” said Mr. Collins. “No need to elaborate. I’m sure Mr. Newton is on top of it. Father of three and so on.”

For men who worked on a women’s magazine, they were both hopeless about anything to do with what they called That Sort of Thing.

Mrs. Mahoney gave a small snort. “They should be coupon free in my view. Being a mother during a war isn’t exactly beer and skittles. Imagine how you’d feel if Baby needs a feed but you’re sitting on a Tube platform in the middle of an air raid.” She looked at the men in the room as if they were wholly responsible.

“Thank you, Mrs. Mahoney,” said Mr. Collins. “I’m afraid I can’t, but I shall remember it next time I change at King’s Cross. Thank you for raising the point. Now then, if we have covered the issue of support garments, shall we move on? The readers, please, Miss Lake?”

“Well,” I said, “tons of letters have been coming into Yours Cheerfully, including lots of people writing to say they were terrifically grateful for the advice about A Difficult Nan. It’s getting hard to keep up with all the problems, but that’s all right. Although I wondered if we might print some advice leaflets, so that we can help them out that way. It would be quicker than writing to everyone individually.”

“I’m all for it,” said Mrs. Mahoney supportively. “You gentlemen wouldn’t believe the pickles our readers face. Emmy’s done a very good list of the questions we get asked the most.”

I smiled gratefully and began to go through my plans. Despite her initial reluctance to take on the problem page, Mrs. Mahoney had quickly come to view the entire Woman’s Friend readership as an extended family to be shepherded through the challenges of growing up, settling down, and tackling middle age, all with the current possibility of death or bereavement at a moment’s notice.

Almost as soon as Yours Cheerfully had started, her calm down-to-earth advice had worked. The more letters we answered, the more we received. At the same time, she had been teaching me too. Many of the worries that readers wrote about came up time and time again, and I had learned from her response to each one. Bit by bit I had taken on more of the problem page myself, to a point that now, hundreds of letters later, I was writing much of the advice on my own. Mrs. Mahoney had final approval of everything, and I still asked her about the trickiest concerns, but after working on nearly twenty issues together, Yours Cheerfully had become almost entirely mine.

“Emmy,” she had said after we had worked together for some weeks, “you may be young, but you care about the readers. Don’t underestimate how important that is. Caring about getting things right is worth its weight in gold.”

It was one of the nicest things anyone had ever said to me, and it struck a chord. I very much did care.

When I had dreamt of becoming a Lady War Correspondent, I thought it meant you had to be chasing political stories or reporting on world-changing events. I hadn’t considered that there was an equally important job to be done on the Home Front. I may not have been crawling over bombsites or going undercover to get an earth-shattering scoop, but at Woman’s Friend I was trying to do my bit and knew we were doing something that was worth doing well.

In the past I had been at pains to tell people how I volunteered at the fire station four nights a week and I had rather downplayed working at a magazine. Volunteering with the National Fire Service felt the bigger contribution to the cause. Now I was proud of what I was doing in my daytime job.

“So that’s Yours Cheerfully,” I finished, pleased that Mr. Collins said that if the paper shortage would allow it, my advice leaflets sounded a worthwhile idea.

The discussion then moved on as Mr. Collins read out updates from other contributors. Mrs. Croft from What’s in the Hot Pot? had received multiple letters following “Five New Ways with Haddock,” while Mr. Trevin, who did the horoscopes, was sadly behind schedule, as he had fallen over and broken his wrist.

“I should have thought he would have seen that coming,” said Mr. Collins.

Hester giggled and was rewarded with a small smile from our Editor, which I knew would make her entire week.

“I should say,” he continued, “that things are going very well—apart, of course, from the fact that we will be up the spout when Kathleen leaves, as I must tell you all I haven’t been able to even contemplate recruiting her replacement.”

“I’m bound to be here for ages yet,” piped up Kath, looking awkward. A month ago, she had put her name down to join the Auxiliary Territorial Service. Twenty-two and unmarried, she had tons of potential. None of us wanted her to leave Woman’s Friend, but the war effort needed her more.

“Kath’s right,” I said, backing her up. “We’ve had half a dozen letters this week from readers complaining they’re having to wait for months before they even get an interview for a job.”

“Hopeless,” said Mr. Collins. “But good news for us. Don’t look so horrified, Mr. Newton, I’m not being unpatriotic, I just don’t want to think about it until we have to. We all know Miss Knighton is irreplaceable.”

