
   [image: cover]


   
      
         

         
            
               
                  
[image: ]
                  

               

            

            RADIO GIRLS


            Sarah-Jane Stratford

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            ‘If we have the sense to give [broadcasting] freedom and intelligent direction, if we save it from exploitation by vested interests of money or power, its influence may even redress the balance in favour of the individual.’

            
                

            

            – HILDA MATHESON, Broadcasting (1933)

         

      

   


   
      

         
            LONDON 1930

         

         She ran, weaving in and out of the startled pedestrians, but her pursuer was still close on her heels.

         All their meticulous planning, all that work in spinning the web and catching all these flies, but they hadn’t factored in this possibility: the chance that the papers in her bag were worth so much that someone would chase after her to get them back.

         Chase after her with a gun.

         She heard it, heard the click, even above the sounds of shoppers, of traffic, of her own pounding feet and pounding heart and the steady gallop of the man behind her.

         He didn’t know, though, that she wasn’t alone. A small comfort, as she leapt over a pair of Yorkshire terriers and ducked around their sable-clad owner to sprint down the alley, but she would take what comforts she could.

         And he had no idea what she was about to do. No idea of the power she really wielded. He was like all the bullies who had chased her as a child, hoping to frighten her. They had succeeded. He would not. 

         She ran harder, knees high, sure-footed as a gazelle, and gazelles didn’t wear well-polished heels with fashionable double straps.

         Thank goodness for short skirts. Ten years ago I’d have been dead by now.

         She just needed to get to the car. He was getting closer, though. She put on a burst of speed.

         Would it help to scream? No, it never helped to scream. Besides, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing she was afraid, just as she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of getting the papers he wanted so badly.

         She tightened her grip on her handbag, slick with sweat, and ran harder.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER ONE

            November 1926

         

         Although everyone in the boarding house had seen the letter and assured Maisie that it was genuine, she couldn’t help continually unfolding and rereading it, until the typed words along the creases were nearly illegible, only five days after she had received it.

         ‘You ought to be careful,’ advised Lola from her perch on the straight-backed bedroom chair, where she was buffing her nails. ‘You’ll soon have that in pieces, and aren’t you meant to present it at your interview?’

         The interview. After months of unemployment, with only the occasional two or three days of work that everyone was sure would turn into something more substantial and never did, Maisie was at last invited to interview for a full-time position. A junior secretary was needed at the BBC.

         ‘I do hope it’s for whoever it is who puts on the plays and things,’ Lola said at least once a day, with some variation. Maisie promised faithfully that, if this was the job on offer and she secured it, she would make every effort to have Lola brought in to broadcast. Privately, however, she hoped the job was as far away from the ‘plays and things’ as the BBC’s offices in Savoy Hill allowed.

         She read the letter again. The letterhead was a plain, modern type, giving the address and exchanges for phoning (Temple Bar 8400) or sending telegrams (Ethanuze, London). The text was in the succinct, formal style she associated so fondly with Britain, directing her to arrive at the BBC at three o’clock Thursday, November twenty-fifth, and ask for Miss Shields. She was to bring ‘appropriate references’.

         ‘I wish I knew what they meant by “appropriate”,’ Maisie said, running her finger up and down her pointy chin. She had a note from Sister Bennister, head matron of the Brighton Soldiers’ Hospital, pronouncing Maisie an effective and considerate nurse – generous, considering Maisie had scarcely been more than a nurses’ aide. The certificate of completion from Miss Jenkins’s Secretarial College was more relevant but less impressive, as it was dated 1924, from New York, and there was no great way to explain her failure to provide anything else.

         ‘Ah, don’t fret so much,’ Lola advised. ‘They have to say that sort of thing, don’t they? But I don’t reckon those references matter so much. It’s really all about the impression you make when they meet you.’

         The longer Maisie studied herself in the black-stained mirror at her dressing table, the less encouraging that prospect became.

         Both Lola and their landlady, Mrs Crewe, had been nonstop fonts of advice since the ceremonial slitting of the envelope. Even the other boarders, women who rarely seemed cognisant of Maisie’s existence, shared the thrill. Listening to the wireless was a sore subject in Mrs Crewe’s house, as that intractable lady pronounced the whole concept a ‘nonsensical passing fancy’ and refused to spend her hard-earned money on such a thoroughly unnecessary and, she emphasised, unnatural contraption as a radio.

         ‘Why on earth would anyone want to hear bodiless voices? Sounds irreligious to me, not to say dangerous. Who knows what they can do, if they can speak to you through some machine or other? First cinema, now this. It’s not right.’

