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Prologue Part 1

December 1933

Liverpool

A sudden death

Alice Halpin looked out over the dark and foreboding Mersey River.  The currents were fast.  The tide pulled the water and anything else that was in it, out into the Irish Sea.  She sighed and slowly climbed off the crumbling wall that was all that prevented the river from flooding into the streets that surrounded the old Hornby Dock.  

Alice knew these docks better than most.  She had played in them since she could ever remember.  She knew every nook and cranny; every little hidey-hole where she had first allowed a boy and then, much to her preference, a girl to touch her up or, as the locals would say, ‘cop a feel’ when she was a little older.

Her heart was still thumping in her chest.  At the ripe old age of seventeen, Alice Halpin was physically underdeveloped.  She was thin, flat-chested and barely five feet four inches but she had a certain beauty about her.  Her boyish looks generated the unwelcome attentions of older boys, who would openly boast that they “would soon sort her out...”  Alice Halpin had no problem in attracting members of the female sex.  Indeed, she used this talent to her best advantage.

She craned her neck over the dock wall one last time to make sure the body had long slipped into the cold and murky depths of the river.  The winter tides would soon pull the lifeless man out into the open sea, where crabs and other sea creatures would have an unexpected feast.  The cold Mersey River had claimed many a drunken seaman, dockworker, scallywag and assorted villain over the years.  If they were not dead before they entered the cold waters, they certainly would be after ten minutes or so.

Alice spat on her hands and rubbed them vigorously as if to cleanse herself of the man.  She extracted a worn handkerchief from the pocket of her coat and dried her fingers one by one.  She reached under her skirt and tugged at her knickers for the tenth time, making sure they were firmly attached to her body.  She smoothed down her skirt and buttoned up her blouse.  The bastard had almost ripped the clothes off her before she had the chance to push him off the dock wall.  Drunken men are so much easier to kill...

She breathed out audibly as she placed her back to the wall and allowed herself to slide slowly down into a sitting position; she pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them.  She would wait there for some time at least until the numerous pubs in the area closed and emptied out inebriated dockworkers.  Friday night was always the busiest.  Having finished work for the day, the workers would quickly slip home, hand the missus the pay packet and then go out to the backyard for a cursory swill in cold water before they headed off to some smoke-filled hostelry to drink watered-down ale and boast to their mates.  At closing time, Alice could mingle with the revellers as they weaved their drunken way home.

Alice had agreed to meet the bastard at ten, knowing full well that he would have had a skinfull by then.  As a married man in his thirties, there was no way he would have boasted to his mates that he was about to give a young seventeen-year-old lady “a good seeing to.”  He was out of his area; he knew no one around these parts.  Indeed, it would not have been his preference to meet the Halpin girl at the docks.  These places, especially where she lived in Dundas Street and all the way up to the main road into Liverpool city centre, had a reputation for violence.

She wondered how she had arrived at this situation.  Here she was a sweet little Catholic girl whose family insisted that she attend church twice on a Sunday, and could she please make sure she didn’t go out with any boy of the Protestant faith?  Alice shrugged her shoulders.  She had no intention of going near any boy, Protestant or not.  The bastard whose body was now floating out into the Irish Sea was her factory supervisor.  Roger Curlew fancied himself with the ladies, and working in the glove factory out at Litherland, gave him access to many of the fair sex.

Alice had started work there at the tender age of fourteen, much to her consternation.  She had wanted to go on to the secondary school, indeed, she had passed the entrance examination, but her father would not hear of it.  She needed to join her four older brothers in the world of work to bring money into the family home.  The eldest brother, Frederick, was now on the docks.  He had a wife and a child.  The second eldest, Martin, worked in a warehouse in the city.  John was the villain.  He didn’t really have a job, but he always seemed to have lots of spare cash that he lavishly bestowed upon their mother, Hilda.  She wouldn’t hear a bad word against her beloved son, despite the fact that the house on Dundas Street had been visited several times by members of the Liverpool Constabulary.  The last time was when John liberated a car from outside a large house in Sefton Park.  The only problem was that Alice was with him...

The last brother, Peter, was a little simple, or so everyone said.  One of her neighbours on Dundas Street claimed that Hilda had dropped baby Peter on his head not long after he was born.  Anyway, Peter had a job sweeping up and making tea for his fellow workers in a wine merchant’s down by the Pier Head.  He dutifully got up for work every morning, took his packed lunch and sat on the top deck of the number 17 tram, did a day’s work and went home.  He spent his time drawing pictures that he painstakingly coloured in using some watercolours John had found for him.  Alice shared a room with him.

The supervisor, Roger Curlew, had used his position to take advantage of Alice Halpin.  Indeed, he had raped her in a disused storeroom in the factory when she had just turned seventeen.  Roger Curlew paid for this indiscretion with his life.

A distant shout awakened Alice from her thoughts.  The church clock began to chime eleven.  She shivered as she slowly pushed herself back up to her feet.  She adjusted her clothes one last time and began to walk to the source of the noise.  A fine rain began to fall.  Alice pulled her coat even more tightly around her body.  She cursed as the rain fell onto her bare legs.  The numerous pubs were tossing out the Friday drinkers.  She slowly picked her way through the crowds to The Fleece where she knew her mother and father would be.  She stood in the doorway as drinkers pushed their way out.  She could hear the ever more bad-tempered landlord, Mr Stepway, shouting at those who were not quick enough to drain the dregs of their beer.  Harold and Hilda Halpin appeared at the door.  Harold Halpin was very rarely drunk and incapable, just sufficiently mellowed and merry.  Hilda had consumed several gins purchased for her by the entourage of friends and acquaintances who only met in the pub or the Catholic Community Club, where the beer was strictly rationed on the orders of the parish priest, Father McDermott.