Kath looked chuffed, and Mr. Newton said, “Hear! hear!” rather violently, to show he agreed.

Unfortunately, this set off Hester, who wasn’t at all keen on the thought of losing her mentor and let out a loud boo.

“That’ll do, Hester,” said Mrs. Mahoney softly. “You’re not at the circus.”

Hester went puce.

“On to advertising, please, Mr. Newton,” said Mr. Collins, much to her relief.

The usually congenitally pessimistic Mr. Newton reported good news, with revenues up and several new advertisers, including Sta-Blond shampoo, who had paid the full rate for a half page, and Hartley’s Jams, who were taking out a series of adverts to tell people there wasn’t any.

“Well done, Mr. Newton,” said Mr. Collins.

“It probably won’t last,” said Mr. Newton confidently. “The National Skin Institute are late in paying for their psoriasis series in the Classifieds, and I’ve had to have a stiff word with Senior’s Meat and Fish Pastes about the same thing. I’ll get it out of them, don’t you worry.”

Mr. Collins sympathised and added he had heard rumours circulating about something big coming up for blancmange.

“Say no more, Mr. Collins,” said Mr. Newton. “I’ll get onto it at once. We missed out on custard for Christmas last year and I won’t let that happen again.”

With Mr. Newton now on a mission, Mrs. Mahoney gave a Production update, which she managed without any mention of brassieres or feeding babies at all, and by a quarter to ten we had successfully arrived at Any Other Business.

As typically there wasn’t any other than when Mr. Newton issued a grim warning about fire hazards in the office (he was an Air Raid Precautions warden and took what he referred to as Lurking Dangers very seriously indeed), we all started to pack away our things in anticipation of the meeting coming to an end.

“Hold your horses, everyone,” said Mr. Collins. “If I could just keep you a moment longer, I wanted to let you know that on Friday I shall be attending a meeting at the Ministry of Information.”

He could not have sounded more casual if he tried. Everyone stopped in their tracks. There were a couple of excitable I Says, and Mr. Newton said, “Walls have ears,” rather unnecessarily.

“It’s all right,” said Mr. Collins, “I haven’t joined the War Cabinet, although if any of you turn out to be fifth columnists, I shall be sad. And in all seriousness, I would ask you all to keep this to yourselves, if you could.”

Everyone sat up straighter. Mr. Collins at the Ministry. This was a turn-up.

“It’s a magazine briefing. They’re a new thing, and I wanted to say that you should all give yourselves a pat on the back that Woman’s Friend has been invited. Six months ago, no one would have thought of us, but thanks to a notable team effort, we appear to have gained something of a name. It’s taken the Ministry two years of war to talk to us all, and that’s only because they finally appear to have someone in charge who understands publishing.”

Mr. Collins was not an enormous admirer of what he called Establishment Nitwits.

“Anyway, it might be interesting. Or not,” he added, looking sternly at Mr. Newton, who had adopted the determined expression of someone about to be parachuted in behind enemy lines. “They’re calling it Doing Your Bit, so we shall see. It’ll probably just be a lecture about Digging for Victory, but you never know. By the way, thank you for the onions, Mr. Brand—much appreciated in a sandwich.”

Mr. Brand looked pleased. “I shall be planting out the broccoli in my allotment this weekend,” he said in his soft voice. “And thinking about bulbs.”

“Is that quite patriotic, Mr. Brand?” asked Mr. Newton, his dander quite unusually up. “We need to concentrate on foodstuffs, not flowers, surely?”

“Ah,” said Mr. Brand mildly, “and what of morale, Mr. Newton? A pot of spring daffodils bringing a little beauty to a world that threatens to have none? I should think that would be a good thing, wouldn’t you?”

Mr. Newton looked abashed.

“We’re going to get last year’s bulbs out of the shed,” said Kathleen, keen to support Mr. Brand. “Mum says she’s going to plant them in a V FOR VICTORY sign in the grass on top of our shelter just to annoy any German bombers.”

“That’s the spirit, Kathleen,” said Mr. Collins. “Why don’t you mention it to Mrs. Fieldwick for News from the Shed?” He looked at his wristwatch. “Right, I think that’s about all. I shall report back from the Ministry, of course. Emmy, please put it in your diary, I imagine you’ll want to be prepared.”

“What’s that?” I said, sounding dim.