         Not right it may be, but Mrs Crewe was a stout champion of ‘her girls’, as she described her boarders, and was willing to put aside some of her hard feeling in the cause of Maisie being properly employed.

         ‘And once you’re working there and not growing two heads or whatnot, she’ll have to agree it’s all right and buy us a wireless!’ Lola crowed. ‘Of course,’ she went on more musingly, pencilled brows furrowing, ‘like as not we’ll have moved somewhere a bit more smart by then, I’d think. Don’t you?’

         Maisie did, though only because Mrs Crewe wasn’t likely to buy a radio anytime before doomsday.

         Lola and the other boarders all had friends willing to host ‘listening in’ parties, where everyone gathered to enjoy something or other from the BBC, usually the plays or music, but of late the Talks. Maisie was not so lucky, which was part of why she was so interested to know more. She secretly agreed with Mrs Crewe that there was something terrifying about a disembodied voice, and it was bizarre that it could originate from another part of London and yet sound as clear as someone sitting across the table. A lot of people were afraid of the wireless, certain that all this new technology was a harbinger of evil spirits, or a means of bridging the gap to the spirit world. Maisie wasn’t sure what she believed.

         What she knew for an incontrovertible fact, however, was that her funds had dwindled to one pound, thirteen shillings, and ninepence. Despite her nonpareil expertise with frugality, this little pile of coins represented a week of food and shelter. Her family, such as it was, lived in New York and Toronto, and none of them would respond favourably – or politely – to a request for assistance. There was nothing else for it. She had to get this job.

         ‘Let me put some make-up on you. All those BBC girls wear make-up, I’m sure,’ Lola insisted. Maisie demurred. She couldn’t risk the unknown Miss Shields thinking she was fast.

         Or stupid enough to think make-up would improve me. Maisie sighed, focusing on the nose people called ‘Roman’ when they were being kind and wishing her gaunt face boasted at least one other notable feature. I suppose I should be grateful I haven’t got a boil.

         She saved her gratitude for the popularity of the bob. It was a great gift to women like herself, cursed with fine, lank hair, and she wholeheartedly embraced it. Her hair might be dull and dirty-dishwater brown, but was less offensive for being short and unmoving on her head, with a severe fringe labouring hard to give her face something approximating a shape. She wished she had a decent cloche, something with a rhinestone flourish near the ear, or perhaps a little feather. Her tired black wool hat was so plain and obviously cheap. But it was clean, and careful brushing masked the worst of the patchiness.

         The forcibly English tones of her Toronto-born and -raised grandmother echoed as Maisie rolled her stockings up her thighs and clamped them in place: ‘Well? Aren’t you going to thank me?’ And Maisie was grateful that the woman’s passion for thrift and sharp things had given her the skill to mend her black wool stockings so well. Modern women wore beige or pastel stockings – some of them silk! – but black was still acceptable and these weren’t too awful, so long as no one looked closely.

         Lots of luck there. She frowned at her skinny, shapeless legs, wishing she’d appreciated longer skirts more when they were still in style.

         As for her shoes, she would just have to keep her feet flat on the floor to hide the holes. The cheap Oxfords had tarried valiantly for five years, but even if they could be repaired again, she couldn’t bear it. Every time she put them on, she wanted to cry.

         As she tied the laces, she remembered one of the few pieces of advice her mother, Georgina, occasionally offered: ‘It is always best to have less if one must, so long as everything you wear is of good quality.’

         Fine words from a woman who, as a struggling young actress, wore skirts to the ground and was now successful enough to always have what she called a ‘sponsor’ to keep her in all the silk stockings she wished.

         Maisie stood and put on her coat.

         ‘Gosh, Maisie, I wish you’d borrow something of mine,’ was Lola’s response as Maisie presented herself for inspection.

         ‘Your clothes would never fit me,’ Maisie said, with perfect truth. Lola was shorter than Maisie, and though she made assiduous use of straps to render her luscious figure more fashionably boyish, she wore her dresses as low-cut as daylight hours allowed. If Maisie tried to wear one, she would look like a chorus girl in a sideshow.

         ‘Well, I suppose no one cares what anyone looks like for radio anyhow,’ Lola said in her most comforting tone. ‘At least take a taxi there. No, you must. You’ll feel awfully grand. Here, I’ll lend you the fare.’

         The coins glinted in Lola’s palm, shiny temptation. Maisie had never set foot in a cab and couldn’t imagine such extravagance, but the sudden vision of a cloth rose to pin to her hat arrested her. She might find a milliner on the Strand. Her hand hovered, but refused to land. She could not be pretty or smart, but as she was, she looked steady and practical. Someone must appreciate those qualities in a secretary. Besides, she hated being in debt if she didn’t have to be. She had no idea what next week was going to bring.