Alice pushed them apart as they walked and linked her arms between the two of them.  Harold Halpin smiled,

“Ah; my precious daughter.  I hope you’ve been a good girl this evening?”

Hilda glanced over at her, “Where have you been, Alice?”

Alice stared ahead, “Over with Esther from the factory.  She’s teaching me to play Whist.”

“Who else was there?”  Hilda knew that four people were needed to play that card game.

“Just two other girls for the shift.  I don’t know them too well.”

“You’ll have to invite this Esther so that I can meet her.”

“Yes, Mum, I will...”

The conversation drifted away.  Hilda Halpin never mentioned Esther from the glove factory anymore that evening.

Harold Halpin fiddled with his keys at the doorway to the house on Dundas Street.  He couldn’t quite fit the key into the lock.  Alice took it from him.  He smiled as his only daughter opened the door.

Hilda asked, “Do you want some tea, love?”

Alice shook her head, “No, Mum.  I think I’ll just go to bed.”

She went into the kitchen, or what passed for it, opened the back door and ran down to the outside toilet where she vomited violently into the bowl.  She spat copiously and then squatted over the wooden seat and urinated.  She didn’t like using the chamber pot in the small bedroom.  Outside on the small paved yard, she pushed on the hand pump and washed her face and hands.  She would have preferred a warm bath, but the old tin tub only appeared on a Sunday evening and even then she was last in, as the youngest.  Occasionally, her mother let her bathe alone and only when it was her time of the month.

By the time she reached the parlour, she could hear her brother John laughing with his parents.  He had acquired a couple of bottles of beer and was busy pouring out the liquid into three glasses.  She peered in.  He smiled at her,

“Ah, my little sister, would you like a drink?”

She shook her head, “I’m going to bed.”

Her father looked at her, “Off you go, kiddo, I’ll see you in the morning.  Are you coming to the match with me?”

She nodded, “Of course Dad.”  

Harold Halpin would never miss a game at Goodison Park where his beloved Everton played.  The Prods could have their wretched Liverpool across Stanley Park at Anfield.  Besides, it was an excuse for a pre-match drink in one of the hostelries surrounding the ground, and it would give Alice a chance to flirt with one of the barmaids and get a free drink whilst her dad wasn’t looking.

She climbed the stairs and turned into the small box room that was over an entry to the back garden.  The room was bitterly cold in the winter.  She would often awake to find frost on the inside of the window.  Sleeping attire was definitely more practical than glamorous.  

Peter Halpin was hard at work at the small desk under the window.  John had rigged up a small table lamp so that he had sufficient light from which to draw and paint.

Alice went up behind him and put her hands on his shoulders,

“Wow, Peter, this is excellent.”

She gazed at a picture of a number 17 tram.  Peter always seemed to draw trams and the occasional bus.

He looked up at her, “Hello, Alice.  Is it time for bed?”

She nodded as she peeled off her coat and dress.  She laid the coat on the bed.

“Come, Peter.  You can sleep with me tonight.  It’s too cold to be alone.  Go and use the privy and don’t forget to wash your hands.”

“The water’s cold, Alice.”

She smiled at him, “Go, quickly, otherwise you can sleep on your own.”

Peter Halpin scuttled down the stairs, anxious not to upset his little sister.  By the time he returned, Alice was pressed up against the wall on the bottom bunk dressed in a thick cotton, long nightdress buttoned up to the neck and wearing a pair of her dad’s woollen socks.  She felt him climb in beside her.  She reached behind her and pulled him closer.  He was soon sleeping.

Alice had a disturbed night; there were too many thoughts going through her head.  It’s not every day that you kill someone...
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Alice Halpin clocked in for the early shift at seven first thing on Monday morning.  The glove factory was awash with rumours about the missing supervisor, Roger Curlew.  Alice smiled to herself and went over to nurse the ancient stitching machine into life.

Prologue Part 2

October 1934

Liverpool

Phyllis Manley and the Black Shirts
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Alice Halpin always knew she was different.  As a skinny twelve-year-old she could run rings around her fellow boy footballers.  She loved the game, and she was good at it.  The only problem was that the authorities took a dim view of a female of the species playing football, especially those who were clearly better than most of the boys of a similar age.  Up to the age of eleven, she had been playing for the Holy Cross Youth Club team and scoring lots of goals.  All was well until one of the other teams in the Saturday League made a formal complaint to the district authorities.  The officials soon stepped in and promptly banned her.  Father McDermott caved in too easily. As a consequence, an angry Alice Halpin never went back to the confessional box.  In her last visit she made up some lurid stories about having sex with another girl.  Father McDermott gave her a full decade of the Rosary as a penance, although she thought he secretly enjoyed hearing her confession...

The furore over the missing sex pest and shift supervisor, Roger Curlew, soon died down.  The police established that he had gone to meet a mystery lady and never returned.  Two of his drinking chums stated that he had consumed several beverages by the time he left for his assignation.  The police filed him as a missing person as there was no evidence of a crime being committed.  There were unsubstantiated rumours that he had gone to live in London with one of his girlfriends...Alice thought no more about him...

Curlew had bothered her ever since she had started work on his shift.  When she complained to her fellow lady workers, they all laughed.

One of them said, “Look, Alice.  Let him feel you up and then he’ll soon move on.”

“I don’t want him to touch me.”

That elicited a cacophony of derision.

“What are you? Queer or something?”

More laughter.  Alice turned away and went to her machine.  She could stitch those leather gloves blindfolded.  Her mind drifted away as the women stood around chatting and smoking.  There was no shift supervisor on the floor.

Curlew was always a little too touchy-feely with every new girl.  The hardened ones, the ones with husbands, enjoyed the attention and would allow him more liberties.  Curlew targeted the timid ones, knowing that he could bully them into submission.

In early December, he sent Alice to the storeroom on the pretext of some errand.  He followed her and attempted to kiss her and touch her up.  She slapped him hard on the side of the face.  When you are brought up with the rough and tumble of four older brothers, you can take care of yourself.