“Miss Lake.” He sighed melodramatically. “You’ll be coming along too.” He grinned as I stared at him, my mouth open. “Don’t look so astonished. I’m not spending a morning with that bunch all on my own. Yes, you have heard correctly,” he said again, as I felt a rush of blood to my head.

“I have?” I said, as if understanding him was beyond my field of action.

Mr. Collins gave me a long-suffering look. “Emmy,” he said patiently as my heart began to do flip-flaps, “I may be regretting this already, but yes, you are coming to the Ministry of Information with me.”






Chapter 2 A MEETING WITH THE MINISTRY


“The Ministry,” said Bunty. “I know I keep saying it, but how exciting! Watch out, this bit of road is awful.”

It was the morning of The Meeting, and my best friend and I were on our way to the bus stop just down the street from where we lived in West London. It was the sort of day that had decided to make a real show of itself and throw everyone into the deepest of autumns. There had been heavy rain throughout the night and the pavements were now a bomb-damaged jigsaw of puddles.

“Morning, girls,” called a middle-aged man from deep inside a brown jacket with the collar turned up. “Don’t forget to pick up those cottons I’ve been keeping for you. Mrs. Richards has asked twice if I have any, and I’m not one for living a lie.”

“Right you are, Mr. Parsons,” replied Bunty as I gave him a wave. Mr. Parsons had managed the wool shop until it was bombed out earlier in the year, but after a month at his sister’s, he’d returned to London. Now he was running Durton’s, the hardware shop, which he’d promised to keep ticking over, as Dickie Durton had been called up and his mother said she hadn’t the heart.

“Not that there’s much to sell,” Mr. Parsons had said at the time, which was true. He got hold of whatever he could, including haberdashery, which was where his heart really lay. Now he gave us a cheerful wave back and marched off towards the shop, shouting a hello at someone else as his apron flapped about beneath his jacket.

The street was busy with people on their way to work, and if you tried awfully hard, you might almost for a moment be able to pretend that we weren’t in the middle of a war. But the swiftest look around would tell you it was all too obvious that we were. Although things had quietened down over the summer and the constant bombing of earlier in the year had eased off, and while everyone had done their best to patch things up, the results of the Blitz were everywhere. What had been neat lines of Georgian terraces were now all higgledy-piggledy. There were bits missing from buildings, windows boarded up, railings gone to make munitions, and worst of all, too many gaps where people’s homes had been. Now heaps of rubble sat in their place—disrespectful reminders of what had been lost. It didn’t matter how much you stuck your chin up and said that everything would be rebuilt even better after the end of the war, if you weren’t careful, you would start thinking about the people who’d been lost with those buildings. It was then that things could sometimes feel a bit much.

Bunty was negotiating her way across the road, which had more than its fair share of craters and holes. I tried not to be overprotective, but she had been through the mill. In March she had been seriously injured in an air raid, and her fiancé, William, had been killed. Bunty was often still in pain, but she said the worst thing was that people treated her differently, either assuming she could shatter in a second or turning her into some sort of plucky but tragic heroine. Either way, Bunty said, they looked at her with what she called The Face, which she loathed.

“I’m still me,” she would say, always undercooking what had happened. “Just with a gammy leg and some scars.”

She was doing terrifically well in some respects and the same old Bunty was still there, but anyone who knew her could tell she had changed.

It wasn’t the fact she walked with a stick, or even the splitting headaches that wouldn’t go away. It was when you saw her flinch at a sudden noise in the street or when the siren went off. Or when she talked about Bill, the fleetest of shadows would cross her face before she smiled at a memory of him.

But as Bunts insisted, tons of people were in the same position, or even worse. With no end to the war in sight, all we could do was to get on with it and try to enjoy what we could, even if some days Bunty did just feel like staying in bed.

Now, Mr. Collins’ dramatic announcement about the Ministry had given us both a real boost. Bunty, who was always keen on an event, was convinced it was a big step in one of us becoming the first female Prime Minister one day. I thought she was aiming quite high there, but Bunts said I was being defeatist and not to rule anything out.

“It’s just a briefing,” I said, trying not to let on that I was hugely excited and apprehensive in equal measures. “I’ll just be sitting quietly at the back. And after all, you go to the War Office every day.”