         ‘Thanks awfully, but that’s all right. It’s only two o’clock. The tram will get me there in plenty of time,’ Maisie assured Lola.

         ‘Well, good luck.’ Lola grinned. ‘They’ll want you. I’m sure of it.’

         Parting with one of her precious pennies for the fare, Maisie hoped Lola was right. No one had wanted her in a very long time, and those that had taken her hadn’t kept her any longer than Richard the Third kept Anne Neville in Shakespeare’s invention.

         Georgina always said Maisie didn’t belong in London.

         I can’t have her be right.

         
             

         

         Outside the handsome stone building with the brass sign reading: BRITISH BROADCASTING COMPANY beside the door, Maisie had a sinking feeling that Georgina knew whereof she spoke, though she had only ever visited a London suggested by stage sets. Maisie laid her fingers on the dark wooden door, feeling the pull of a place bursting with life. She forced her hand to stop shaking and to remember how to work a doorknob.

         The door opened onto a vast reception room, vehemently modern, with a marble floor polished to the gleam and hazard of a skating rink and wallpaper featuring incongruous tropical trees. Two women in a corner, swathed in fox furs, twittered and chirped to each other, rhythmically tapping ash from their cigarettes into a burnished brass tray.

         A clatter heralding imminent devastation – the earthquake of San Francisco, come to London – sent Maisie’s arms around herself in feeble protection as two men pelted down the stairs, cramming on hats and straightening ties, faces glowing with purpose. They zipped past on either side of Maisie, close enough to knock her both east and west, a billiard ball on a table, and sprang out the door, never seeing her.

         Maisie straightened her coat, congratulating herself on staying upright. She edged up to the cherrywood table, where the much-Marcelled receptionist turned away from the telephone to appraise her.

         ‘Have you an appointment?’ the receptionist asked in a deep voice, pleasant enough to be welcoming and authoritative enough to be respected.

         ‘Please, I’m … I’m to see Miss Shields at three o’clock,’ Maisie whispered, unfolding the precious letter to prove her credibility. 

         ‘Hum,’ came the answer. A bell must have been rung, because a moment later a plump young boy with a shock of red hair appeared. He could not have been more than twelve, and bore himself with the imperiousness of a courtier.

         ‘Ah, Rusty,’ the receptionist greeted him. ‘This is’ – a glance at the letter again – ‘Miss Musgrave, for Miss Shields, right away, please.’

         ‘Yes, miss! This way, please, miss.’ An exuberant wave of the arm, inviting Maisie into the bowels of the BBC.

         ‘Did you want to take the lift, miss, or the stairs? It’s up at the top, you see.’

         She knew she should save her strength where she could, as it was hours before supper, but there was a buzz emanating from all those floors above and she wanted to walk through as much of it as she could.

         ‘I don’t mind the stairs,’ Maisie assured Rusty, and was rewarded by an approving grin.

         The BBC had existed only four years, so Maisie didn’t expect the sort of ponderous grandeur that characterised a steady establishment, places that filled her with awe, wonder, and desire. The sort of places she dreamt of spending her days in, and her nights, too. Savoy Hill was a different narcotic. The bright, pulsing energy of the new, of a staff enveloped in a technological marvel, in a venture that might turn in upon itself and disappear tomorrow – though they would all battle like they were at the walls of Agincourt to prevent such defeat. Behind some of these doors, people were certainly shut in soundproof rooms, speaking out to the nation. But in the corridors, it was a rush of thundering feet and rustling paper and rapid conversation.

         ‘Did you hear? Old Matheson landed us Anthony Asquith.’

         ‘Pah. I’m holding out for Tallulah Bankhead coming to broadcast.’

         ‘You’d likely pass out stone cold!’

         ‘Worth it, depending where I land.’

         The colloquy buzzed and whirled around Maisie’s head, cloudier than perfume, and just as dizzying.

         ‘I say, anyone fancy the American tonight?’

         Maisie stumbled.

         The bar, you idiot. He means the bar at the Savoy. Was that the sort of place these people went after work? Her presence on its pavement would provide the doorman with a good laugh before he directed her back to the main road.

         The voice continued. ‘They’ve got a new bartender, straight from the 300 Club in New York!’

         ‘Any man can mix a drink, if he puts his mind to it. Tell me when they’ve got that Texas Guinan and her girls!’

         He pronounced it ‘Gwynen’.

         Quite unintentionally, Maisie stopped and spoke into the din.