The next day he sent her back to the storeroom, followed her and pushed her into an empty side room that smelled of mould and mildew.  He put his hands over her mouth, tore at her clothes and raped her.  The noise of the machinery on the shop floor drowned out her screams.  He finished quickly knowing that she would never say anything.  He threw her torn knickers at her and told her to clean herself up and then take the rest of the day off.  He would clock her out at the end of the shift.

As he left, he grabbed at his crotch and sneered at her, “If you want some more of this, just let me know...”

She went home, told her mother that she was having bad period pains and went to bed for a week after a long hot soak in the iron bath.  Her period came soon after.

Lying in bed all day being tended to by a concerned mother gave her the opportunity to plot her revenge.  When she returned to work the following week, she found that her pay had been docked for the whole of her absence.  Curlew grinned at her as she sat at her machine.  When he came over, she passed him a note.

The note told him to meet her outside the Fleece at ten in the evening on Friday near the Hornby Dock in Bootle.  He smiled as he read it before he screwed it up and tossed it into the bin.  He leaned over her, 

“You won’t regret it, Alice...”

He did.
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The only part of her boring and monotonous job that she liked was when her machine stopped working; she enjoyed taking it apart and then fixing it.  The ladies were on piece rate, which meant that they were only paid for the items they made.  The skilled ones who had been there for some time could knock out finished items rapidly.  If the machine fouled up, they wouldn’t earn any money.  Alice soon found herself in demand to repair the machines.  If she liked the machinist, she would rectify the problem quickly.  Others had to bide their time...

The new supervisor, Mr Chalice, took her off production and reassigned her to maintenance.  That gave her five shillings a week pay rise and off piece rates. She was proud of herself as she sat on the tram all the way home.  Her mother gave her a hug; her father nodded at her as he read the evening paper by the light of the fire.  John ruffled her hair and Peter smiled at her.  It was at this point that Alice allowed her hair to grow longer, although now she was rarely out of her green overalls that her mother had fitted for her.  The regular tram conductress on the tram winked at her.  Alice blushed up.

One Friday, the clippie, Annette, sat beside her on the double seat.  Annette was made up impeccably with just the right amount of rouge and lipstick.  She pressed her legs against Alice.  The tram rattled over the tracks.  Annette whispered into her ear.  

“Go to the Boar’s Head in Walton on the first Friday of every month.  There are lots of ladies just like you and me...”

She planted a kiss on Alice’s cheek and then stood up shouting, “Any more fares, please?”

Alice had that familiar tingling feeing in her stomach...
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Alice Halpin rushed into the kitchen as soon as she arrived home.  She quickly thumbed through the calendar that was pinned to the wall above the small cupboard.  She asked her mother,

“What do they mean when they say the first Friday of every month?”

“Exactly what it says; the first Friday of every month.  What did they teach you in that school of yours?”

Alice pointed to the first week of February, “Is that the Friday?”

Her mother breathed out an exasperated sigh, and looked at where Alice’s finger was pointing.

“Yes; I suppose so.  Anyway, what’s the problem?”

Alice blushed and turned away, “Oh, nothing; just something at work, that’s all.”

Hilda Halpin pushed Alice out of the kitchen, “Go and wash your hands.  Your tea is nearly ready.”

Alice spent the next few days sorting through her dresses trying to find something decent to wear...
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It was raining hard on the first Friday of February.  Alice had very carefully put on a pair of brand-new nylon stockings purchased from one of the ladies in the factory, who seemed to make more money from selling goods to the other girls rather than actually producing any gloves.  These items were invariably described as hot or at least a little warm.  Alice paid one and sixpence for a pair of dark-coloured stockings neatly sealed in a cellophane packet.  Rifling through her mother’s lingerie drawers, she found an old suspender belt that her mother had worn when she was much younger before the ravages of time and five children had changed her figure.  She asked her mother,

“Mum, can I borrow this for Friday night?”

Hilda glanced up from her knitting, “Of course.  It won’t fit me now.  You can have it.  It’s a bit old-fashioned but at least no one will see it.”

She paused and then furrowed her eyebrows, “Where are you going, young lady?”

“Oh, Just to Esther’s for a proper whist drive on Friday night.”

Hilda returned to her knitting, “You’ll have to ask your Dad.  Mosley and his Blackshirts are in Walton on Friday night.  You need to keep away from them; there’s bound to be trouble.”

Harold Halpin smiled at his daughter, “Just keep away from both the Communists and the Blackshirts and all will be well...”
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Alice Halpin was nervous.  She stood under an old umbrella outside the Boar’s Head in Walton.  The communists seemed to have gone along Queen’s Drive to confront the fascists away from the pub.  Two rather large men stood in front of the entrance to the public house carrying Billy clubs to deter any males whether right wing or left wing.  She stood under the tram shelter, waiting for the rain to ease.

She wasn’t sure if she should enter the establishment.  Perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea.  She turned to cross the road to pick up a return tram.  A voice called out,

“Miss, there’s no more trams tonight because of the march.”

She looked up at one of the men on the door.

He approached her; she stepped back, “It’s alright, Miss, I mean you no harm.  They’ve cancelled the trams because of the rally at the other end of the drive.”

Alice shook her head and looked up at the rain, “I can walk; it’s not far to Bootle.”

He smiled, “Not in this rain, luv.  Why don’t you come on in and take a little drink?  It’s ladies night tonight so you won’t be bothered and then maybe the rain will stop so you can get home.”

He gently led her across the road, “You were coming here, weren’t you, Miss?”

She blushed and looked down, “Don't be nervous; they are a really nice bunch in there.”

