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Prologue Part 1


December 1937


London


Nancy Keeling
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It was late.  Peter Porteous sat in a window seat of the small café on the corner of Wardour Street and Brewer Street in Soho.  He was sipping a cup of lukewarm tea.  His chest was bothering him; he wasn’t sure if he was going to get a full-on asthma attack.  He had been visiting Jimmy Ryan in Holborn, who had been trying to persuade him to take some illicit goods back up to Kensal Town.  These goods had apparently fallen off the back of a lorry in docklands...

Porteous was not entirely convinced that the good residents of Kensal Town would be that interested in men’s shirts, socks and trousers...Now, if Ryan was offering good-quality hosiery or lingerie, that would be an entirely different kettle of fish...Porteous was very hesitant but Dennis Elphicke, the man who controlled all the stolen and black market goods in East London, wanted a return on the clothing and Ryan and Porteous would just have to get on with it, wouldn't they?

He looked out at the garishly lit street.  The pavements were busy with couples exiting from some show or single men seeking out female company, if they were lucky.  Every ten yards or so, on Brewer Street, a lady stood offering her wares with impunity.  The so-called King of Soho, Charlie Maitland, had the franchise and with it came the Metropolitan Police, at a suitable price, of course.

Porteous looked at the row of ladies.  Some were barely out of their teenage years.  Some were on the wrong side of forty, but they all had one thing in common, the desire to earn quick money, despite the drawbacks.

Porteous looked for the minders.  He could see them standing in shop doorways sucking on cheap tobacco and looking very furtive.  A punter would be given the once-over as he negotiated with his chosen lady.  The female would look over as she pointed out her keeper.  This let the client know that there would be consequences if there were any funny business.  Porteous smiled to himself.  There were several ladies of the night in Kensal Town who were good customers of his.

Some of these females came up to the West End to ply their trade.  Some of them worked out of King’s Cross, or the back of Paddington Station.  His good friend, Edith Bell, the landlady of the White Horse Public House on Kensal Road, was not really a prostitute.  It was just something she did from time to time when the takings in the pub were a little low.  Porteous smiled at the thought.  Edith could certainly handle herself when requested.  Although the licence was in her husband’s name, he hadn’t been seen in Kensal Town for a number of years.  Edith had a way of persuading her friendly magistrate to renew the licence; the rooms at the back of the courthouse were secluded enough for that purpose...

He sipped his tea and stared at the humanity spread out in front of him.  He picked up the evening paper.  The front page was full of doom and gloom about the impending chaos in Europe.  Britain and France had signed away the Sudetenland to Hitler and his Germans.  There were grumblings about the amount of appeasement being lavished on the dictator.  He flicked over the pages and glanced at the stories.  One in particular caught his attention, that of increasing shortages in the shops.  Porteous raised his eyebrows.  Shortages meant an upturn in trade for him and Jimmy Ryan...  He smiled...

He was startled when the door burst open.  He looked up to see a dark-haired female in her early twenties standing still and breathing heavily as though she had been running.  A voice cried out from behind the counter,

“Oi!  I don’t want no trouble in ‘ere.  Do yer ‘ear me?”

The female looked over at the proprietress and nodded, “It’s okay; just a little misunderstanding, that’s all.”

“Well, take yer misunderstanding and bugger off...”

Porteous could see a commotion outside.  One of the minders had crossed the street and was engaged in a conversation with one of the working girls; she pointed a finger at the café.

Porteous raised his eyebrows and pushed out the chair opposite him,

“You’d better sit down.”  He looked at the café proprietress, “Two more teas, Mable, please.”

Mable sighed, “It’s on you, Porteous.  If there’s any damage, you’re payin’ fer it...”

Porteous looked up at the young woman, “Sit down and take off your coat, quickly.  What’s your name?”

The female sat down, pulling off her coat, “Nancy, Nancy Keeling.”

Porteous smiled, “Well, Nancy Keeling, you’ve been sat here with me for the last hour.  Isn’t that right, Mable?”

The proprietress swore loudly as she poured two more teas and brought them over to the table.  Several other occupants looked up from their refreshments and then looked down...

The door opened noisily.  Porteous looked up to see one of Charlie Maitland’s minders.

Mable called out, “If yer comin’ in, then shut the bloody door.  Otherwise, bugger off.  Yer disturbing me customers.”

The minder sneered at the woman, “Shut up, Mable.  Mind yer Ps and Qs.  Did you see a tart come in here?  She was wearin’ a beige coat?”

Porteous pushed the coat further under the table.

Mable raised her voice, “Do yer see any tarts in ere?  This is a respectable establishment.  Ah pays me dues to Charlie like everybody else, so clear off!”

The minder walked slowly over to the counter, “A tom was plying her trade in Old Compton Street.  She’s not one of ours.  If you see her, tell her she’s gonna have her pretty little face smashed in.”

He slapped his hand on the glass counter making the whole unit shake and wagged his finger in her face.  “If I find she’s been in ‘ere, you’re in deep shit.”

Mable rolled her eyes, “Yeah, and if you or one of your thugs lays a hand on me or me place, Charlie will chop yer fingers off...”

The thug snorted and blew the proprietress a kiss.  She swore loudly at him.  As he turned, his eyes landed on Porteous and Nancy Keeling.  He looked at the couple.  He walked slowly up to the table.  Porteous sipped at his tea.  Nancy stared straight ahead...

The thug leaned into Porteous, “What are you doin’ up here, Porteous?”

Porteous blew away some steam from the hot tea, “Just a bit of business, that’s all.”

The thug nodded his head at Nancy, “Who’s yer lady friend?”

Porteous put down his cup, “That’s my cousin, Nancy.  I was showing her the sights.”

The thug stared at Nancy, “You wasn’t just in Old Compton Street, was yer?”