         ‘Guy-nan. Her name, it’s pronounced Guy-nan. And she’s not one of the … er, dancers. She owns the club.’

         And was, allegedly, a friend of Georgina, though a life’s experience had taught Maisie to query any information that sprang from the maternal font. Georgina described Texas Guinan as ‘no actress, nor beauty, but she has a force of personality, child (which Maisie still had to be, as Georgina never aged). Well worth cultivating’ (because what else were people but hothouse lettuces?).

         Through the vapour of her rising mortification, Maisie felt several people staring at her in amused interest, spurring a sudden fondness for her own well-cultivated disguise of Invisible Girl, the foe she had made friend, usually so useful in cloaking her. Even Rusty had abandoned his sacred duty to gaze upon his charge in wonder.

         A young man loped up to her, all sunshine grin and summer freckles. His hair flopped over one side of his head in untidy brown curls, and he wore fashionable baggy trousers and what Maisie guessed was a school tie.

         ‘You’re American?’ he asked in a well-bred accent. ‘Are you from New York? You are, aren’t you?’

         Maisie struggled to remember how to breathe. That grin. Those freckles.

         ‘Well, I … sort of … I mean, I lived … grew up … in New York, but …’

         Rusty, remembering himself, intervened. ‘Ever so sorry, Mr Underwood, sir, but I must deliver the miss to Miss Shields for an interview.’

         ‘Oh!’ The young man looked stunned. ‘I rather thought you must be a Matheson acquisition.’

         ‘Not likely,’ someone said, and sniggered. A chorus of whispers ensued.

         ‘Well, enjoy Miss Shields, then,’ Mr Underwood encouraged. Sapphire eyes smiled, charmer to her snake, but his tone suggested enjoyment was futile.

         Maisie wished the blush burning her face and neck was hot enough to turn the floor liquid and let her sink into nothingness. She trotted robotically behind Rusty, taking no notice of the number of stairs, only waking up when they reached a hushed corridor, more polished and solemn than the lower floors, with every door closed.

         Rusty strode up to one of the doors, gave it a respectful knock, then edged it open.

         ‘Miss Shields, Miss Musgrave for you, miss,’ Rusty announced in his best impression of refinement.

         ‘Thank you, Rusty,’ came a ringing voice. Maisie forced herself into the office, hoping her blush had dissipated. Miss Shields looked down her nose at Maisie, her handsome features unblemished by such frivolities as a smile. She wore a brown tweed suit whose simple lines spoke the epitome of quiet good taste. A gold watch was pinned to the lapel, reminding Maisie of the Sisters in the hospital, except their watches didn’t feature a spray of tiny rubies and a diamond.

         ‘Do sit down, Miss Musgrave,’ came the invitation, polite enough. ‘Would you care for a cup of tea?’

         Maisie hesitated. She never turned down refreshment on principle, and all the chill November had to offer had seeped through her worn shoes. On the other hand, she was shaking enough to possibly upset that tea all over her thighs. But this was not the sort of woman who brooked refusals, so Maisie nodded and smiled.

         ‘Yes, please, thank you. Very much.’

         Miss Shields gave Rusty the order. Maisie waited awkwardly, feeling rather than seeing the room, hot little pinpricks of excitement dancing up her limbs, forming pools of sweat under her arms. Quite a thing, sitting in an office all your own. Miss Shields’ chair had curved arms and swivelled. Maisie longed for every bit of it, and wondered how fast the chair spun around.

         ‘Would you like milk? Sugar?’ Miss Shields asked.

         ‘Yes, please, both, thank you,’ said Maisie, wishing the bounty extended to a tea cake or even just a cookie (or ‘biscuit’, as she’d taught herself to say). She didn’t remember what it was like not to be hungry in the long hours before supper.

         ‘Yes, you Americans do like your tea sweet,’ Miss Shields observed, pleased with her knowledge as she handed Maisie a cup and saucer with bluebirds flying around the rim.

         ‘Oh, I’m Canadian,’ Maisie stammered, and went into her usual apologetic patter. ‘Half-British, as my father was British. My mother is Canadian and I was born there. Then my mother and I went to New York, where she was an ac—where she had work. I mostly lived there but spent summers in Toronto until I joined the VAD in 1916 and was assigned to the hospital in Brighton.’

         She trailed off. Her biography was such a terribly unimpressive hodgepodge. She handed Miss Shields her two letters of reference and managed only one sip of tea before they were read through and set aside.

         ‘Where was your father born?’

         ‘Oh. I … I don’t …’ She couldn’t see how the question was relevant, but glanced down at her shoes and settled on ‘Oxford’, as that sounded gorgeously respectable. Very not Georgina.