He took the umbrella off her and dropped it into a hat stand by the door as his colleague tipped his hat to her.  He opened the door and pushed her in...She stood there for a few minutes and then the clippie, Annette, grabbed hold of her and hugged her,

“Oh, I’m so glad that you came.  I was going to give you a right telling off on Monday.”  She laughed.  “Look, welcome.  The lady behind the bar is O’Reilly.  She runs this place, and she can wield a club better than those two jokers outside the door.”

Alice looked up at O’Reilly.  She had short hair and was dressed in a collarless shirt, waistcoat and a pair of corduroy trousers.  Two pretty barmaids scuttled around the bar serving the customers.  Annette continued,

“Both of those ladies belong to O’Reilly, so don’t be taking liberties...Come on, I’ll get you a drink.”

She pulled Alice through a throng of women of all shapes, sizes and ages to the bar.

O’Reilly looked down at Alice, “And who have we got here, Annette?”

“Oh, just someone who travels on my tram every day.”

O’Reilly held out her hand, “Pleased to meet you, Miss...er?”

“A-Alice,” stammered Alice.

O’Reilly’s Irish accent was very strong.

“Well, Miss Alice, you are very welcome here.  We meet just to chat and have a drink.  Occasionally I might make a little food, but not tonight as the Blackshirts are in the area.  The two lads on the door will keep out any unwanted visitors but if I were you, I wouldn’t go home on your own.”

O’Reilly winked at her...

Annette piped up and addressed one of the barmaids, “Two large gins, please, Dolly.”

The barmaid smiled at Alice who blushed again.

Annette pulled her close.  “We just meet up here that’s all.  Look around you.  We are just ordinary women.  Not everyone here tonight is queer.  In fact, some just come to get away from their lousy husbands and enjoy some female company.”

Alice sipped her strong drink, “Do the police not bother you?”

Annette shook her head, “Nah, they are too busy rounding up the men and making their lives a misery.  O’Reilly keeps them sweet so don’t worry.  Everyone here is discreet; just keep it that way and no one will care about us.  Besides, the toffs in Parliament think we don’t exist...”

Alice smiled.

Annette pointed to a table by the window, “Go and sit down; I’ll join you in a minute.”

Alice picked her way through the ladies as someone began to play the piano.  She noticed that she was one of the youngest present.  She sat down and draped her coat on the back of her chair.  She smoothed down her clothes and crossed her legs, admiring her nylons even though they were a little wet.

A voice said, “Don’t worry, they’ll soon dry...”

Alice looked up to see the cheerful face of a rather attractive, tall, dark- haired lady.  Alice smiled nervously; she looked at the female who was perhaps a little older than her, but not by very much.  She had an hourglass figure with a substantial bust.  She wore a tight-fitting pencil skirt and a white blouse over which she wore a dark-coloured blazer.  The skirt was just below her knees.  A pair of modest, black heels finished off the outfit.  Alice felt positively underdressed and somewhat dowdy.  She looked down, somewhat embarrassed.

She felt the table move slightly as her visitor set down her drink and sat down.  She spoke softly,

“I’ve not seen you here before.  I’ve been coming here for a while.  I was very nervous at first, but everyone here is so friendly and no one bothers us.”

She held out an immaculately manicured hand, “I’m Phyllis.”

Alice took the soft hand, even more embarrassed by her own chewed nails.  It had taken her nearly an hour to scrape away the machine oil from the pores in her skin.

“Alice...”

“Well, Alice, what brings you here?”

Alice sipped her drink and shrugged her shoulders, “I-I don’t really know.”

“Well. Perhaps we’ll find out together?  Look, I’ll start, my name is Phyllis Manley and I come from over the water in Wallasey Village.  I’m currently working as a researcher cum secretary for a professor of Modern History at the University.  I’m only doing this because they wouldn’t admit me as a student for the course I wanted.”

Alice asked, “Is your job interesting?”

“It's okay, but I really wanted to study.”

She paused and sipped her drink, “What about you, Miss Alice?”

Alice looked away, “Oh, I’m from Bootle down by the docks.  I work in a glove factory up in Litherland.  I was a machinist, but now I do maintenance.  I keep the machines running for the ladies.”

“Is your job interesting?”  Phyllis smiled,

“It’s better than sewing gloves and I like fixing machines.”

Annette popped over, “Good, good.  I see you’ve met Phyllis; I’m sure she’ll take care of you.  I’ll leave you two to get acquainted, and remember, don’t go home on your own.  There’s trouble on the streets.”

Phyllis Manley smiled, “Oh, I love a bit of trouble...”

Annette glared at her, “Just make sure Alice gets home okay.”

Phyllis nodded, “She’s in good hands; don’t worry.”

Annette raised her eyebrows as she left to join in an animated conversation with three other women.

They chatted for a couple of hours and drank several gins.  At ten o’clock, Alice stood up,  “I really must go.  My mum doesn’t like me being out too late.”

Phyllis stood up as well, pulled on her coat and drained the last of her drink, “Come on, I’ll see you home.”

Alice paused for a split second before she nodded.

The rain had ceased as they went through the double doors.  The doorman smiled at her as she picked up her umbrella,

“Take care, ladies, there’s trouble about.  It seems Mosley got himself a sharp rap on the head with a couple of stones.  They’ve taken him off to Walton Hospital.”  He smiled,  “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer person.”

Phyllis asked, “Has the rally finished?”

He shook his head, “Not sure, the police are having a job keeping the communists and the fascists apart.  There are running battles all along Queen’s Drive.  It’ll be better if you walk over the park.”

Phyllis Manley took Alice Halpin by the arm and led her away into the night.  Alice grasped her precious umbrella tightly as though it was a weapon.

It was a lot quieter on the other side of the park, but they could still hear occasional shouts and police whistles.  Alice held Phyllis’ arm tightly as they walked through the dark and deserted park.

“I don’t like Mosley,” said Phyllis, “I don’t like the way he talks about the Jews.  I’m from a Jewish heritage way back, but my family has never practised.  Does it bother you that I’m a Jew?”