Bunty scoffed. “Em,” she said, stepping around a sandbag that had fallen over outside the pub, “I could sit at my desk stark jolly naked and no one would give me a second glance. You’ll be there as an invited guest. It’s entirely different.”

“I still think I’ll be turned away at the door,” I said as we arrived at the bus stop. “That would be awful.”

Bunty shook her head. “Mr. Collins would never let that happen.”

“Well,” I said, “as long as there isn’t a scene or he has to sneak someone five bob to let me in, which we both know he probably would. Anyway, I’m going to try to look serious and mature. Charles said I should practice in the mirror, but I’m not sure I’ve got it quite right.”

Captain Charles Mayhew and I had met earlier in the year just before he was sent overseas. I had written more letters during that time than I had ever done in my life, and he had written back to them all. When Charles was posted back to England in late summer to work on something he couldn’t tell me anything about, we were already in love.

More than anything, I was overjoyed to know that Charles was safe, or at least as safe as anyone in Britain could be.

I was more than aware how tremendously lucky I was.

I was also more than aware that I had fallen in love with a man whose brother, or at least half-brother, happened to be my boss.

It had been a little strange at first, but we had all pushed on valiantly, despite not having a clue what the etiquette was in this sort of scenario, and so far, my only problem was remembering to refer to Mr. Collins by his first name when I was speaking to Charles. I was getting used to it, but it still felt very bohemian every time I managed to splutter out Guy.

“Gravitas,” declared Bunty. “That’s what you need. Give off the look of someone with hidden depths. By the way, I’m going to try to do the carrot sauce recipe tonight. I know it sounds foul, but they did say it tastes very nearly like chocolate.”

“Worth a go,” I agreed. Woman’s Friend had recently run an article called “Novel Ways with Vegetables,” which insisted that you could make carrots taste of virtually anything if you put your mind to it.

We continued discussing plans for the rest of the week’s dinners and what we might be able to get hold of as the bus arrived, and we got on to ride into Central London.

Bunty told me that if I was in doubt, I should just sound confident at the meeting, and then we both got a fit of the giggles as I tried this out by speaking slowly in a new lower-pitched voice.

“You sound as if you’ve been drugged,” said Bunty cheerfully. “Perhaps just nod and look thoughtful, instead?”

As Trafalgar Square came into view, she picked up her bag and stick and prepared to get off at her stop, then paused and gave me a nudge.

“Good luck, old thing,” she said kindly. “You’ll be fine. Just don’t do that demonic voice. It really is quite unsettling.”

With that, she gave me a grin, pitched herself up out of the seat, and headed carefully to the back of the bus.



An hour later, Mr. Collins and I were walking up Montague Street on our way to the Ministry of Information’s HQ at Senate House.

I was wearing my best suit and quite a new hat and had three emergency handkerchiefs in my handbag, so I felt well turned out and prepared. When I’d told Bunty that you never knew if someone from the Ministry might be about to have a nosebleed, she’d burst out laughing, which hadn’t been the response I had hoped for.

“Thank you for letting me come along,” I said to Mr. Collins for the hundredth time. “Are you sure they won’t mind?”

“Well,” he said lightly, “for a start, you could be the Chairman for all they know, and for another thing, you’ve shown terrific get-up-and-go in the last months and deserve to be here. It’s been a while since I’ve been to a publishing do. It might just be horribly dull.”

When I didn’t reply, he glanced at me. “If anyone speaks to you, just remember they probably haven’t been here before either. Oh, and try to look about twenty years older. That’ll do it.”

“Right you are,” I said, tilting my chin up a bit, as I could tell he was trying to put my mind at rest. I was nervous, but it was a good nervous. Whatever the Ministry had to say to us, I was sure it would be exciting and important.

We couldn’t say very much more in the street for fear of Careless Talk, so we walked along in silence until Mr. Collins motioned to turn left, and a few moments later we came to a halt outside a vast art deco building, its windows blacked out against the white stone.

I felt a flutter of anticipation.

“Ready?” said Mr. Collins. “Come on.”

We made our way past the policemen and into the building, where a well-dressed young woman at the reception desk looked at our identification cards, then checked our names on a list and asked us to write our details in a large book. I copied everything Mr. Collins did and practiced looking blasé, as I didn’t want to give the impression I was An Hysteric. It wasn’t until we got into the lift that I remembered to breathe.