Nancy Keeling smiled sweetly, “No, I’ve been with Porteous all day.  We may have walked down Old Compton Street, but that was hours ago.”

The thug straightened up and looked at Porteous, “You’d better watch yerself, Porteous.  Charlie’s bin asking questions about yer business.  If I were you, I’d stick to that shithole yer call Kensal Town.  You aint grand enough to play with the big boys.”

Porteous stared at him, “Be sure to give Charlie my best regards.”

The door opened.  A rough voice called out, “Mifty; she’s been seen at the other end of Wardour Street...”

Michael ‘Mifty’ Mitchell smirked, at Porteous, “I’ll catch up with you soon enough, Porteous and yer’ll get what’s comin’ to you, wiv interest...”

Porteous sipped his tea and stared at the bald ex-fairground fighter.

Mifty Mitchell rushed out of the door, grabbing his mate as he pushed past.

The silenced café collectively breathed a sigh of relief.

Mable spoke loudly, “Porteous!  Take yer friend out the back door, now!  And yer owe me one and sixpence for the refreshments...”

Porteous gripped Nancy Keeling by the arm and pulled her up as she tried to retrieve her coat from under the table, “Come on, Nancy, let’s not push our luck...”

Mable ushered them behind the counter and shoved them through a door into a rather grubby kitchen and out into a backyard.  She slid across the bolts on the high gate at the end of the yard that led into a dark alley.  She said,

“Follow the alley down to Berwick Street and then yer on yer own.”

She looked at Porteous, “Yer a pain in the arse, Porteous.  Take yer lady friend and put her right.”  She smiled at him as she closed the gate and slid the bolts back into place.

Porteous grabbed Nancy Keeling and hurried her along the alley that was littered with evidence of recent sexual activity and out into the throng in Berwick Street.  He felt her pull him back.

“It’s all right, Porteous, I’ll find my own way home now.”

“Look behind you, Nancy.  Look over the road.  Maitland’s boys are everywhere.”  He paused and then asked, “Where’s home?  At least I can see you there.”

“I’m staying in a hostel near Russell Square.”

Porteous shrugged his shoulders, “Okay, let’s go there, then.”

“I’m perfectly capable of finding my own way, thank you.”

She pulled away from him as he shrugged his shoulders.

He smiled at her, “Look, Nancy, I mean you no harm, but if you think you can just come down to Soho and stand on a street corner without Charlie Maitland’s permission, you don’t understand how things work here.”

Nancy Keeling looked down, embarrassed.

Porteous continued, “Mifty Mitchell will give you a right slap when he catches up with you and if you encroach on his territory again, he will catch up with you.”

Nancy pouted, “I’m just trying to earn a few bob to send home to my mum and sister, that’s all.”

She began to leave.  

He said, “There are lots of easier ways of doing it.”

She shrugged her shoulders, “What’s it to do with you, anyway?”

“Absolutely nothing, Nancy...take care...”  He began to walk away.

Nancy looked around her into the thronging crowds.  She had no idea who was who.  Men stared at her; one man licked his lips as he approached her.  Her heart began to beat quickly.  A woman pushed past her, muttering audibly,

“Out of the way, whore...”  

A female out on her own at this time of night in Soho could only be one kind of woman...

Porteous was about ten yards away from her.  She ran quickly.  He turned as he felt her arm in his.  He allowed himself a little smirk...

She gushed breathlessly, “Porteous, you can walk me home, if you like.”

He nodded as he stared ahead.  They began to chat as they walked.

“What are you doing here, Nancy?” he asked, more in hope than expectation

She answered quietly, “I told you; trying to earn some quick money to send home to my mum and sister.”

Porteous looked at her as they reached a very crowded Oxford Street.

“As I said, there are plenty of ways to earn money; you don’t have to do what you are trying to do.”

She looked down and clutched at him even more tightly, “My mum’s in trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Money; what other kind can there be?  If I don’t get her some money by the end of the week, she’s going to be evicted.”

Porteous raised his eyebrows, “How much?”

“Over ten pounds.”

“That’s a lot of money, Nancy.”

She stared ahead, “I know...”

They were almost at Tottenham Court Road.  He pointed at the Crown Public House, “There’s just enough time to get a drink, and you can tell me all about it.”

She didn’t object as he led her over the road.  The public bar was crowded and very smoky.  He led her into a quieter area where the beer was a penny dearer.  He pushed past several servicemen still in their army uniforms, clearly enjoying a night out before King and country called upon them.  A Royal Air Force sergeant leered at her; she flushed up.

He plonked two gin and tonics on the little table; she began to talk.

They were ushered out of the pub just after eleven-fifteen.  By this time he had learned all he needed to know about Nancy Keeling, and that she certainly had no idea of what life was like as a working girl in central London.  

They stood outside the imposing four-storey house on Bedford Way, just along from the British Museum.  The gin had loosened her tongue.

He said, “Look, if you are determined to follow your chosen line of work, you are going to need help.  There are a couple of girls where I live who work for Charlie Maitland.  It might be better if you speak with them first instead of freelancing on the streets of Soho.”

She nodded, “You might be right.”  She stared up at the building.  “I’d better leave you here.  I’m supposed to be home by midnight before they lock the door.”

She reached up and pecked him on the cheek, “Thanks, Porteous.  How do I contact you?”

“The White Horse on Kensal Road.  Look up the telephone number and ask for the landlady, Edith Bell.  She knows a little of your business.  She will get a message to me.”  He looked at the tall, extremely good-looking woman.

“In the meantime, keep off the streets.  There’s plenty of other work to be had...”

She smiled at him and went up the stone steps.  When she reached the top, she turned but, Porteous had already disappeared into the night.