         ‘I suppose his name was Musgrave.’

         ‘Edwin Musgrave,’ Maisie specified, which was true as far as she knew. The familiar pang tapped her behind the breastbone, and she suppressed a sigh. The father she apparently – and unluckily – resembled almost exactly. Whom she still hoped to find someday. Had he taken one look at his infant daughter and walked away, or did she have memories of him locked away somewhere, if only she knew where to search?

         ‘And do you know where he was educated?’

         ‘Where he …? No, I … I’m sorry … I – I don’t.’ She forced herself to keep looking into this woman’s cold eyes.

         ‘I see. Well, we’ve grown quite busy of late, and I need someone who will provide a bit of extra assistance when the typing pool is at full pressure. I am the personal secretary to Mr Reith.’

         She pronounced his name with the sort of fervour Lola reserved for Rudolph Valentino.

         ‘The Director-General, yes,’ Maisie put in, attempting to demonstrate that she had made an attempt to learn something of this place.

         ‘Mr Reith expects everything done well and on time. He expects a serious and dedicated staff. We are growing, gaining in importance. Everything we do must reflect and enhance that. I require an assistant who can manage a number of tasks at once and yet be ready to add something more when called upon. You having been a nurse, that is—’

         She narrowed her eyes at Maisie.

         ‘You must have been quite young when you joined.’

         Maisie never knew how to respond to that observation. Surely someone must appreciate her patriotism and initiative – or at least her need to escape – in having procured a fake birth certificate so as to be eighteen when she first came to England, instead of several months shy of her fourteenth birthday. But she had never yet found anyone to whom she dared mention it.

         ‘Most of my nursing was after the war,’ Maisie explained, truthfully enough. ‘I left because we had discharged enough men that I wasn’t needed any more.’

         ‘And you didn’t seek a job with another hospital?’

         ‘I …’ Wanted to stop washing blood off my hands. Wanted to be part of the living world. ‘I wanted to do something a bit different.’ And she hadn’t been much of a nurse anyway.

         ‘So you went to secretarial school.’ Miss Shields nodded briefly at the certificate. ‘And in New York, it seems.’

         ‘Yes. I, er, I … returned there for a short while.’

         I was penniless, my grandparents wanted nothing to do with me, and Georgina wanted to show off her generosity to her newest sponsor. She is always so happy when I fail. Though in fact Georgina had called Maisie her niece, not her daughter, and it was the sponsor’s money that paid the way.

         ‘I see,’ said Miss Shields. ‘And where did you work after completing your course?’

         ‘A number of offices, but they were only short-term assignments, I’m afraid.’

         Everyone wanted secretaries to be glamorous and bubbly and modern.

         ‘I see. When did you return to Britain?’

         ‘Last year. My mother, er, knew I was happier here.’ And she and Georgina were both happier with an ocean between them. ‘I am indeed very happy in London and hope to stay, provided I can secure a good job.’ Maisie kept her tone prim.

         ‘Mm,’ was the sole reward. ‘Now, aside from your nursing and secretarial training, where did you go to school?’

         And we’re at that question.

         It was a question asked in American interviews, too, for formality’s sake. Maisie’s single criticism of the British was that they were inordinately obsessed with education, even for girls. Or at least, girls who interviewed for the sort of jobs she wanted.

         Oh, just lie! she scolded herself. One more can’t hurt. Make up a name. They’re not going to write somewhere overseas just to confirm it. It’s so easy. Miss Morland’s Free School for Girls. St Agatha’s Girls High. Gramercy Girls Academy. She won’t know they’re not real. Just say something!

         ‘Er, I …’

         ‘Yes?’ Miss Shields’ eyebrows danced the dance Maisie knew too well.

         ‘The fact is, we moved a great deal, so I couldn’t go to the same school for very long.’

         ‘But you did go to school?’ Despite the inflection, it was much more of a statement than a question, one that expected nothing but affirmation.

         The School for Scandal. The School for Wives. The School of Hard Knocks. Miss Witless’s School for the Criminally Uneducatable.

         ‘I was predominantly educated at home,’ Maisie answered, hoping she sounded starchy and governess-trained.

         ‘Was this a general all-round education, or did you have a specialty?’

         Maisie wasn’t sure what the woman meant. All she could think of was Georgina instructing her never to wear two shades of red together.

         ‘Just general. I, er, I liked history. I’ve always liked reading. Reading everything, really.’

         ‘Hmm. Well, I didn’t exactly expect the equivalent of Cheltenham,’ Miss Shields remarked, making a note.

         Cheltenham! That was one of the poshest girls’ schools in Britain. Was Savoy Hill filled with women who had gone there? Had Miss Shields?

