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Chapter 1

 

T


he Bolton Road Fundraising Concert

Janet Hopkins, draped in a tablecloth, long raffia hair secured under her chin with elastic, clung dramatically to the potted palm, as the water from the hose tried to sweep her across the chook shed. The other special effect was Billy Williams drumming away on the upturned rubbish bin.

The movie tableau was very realistic. It was Dorothy Lamour caught in the cyclone.

Nancy Edwards watched the audience with an expert eye as she pulled the curtain across so Fred Hopkins could hang the big aerial combat painting on the back wall. The clapping had only been dutiful after the movie tableau, so what was the audience going to make of Billy's act?

Nancy's brother Lennie had made sure everyone had paid, escorted them to their places on the lawn in front of the shed, and vanished. He was lolly boy at the local theatre, and took this job more seriously than the Bolton Road Fundraising Group.

Today, the audience consisted of five Quinvalens, including the toddler, and the small brother and sister of Pattie Owens, the star turn.

The concert in aid of the Red Cross was nearly over and it had been very successful, partly because it was a sunny Saturday afternoon, and there were only B grade movies on at the pictures.

Another reason was that every adult in the street, including Mrs. Quinvalen, had been missing the entire afternoon. 

"Did you hear?" Janet Hopkins had been the first to tell the exciting news. "Hilda Smith is marrying a Yank this Saturday!"

"Bet the whole street goes to the wedding," Nancy Edwards predicted. "We'll be able to borrow some proper stage props for our concert."

The parents' contributions to the show were a great help. Janet "borrowed" her mother's potted palm for her tableau. Nancy donated a floral tablecloth for a sarong, and the red passage drapes for stage curtains.

Fred and Mabel had struggled the heavy duckboards up from the air-raid shelter behind the chook shed. They weren't quite long enough, but made an ideal stage floor. Billy sneaked out his father's precious painting of aerial combat to use as the background for his act.

It was a mistake to allow Billy Williams to do his impersonation of an aerial dogfight of course, but Mabel insisted that her little brother had to be allowed to contribute, or the concert could be held somewhere other than the Williams' back yard. 

The Williams' chook shed however, was the ideal setting. It faced the lawn with its open front screened in netting, and the big peppercorn tree shaded it from direct sun.

"Without the use of his rabbit hutch to keep the chooks in we don't have a theatre for our concert," Mabel had pointed out. "And it's almost as good as watching the real thing to see Billy do his impersonation."

"Never heard of anything so unpatriotic," Janet had protested. "The Japs are invading us and you're bargaining about your bratty little brother having star billing."

There had been a thoughtful silence at this. Mabel was being unpatriotic! The war was no longer a remote nuisance on the other side of the world. The Japs had bombed Darwin! The war was suddenly frighteningly close and scary, even for Victoria on the other side of Australia.

Adults listened to the news with tense worried faces, and everybody tried to do their bit to help the war effort. Running backyard concerts was the contribution of the Bolton Road Fundraising Group.

So seven-year-old Billy demonstrated what happened during a dog fight, clutching a toy metal plane in each hand, and making suitable sound effects. He had been placed after the tableau to give the duckboards a chance to dry off before the last act, and his dogfight had to continue until the duckboards were dry enough.

The Quinvalens watched intently. Mara Quinvalen, the oldest girl, knitted a navy balaclava as she watched. Their father was in the Air force, and although he had never moved closer to the war than Victoria Barracks, they considered themselves experts on every aspect of the Air force.

Nancy decided the duck boards were dry enough and gave Billy a warning nod. He ended his act with a shuddering wail as he spiralled one of his planes to the ground. The Quinvalens clapped with real enthusiasm.

"The last item is Patti Owen, doing the tap dance," Nancy announced.

The younger Owens let out sighs of satisfaction, and kept clapping. Patti's tap-dancing as famed. She was always in demand for school concerts.

She tap-danced her way into the shed and on to the duckboards, sending up the occasional clod of mud where the water from the hose had pooled. When she finished, she bowed. Everyone clapped and Nancy dropped the red curtain. The concert in aid of the war effort was over.

Patti streaked from the shed, already changed out of her tap-dancing shoes. She gave a casual wave, swooped on her younger brother and sister and ran off. The five Quinvalens stood up and also filed out of the backyard content they had had their three-penny worth of entertainment for the afternoon.

"We've scored one and eleven pence," Janet gloated. She was the official treasurer of the Bolton Road Fundraising Group. "Not bad for a Saturday arvo." 

"We could probably do better if we had more support from the parents," Nancy grumbled. "I don't know why Mum has to be so mean about not letting us use the garage or the red velvet curtains." They had to be replaced before her mother arrived home. Her mother was also stingy about lending props for their weekly concerts, but the red drapes unhooked to make ideal stage curtains.