The night bell sounded as she opened the heavy wooden door.  She stood in the dimly lit grand entrance hall that had somehow lost its charm over the years.  The mosaic floor tiles were cracked and showing signs of a hasty repair.  A wooden booth with a glass window had been created to the right.  A rather stern-looking woman with reading glasses perched on the end of her nose glared at her.

The woman rapped on the glass.  Nancy looked up.  The woman beckoned her over.

“Miss Keeling, you’ve been here for four days.  You know the rules.  Have you managed to secure employment yet?”

Nancy looked down, “Not yet Miss Ledston, but I’ve had a number of interviews.  I’m just waiting to be contacted.”  She paused, “Have there been any messages for me?”

Ledston cleared her throat and turned to a numbered board behind her with little slots.  “You are in 501; there’s nothing for you.  Your rent is due on Friday.  Do you have the means to pay it?”

Nancy nodded, “I’m sure I’ll have something sorted by the end of the week.”

Ledston summoned her even closer, “I have to tell you that one of the other residents saw you on Old Compton Street; was that you?”

Nancy swallowed nervously, “It-it’s possible, Miss.  I met my cousin, and we walked all over the West End.”

“Cousin?  You didn’t say you had a cousin living in London.”

“Yes-yes.  He lives in a place called Kensal Town over in West London.”

Miss Ledston narrowed her eyes, “I hope you haven’t been working on the streets, Miss Keeling.  The trustees of this hostel take a very dim view of such behaviour.  This establishment is for respectable working ladies seeking to establish themselves in London, and not a sleeping house for common prostitutes.  Do you understand?”

Nancy nodded and looked down, “Of course, Miss Ledston.  I’ll have employment in the next few days.”
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Ledston opened the wooden door to her little cubicle rattling a bunch of keys, “Now, if you’ll excuse me, Miss Keeling, it’s time I locked the doors.  Good night...”

Nancy Keeling trudged wearily up five flights of stairs.  Her room, for what it was, was situated at the end of a dimly lit corridor.  She inserted a key into the old lock and opened the door.  She immediately felt the cold, with the heating having been turned off a few hours earlier.  She closed the door behind her and slid across the bolt.  The room was barely ten feet by six.  A single bed was on one wall, with a sink and a battered wardrobe on the other.  The bed linen was threadbare.  She had taken to throwing her only coat over the bed to keep warm.

The toilet was back down the corridor.  If the ladies wanted a bath, they had to seek a key from whoever was on duty in the entrance hall.  Residents needed to purchase a token to insert into the slot meter to acquire hot water.  Rooms had a supply of lukewarm water that was sufficient for guests to give themselves an all-over wash standing in a basin.  For the privilege of residing in this establishment, Nancy paid nineteen shillings and six pence a week.

Nancy threw off her coat and sat on the end of her bed.  She could hear two of the girls chatting in the room next door through the thinly-partitioned walls.  Her neighbours hadn’t spoken to her since she had moved in the previous weekend, not that she was bothered anyway.  Her local vicar in Mulbarton on the outskirts of Norwich had arranged the accommodation for her. 

She kicked off her shoes.  Porteous was nice and didn’t seem to want to take advantage of her, but that was for another day...

––––––––
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She woke about eight the next morning.  Noise from the other residents would have wakened the dead as they busied themselves for a day in their ‘regular’ jobs.  Nancy pulled the pillow over her head...

The cafeteria was virtually empty by the time she got down there.  Two assistants were making desultory efforts to clean up.  She stood over the tea urn and poured some tea.  She sat down, picked up a battered newspaper and skimmed through the advertisements for the job vacancies.  There was plenty of work to be had, ranging from shop assistants to typists and even switchboard operators in the local telephone exchange.  Unfortunately, none of them would give her sufficient money to stop her mother and sister being evicted by the end of the week.  There was only one thing to do...She made her way to the payphone in the reception area and made the call...
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Prologue Part 2


December 1937


Nancy gets a job.
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The White Horse public house on Kensal Road was crowded.  It was as though the impending doom and gloom in Europe was irrelevant.  Christmas was rapidly approaching, so, who cared?  Punters had a few bob in their pockets, so why shouldn’t they enjoy a few beers with their mates?  The missus was at home with the noisy kids, and they’ve all put in a hard day’s graft in some factory, warehouse or building site.  Who would begrudge them a little relaxation?  A few drinks, then home to remind the wife who is the boss and all is well with the world...

Nancy Keeling opened the door and was hit by the pungent smell of stale beer and dodgy tobacco.  She wrinkled up her nose.  She didn’t reckon much of Porteous’ choice of drinking establishments.  Edith Bell, the landlady, looked up from behind the counter.  She caught Nancy’s eye and raised her eyebrows.  This lass was too good-looking to be on a street corner...

Nancy pushed her way through a group of men.  She felt a hand on her backside.  She stopped and glared at the culprit.  She felt Edith’s arm in hers as the landlady raised her voice.

“Oi!  Keep your feckin’ hands to yourself and leave the lady alone.  Finish your drink and then piss off.”

The man laughed at Edith.  He didn’t see the swinging hand that caught him flush on the side of his face.  He reeled back in surprise as the stinging slap reddened his skin.  He felt a large pair of arms pin him.

The pub went quiet.  “Sling him out, Tommy, and give him a little kicking.  He’s new to the area and doesn’t know the rules yet.”

Edith leaned into the man, “If you want to drink in here, you behave yourself, okay?”

The man nodded as he felt himself being lifted off his feet and dragged back out through the door.

Tommy gave the errant punter a few slaps and sent him on his way...

––––––––
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Edith smiled at Nancy, “Sorry about that, love.  We normally don’t get much trouble in here.”

She pulled Nancy to the bar, “What are you drinking?”