Alice snorted, “No; of course not.”

Phyllis added, “My professor is a Jew.  You couldn’t meet a nicer man.”

Alice recalled how her father had remonstrated with a street caller who was trying to give out Fascist leaflets on the corner of Scotland Road.

“My father hates them.  He thinks they should all be locked up especially Mosley.”

“What about you, Alice?”

She shrugged her shoulders, “I think people should be left alone to get on with their lives.”

Alice felt Phyllis squeeze her arm, “Good, then we shall not argue.”

Alice smiled...

It took them nearly forty-five minutes to walk to the top of Dundas Road.  They came across the odd group or two of men.  Phyllis put down her head and hurried on with Alice on her arm.  The men casually glanced at the two women but ignored them.  Alice was glad to be back in the safety of her own neighbourhood.

They stood in a shop doorway.  Alice didn’t want to let Phyllis go.  

“What time do you finish work on Monday?” Phyllis asked.

“I’m on the early shift; I finish at three.”

“Good, then meet me for afternoon tea.”

Alice was thankful for the darkened shop doorway, as she blushed again, “I’m not sure.”

“I’ll meet you at the main door at Lyons’ at four...Don’t be late.”

She leaned forward and pecked Alice on the forehead and then caressed her cheek with the back of her fingers.  She let go of both her hands and walked away.

“Wait, wait!  Where are you going?” Alice asked.

“I have a room by the university; I’ll be fine.  It’s only twenty minutes away.”

Alice ran up to her and threw her arms around Phyllis’ neck.  She hugged her tight, “Thank you...”

Phyllis gently pushed her away.  “Go on.  I shall stand here until I see you reach your front door.”

Alice reached her door; she turned and looked at her new friend.  Phyllis Manley smiled and disappeared into the night.

Alice Halpin insisted on sleeping alone that night as she allowed thoughts to send tingles down her body...

Prologue Part 3

February 1937

London, Cricklewood

Alice gets a job
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Peter Porteous stood back and admired the lithe, slim lower half of the female form that lay under the troublesome pressing machine Number 8 in Workshop 3.  He put his hands on his hips and smiled; it wasn’t too often that he had the pleasure of interviewing such a good-looking lady, especially one who had applied for a position as a maintenance technician.  With dark clouds gathering across Europe, it was increasingly difficult to find any men, let alone those with the necessary skills, to keep antiquated and worn out machinery working.

The woman had walked in off the street and presented herself to Dorothy Jackson, the supervisor of the general office.  The female had originally asked for work as a machinist or assembler.  She came with impeccable references from a glove factory somewhere in Liverpool that also noted she was exceptionally talented at nursing machines back to life.  The reference noted that she had been employed as a maintenance technician as well as a machinist.  Dot Jackson despatched her over to Workshop 3 and to see the shift manager Cedric Walker, but he just sent her to Porteous.  Cedric Walker knew even less about maintenance than he did about managing his staff.

The shift was long since finished and Porteous had been tidying things up when the slip of a girl had appeared at the door.

“Mr Porteous?  Mr Porteous?”

Porteous recognised the harsh Liverpool accent.

He smiled at her.  She was wearing a blue all-in-one boiler suit.  It looked as though she had dressed for work, but then these boiler suits were all that the factory girls seemed to wear these days.  Still she did look very nice; he wondered if she was attached to some lucky fellow or not?  That was over one hour ago.
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The crawler scooted out from under the machine; she asked, “Can you pass me the machine manual, Mr Porteous?”

He reached behind onto the bench upon which he was sitting.  The lass spent several minutes thumbing through the well-worn tome.

She flicked the pages and then stopped at a section.  She lay back on the crawler and then pushed herself under the machine.

“There’s a problem with the return air line.  I think it’s blocked.”

Porteous smiled; at least he had found a useful person, and a good-looking one at that...

The voice asked, “Can you switch it back on?”

Porteous reached over and pressed in the green button.  There was a hiss of air.

“Off again, please.”

He duly did what he was requested.

“Pass me a pair of snub-nosed pliers and do you have a couple of circlips and a crush washer, preferably copper?”  

Porteous obliged; this was looking better all the time...

After five minutes or so she requested him to restart the machine.  It whirled into life.

Alice Halpin pushed herself out from under the machine, “The bottom bearings are knackered, Mr Porteous.”

He shook his head, “They always are, Miss Halpin, they always are...When can you start?”

He took her back to Dot Jackson, where they completed the necessary paperwork for the Ministry of Labour.  This would keep Alice Halpin safe from being despatched into some other mundane job across the other side of London when the balloon finally goes up, which it surely would with Mr Hitler threatening to rampage across the whole of Europe.
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Porteous and Alice Halpin sat in The Crown public house on Cricklewood Broadway sipping warm beer.  It was early in the evening, so the place was not too crowded or smoky.  Porteous was always wary of these places, given his asthma.

“We are on the early shift this week.  Is six o’clock good for you?”

She nodded, “I’m just thankful to have a job so quickly.  My landlady told me about Smiths.  I knew they made clocks, but it was a little surprise to find out they make cockpit instruments for aeroplanes.”

Porteous smiled, “I think the whole of Britain is now turning to the making of armaments.  It's a pity that the government left it so late.  Still, there’s only so many clocks a company can turn out but I suspect there’ll never be enough airplane instruments; should keep us busy for a little while.”

Alice pulled her auburn hair through her fingers.  He asked,

“What brings you to London, Alice?”

She stared ahead, “Oh, just a little trouble at home with my parents.  They objected to the person I was seeing.”

Porteous sipped his beer, “Hmm; it happens.  He must be a very special fellow for you to give up your family.”

“I didn’t give up my family; they gave up on me, and it’s not a fellow; it's a girl...”

Porteous stared ahead.