"I don't reckon they take our efforts to help win the war seriously," Fred grumbled as he overheard. He had lifted the potted palm back into his billy-cart to return it to the Hopkins' front veranda. "In the old days I could've enlisted by now as a drummer boy or something." 

"Except you can't play the drums," Janet reminded him.

"You got picked to be the district runner for the air-raid wardens," Nancy said quickly. 

Janet and her brother Fred had a fragile truce declared for the duration of the concerts, but were always ready to erupt into open warfare. It had been a mistake to ask Fred to control the hose for the typhoon tableau. He had been gleefully enthusiastic, and Janet's straight brown bob still hung wetly.

"I bet I could help the war effort better by being in the army."

Even Janet was silent at this. Fred had put his age up three times to enlist. He was a tall and strong thirteen-year-old, but each time the recruiting office had turned him down. At one stage he had run away from school and hitch-hiked his way to enlist in a remote country town where he was unknown, but he still had been rejected.

Approached to join the Bolton Road Fundraising Group, he had reluctantly agreed and became their most valued member. He couldn't sing, dance, or recite, but he could hammer up stands and tables for their bazaars and concerts, and transport props around in his billy-cart, kept mobile with the wheels from Mrs. Quinvalen's discarded prams and pushers. 

Billy paused while emptying the imprisoned fowls from his rabbit hutch back into their rightful home. 

"Trouble," he warned.

The wedding must have finished! Four mothers picked their way around the side path. Nancy dropped the folded red drapes and the wet tablecloth into the billy-cart. In one smooth motion the gate of the chook shed was locked and the billy-cart with its borrowed props pulled behind the shed.

Mrs. Williams was first around the side of the house. She wore her wide brimmed hat and a floral dress. She was looking behind her and talking to Mrs. Quinvalen, who wore a tilted small flowery hat over her high-piled blonded hair. In her fur jacket, silk floral dress, and white high heeled shoes she looked too stylish to be the mother of six children.

Mrs. Hopkins followed them. She was talking to Nancy's mother, Mrs. Edwards. "It still looked like miles of mosquito netting to me," she was saying loudly. "Why would she want to be dressed up as a bride when..." She became aware of the three girls standing in front of the shed and broke off abruptly. "Hello girls. Was the concert successful?"

"One and eleven pence," Mabel reported.

"You're good kids to put in your Saturdays fundraising," Mabel's mother said fondly. "The Red Cross needs all the money you can raise to help the soldiers. Very patriotic and generous of you," Mrs. Quinvalen agreed.

"How did the wedding go?" Nancy asked.

"Very nice," Nancy's mother hurried to answer. "Hilda looked lovely and the groom wore his uniform. He looked very handsome." 

The other ladies exchanged significant glances. "The hotel where she works put aside a room for her to give an afternoon tea for the guests. Hilda had prepared all the afternoon teas by herself."

"Only there were too many of us," Mrs. Quinvalen said with her easy laugh. "So we are all back here for more afternoon tea."

Mrs. Williams led the way up the steps to the back porch and the other ladies followed her. The girls relaxed and moved away from the shed.

It was just unfortunate that once they had moved, the afternoon sun leveled an accusing beam into the fowl shed, catching on the glass of the aerial combat painting and flashing in Mrs. William's face.

She blinked and walked over to the shed. The other mothers followed. They inspected the big picture still hanging on the back wall, the duck boards belonging to the air-raid shelter, and the wet wall where the typhoon had struck. The pleasant good-natured smile faded from Mrs. William's face.

"Willi-yum," she yelled. "I want a word with you." And as Mabel edged towards the side path after Nancy and Janet. "And where do you think you're all going?"

Fred followed Billy from behind the shed, his face set in lines of innocent inquiry. Nancy's mother was already snooping behind the shed! The enraged shriek was sufficient warning of the discovery of the potted palm and the folded drapes. 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

L


oose Talk Kills

The three female members of the Bolton Road Fundraising Group were holding a council of war during the first recess on Monday morning. They were gathered under the peppercorn tree behind the barrier of trenches running across the back of the schoolyard.

Somehow their concert hadn't been the whole-hearted success they had hoped. The expressions on the adult faces glaring at them had been neither patriotic nor generous. A solid weekend of arguing had not altered the situation. The weekly concerts to raise money for the Red Cross were barred!

"We are all trying to do our bit to help with the war," Mrs. Williams had declared. "If you really want to help the war effort concentrate on your knitting. You've been knitting that scarf for eighteen months."

"How can I finish it if you keep unpicking it?" Mabel had accused.

Mabel was a familiar sight around the schoolyard with the unfinished khaki scarf that never grew to its regulation six-foot length. This was due to her mother repeatedly unpicking the flawed patches. Nancy and Janet had graduated to knitting navy wool balaclavas but Mabel still struggled with the khaki scarf she had begun last year during the school's knitting-for-the forces drive.