Nancy smiled, “Gin and tonic, please,” she paused and then asked, “Are you Edith Bell?”

“Who’s asking?”

“Nancy Keeling.  Porteous told me to come here and ask for him.”

Edith smiled and nodded at one of the bar staff.  She turned to Nancy, “Porteous will be in soon.  Tommy will let him know you are here.  He lives just around the corner.”

Porteous made his way to the White Horse.  He lived on Bosworth Road, almost opposite the church.  His flat on the top floor suited his needs.  The tenants in the converted house kept themselves to themselves.  He liked it that way.  He could carry on his business without prying eyes.  Even the landlord’s appointed gatekeeper, Martha Cunningham, kept out of his affairs.  To keep her sweet, he would sometimes drop her the odd pair of nylons or a slightly suspect bottle of whisky.

He pushed open the door to the public house and almost immediately, he felt his chest tighten with the aroma of cigarette smoke.  It stung his eyes.  He acknowledged the nods of a few acquaintances as he made his way to the bar.

Edith Bell slapped a glass in front of him; he smiled at Nancy Keeling.  She looked at him nervously.  He sipped at the lukewarm beer.

Edith said, “Take her upstairs, Porteous, it’s quieter there.”  She lifted a section of the bar counter and ushered them through.

They sat in Edith Bell’s first floor living room.  Nancy crossed her long legs. Porteous thought she was a good-looking woman; too good for her chosen occupation.

He spoke quietly; one could hear the hum of the busy bar downstairs.

“Okay, Nancy, how can I help you?”

She shrugged her shoulders, “I’m in desperate need of money.”

He nodded, “Yeah, ten pounds to stave off your mother’s eviction.”  

He paused and took in this rather beautiful twenty-two-year old.  She was tall; he guessed at five feet ten inches or thereabouts.  In heels, she could be well over six feet.  Her long hair was a golden auburn with just a hint of curls at the end.  She was tastefully made up and well presented in a knee-length skirt, white blouse and a tan coat.  He noticed she was bare-legged. This was not to be advised in the week before Christmas...He could rectify that, as there were literally dozens of good quality nylons back in his flat.

A tear appeared in her eye. “Look, it’s my mum.  She’s no good at picking her fellows.  She threw the last one out after he started messing with my sister Charlotte.  The problem is he took all her money with him.”

Porteous raised his eyebrows and sipped his beer, “Hmm, I can see that’s a problem.  How old is Charlotte?”

“She’s fifteen and doing well in school.  I want her to have the chances I didn’t have, but grammar schools don’t come cheap in Norwich.  The uniform alone is over ten pounds a year, and then there’s the rent, the electric light, coal and food.”

Porteous nodded, “Times are not good, especially with war a distinct possibility.  Is your mum not working?”

Nancy looked down, “She’s taken to the drink.  No employer in the area will touch her.”

“So Charlotte looks after her?”

Nancy sighed, “There are many days when mum is sober, but she’s not reliable.  She’ll have a few pennies in her pocket and go down to the local pub.  There are always plenty of men happy to buy her a drink for what they can get out of her.  I don’t mind her doing that, but it becomes a problem when she brings them home.  I managed to install locks on Charlotte’s room before I left.”

“So, you’ve come to London to seek your fortune?”

Nancy smiled, “If you put it like that, well, yes.”

Porteous finished off his drink, walked over to a cabinet at the other end of the room and poured two more gin and tonics.

Nancy asked, “Won’t Mrs Bell mind?”

Porteous passed her the glass; “I doubt it, seeing as I provided her with this gin in the first place.”  He paused, “So tell me about yourself.”

She sipped at the drink and then looked at it, “This is much better than what is served downstairs.”

Porteous laughed.

“There’s not much to tell, really.  I’m twenty-two; never had a real job, and I was pregnant at sixteen; one of my mother’s men friends.”

Porteous froze.  She continued, “Oh, don’t worry.  A lady over the old blacksmith’s soon sorted me out... The problem is that she kind of messed me up, and now I can’t have any more children.  Well, that’s what they told me at the hospital.  Anyway, this world is too horrible to bring up children.”

“I should have gone to grammar school, but there was no money.  I didn’t fancy working in the fields, so I took a job in a factory.  The foreman got me sacked when I wouldn’t put out for him.  So here I am.”

“And you want to work the streets?”

She stared at Porteous, “I don’t want to work the streets, but what choice do I have?”  She shrugged her shoulders, “I have an asset.  Anyway, I’ve been using it since I was fourteen to provide for my family.  So what’s the difference?”

Porteous was silent for a few minutes.  Nancy stared at the blazing coal fire.

“I spoke to a friend who lives in West Hampstead.  She works for Charlie Maitland in Soho.  She says she can get you a meeting with him.  You know what kind of work he expects you to do?”

She nodded, “Do I have a choice?  I need to send back at least ten pounds by the weekend, otherwise we get evicted.”

“If you are sure, I’ll take you over to meet her tomorrow morning.”

She whispered a thank-you.

He said, “Come back to my place, and I’ll sort you out with a few essentials.”

“Like what?”

He pointed to her bare legs, “A pair of decent stockings for a start.  You can’t go and see Charlie Maitland like that.”
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Porteous lit the gas fire in his living room.  He poured some more drinks.  They sat and chatted for an hour or so.  Nancy was wondering what she would have to do for his help.  It was late, and she fell asleep on the sofa.  He placed a blanket over her and went off to bed.

He woke her just before eight the next morning.  She could hear the bath running next door.  He handed her a steaming cup of tea.  

“Go next door and have a bath; I just put another sixpence in the meter.  There’s a robe behind the door.  After you have finished, go into the bedroom, where I’ve laid out some clothes for you.  Choose whatever you need whilst I make some breakfast.”