Alice smiled at him; “I want to be straight with you from the start so you know who I am.  I’ve been with Phyllis for over three years.  She works for the Admiralty.  She got transferred from Liverpool so that we could come down to London.”

“You have digs in Golders Green?”  Porteous recalled her application form.

Alice nodded, “Yes, it’s a nice big room with its own bathroom and a small kitchenette, but the landlady usually cooks for us.”

“Is she okay with you and Phyllis?”  Porteous was nervous about asking too many questions.

“Yes; she’s a war widow from the Great War, but we think she’s one of us.”

Porteous took her hand, “Alice, you should come to Kensal Town and see who I live with.  You would be surprised.  We accept people for what they are; just like your parents should accept you.”

Alice smiled, “You have some weird and wonderful acquaintances?”

“You might say that, Miss Halpin...You’ll have to meet them sometime.”

“I look forward to it...”

They stood outside the pub as commuters were beginning to make their way home.  He asked,

“Have you got transport to get to work for six?  It’s too early for the buses.”

She shook her head, “I’m working on it.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll get you a bicycle.”

Alice looked at him, “I can’t pay you just yet.  The move to London took all our savings.”

“It’s a welcome gift to you.  I can usually get my hands on things for a reasonable price.”

Alice smiled, “You sound like my older brother John.  The only problem is that he’s currently a guest of His Majesty in Walton Prison.”

Porteous laughed, “That’s one place I intend to avoid.  What did he do?”

“Handling stolen goods but it’s Liverpool, everyone handles stolen goods.  You should see what my Dad brings home from the docks.”  She shrugged her shoulders.

Porteous laughed even louder, “Go on; get a good night’s sleep.  Early start for you tomorrow.”

She reached up and kissed him on the cheek, “Thank you, Porteous.”
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It took Alice Halpin nearly one hour to walk home that evening.  She was in a fairly happy place after the tensions and stress of leaving her home.  She now had a place of her own with Phyllis, albeit temporary.  At least her landlady was sympathetic, and it also seemed that her new boss and co-worker, Peter Porteous, was a nice and helpful man who carried no prejudices.  

She turned into Cricklewood Lane and walked up towards Child’s Hill, tucking her hands deep into the pockets of her old but serviceable overcoat.  At least she had on her boiler suit to fend off the bitterly cold east wind.  Life had been going so well for her and Phyllis.  

The two of them met up at least twice a week, depending upon Alice’s shift pattern.  She had begun to stay over with Phyllis in her lodgings by the university, telling her mother that she would be with the ubiquitous Esther from the glove factory.  It pained her to tell her mother lies, but she reasoned she had no choice.  There was no way her traditional Irish Catholic parents would accept her relationship with Phyllis who was someone with whom she had fallen headlong in love.  You find your love where you can, don’t you?

She crossed over onto Finchley Road, narrowly avoiding a lorry-load of soldiers who whistled and catcalled at her.  She smiled and looked down.

The rain started; she cursed her worst Liverpool swear words and turned up the collar on her coat.  Where was that wretched umbrella?  

She sighed as she remembered that fateful evening when her and Phyllis had been caught in bed naked in the house in Dundas Street.  Her Mum and Dad weren't supposed to have come home so early.  The problem was that they had fallen asleep...

Alice returned home to collect her few belongings and only when her brother John was there to keep the peace.  She moved in with Phyllis in her lodgings by the university.  

Phyllis had left the university after she was accepted into the Admiralty.  She had passed the entrance examination with ease.  Her Jewish professor had decided to take up an appointment in New York.  He reasoned that it was better to leave Britain before Hitler and his hordes invaded.  He knew that Britain was totally unprepared for such an event.  The government was hell-bent on appeasement.

The university closed down his department.

Phyllis Manley found the work in the Admiralty undemanding and routine, but there were strong rumours that the Women’s Royal Naval Service that had been disbanded in 1919 after the conclusion of the Great War was about to be resurrected, or so she had gleaned from her own father who was a retired naval officer.  As soon as it was re-instated, she would apply, much to Alice’s consternation.  It was the only thing they had quarrelled about.

By the time she got to her front door on West Heath Drive in Golders Green, she was soaked through.  Her coat had seen better days.

She shook off her boots on the hall mat and skipped up the stairs.  She pushed open the door to their bedroom.  She could hear Phyllis splashing in the deep, Victorian tub in the small bathroom.

Phyllis looked up at her, “Jesus, Alice, you look like a drowned rat!”

Alice tore off her clothes, “Shove over; I’m freezing.”

They lazed about in the bath until the water began to cool off.  Alice told her of her new job and all about this handsome man with the strange name of Porteous.

“You told him about us?”  Phyllis asked, almost incredulously.

Alice shrugged her shoulders; “I thought it best to be honest.  We can’t go around hiding for the rest of our lives.”

“What about the shop floor?  Will you tell them?”

Alice shook her head, “No, they don’t need to know.”

Phyllis stood up, dripping into the tub.  Alice admired her hourglass figure.

Phyllis said, “I’m not sure the Civil Service would be too pleased if they found out, and if I ever get into the WRNS, they would certainly have something to say about that.”

Alice nodded and stood up, “It’s just us, Phyl...”
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It was still dark the following morning when Alice arrived at Smiths in Cricklewood.  Porteous was waiting for her at the main gate.  He showed her how to clock on and escorted her to the workshop.  The girls nodded at her and then Porteous pointed to a machine,

“See what you can do with that, Alice; the service manual is in the grey cabinet in the small office.”

“Is there something wrong with it?” She asked.

“No; it needs a service.  Take it apart and see if you can get it running better.  I’ll keep an eye on the bearings on Number 8 over there.”

He glanced at the recalcitrant machine she had worked on yesterday and then clapped his hands,

“Come on, ladies, there’s a big docket today.”