"Look!" Mrs. Edwards explained. "None of us object to your fundraising concerts." Her voice sharpened. "But this is no excuse for damaging property." 

She was in the most unreasonable mood of all the mothers. The wet tablecloth, folded so hastily on top of the velvet drapes had caused the drapes to bleed an extra pink into the floral of the tablecloth.

"We can't charge money for a concert without props," Nancy retorted. She flung her black curly hair out of her eyes and glared accusingly at her mother. "You're the one who gave away all our old clothes and other stuff to the Red Cross collection."

"If it would bring your father back any sooner, I would give away everything we owned," Mrs. Edwards had snapped back.

There had been an awkward silence for a while. Mr. Edwards had survived his years in the Middle East and was now somewhere in New Guinea.

"You can raise just as much money by selling toffees at school," Mrs. Williams said at last.

This had gained a grudging acknowledgment from the group. Selling toffees and other sweets was acceptable. They had made a few pence here and there, but not much. Sweltering over boiling butter and sugar until it reached the right consistency for toffee had become boring, and there was too much competition. 

Everyone took toffees and homemade sweets to school to sell for the war effort. The weekly concerts had been a lot more fun. Now the three girls were thinking hard about new ways to help the war effort.

"We could collect silver paper and newspapers and sell bottles back to the bottle-o," Janet suggested. "We could use Fred's billy-cart."

"I mightn't be allowed," Mabel grumbled. At the identical expressions of disbelief on the faces of Nancy and Janet, she flushed. "It's all right for you two, but Dad lands on me like a ton of bricks even if it is for the war effort."

The entire neighbourhood knew Mr. Williams had funny ideas about his dignity and the dignity of his family. He was in a protected industry, and was one of the few men in the district still home with his family.

The school bell went, and the conversation was left unfinished. Nancy decided that she believed Mabel. She had once heard her father yelling at Mabel for just swinging by her knees from the tree.

First thing after Monday morning recess was air-raid practice. Their teacher Miss Thompson was ushering the class into line. From habit Nancy clutched at the piece of rubber on a string around her neck. Miss Thompson blew her whistle. 

Grade seven filed quietly down the ramp into the trenches. The roars of rage from the headmaster, Colonel Carruthers, filtered down to them.

"No, you incompetent idiots! Single file, and then move along smartly to make room for the others. At this rate you are all going to be machine-gunned by passing Japs before you reach the trench. Frederick Hopkins, William Owens, I'll see you both in my office after this."

"Fred's in trouble again," Janet whispered. "Colonel Carruthers is always picking on him."

"No talking, girls," Miss Thompson warned.

She looked at her watch. The class shuffled around and waited. The next part of the air-raid drill was a lot more fun. There were two blasts of Colonel Carruthers' whistle. Miss Thompson nodded and gestured for everyone to file out of the trench and up the ramp.

The school marched out of the school grounds in a solid squad with teachers harrying at straggling lines. The park was just around the corner. They gathered on the lawn by the playing area. Colonel Carruthers' instructions were the same every time, but he was heard in attentive silence.

"Remember, if there is an air-raid and a group of you are caught out in the open, scatter and take shelter behind something solid. Lie flat on your face, hands protecting your head and something soft between your teeth, or with your mouth open." 

The headmaster opened his fob watch, and raised his hand. "My hand is the bomb dropping. When I drop it, I want to see you all scatter and lie behind something solid. One, two, three, go!"

He dropped his hand. With whoops of exultation school discipline disintegrated. Everyone raced for their chosen tree and fell flat. The headmaster surveyed the outwardly deserted park, nodded approval, and blew on his whistle. The air-raid practice was over.

Children picked themselves up, emerged from behind the shelter of drinking fountains and incinerators, formed into squads and marched back to the boredom of school.

After lunch, the three girls put aside the problems of the Bolton Road Fundraising Group. Nancy and Janet stood against the wall, with Mabel poised a few steps in front of them. They were playing film stars.

"J.C." Mabel called.

"Joan Crawford," Janet yelled as she catapulted out from the wall to try and touch Mabel before she reached the fence.

They arrived back puffing. Mabel was too fast! She resumed her position in front of them, chewing at her blonde plaits as she tried to think up a less well-known film star.

"Fred!" Janet exclaimed as he slouched over to them.

The boys played on the oval and this area of the school wall was by some unspoken agreement reserved for the girls.

What had happened important enough for Fred to break this unwritten rule? His shoulders were slumped, hands clenched in the pockets of his trousers and his brown eyes sombre with misery.

"You're in trouble with old Carruthers?" Nancy guessed.