Porteous busied himself in the kitchen.  He fried up some eggs, bacon and mushrooms.  Nancy appeared at the door wrapped in the thick, soft robe with a towel around her head like a turban.

She asked, “Where did all those ladies clothes come from?”

He shrugged his shoulders, “I’m a trader.  I get what I can and sell it on.”

She turned away, “I’ll just help myself to a pair of stockings, if that is alright?”

He nodded, “Sure; whatever you want.”

She dressed after breakfast, leaving the bedroom door open.  Porteous glanced at this rather attractive lady as she sat on the bed and rolled the hosiery up her legs.  She smiled at him; “I’ve taken some lingerie as well, if that’s okay?”

She stood in front of a full-length mirror, “Are the seams straight, Porteous?”

He nodded, reached into his pocket and produced a plain brown envelope.

“Look Nancy.  There’s ten pounds here.”

Her eyes opened wide, “Are you sure?”

“Yes, I know you’ll pay me back.  We’ll send it to your mother from the post office on the way over to West Hampstead.  If all goes well, you’ll just need to pop back to your hostel, clear your rent, grab your things, and then you can live your life the way you want without any busybodies interfering.”

She reached up to him, put her arms around his neck and hugged him tight.  It was not often that a man would give something to her without demanding she repay him in some form or other.  She kissed him on the cheek and whispered, 

“Thank you, Porteous.  You’re a good man.”

He patted the back of her head.
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Nancy Keeling and Peter Porteous walked over to West Hampstead.  The December day was cold but dry and sunny.  He felt her arm in his as they walked along Harvist Road and past Queen’s Park.  She looked in the windows of a few shops on Kilburn High Road before they turned into Gascony Avenue and on to West End Lane.  They stood at the door of the three-bed terraced house on Crediton Hill.

A dark-haired beauty with sleep all over her face opened the door; it was gone ten o’clock.

“Jesus, Porteous, I’ve only just gone to bed.”

Porteous smiled, “And a very good morning to you, Helen.”

He pushed past her; “I’ll brew some tea whilst you make yourself decent.  You’ve got a visitor, in case you haven’t noticed.”

Helen Shenton pulled the thin dressing gown tightly around her naked body, muttered a few choice swear words and skipped back upstairs.  Porteous ushered Nancy into the kitchen. 

He looked at Nancy; “I’ll introduce you to Helen when she comes back down.  I’ve known her for some time.  She’s one of Charlie’s top girls.  She doesn’t work the streets any more, only call-outs and private events.  I think that’s where you’ll end up.”

Helen Shenton appeared at the door.  She was still wearing the same dressing gown, but she had combed her hair and brushed her teeth.  She went up to Porteous, threw her arms around him, and kissed him on the lips.  “Did you bring me anything?”  Her soft voice purred like a kitten.  She was used to getting her own way with men.

Porteous pushed her off, “You still owe me for three pairs.  They don’t grow on trees, you know.”

She feigned a pout, “Have you got any silk?”

Nancy looked on at this interaction.  She was a little jealous...

He replied, “I might have when all your debts have been cleared...”

He poured the tea and motioned Helen to sit down, “Helen, this is Nancy.”

Helen Shenton smiled at Nancy; she took her hand, “Hmm, you were right, Porteous, she is indeed a beauty.”

Nancy looked down and blushed.

“Charlie will snap you up for his more discerning clients.”

Porteous sipped his tea and sat back whilst the two of them chatted to each other.  After about half an hour, he stood up to leave.  

Nancy reached out, “Wait, Porteous.”

He shook his head, “I have to go, Nancy.  Helen will take care of you.”

Nancy looked anxious, “I can’t stay in the hostel.”

Helen Shenton reached out, “You can stay here.  My previous housemate fell in love with a punter and moved out.”

Nancy looked at Porteous; he nodded, “I knew that you could stay here before we came...I’ll leave you to it.”

He turned to Helen Shenton, “What time are you seeing Charlie?”

“After four.  I’ll sort out Nancy with some decent clothes, and then we’ll go over to the hotel and square that off.  She’ll be fine with me as long as she pays her share of the rent each week.”

Nancy nodded vigorously.  Porteous left them to it...
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Carmelo Messina, otherwise known as Charlie Maitland, worked out of a cramped office above a seedy club on Greek Street in Soho.  He and his four brothers had followed their father into the brothel and prostitution business when they arrived in London from their home in Malta.  Although they mainly imported women from France, Belgium and Spain, there were a fair number of local British girls in the stable.  Maitland and his brothers controlled prostitution across this part of Central London.  They operated with impunity, as they had many of Scotland Yard’s finest officers on their payroll.

By 1937, Charlie Maitland couldn’t get enough women to satisfy the demands of pre-war Britain as it geared itself up for the expected coming conflict.  There were always servicemen looking for a quick knee-trembler down some dark alley behind one of his clubs.  In addition, Maitland and his brothers had cornered the market with providing ladies to private establishments for the rich and famous, not forgetting the infamous Georgian house in Maida Vale.  

Maitland sat behind an oversized desk, smoking a fat cigar and reading a newspaper.  His brother, Alfredo, otherwise known as Alfred Martin, sat on a worn-out leather sofa sipping a large whisky and fiddling with one of the cocktail waitresses from downstairs.

Nancy Keeling and Helen Shenton knocked on the door.  Alfred Martin extracted his hand from under the hapless waitress’ skirt.  He pushed her up, rapped her on the backside, tucked a ten shilling note in the waistband of her outfit and told her to bugger off.  She winked at Nancy as she squeezed past her in the narrow doorway, pushing a pair of ample breasts in her face.  Nancy blushed.

The two women stood in front of the desk.  Charlie Maitland put down his newspaper and smiled,

“Who have you brought us, Helen?”