The tannoy started; the ladies groaned...

The foreman, Cedric Walker, appeared at the door,

“You’ve got another technician.”

Porteous smiled.

“Good, then you’ve got no excuse if the machines break down.”

Porteous shook his head.  Another day at Smiths in Cricklewood came to life.
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April 1941

London,

Porteous and the police  (again)
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Peter Porteous climbed the spiral staircase up to the top of the clock and bell tower at St Luke’s and Christ Church in Chelsea.  He was huffing and puffing by the time he reached the lookout point.  Although it was early April, it was still cold, as the easterly wind not only brought bad weather but also the German Luftwaffe.  The bombing had noticeably diminished from the intensity of the autumn.  It seemed to those who knew about these things that the Germans had shifted their priorities.  

Both Porteous and his Air Raid Precautions boss, Harry Harris, had certainly seen a reduction in the night-time sorties over London.  However, the poor devils over in East London were still getting hammered, especially on moonlit nights with the battered docks and the surrounding residential areas taking multiple hits.

He pushed open the door and was hit with a mix of cold air and tobacco smoke.  Harry Harris was perched on a turret with a pair of binoculars glued to his face and a cigarette end stuck to the corner of his mouth.

“Is that you Porteous?”

“Who else would it be, Harry?”

“Oh, I dunno; maybe some rather attractive young lady in need of some male company.”

Porteous smiled, “I thought you had enough ladies on your plate at the moment?”

Harris grunted and continued to stare out into the distance.

“What’s got your attention, Harry?”

Harris stood up, sighed and handed over the binoculars, “Have a look.”

Porteous went over to the wall and took the instrument.”

“What am I looking at?”

“Second floor of the hospital; fourth window from the left; the one with the light on.”

Porteous trained the eyeglasses on the window.  He struggled to focus, and then he saw the half-dressed female leaning out of the window smoking.  He laughed,

“Have you called it in?”

“Ten minutes ago.  That light can be seen for miles around.”

Porteous shook his head, “Just because there’s less bombing doesn’t mean we can let down our guard.”

Harris and Porteous stood up looking at Royal Hospital.  The light suddenly went off.

Harris said, “Someone’s going to get a right telling off for that.”

He sat down and extracted a hip flask from the inside of his greatcoat.  He took a swig and handed it over to Porteous.

Porteous sat down and took a sip.  Harris looked at him,

“How are you feeling?”

“Oh, much better now.  I’m going back to work on Friday.  I’ve been off long enough and the buggers stopped my pay.  They told me to get myself down the Ministry and make a claim.  I can’t be bothered.  They’d ask too many questions.  I’ll make do with my other interests.”

Harris looked at him, “Are you and Ryan back in business?”

Porteous shrugged his shoulders, “Where there’s a war, there’s always a demand, and if there’s a demand someone has to meet it.”

Harris snorted, “I thought you had a run-in with the constabulary?”

Porteous raised his eyebrows, “Nah; just a misunderstanding.”

“What have you got?”

“Nothing to interest you; just food and victuals.”

“No nylons?”

Porteous shook his head, “You have too many females to satisfy.  I’ve got five pairs of pure silk, seamed and fashioned heels.”

Harris whistled, “Jesus Porteous, they are rarer than hen’s teeth.  How much a pair?”

“We’re holding an auction.  The current bid is ten bob a pair and it’s a job lot.  No singles.”

“Bloody Hell, Porteous, that’s almost half a week’s wage.  When you get some nylons, let me know.  My ladies will have to make do with them.  Who’s the lucky bidder?”

“Dunno; Jimmy says it’s some minor aristocrat over in Hampstead.  I can lay my hands on a tin of powdered egg, if you are interested?”

Harris shook his head.  “That stuff is disgusting.  Even Mrs Harris couldn’t make powdered eggs palatable.”

Porteous laughed.

Harris asked, “How’s Nancy?  Has she fully recovered from her ordeal?”

Porteous nodded, “I think so.  She’s too busy fussing about with Elizabeth to worrying about herself.”

“Was the girl actually working in that brothel?” You know, servicing clients?

“Yes, her and a fifteen-year-old.”

Harris looked away, “Yeah, okay, I don’t mind a young one, but they’re children.”

“The older one is still in hospital.  She fitted so badly that they think she’s got some permanent disability.  If it hadn’t been for that doctor she might not have made it.”

“Jesus, what caused that?”

“Drugs, alcohol and an immature body.  Nancy says she looked like a twelve-year-old.”

Harris asked, “Did they get that doctor?”

Porteous shook his head; “Nancy thinks she’s probably in America by now.”

“Is Elizabeth okay?”

Porteous nodded, “Seems to be.  I’ve suddenly become the parent of a teenager.”

Harris laughed, “Serves you right.  I remember the trouble I had with my three when they were that age.  I nearly acquired a shotgun to keep the boys away.”

“She’s no trouble.  Just enjoys going to school and doing her homework.  The nuns work her hard.  They say she’s got to catch up.”

“Are you going to keep her?  Will she be able to stay with you?”

“I think so.  Nancy won’t hear of her going anywhere else.  Edith’s got a friendly magistrate.  You know, the one who got us released from those onerous bail conditions after Maruska died.”

Harris nodded,

“Well, he says the whole adoption service is in a complete mess with the evacuation.  No one seems to know where anyone is; there have been lots of runaways.  Many kids have returned to London to find their homes bombed out and their parents dead.  Anyway, we’ve got her registered with us so she’ll be okay until someone comes forward, which is unlikely seeing as her father sold her to the brothel.  She’s been added to my ration books.  If no one comes for her, we’ll adopt her.”

He paused, “Anyway, I like having her around the house.  She’s taken to Alice and Phyllis who say they’ll have her if we don’t want her, but I can’t see Nancy ever agreeing to that.”

“What about you?  I didn’t think you were the family kind.”