         ‘We need people who are sharp and well organised, Miss Musgrave. For this job, your educational background is less critical than your ability. Now, the post also demands some assistance given to the new Director of Talks’ – Maisie was quite sure Miss Shields swallowed a sneer – ‘but your main attention is to me, which is to say, Mr Reith. I expect that’s quite clear?’

         ‘Yes, Miss Shields.’ Maisie nodded.

         ‘Because we can’t have someone who’s got one eye somewhere else.’

         ‘No, Miss Shields.’

         ‘It is useful, of course, especially in Talks, if you know a great deal about the important people of the day and things taking place. Do you read the daily papers?’

         Maisie used to, but the long period of irregular employment made it impossible to focus on anything other than the ‘Situations Available’ pages. She had, however, become adept at picking up abandoned papers from collection piles and cutting out shoe linings from them. They kept her feet warm. She wondered what stories she had walked on to get here.

         ‘I certainly do look at them, Miss Shields.’

         ‘I see.’

         Miss Shields didn’t seem likely to say more, and Maisie finished her tea, thinking she ought to ask a question.

         ‘Would I, that is, would the person you engage be working in this room with you?’ It seemed unlikely, given the room’s size, but she wanted to steel herself if she were going to be subjected to that stern gaze half the day.

         ‘In my room? I should say not. We are pushing through a cupboard to create space.’

         Maisie glanced at the door to her left.

         ‘No,’ Miss Shields corrected her. ‘That is Mr Reith’s room.’

         Maisie’s heart jumped. Was he in there? Had he been listening? What if he opened the door?

         ‘This is the space we are designating,’ Miss Shields said, pointing to the door on the right. ‘There will be space enough for a typewriter, and it will do. Much time will be spent in managing files and papers. Energy, Miss Musgrave, I need someone with energy.’

         ‘I have energy,’ Maisie assured her, wishing there were some way to prove it. Shame I can’t turn a cartwheel.

         Miss Shields set down her cup and saucer, then looked at Maisie’s references again.

         ‘What I cannot understand, Miss Musgrave, is why, if you’ve had such trouble securing regular employment, you haven’t returned once more to your people in Toronto or New York.’

         Beneath the impertinence, Maisie sensed the woman was exhorting her to leave and save jobs for those who deserved them, especially as so many men were unemployed. It was a fair point, although no man would be hired as this sort of secretary. And in fact, despite the enticement of the office, Maisie planned to quit the moment she was sure her hoped-for husband was a certainty, bringing her closer to the loving family she had wanted since she knew such things existed.

         She forced her shoulders back and her breath steady.

         ‘Miss Shields, I may have been born and raised in what’s sometimes still called the New World, but my heart lies in the Old World. There’s nothing that makes me happier than walking around London. History’s lived here. So much began here, so many stories. This is still the centre of the universe, and there are still … conventions here. I came here hoping to do my bit for Britain, and leaving was so stupid, so cowardly. I made it back and I’ve got to stay. I’ve just got to. This is home. I hope,’ she tapered off – her blush was making her face hurt.

         But it was true. She needed this job, needed this room with the desk, the swivel chair, the bird-festooned teacup and saucer. She even needed the terrifying Miss Shields. And the hidden Mr Reith. If the BBC’s brazen raw newness chafed against her passion for the starch and certainty of tradition and opulence, it also enchanted her with its brightness and bustle. She couldn’t be turned away. She just couldn’t.

         ‘Very nice, I’m sure, Miss Musgrave,’ Miss Shields said dryly. ‘Thank you so much for coming in.’ Miss Shields pressed a button by the door and held out her hand. ‘You will receive a letter in due course telling you of our decision. Rusty shall show you out.’

         Rusty popped up like a groundhog and hovered as Maisie shook Miss Shields’ hand and thanked her with what she hoped wasn’t an excess of sincerity. She tagged after Rusty, feeling her heart oozing through the holes in her shoes. The most important thing was to get outside before the tears came.

         ‘Hey, New York!’

         Just as she reached reception, Maisie was stunned to be accosted by Mr Underwood of the school tie and baggy trousers, pattering down the stairs after her. Still grinning. Still freckled. Eyes still blue – inviting enough that she wanted to learn to swim. Had she ever been smiled at by a man this handsome?

         ‘Have you been to a speakeasy, then? What’s it like? Is Broadway really so bright at night it’s like day? Gosh, I’d rather like to spend just a week there. Must be jolly great fun – not that our London isn’t the best place on earth, of course, and we can get drinks legally, but maybe it’s more fun when you can’t? I’d give a lot to see the Cotton Club. Or do they let white people in?’