“Charlie, this is Nancy.  She’s just arrived in London.”

He looked her up and down.  Helen Shenton had dressed Nancy well in a fitted, low-cut dark blue dress with a hem that was just above her knees.  She was wearing a pair of black court shoes that raised her height even more.  She was already tall enough for a female.  Her hair was combed out nicely and held on one side of her head by a gold coloured clip.

Alfredo stood up, licking his lips.  He spoke to his brother in Maltese.  Maitland nodded.

He put his hands together and sat back on his chair.

“Right, Miss Nancy, you’ll do.  You’re on the payroll from now.  Have you done this work before?”

“Yes,” she lied.

“Good, good.  Then you know how it works.  You’ll do call-outs and parties, and occasionally on the streets if business is a bit slack.  You hand over fifty per cent of what you make.  If you hide anything, you’ll get a slap from your minder, understand?”

Nancy nodded.  Maitland’s accent was strong.  She said, “Helen’s told me how you operate.”

“Right, then there’ll be no misunderstandings, will there?  Mifty will be your minder.  Just do as he says and we’ll all make some money.  Oh, and one last thing, don’t steal from your clients.  I’ve got my reputation to maintain.  If you do, you’ll get more than a slap.  Understand?”

Nancy nodded vigorously.

He asked, “Where are you staying?”

“With Helen.”

“Good, I’ll tell Mifty to pick up both of you at eight tonight.  There’s a party down by the Embankment; a load of coppers celebrating something or other.  Right, clear off the pair of you.”

With that, the two women left the office, walked down the stairs and out onto an already busy Greek Street.  Helen Shenton put her arm through Nancy’s,

“Told you it would be okay.  His bark is worse than his bite.”

They strolled back up to Tottenham Court Road.  Soho was getting busy with departing office workers looking for a quick drink and those seeking a more sensory experience, before they faced the wife at home.

Nancy asked, “Who’s this Mifty?”

Helen stared ahead, “Michael Mitchell; ex fairground boxer with a nose that goes with it.  Short, fat and with a chrome dome.  Now his bite is a lot worse than his bark.  Watch out for him.  He’ll take your money after you’ve finished with a punter.  Most of the call-out clients will give you a tip.  Just hand over the agreed fee and shove the rest down your knickers.  Mifty will feel you up, but he won’t go down there.”

Nancy nodded, “What’s this party tonight?”

“Oh, just a load of pissed-up coppers.  Most just want to touch you up.  If they want a personal service, agree a price and tell Mifty.  Do the business and then move on.  We should make ten or twelve pounds in tips.”

Nancy raised her eyebrows, “As much as that?”

They turned into Bedford Way.  “Much better than standing on a street corner freezing your tits off waiting for a sweaty punter.  All they’re looking for is a quick tug for ten bob.  Not much in that game.  Leave that to the foreign girls.  They’ve all got the clap anyway.”

Helen Shenton waited whilst Nancy Keeling cleared her few belongings, paid up for the rest of the week and departed from the hostel, much to the relief of the miserable receptionist, Miss Ledston.
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Nancy Keeling sat in the back of the Wolsely Hornet and stared out of the window as Michael ‘Mifty’ Mitchell weaved his way down through the traffic.

He looked at her in the rear-view mirror, “Do ah know yer?  Ah swear I’ve seen yer somewhere before.”  His accent was as coarse as his looks.

Nancy ignored him.  She couldn’t be sure, but maybe he was the bruiser who had come looking for her in the café in Soho when she was rescued by Porteous...

Helen Shenton patted him on the knee, “Come on, Mifty, concentrate on your driving and leave the poor girl alone.”

Mitchell cleared his throat, gave one last glance in the mirror and drove on.

––––––––
[image: image]


It was gone three in the morning when Mitchell dropped them back to West Hampstead.  Three other working girls had squashed into the vehicle.  The car smelled of cheap perfume and equally cheap gin and cigarettes.  These girls decamped somewhere in Kilburn.  One of them was virtually sitting on Nancy’s lap.  As she exited the car, she ran her hands over Nancy’s breasts and winked at her...

Helen and Nancy shared a bath before they retired to bed; they didn’t have any more sixpences for the meter.  Both of them arrived home with more than ten pounds in their purses and in other places.  They were slightly tipsy...

The work wasn’t too demanding; just a few tugs in a cubicle in the men’s toilet and a chief inspector with wandering hands whilst she sat on his lap.  Nancy thought she’d soon be able to pay off Porteous and then keep her mother and sister happy back in Norwich, but she knew this was only the start of her new life.

She lay in bed and dreamed of Peter Porteous...
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It was Friday, Christmas Eve, and approaching five in the afternoon.  Nancy Keeling wrapped the long coat tightly around her as she descended from the train at Norwich Thorpe Station.  The platform was crowded with passengers hurrying to get home to see their loved ones for the short Christmas break.  The air was filled with smoke and steam from the trains.  Porters stood around with their trolleys, eager to snap up a customer or two before the pub demanded their presence after the last train at ten o’clock.

Nancy had dozed off in the carriage.  She had sat opposite a woman who seemed to turn her nose up at her as though she knew what Nancy really was.  Nancy didn’t give a toss.  She had fifteen pounds in her purse; enough to ensure her small family could have a decent Christmas and not worry about the rent.

She crossed over the River Wensum onto Prince of Wales Road and headed for a small parade of shops on Rose Lane.  There was a queue outside the butchers; local residents hoping to get a bargain before the shop closed for the next few days.  Nancy pushed her way into the shop, ignoring the complaints behind her.

Three assistants and the master butcher were trying to deal with the last minute rush.  She smiled at one young lad who had little beads of sweat on his forehead underneath his round, white hat.  His apron was dirty with smears of blood and other assorted remains of some dead animal or other.  