As soon as we arrived at the third floor, it was clear we were in the right place. A dozen or so men and women were standing in something approximating a queue, the women all terrifically smart, the men equally dapper. Everyone was smoking, and they were all a good deal older than me. A small bald man in a dark suit was holding a clipboard and scurrying around making notes and looking serious, when a door opened and a taller, equally serious man in an identical dark suit came out and asked everyone to have their identification ready again and would we all like to come in.

As we shuffled forward, a loud voice behind me boomed, “I say, Collins, is that you?”

We both turned as a man with an attention-seeking moustache and a limp marched up and walloped Mr. Collins on the back. “I thought you were dead,” he said.

“Not quite,” said Mr. Collins. “Hello, Jarrett. How are you?”

“Clinging on,” said the man. “Wanted to fight, of course, but they’re picky about having both legs. How about you? Written that book yet?”

Mr. Collins gave a short laugh that didn’t sound anything like him. “Rather busy with the day job. This is my colleague Miss Lake. Miss Lake, this is a fellow journalist, Mr. Jarrett.”

Mr. Jarrett looked me up and down in an off-colour way.

“How do you do?” I said.

“Hmm,” he replied, and then nodded at Mr. Collins before pushing past us and shouting, “I say, Thompson, is that you?” at somebody else.

It was an interesting start.

“Sorry about that,” said Mr. Collins in a low voice. “He likes to think he’s a character.” He reached into his coat pocket and took out his cigarettes. I began to wish I smoked too, just to fit in.

The queue moved on, and finally we were shown into a large, brown-carpeted room with a number of rather utilitarian metal chairs set out at one end, a small platform at the head, and a long sideboard with cups of tea and an urn at the other.

“Refreshments,” muttered Mr. Collins. “They must be serious.”

Everyone in the room appeared to know everyone else, and there was a hubbub of noise as people greeted each other and chatted. I readjusted my handbag on my shoulder and tried not to stare as Mr. Collins began quietly explaining who everyone was.

Not only did he know who the other journalists were, it appeared that many of them knew exactly who he was too. There were several nods and smiles in his direction, and to my secret relief, Mr. Jarrett seemed to be the rude exception to the rule.

“Guy Collins, is that really you? What a super surprise!” A striking middle-aged woman in a fox fur jacket glided towards us. “How many years has it been?” She beamed at him and then kissed him on both cheeks.

It was the most Continental thing I had ever seen.

“Oh, Guy,” she said, “it’s been far too long. Is it true they’ve finally pinned you down and made you Editor?”

“Hello, Monica. I’m afraid so,” said Mr. Collins, not looking remotely surprised by the extravagant greeting. “It’s good to see you. I must say, you never age. Although you’re far too thin.”

The woman hooted with laughter, which was another turn-up. She looked far too sophisticated to be a roarer.

“That’s absolute rot,” she said cheerfully. “Now introduce me to your colleague.” She turned towards me with the friendliest of smiles.

“Of course. How remiss. This is Miss Emmeline Lake,” said Mr. Collins. “Who has been making a name for herself at Woman’s Friend. Miss Lake, this is Mrs. Edwards, Editor of Woman Today.”

Mrs. Edwards shook my hand firmly. “How do you do?” she said. “Is he an absolute bear to put up with? Actually, don’t answer that—you can tell me when he isn’t listening.”

She smiled again, and then turning to Mr. Collins, said, “Word has it you’ve been working wonders on the dear old Friend.” She didn’t give Mr. Collins a chance to respond to the compliment, but touching him lightly on the arm, added, “I really am so pleased.”

Then she turned back to me. “I should explain, Miss Lake, I am embarrassingly sentimental, as Woman’s Friend commissioned my first ever feature. One never forgets that. I am glad it’s back. Room for us all, and goodness knows people need a bit of cheering up. What I’d do to Hitler if I got my hands on him,” she whispered conspiratorially. “Now then, Guy, who have you said hello to? It’s so long since any of us saw you.”

I liked Mrs. Edwards enormously. I had heard of her, of course, and was a keen fan of her weekly Editor’s Letter in Woman Today, in which she sometimes expressed a strong view. Last week her column had been a powerfully worded argument for equal pay for women. Now here she was, chatting with Mr. Collins as if we were at a cocktail party, and speaking to me as if I was one of the gang.

I was almost disappointed when a very smartly dressed man dinged his fountain pen against a teacup and cleared his throat.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he announced, “would you please take your seats? The Under-Secretary will be here imminently.”