"He's putting me back with the fifth grade for the English classes," Fred said bitterly. "Said I'd never get my Merit with my abominable English. Me and Bill Owens are leaving school...we're both thirteen and old enough! English won't be much good when the Japs reach here. Old Carruthers is mental."

"Nothing wrong with Bill Owns' school work, though," Nancy pointed out. She was used to Fred Hopkins' periodic threats to leave school when the teachers got too nasty about his low marks, but Bill Owens was the smartest kid in the school. "Why is he nicking off too? I thought he was going to be a pilot like his brother."

"He doesn't want to wait that long," Fred explained. "Pilot Officer Mark Owens was shot down in New Guinea, missing-believed-killed in the casualty lists this morning. Caruthers gave Bill the rest of the day off anyway."

There was a gasped intake of horror from his listeners. Mark Owens was the collective pride of the Owens family. Nancy always checked the casualty lists on the back of 'The Sun' newspaper every morning before she left for school but she only read as far as the E's. Once she had assured herself there was no A.E. Edwards Cpl. Seventh Bat. among the names, she didn't waste her time looking further down the lists.

"What'll Mum say?" Janet demanded. "You're both still too young to enlist anyway."

"I'll leave her a note," Fred said. "We're going up into the hills to practise guerilla warfare." He glanced around to check no one else was within hearing. "Bill's great-aunt has a cottage up there we can use as a base. We want to do something useful towards the war effort, not sit at school listening to boring teachers." He glared a warning at his sister. "Loose talk kills. Keep your mouth shut."

He turned and slouched towards the tall skinny figure of Bill Owens waiting by the school fence.

"Poor Mrs. Owens," Nancy sighed.

"Mum is going to be so upset," Janet predicted.

"He's right though," Mabel said thoughtfully. Nancy and Janet looked at her in surprise. "I mean," she explained. "Loose talk does kill...look at poor Mark Owens."

"He was probably shot down by anti-aircraft fire, or in a dogfight," Nancy said with a shrug.

"Who knew where he was in the middle of New Guinea to shoot him down?" Mabel persisted. Her voice lowered. The two girls leaned closer to hear. "What if there's a spy in the district passing on messages to the Japs in New Guinea about troop and Air force movements?"

"Where would they get that sort of information around here?" Janet jeered.

"There are always servicemen coming and going on leave around our district," Mabel whispered. "I bet it would be pretty easy to work out troop movements if you kept your eyes and ears open. My Dad reckons they are always worried about information leaking out about troop movements."

"You saying we've got spies in our district?" Nancy asked. "That's just plain silly! How would they pass on their information to New Guinea?"

"My Dad says a Telfunken Radio has got a range that can pick up Germany," Mabel whispered. "Japan is a lot closer than Germany."

This information was greeted with thoughtful silence. Somehow Mabel's argument had the ring of logic to it. You couldn't go anywhere without spotting the posters on all the walls at stations, bus shelters, toilets, and in all the factories. "Warning! The enemy could be listening to your conversation. Loose talk kills."

"What can we do about it?" Janet demanded.

The school bell started its loud clamour. Lunch hour was over. Mabel had to raise her voice to be heard over the bell. "What about from now on, we're the Bolton Road S.C.?"

"The Bolton Road S.C. I like that," Nancy yelled back as they ran towards Assembly.

"But what are we actually going to do?" Janet asked.

"We're going to do our patriotic duty," Mabel bawled back at her. "The Bolton Road Spy Catchers are going to concentrate on catching spies."

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

T


he Bolton Road Spy Catchers

After school, the girls walked home together. Billy ran on ahead, making air-raid and dogfight noises, swooping his metal plane into the restricted air space of his private battles.

A black clad figure appeared, walking slowly towards them. Billy ran back to hang on to his sister's hand. The solidly built woman with old fashioned black clothes nearly reaching her shabby black lace-up shoes got closer.

"Afternoon, Mrs. Louenberg," Mabel quavered.

The woman stopped. Under the black scarf covering her head, her face was round and high coloured, with cold blue eyes.

"You tell your father that the next time I catch that child in my backyard, I go straight to the police," she warned in a heavily accented voice.

The girls, with Billy clutching his sister's hand, remained silent until the woman was a safe distance away.

"I only climbed over the fence to get my ball," Billy whispered. "Do you reckon there are really such things as witches?"

"Don't be a baby," Mabel scolded, but there was not much conviction in her voice. "She's gone anyway."

Billy checked that Mrs. Louenberg really was moving further down the street, and then ran ahead to play dogfights again.

"She's creepy," Janet said with a shiver.

"But not a witch," Nancy said.

"She could be a spy," Mabel mused. "She's a foreigner. She moved into that spooky old house when the war started. Why does she snoop around the district all day? She isn't
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