He looked up at her and blushed, “Miss, you’ll have to wait your turn.”

Nancy waved a piece of paper at him, “I’ve come to collect an order.”

The master butcher looked up and nodded at the young lad, who reached over and took her paper.  He squinted at the writing under the yellow glow of the lights.

“Ah, Miss Keeling; one medium-sized turkey, two pounds of best sausages and a pound of best back bacon, not forgetting a tub of lard for the roast potatoes.  It’s ready for you wrapped up in the back.”

The master butcher sauntered over, “Wait a minute, lad.  Has the young lady paid?”

Nancy dropped a pound note on the glass counter, “Will that cover it?”

He smiled, “Go on, lad, look lively.”

The assistant scurried off.  The butcher said,

“You’ve only just made it, Lass.  Another ten minutes and I would have sold this lot to the hungry hordes out there.  I don’t know why they couldn’t have telephoned in an order like you did.”

The young lad appeared carrying a large brown package tied up with string.  It looked heavy.

The butcher slapped a few coppers on the counter, “Don’t forget your change, Miss.”

Nancy swept up the money and dropped it into her purse.  The parcel was indeed heavy.

She lugged it back to the station and hopped into a taxi.

“Cringleford; just off the Newmarket Road, and don’t be taking the piss.  I know exactly where I’m going.”

The driver swallowed hard and touched his hat. “Sure thing, Miss.  We’ll be there in ten minutes.”

She tipped him a couple of coppers and struggled up the short pathway.  The house was in darkness.  She was about to put her key in the door when it opened.  The beaming face of her younger sister appeared in the gloom.  She dropped the package on the tiles in the hallway as her sister wrapped her arms around her and hugged her tight.

Nancy said, “Why is there no light?”

“The meter’s empty.”

Nancy rolled her eyes.

They walked into the front room.  Two solitary candles were on the mantelpiece.  Charlotte was trying to read by the fire.  She rummaged in her purse and took out a small drawstring bag.

“Here, there’s ten sixpences.  Put five in the electric and five in the gas.  That’ll be enough for the next few days.”  

She looked at the blazing fire, “How are we off for coal?”

“Mum managed to get two bags yesterday on tick.  He’s coming back on Monday for his money.”

“Where is Mum?”

She gestured to the first floor, “Upstairs sleeping it off.  She hasn’t got up today.”

Nancy looked at her, “Don’t worry.  We’ll manage until she comes to her senses.  Now squeeze that turkey into the meat safe and put the sausages and bacon in the larder.  Did you manage to get some potatoes and other vegetables from the farm down the road?”

Charlotte nodded, “I flirted with the young lad.  We have to pay him next week before his dad finds out.”

Nancy didn’t know if she approved or not, “I’ll go and see him on Boxing Day.  Keep away from him, okay?  I don’t want you messing with any boys.  How are your studies?”

Charlotte pouted, “Sister Mary says I’m doing well.”

“Good, keep it that way.  I’m not killing myself in London for nothing.”

Charlotte fed the two meters and the lights came back on.  She looked at her big sister as she blew out the candles and thought she was looking particularly pretty that evening.

“Tell me about your job?”

Nancy looked at her, “Oh it’s nothing really.  Just office work.”

“It pays well?”

“Enough.  I borrowed some money to pay the landlord.  Did you go with Mum when she paid it?”

“Of course.  We can’t trust Mum with that kind of money when she has to walk past at least three pubs.  Don’t worry; I got the rent book signed.  He wanted to charge a late fee, but I told him you would see him and straighten things out.”

Nancy sighed; thus as it ever was...
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As Charlotte made a simple evening meal, Nancy pushed open the door to her mother’s bedroom; it was stale and stuffy.  The room was cold.

She opened the window and switched on the bedroom light.  There were complaints from under the pile of bedclothes,

“Jesus, turn off that light.  It’s hurting my eyes.”

Nancy sat down on the bed, “It’s Nancy, Mum.”

Hilda Keeling emerged from under the eiderdown.  She looked at her eldest daughter and smiled, “Nancy, I knew you’d come home to mama.”

She reached up and began to pull Nancy to her.  Nancy resisted.

“Mum, you’re none too fresh.  Charlotte is boiling some water for you to have a bath.”

Hilda Keeling groaned and tried to bury her head, “I don’t feel too well, Nancy.”

“That’s because you’ve got an almighty hangover, and you haven’t drunk any water all day.”  She pulled the eiderdown away from her mother.

“When was the last time you changed these sheets?”

They were grubby with sweat and God knows what.

Hilda Keeling tried to cover her nakedness.  She sat up, knowing that she couldn’t get one over her eldest daughter when she’s in that kind of mood.

“Pass me my robe.”

“Please?”

“Please...”

Nancy reached behind the door and plucked a worn and very thin bathrobe.  She held it for her mother who gradually climbed out of bed.  Nancy was shocked at the state of her forty-something parent.  She was thin, almost emaciated.  Her breasts sagged forlornly from her chest.  Her hair was lank and straggly.  If her mother looked like her two daughters when she was younger, she certainly did not now.  Her calories appeared to be coming out of a bottle rather than from a plate.

Nancy slid over a pair of battered slippers as her mother sat on the bed trying to tie the robe around her waist.  She pushed her feet into the soft shoes.

The kitchen was full of steam.  Charlotte was dispensing lots of hot water into the tin bath.  Nancy stood over the sink and insisted that her mother brush her teeth.  The two daughters poured water over their mother as she sat in the bath.  Nancy washed her mother’s hair.  She lay back in the bath.  Hilda Keeling was gradually coming back to life.  She looked at her eldest daughter,

“My, Nancy, looks like London agrees with you.”