The chatter changed to low murmurings as cups and saucers were placed back on the table and the journalists put out cigarettes, took notebooks out of handbags and coat pockets, and settled down in their chairs. Mrs. Edwards made Mr. Collins sit next to her and I followed, whipping out my notebook and hoping I looked the part. Mr. Jarrett planted himself on the seat beside me, grunting as he sat down and then taking up half of my chair.

A few moments later, four gentlemen entered the room and took their places to be introduced.

“Mr. Clough, the Under-Secretary to the Minister. Mr. Stratton, Assistant Deputy Director Public Relations. Mr. Morton-Stoppard, Controller. Mr. Boe, representing the Ministry of Labour and National Service.”

It was just as well I had good shorthand.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” said Mr. Stratton, taking the stand. “It goes without saying that everything covered this morning is confidential, and any breach of such is subject to prosecution under the 1939 Official Secrets Act.”

He paused momentarily to give a hard stare over the top of his spectacles (as if more of a warning was needed).

I took notes furiously.

“I would therefore ask you not to take notes until I say so,” he said, and my book and pen dropped to the floor with a thud. Mr. Jarrett tutted ostentatiously and shoved his notebook back in his pocket.

“Welcome to this briefing specifically for members of the British women’s press.”

Mr. Stratton said women’s as if it was some sort of peculiarity, as if he might have said two-headed sheep just as easily. I glanced at Mrs. Edwards, who hadn’t turned a hair, and taking her lead, I surreptitiously picked up my notebook and put it back in my bag, then sat with my hands in my lap and tried to look as serene.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” continued Mr. Stratton, “I don’t need to tell you that the current War Effort requires the labours of not only our military forces, but full commitment from the men, women, and children on the Home Front.”

He paused and looked about the room. Perhaps in his early fifties, immaculately turned out and still enjoying a more-than-satisfactory head of hair, he sported a look that was very nearly suave.

“To get to the point,” said Mr. Stratton, “our Services and support services are facing a significant undersupply of manpower. Or, I should say, female manpower. Indeed, many of your publications are benefiting from substantial Government-funded advertising to this effect.”

He stared over his glasses again to press the point home.

“Which is why your collective services are particularly required,” he continued. “We wish to see an increased commitment in encouraging your readers to take up war work. As you know, the National Service Bill has been much discussed, and female conscription will commence when the Act is shortly passed. Many younger women will join the Services. But we also need older women, married women, mothers, even grandmothers, to volunteer for jobs, especially in munitions production. This, ladies and gentlemen, is where your part is to be played.”

Mr. Stratton paused, possibly to ensure everyone was listening.

“Today I am asking you all to inspire your readers. Our need for workers, particularly in the factories, is critical. One million women have joined our vital war industries, but we need at least one million more. Our men fighting need them. The country needs them. And the Government needs you to help us recruit them.”

He leant forward, his hands on the table, and seemed to look at each of us in turn. He may not have been Winston Churchill, but Mr. Stratton certainly knew how to make a speech.

“In summary, ladies and gentlemen,” he said finally, “your hour is here.”

The hairs on the back of my neck were standing up.

Until today I had thought we had been doing our best. Woman’s Friend was full of tips and advice for our readers on all manner of challenges the war had thrown at them. We had even been congratulating ourselves on recent successes.

But this was different. It was a direct call from the Government to help recruit women to the war effort—to inspire them, he said. I had always hoped to be a journalist, but I had never dreamt it would involve being part of a campaign like this.

As Mr. Stratton began to go into more detail, I was already fully signed up to the call.

After a few more minutes, he asked for questions. Several people put up their hands and made eager enquiries. Then, after the most enthusiastic had calmed down, Mrs. Edwards raised an elegant hand.

“Mr. Stratton,” she said, “Woman Today will of course do everything we possibly can to support the Government, but may I ask how long you expect our readers to wait before they are actually given a position? We receive letters daily from women who have volunteered for the Services or factory work but say they haven’t heard back in months.”

One or two eyebrows shot up at that, but I leant forward. It was exactly what Kath and I had been saying earlier in the week.

Mr. Stratton didn’t turn a hair. “I shall let Mr. Boe answer that,” he said.

Mr. Boe stood briefly to say something convoluted about the Employment Exchanges doing their best in very difficult times, at which point Mr. Stratton interrupted to suggest somewhat coldly that perhaps Mrs. Edwards’ magazine could highlight the need for more careers advisors.