         It was like being blown through with machine-gun artillery. The fellow’s interview skills were more daunting than Miss Shields’, and the questions more impossible to answer. But he was looking at her with interest, which was more than Miss Shields had done and remarkable from a man. Grateful to him for distracting her from her misery, Maisie gave him the one answer she could manage.

         ‘Well, “Broadway” itself is a street, but you mean the theatre district. It’s … rather … well, glorious, really. All those theatres, one after the other, marquees all lit up. I daresay you could read there, though I suppose you wouldn’t want to.’

         To her dismay, he looked disappointed.

         ‘You don’t talk like an American, not like some of the others who’ve been here, or in the stories.’

         ‘Oh. Well, I …’ She was eager to explain herself using as many choice bits of American slang as she could muster, but those eyes and freckles made syllables hard to come by.

         ‘Oi, Underwood!’ someone shouted from the top of the steps. ‘What the devil are you doing, having another tea break? Get yourself back here before the man takes your head off and uses it for a football.’

         ‘Suppose I ought to dash, then,’ her interrogator remarked, unruffled. ‘You’ll be back, will you? I do want to hear more!’

         ‘Er … I – I don’t think so,’ she mumbled, but he was scaling the stairs two at a time. ‘Thanks anyway,’ she said to his back as it disappeared.

         She glanced at the receptionist, wondering if she should be marked as leaving. The receptionist was simultaneously directing a man with a parcel, asking someone on the phone to please hold the line, and scribbling at a pad with a pencil.

         Maisie closed the door on the painted trees and the gleam and the polish. She swiped impatiently at her eyes, rounded her shoulders against the chill, and trudged up the appropriately dark street.

         ‘Miss! Miss!’

         Rusty was sprinting towards her, a fiery little Olympic torch.

         ‘Lucky you’re here, miss. Didn’t think I’d find you, but I took the chance. Miss Shields, miss, she asked if I did find you, would you return a moment, please?’

         He ran back to the BBC, gone so fast Maisie was sure she was hallucinating.

         But Rusty was decidedly solid, standing in the light spilling from the open door, beckoning to her with the impatient exasperation of boys universal, and was only mollified when Maisie finally walked back towards him. Her heart was behaving in a most peculiar fashion, as though it were holding its breath, wondering if it should crumple completely or take a leap of hope.

         Miss Shields was descending the steps into reception. Her expression was resigned, with a soupcon of fury, and her words sounded rehearsed.

         ‘Ah, Miss Musgrave, that is convenient. It has been decided to offer you the position. You may begin on Monday. Be here promptly at nine.’

         Maisie knew she should close her mouth or say something, but she was thoroughly incapable of doing either.

         ‘Are you interested in the position?’ Miss Shields snapped.

         ‘I … yes, that is, yes, abso … Thank you!’

         ‘I will allow for your surprised enthusiasm, but do know that Mr Reith expects clear-spoken decorum in his presence at all times. As to—’ She pursed her lips and appeared to change her mind. ‘The position pays three pounds, five shillings a week, and we are not accustomed to negotiating. Is that understood?’

         It would never have occurred to Maisie to negotiate. This woman had just offered her life. She only hoped she wasn’t hallucinating after all.

         ‘Thank you. Thank you so much. I can start tomorrow, if you like?’

         ‘Monday, Miss Musgrave. You’ll report directly to me and we can begin. I expect you to be fully prepared.’

         ‘Yes, Miss Shields.’ Maisie nodded fervently. She had a bad feeling ‘fully prepared’ meant better clothes. It was tempting to hop a tram to Oxford Street right that minute. But she wasn’t the sort of person to whom the shops gave credit. Shoes and clothes would have to wait. She would just be prepared to do a good job.

         A squeal escaped her as she bounced back to the street, which seemed much brighter. What had turned the cards in her favour? Miss Shields hadn’t seemed to like her much. Maybe she was one of those people who were hard to read. Lots of people were like that. Maisie hoped to be one of them someday.

         Her Charleston-dancing heart reminded her that she would get to see Mr Underwood again, too. Those eyes, that smile … I’ll go to the library first thing tomorrow and catch up on all the papers. New York ones, too, if they have any. I most definitely want to have something new to say about New York.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Monday morning Maisie tumbled out of frantic dreams and into the uneasy darkness of the predawn hours. Trepidation marched down her arms and shoulder blades, pinning her to the iron bedstead. The short gasps of breath allotted to her lungs pounded in her ears and felt loud enough to endanger the sleep of the other boarders. Except Lola, who wouldn’t wake up if a biplane crashed into the house.