Nancy shrugged.  She rubbed soap into her mother’s body, “It’s okay.  I was lucky.  I found a kind man who helped me, and before you ask, he wanted nothing in return.”  Nancy had raised her voice.

Charlotte looked over from her preparation work with the turkey.

Hilda Keeling shrugged, “Not my business, my girl.  And don’t you adopt that tone with me.”

Nancy placed her hand on her mother’s head and pushed her down under the water.  She held her there for a few seconds.  Charlotte burst out laughing.  Water splashed over the side of the tin bath and onto the stone floor as she emerged gasping and spluttering.

“What the...”

“Sorry, Mum, just rinsing off your hair.”

Charlotte turned back to her chores, giggling.

Hilda Keeling sulked.

Nancy helped her to get dressed.  She sat Hilda in front of the dressing table and carefully brushed out her hair.

“Come on, Mum, you’ve got to do better.  Charlotte needs you.”

Hilda sighed, “I know, I know.  I’ll try, I promise.”

“Look, stay off the gin for a few weeks, and you’ll soon perk up.  There’s plenty of food downstairs and we’ll cook the turkey tonight.  I topped up the gas meter.  We’ll have a nice day tomorrow, okay?”
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An hour or so later, the women of the household stood in the kitchen, prepared all the Christmas food and laughed together.  The house was warm.  After dinner, they sat in the parlour in front of the blazing coal fire and listened to some modern music on the National Programme from the BBC.  Charlotte was reading.

Hilda sat in the old rocking chair that had been her mother’s.

“Tell me about London, Nancy.”

“Nothing to tell, really.  I’m living in a place called West Hampstead with a really nice girl from Hampshire.  We both work for an entertainment company based in the West End.  The pay is good, and we don’t exactly kill ourselves.”

Hilda looked at her daughter, “Entertainment?  What do you mean?”

Nancy brushed it aside; “We work in the office taking bookings from clients.  I’m learning to type, and I do some filing.”  It was only a partial lie.  Helen Shenton was actually a qualified typist and she had been teaching Nancy the basics on an old Olivetti when they had some spare time.

“You get good money?”

“Enough.”

“Where did you get the ten pounds from?”

Nancy glared at her mother, “I told you I borrowed it, otherwise we wouldn’t be here for Christmas.”  Charlotte looked up from her reading.

Hilda rocked on the chair, “Tell me about your man friend; the one who helped you out.”

“Oh, Porteous.  He’s really kind.”

“Porteous?  That’s a funny name.”

“That’s what everyone says.  He’s a trader.  He buys and sells clothes and whatever he can get his hands on.”

Hilda Keeling snorted, “He’s a black marketeer, you mean.  Most of the stuff will be stolen.  You mark my words.”

Nancy turned away, “He’s a good man; that’s all I know.”

“Did you bring any gin, Nancy?  I could do with a little pick-me-up.”

“Nope.  There’s none in the house.  If you want some, you’ll have to use your own money to get some from the pub.”

Hilda wrung her hands, “I haven’t got any money, love.  Lend me ten bob.”

“No, Mum.  We’ve already had this conversation.”

Hilda Keeling shook her head and turned up the radio.
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Just after midnight, the daughters got their mother undressed and into bed.  Charlotte had changed the sheets, so the bed was fresh.  They didn’t want to leave their mother downstairs in case she slipped out to the pub.  There would always be a few men there willing to buy her a drink in return for a kiss and cuddle round the back of the pub.  Having had an alcohol-free day and a substantial meal in her belly, Hilda Keeling was soon snoring loudly...

The two sisters shared a room but in the middle of winter they also shared one of the single beds to keep warm.  There was never enough coal to light the fires in the bedrooms.  Charlotte snuggled up to her big sister,

“Tell me about this nice fellow you’ve met.  What’s his name, Porter something?”

Nancy turned away, “Porteous.”

Charlotte reached her arm over her sister, “Go on...tell me about him.  What’s he like?”

“Hmm; tall, handsome and very good-looking.”

“Is he attached?” 

Nancy turned around, “Now that’s a question.  He has a group of women around him but he seems to be just friends with them all.”

Charlotte leaned up on an elbow, “Go on, then; I’m waiting.”

“Well, there’s the landlady, Edith.  She’s a bit older but she’s very close to Porteous.  And then there’s this Polish Jew from somewhere down in Paddington whose husband is a jeweller.  She’s called Shira.  She’s great fun especially after she’s had a few drinks.  She often stays with Porteous after she’s had a fight with her husband, and she’s drunk as much gin as she can get.  I can’t quite work her out.”

Charlotte stared into the darkness.

“And then there’s this rather attractive dark haired beauty from Liverpool called Alice.  She’s a bit funny.”

“Charlotte asked, “What do you mean, funny?”

“She got a girlfriend called Phyllis who is about to join the navy.  They are both really nice, but I’ve got a job to understand Alice.  Her Liverpool accent is very strong when she wants it to be; you should hear her speak.”

Charlotte said, “You mean she’s one of those?”

She felt her sister nod, “Yup; one of those.  They live together in some place called Golders Green.  Alice is very close with Porteous.  She sometimes works with him selling stuff.  Anyway, we often sit together in his flat in this strange little place called Kensal Town.  You get into it by way of a bridge called the Ha’penny Steps that crosses the canal.  They say it’s a rough area, but I’ve never had any problems because I’m friendly with Porteous.”

Charlotte thought for a minute, “What about your job, Nancy?”

“It’s fine; easy work and well paid.  Porteous helped me set it up.  I share a nice, clean and dry house with a girl called Helen.  We also work together.”

Charlotte asked, “What exactly do you do, Nancy?”

Nancy Keeling pretended to snore...
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The smell of cooking woke Charlotte early on Christmas morning.  She
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