Mrs. Edwards smiled graciously. “We will, of course,” she said. “Then perhaps the bottleneck will pass.”

Mr. Stratton said that was enough questions for now.

Having made her point and clearly having had the last word, Mrs. Edwards continued to smile beatifically at him, and I had the distinct impression she knew exactly how to both make her point and get her way in any possible situation. I decided this was a skill I very much needed to learn.

Mr. Stratton again handed over to Mr. Boe, who stood up, only to have to sit down almost immediately when Mr. Stratton interrupted again, which gave the impression they were on some sort of seesaw. I watched but could hardly take anything more in.

When I had woken up this morning, I had been anxious about not even being let into the building. Now here I was at the Ministry of Information, sitting alongside journalists and editors, meeting women who effortlessly held their own in a room full of bigwigs, and more than anything, being told that the Government needed our help.

It was the clearest of calls to arms.

The Government needs you. Your hour is here.

Woman’s Friend had been asked to step up to help the war effort.

It was time for me to do so as well.






Chapter 3 TROUBLE IN THE LAVATORY


“Ladies and gentlemen, that concludes the agenda. Further briefings will be forthcoming. Until then, I remind you to observe the confidentiality outlined. Information should be passed only to key team members. Good morning.”

The journalists left slowly, some turning to their neighbour with muttered remarks, others looking at watches or putting on coats before heading towards the door.

Mr. Collins and I filed out from the back of the room, managing to avoid Mr. Jarrett before he could burst my bubble with a cynical prod.

“What did you think?” said Mr. Collins. “Enjoy it?”

I nodded fiercely. “I’ll say. There’ll be loads we can do,” I said. “We can come up with tons of ideas.”

Mr. Collins smiled at me almost fondly. “Excellent. I’d bet myself a shilling that’s how you’d respond.” He dropped his voice. “You know, sometimes I fear I’ll end up like Jarrett.”

“You never would,” I said, aghast.

“Not with you at my heels, Miss Lake,” said Mr. Collins, going all formal. “First sign of cynicism and you’ll bash it out of me.”

I laughed and was about to agree when a thin, greying man I hadn’t noticed before came over.

“Ah, Collins,” he said, “I thought it was you.” He grinned warmly and they shook hands. “How are you, old man?”

“Hello, Simons,” said Mr. Collins. “It’s good to see you. May I introduce my colleague Miss Lake?”

“How do you do, Miss Lake?” said Mr. Simons, shaking my hand. “I’m so sorry to interrupt, but I wondered if I might have a quick word with you, Guy?”

“How do you do?” I said in return. “Mr. Collins, shall I meet you downstairs?”

Mr. Collins said, “Yes, thank you, Miss Lake,” and with a “nice to meet you” to Mr. Simons, I made my exit.

There was a ladies’ lavatory in the corridor, and even though I didn’t need to use it, I locked myself in one of the cubicles and hung my bag on the hook on the back of the door, sitting down to write up a few thoughts in order to kill time. I was already thinking of features we could run in Woman’s Friend.

After a moment, I heard some ladies come in. They seemed more interested in chatting about the meeting than in using the facilities, so I went back to writing my notes. I planned to stay another couple of minutes and then head downstairs. I certainly wouldn’t eavesdrop on their conversation.

“Did you see that Vogue came?” one was saying. “And that coat! So beautiful.”

“Astrakhan,” said the other. “Pre-war, surely? Gorgeous.”

“I’ll say,” said the first one, sighing. “Do you know, I thought it was quite an exclusive event when I saw her, but then I looked around and they seemed to have invited any old sort. Did you see Woman’s Friend? I thought it had closed years ago, the poor old thing.”

With that, not eavesdropping went straight out the window.

“Oh, Freddie, don’t,” said her friend. “I suppose the Ministry wants to get the message out to everyone, including the old ducks. Though Lord knows what war work they’ll be able to do. Knitting socks, probably.” She laughed loudly.

I opened my mouth but managed to hold my tongue. Shouting at a stranger from inside a lavatory would not have been in keeping with the occasion. Even Mr. Jarrett, who had thought Mr. Collins was dead, probably wouldn’t do that. But these women were the absolute limit.