“Got to move on, Harry.  The world will never be the same after this bloody war is over.”

Harris sighed, “Yeah; everything will change...”

The old Bakelite telephone rang; Harris looked at Porteous and rolled his eyes, “Stand by your beds...”
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The Luftwaffe didn’t venture as far as West London that night.  Instead, they gave the docks and the buildings all the way along the River Thames as far as Dartford a right pasting.  The phone never stopped as updates came through every fifteen minutes or so.  The booming anti-aircraft guns over to the East seemed to shake the whole of London.

It went quiet just after four in the morning.  The all-clear sounded at five.  Porteous craned his neck and he could make out the orange glow of the burning fires all around the docks.  He shook his head.  If the Germans wanted to destroy the morale and resolution of the British public, they were certainly going about it the right way.

Harry Harris was on the phone; he looked at Porteous, “They’ve hit the ports again along the south and east coasts; all the way up to Hull.  At this rate, if they can’t bomb us into submission then they’ll starve us out.”

Porteous nodded; even Dennis Elphicke was starting to have trouble obtaining his supplies.  If this war went on much longer, Jimmy Ryan and he could be out of business.  There’s no use being a black marketeer if there’s nothing to sell on the black market...

They still owed Elphicke for the goods that were destroyed in the lock-up on Red Lion Street.  They were in hock to the tune of about four hundred pounds.  That’s a lot of pairs of nylons, if you could get them, that is.

Harry Harris disappeared just after five; said he had to go and give his mistress one before she left for work...

Porteous tidied up and went down the staircase, locked the big, heavy oak door and pushed his bicycle out onto the road.  He was halfway down King’s Road when a black van screeched past him and forced him onto the kerb.  Porteous cursed the driver and was about to get out his official ARP notebook and make a report.  The van had its unshielded headlights shining brightly.  He changed his mind when the back door opened and three burly coppers jumped out.  He soon found himself pinned to the ground.  His chest hurt; stress often brought on his asthma.

The coppers never said a word.  They threw him into the back of the van and then tossed his bicycle on top of him.  Early morning passers-by watched with amusement as the van sped off.

Fifteen minutes later, the van pulled up outside Kensington Police Station.  The large double gates opened and in drove the van.  Peter Porteous soon found himself handcuffed to a battered table in a cold, damp room.  Just what his asthmatic chest needed.

Dawn was creeping over London by the time anyone actually came to see him.  An overweight sergeant, who should have been tending his vegetables, came through the door.  He carried a clipboard; he didn’t bother sitting down,

“Are you Peter Porteous?

Porteous smiled, “That’s what it says on my identity card.”

“Your last address is listed as Bosworth Road, Kensal Town, correct?”

Porteous repeated, “That’s what it says on my identity card.”

“The only thing is, Porteous, is that that address no longer exists, since it was bombed some time ago when your precious Czech doctor bought it from a Jerry parachute bomb.”

Porteous stared at him.

“So, the question is, where do you now live?  You haven’t updated your address at Smiths like you were told to, have you?  The Ministry is getting a little worried about you.”

“I’ve been moving around; staying with friends until I find somewhere permanent.”

The fat sergeant snorted, “Tell that to the inspector when he decides to come in...”

“Why am I here?  I’m still recovering from a bomb injury.”

“That’s exactly why you are here.”

The sergeant straightened himself up, “Peter Porteous, you have been arrested on suspicion of handling stolen property.  You are not obliged to say anything blah, blah, blah; you know the rest.  So sit there and shut up!”

Porteous sighed, sat back and shut up.
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Over an hour later, the door opened again and two men walked in.  Porteous had no idea who they were.  Both carried the ubiquitous Manila files.  They both were smoking; Porteous felt his chest tighten again.  

The files were tossed onto the table, along with Porteous’ identity card and the other few belongings he had in his pockets.  His ARP bag was opened on the floor.  It looked as though the official contents had been rifled through.

“Morning, Mr Porteous, I’m Detective Inspector James Parry.  This is Detective Sergeant Bob Tasker.  I don’t think you know us?”

He deliberately blew some acrid smoke at Porteous, who turned his head to one side.  He said nothing.

Parry continued, “We’ve replaced DI Eric Everard and one Sergeant...what was his name Bob?”

Tasker smirked; he liked playing these games with the inspector, “I believe it was Derek Beaston, Gov.”

“Yes-yes-yes; how remiss of me to forget, especially as both of these fine officers are missing, presumed dead.”

Tasker bowed his head in mock prayer, “May God rest their souls...”

Parry opened his Manila file, “You see what this is, Porteous?  It’s Everard’s duty log.  He was a bit of a stickler for procedure was old Eric.  A bit old school as they say.  Isn’t that right, Bob?”

“Very old school, Gov.”

Parry flicked through the paper log, “You see, my old mate Porteous, his log states that on the night in question, he and his faithful sergeant went to arrest you and your mate Jimmy Ryan at some shop in Red Lion Street in Holborn.  Unfortunately, it looks as though they got caught in an air raid.  It seems as though something big, like a landmine, took out the whole row of shops and the good inspector and his sergeant with it.  His car was some fifty yards or so down the road upside down.”

He looked directly at Porteous, “Know anything about that, Porteous, old chum?”

Porteous said nothing.

Parry turned to Tasker, “Shall we tell him we’ve already arrested Ryan and he’s locked up in some dungeon on the Caledonian Road?”

Tasker replied, “I wouldn’t bother, Guv.  He’ll find out soon enough when we put the two up before the magistrate at Marylebone Road later today.”

Porteous almost smiled as this little pantomime played out before him.  They had nothing; just like they had absolutely nothing the last time he was lifted.

Parry stubbed out his cigarette and then reached into his pocket and extracted a pack of Senior Service plain cigarettes.  He offered one to Porteous, whose hands were still cuffed to the table.
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