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A Young Nick Allen Story
by

Allen D Nicklin

Tuesday 24 December 1963
Nick Allen and Don Patrick stood outside the Town Hall in St Peters Street, St. Albans singing carols with the Salvation Army Band. It is Christmas Eve, Nick and Don have completed their last minute shopping, the shops were closing and the market stall holders were crying out, trying to sell the last remnants of their stock. As the large crowd finished the last verse of Good King Wenceslas Nick said ‘this is what it is all about, I love Christmas Eve. It is definitely my favourite day of Christmas.’
‘Even more than Christmas day?’ replied Don ‘when you open all your presents.’

‘Absolutely; to me it’s not about receiving presents, don’t get me wrong I love receiving presents but there as a real atmosphere on Christmas Eve which is like no other. Can’t you feel it, look around, everyone is smiling, that sense of anticipation, good will towards men and all that.’

‘I’m not sure it’s natural for a 14 year old to be thinking this way’ said Don scratching his head. 
‘Perhaps your right, I worry about myself sometimes with the strange thoughts I have. So what are you getting for Christmas?’

‘I’ll tell you after this carol, it’s my favourite.’

The band started playing Silent Night which coincidently was Nick’s favourite, so both boys sung their hearts out. Nick looked around at the crowd, looked at the Christmas lights down the high street and thought it doesn’t get better than this. When they had finished the band leader announced that they were taking a small break and invited the assembled crowd to join them for a mince pie and a glass of mulled wine. The boys didn’t need asking twice and with the speed of a pair of cheetahs they managed to be first in the queue.

‘So’ asked Nick what are you getting for Christmas?

‘Not sure, I made a list some time ago but I can’t remember what I put on it. I definitely need some new football boots and a board game, perhaps Monopoly or Cluedo, and of course my annuals.’
‘Of course, which ones have you asked for? Hopefully I’ll get Roy of the Rovers and the Victor.’

‘Roy of the Rovers is a must, but I also asked for the Beano or the Dandy. I still like them’.      

‘That’s good; I can borrow them when you read them.’ 

‘What are you up to tonight?’ asked Don looking at his watch, aware that it was getting late and needed to be home by five o’ clock.

‘Well, mum and Dad like to have a drink down the Waverley Club, so I’ll have to baby sit my brother Dick for an hour or two. Then I’ll be in bed by ten. What about you?’

‘As you can guess being Catholic we’ll have to go to church. I think the Family Mass starts at seven o’ clock.’

‘That’s nice’ replied Nick licking his fingers ‘fancy another?’

‘That’s being greedy’ replied Don ‘Won’t they recognise us?’

‘Don’t be silly, look let’s change hats, that’ll fool them.’

So Nick and Don helped themselves to another mince pie and a glass of mulled wine. Now feeling suitably refreshed with a warm glow inside Don said ‘I’ll have to go now and catch the bus, are you coming?’

‘No’ replied Nick ‘I think I walk home. I can’t get enough of this.’

‘Okay’ said Don ‘well, have a great Christmas and I’ll see you on Friday. Don’t forget, you’re coming round for tea.’

‘How could I forget; merry Christmas Don.’ 

With that the boys parted Don walking up St Peters Street towards the bus stop, whist Nick ventured down Market Street. He stopped and looked in Jeffersons shop window thinking that he might buy some new fashionable clothes with any Christmas money he might receive. His plan was to walk down French Row turn right, the make his way down George Street into Fishpool Street.  If you were looking for a part of St Albans had that Dickensian feel, this was the route to take. He walked passed the Tudor Tavern looking through the leaded windows seeing all the customers enjoying their steak meals. As he passed the antique shops that lined George Street he tried to imagine what it would have been like a hundred years ago. He continued down Romeland Hill looking left and staring in awe at the magnificent cathedral. A group of carol singers were gathering on the corner, singers of all ages, complete with lanterns.  As he wandered down Fishpool Street peering in all the windows, admiring the Christmas trees and the fairy lights that adorned the windows. He stopped outside the Lower Red Lion public house. At 5.30pm the doors had just opening and the first drinkers were sipping their frothy pints. The bar was tastefully decorated and a big log fire was blazing in the hearth. He looked forward to the day he was old enough to drink in a pub and made a mental note to definitively visit that pub on Christmas Eve 1967.
It was about six o’clock when he stood looking down St Michaels Street. He thought this scene should be on a Christmas card. A row of Victorian terraced houses on the left, a Victorian School on the right followed by two even older public houses. As he admired the view his solitude was broken by a voice behind him.  

‘Hello Nick Allen.’

Nick turned around to see a young girl standing there. He recognised her as Jenny Reynolds; a pleasant girl who lived on his estate. She was the same age as Nick and they were in the same class during their time in infant and junior school. Nick had always had a soft spot for Jenny although she wasn’t a very popular girl. She was bullied a lot, not only by boys but girls as well. Nick thought this was because she was slightly different from the rest of the children. Jenny came from a large family, she had four brothers and three sisters and they all squeezed into a three bedroom house. Some people called them gypsies and Nick had to admit she did have a Romany look to her. Two of her older brothers had been in trouble with the police and rumour had it that the eldest sister was a prostitute. But Jenny was a quiet girl, kept herself to herself and as she stood there in front of him he thought how sad she looked. She had a pretty face beneath a mass of long curly black hair that needed a good comb through.
‘Will you walk with me?’ she asked.