“Honestly, Diane,” replied the other. “I thought even the old dears had given up on Woman’s Friend. They can’t keep their editors either. First they dragged Henrietta Bird out of retirement and now apparently they’ve scraped the bottom of the barrel and given Guy Collins the job.”

At this, I nearly shot out and went for them both. I stood up and shoved my notebook into my bag. Who were these women? Bending down, I looked under the door, but all I could see were two pairs of legs, both in high-heeled shoes, one black suede, the other a flamboyant green crocodile.

“Is he still going?” said her friend. “Good grief.”

“I assume so, if only just. Jarrett was talking about him.”

I heard a powder compact click shut.

“I thought he had some sort of breakdown? Collins, that is.”

I stood stock-still, holding my breath.

“No idea,” said Freddie in a funny voice, which I assumed was because she was putting on lipstick. “He’s a has-been either way, so I suppose spot on for the job.” She gave a silly little laugh. “There, that’s better. Heaven only knows what we’ll do when Max Factor runs out.”

Heaven only knew what I was going to do if she didn’t stop being so awful.

I looked around me and felt ridiculous. Two minutes ago, I was on top of the world listening to a Ministerial briefing, and now here I was, hiding in a lavatory wanting to punch someone. How the mighty have fallen.

But I wasn’t going to stand for this sort of talk. I pulled the toilet chain forcefully to give them fair warning and then slammed the lock open on the door.

Trying to exhibit every ounce of cold disdain possible, I went through the charade of washing my hands. The two women were still repairing their makeup and gossiping. They didn’t seem to notice me.

I told myself I would not create a scene with them. After all, I was very lucky to come to the meeting in the first place. The women roundly deserved to be ignored. I dried my hands and headed to the door, putting my nose in the air, ready to feel the exhilaration of taking the moral high ground.

But I’d never been a fan of moral high ground.

So I turned around.

“Hello,” I said politely. “Emmeline Lake, Woman’s Friend. As you seemed to be rather interested, you might like to know that Guy Collins is doing a terrifically good job as Editor. But thank you so much for your concern. Good morning.”

And then I did my first attempt at a Mrs. Edwards smile, one that could shut up a Public Relations man, and left.

As I began to head up the corridor to the lifts, I allowed myself to savour what felt like a small triumph. My point had been made, but in an appropriately dignified way.

Then I realised I had left my bag on the back of the lavatory door.

“Blast,” I said less appropriately, just as a man I recognised as Mr. Boe walked past. He looked appalled, said, “Really!” and speeded up. Unsurprisingly, swearing wasn’t the Ministry’s thing. I hung my head, less in shame and more in frustration.

“Excuse me, miss, if you were part of the publishing briefing, might I ask you to move along to the lifts now, please?”

A young man the colour of milk clasped his hands and looked at me dolefully. “It’s just that the meeting is over.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I’ve been rather a chump and left my handbag in the ladies’ lavatory. Might I just dash in and get it?”

The man wrung his hands but nodded. “If you see any of your colleagues in there, might you have a word along the same lines?” he asked. “Security, you do understand.”

“Of course,” I said, now feeling in with the Right Sort. “Actually, I did notice a couple of ladies still in there. Not lurking or anything worrying,” I added, and then I frowned. “At least I don’t think so. I’ll go and get them out, shall I?”

“Would you?” said my new friend. “We can’t have that. Then I would be grateful if you could make your way to the lift.”

“Of course,” I said. “Thank you. You’ve been very kind.”

Feeling bolstered, I took a breath, pushed my shoulders back once again, and returned to where my two adversaries were still deep in conversation and now mucking about with their hair.

“The poor thing obviously has the worst crush on Collins,” said the one in the crocodile-skin shoes. “It really is rather a scream.”

“Oh, Freddie, how desperate,” said the other, licking the top of a finger and dabbing it along one of her eyebrows.

“Isn’t it? I know there’s a war on, but…”

They both laughed. It was cheap and uncalled for, and promise of best behaviour or not, I wasn’t having it.

“Really?” I said. “I’m not sure that you do.”

They both turned, openmouthed. I felt my heart speed up.

“I mean it’s hardly the way to speak of a fellow member of the press, is it? ‘All stick together, birds of a feather,’ ” I said, quoting the song as if it was some sort of emergency law.

Freddie recovered herself first. “Oh, I think you must have misheard,” she said, which rather suggested I was deaf. “We were chatting about a friend. Come along, Diane.”
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