Although his mum would be expecting home for his tea he felt he could not refuse her invitation. 

‘This way’ she said, and Nick following through the entrance to Verulamium Park. Verulamium Park is set in 100 acres of parkland which was purchased from the Earl of Verulam in 1929. They walked in silence till they reached the bridge that separated the two man-made lakes. 

‘This is my favourite spot’ said Jenny as she gazed over the largest lake.

‘It’s certainly a fine spot’ replied Nick nervously as he started to wonder what he had let himself in for.

She turned and looked at him ‘you’ve been good to me over the years.’

‘Have I?’ he replied.

‘You’ve never bullied me like the other kids. Do you remember that time in Miss Hall’s class when they were calling me names and you took me outside and comforted me? And the time I was walking home and that gang of boys were throwing stones at me.’

‘Oh yes I remember that time’ commented Nick ‘’I’ve still got the scar on the back of my head. Three stitches I had to have.’

Jenny giggled ‘and do you remember that time we went for a walk round the golf course.’

Nick did remember and he could feel himself blushing. He was eight years old and had decided to go golf-balling around Batchwood golf course. Lots of boys his age would walk around the edge of each hole looking in the rough for lost golf balls then try to sell them to any passing player. He was just about to climb over the fence when Jenny walked by. She enquired to where he was going and asked if she could join him. It was a hot afternoon and after about 20 minutes they had reached the edge of the 12th green. They laid down on the edge of the bunker that protected the green. It was there that Nick had his first kiss.

‘You’re not blushing are you Nick Allen? Jenny asked.’

‘Of course not’ retorted Nick ‘I’m just a bit warm.’

‘You are funny Nick Allen, its bloody freezing.’

She was right; it was a clear crisp evening, the moon was in its first quarter and the frost was creeping in.

‘That was my first kiss as well’ she said ‘and you never forget your first kiss. Are you still not talking to Keith Nevin?’

Christ thought Nick where did that come from. 

‘That’s right. What of it?’ he asked.

He’s a good friend to you; I think you should forgive him. It doesn’t do to hold grudges.’

‘Huh’ said Nick ‘if I want to hold a grudge, I’ll hold a grudge In fact one day I will be a champion grudge holder. Is that why we are here did he send you?’
‘Don’t be silly and stop being aggressive it doesn’t suit you. Of course he didn’t send me. I haven’t seen him for ages. I just think in the season of good will that you should forgive him.’

‘Do you know what he did to me? He betrayed me. Friends don’t do that.’

‘But he was protecting his sister; remember blood is thicker than water.’

‘And you can choose your friends but not your family.’

‘What’s that got to do with anything?

‘I don’t know, it was the first thing that came into my head.’

They both burst out laughing.

‘But promise me you will think about forgiving him.’

‘Okay I’ll think about it, just for you, but I’m not promising anything.’

She smiled.

He looked at her as she gazed over the lake. There was something different about her that could not put his finger on. She looked a little pale, but he put that down to the falling temperature; but she looked contented. She was pretty in a strange sought of way, if he had lots of money he would take her into town and treat her to some nice clothes and take to a decent hairdresser.

She sensed he was staring at her ‘what are you thinking?’ she asked.

‘I was just thinking how much I would like to kiss you,’ he replied thinking why did I say that?

‘That’s nice.’ She smiled then said ‘not a good idea at the moment.’

‘Sorry’ he said.

‘No’ she turned to him ‘I’m flattered and I would love to kiss you, but it’s just not the right time.’  

He didn’t push it and just asked ‘what are you doing for Christmas?’
‘Not sure yet’ she replied.

Nick looked at his watch, it was getting late. ‘I think I’d better be going, mum will wonder where I am.’

‘Okay’ she said ‘what are your plans for the future?’

‘What do you mean? 

‘Oh it doesn’t matter, you better go I don’t want to get in trouble.’ 

‘Okay, it’s been nice talking to you. Do you want me to walk you home?’

‘No, I think I’ll stay here for a while, it’s so peaceful. Have a wonderful Christmas Nick Allen and remember me occasionally.’

‘Bye Jenny,’ said Nick as her started to jog back to the entrance.

He reached the gate at St Michaels street and stopped to get his breath. Perhaps I’ll take her to the pictures in the New Year he thought; yes he’ll make that his New Years resolution. He then started a brisk walk and arrived home fifteen minutes later. His mum and dad and little brother Dick were already sat down eating their tea.

‘Where have you been?’ asked Mrs Allen we were getting worried.

‘Sorry mum’ replied Nick ‘met an old friend, got talking, lost track of time.

‘Well never mind, sit down and eat you tea before it gets cold.’
Nick sat down and took a large mouthful of Shepherds pie. ‘So’ he asked ‘have I missed anything?’

‘Well’ said Mrs Allen ‘Did you hear about the Reynolds girl, what’s her name, Jenny I think?’

Nick looked up.

‘She died this morning; apparently she fell in the lake on Saturday and caught Pneumonia, poor thing.’

Nick Allen wept. 
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