         Maisie crawled out of bed, wishing she had slippers and a dressing gown. Instead, she wrapped the thin, fraying blankets around her like a Roman senator and tiptoed across the equally thin rag rug to the window. Everything in Mrs Crewe’s house was worn and thin, though impeccably clean. Including Maisie.

         The view was moderately improved by being in shadow. This sliver of London insisted it was for the respectable working poor, not a slum, but the rows of identical, dingy Victorian terrace houses to which people clung by their fingernails were hardly the stuff that was featured on a picture postcard.

         More like the cover of a penny dreadful. 

         Maisie hugged her knees to her chest and watched the sky slowly grow lighter, waiting, wondering what the day was going to bring her.

         
             

         

         In the hospital, Maisie had changed bandages on men whose eyes had been destroyed by poison gas. She dressed wounds on nubs of wrists, no longer extending into hands. She was doused in blood, in vomit, in tears. And not a bit of it prepared her for the rigours of the BBC.

         Miss Shields spared her one critical glance, clearly displeased that she still looked like a companion to Oliver Twist, but waved her into her work space, a cramped closet with a typewriter and a hook for her coat and hat. There was no swivel chair, just a straight-backed spindly terror, but nor was there any sitting. Rusty was deputised to give her a ‘general tour’ of the premises. He did so at a near run, Maisie tracking his bright red head while trying to absorb something of her surroundings.

         ‘That’s the Schools Department, miss. They broadcast to classrooms specially. And down here is the Music and Drama Departments, thems that do plays. Some of them quite funny they are, too, miss, sometimes. There’s a control room in the basement. Ripping machines they’ve got in there, too, but the engineers, and Mr Eckersley who heads them, they don’t like anyone messing about near them, nor asking questions.’

         On and on his buoyant speech ran them around the L-shaped corridors, so fast that a place was no sooner mentioned than lost in a tangle of syllables. The artistes’ waiting room, the sound room, the offices of this man and that one, Department of Whatsit, Office of Whosit, the typing pool, the room where broadcasters stored the evening dress suits worn when they were on the air – the tumult slowed just enough to allow Maisie to be beguiled – then on and on. The rabbit-warren building seemed much larger on the inside than it looked from the street. The only room whose location she was able to commit to instant memory was the tearoom, from which emanated the most enticing scent of buttered toast.

         Throughout Savoy Hill was that glorious – terrifying – noise and rush and whirl and people who must be delighted in their importance and glamour. It was a heady cloud around her. The accents, the chat, the speed. Despite their varied ages, they possessed a glow of youth that eluded Maisie, even at twenty-three.

         Rusty deposited her back with Miss Shields, who stacked an Everest-sized pile of papers on Maisie’s desk – ‘typing and filing and familiarising yourself’ – and ordered her, in a tone that suggested a lengthy quiz would follow, to read and memorise the week’s programming schedule and Mr Reith’s packed diary.

         Maisie started reading, her lips curling into a grin. Nearly her whole childhood had been spent in windowless corners, reading. Now she was getting paid for it.

         ‘Miss Musgrave!’

         The grin vanished and Maisie scurried to her mistress. Miss Shields pointed a pencil at a chair and began dictating a memo. It was understood that Maisie had, of course, snatched up her own steno pad and pencil.

         Miss Shields didn’t pause in her remorseless dictation, not even when a slim, spotty young man with a crooked grin wheeled in a basket threatening to shatter under the weight of envelopes. He deposited a leaning tower of correspondence in a wire in-tray on Miss Shields’ desk, nodded to her politely, and turned, untroubled by a lack of acknowledgement. He started on seeing Maisie and glanced back at Miss Shields, who roused herself enough to ask, ‘Was there something else, Alfred?’

         ‘No, miss, that’s all for now,’ he said. ‘Good luck,’ he whispered to Maisie as he manoeuvred the basket out.

         ‘And that’s to go to all the men of the Engineering Department,’ Miss Shields finished with a snap. ‘Read back the last line.’

         Maisie skirted from the glinting eyes to her shorthand.

         ‘“I expect this investment means we will not see so many technical errors in the future and that I may assure the governors thereof.”’

         ‘Yes.’ Miss Shields nodded, a vaguely disappointed frown creasing her forehead. Maisie wondered what technical errors there were – with radio so new, how could there be mistakes? Or perhaps the opposite, and it was rife with error?

         Miss Shields beckoned Maisie to the in-tray.

         ‘We are most exact in our handling of correspondence. Everything is stamped and dated properly.’ She pressed a large rubber stamp into Maisie’s palm. The word ‘RECEIVED’ was cut into it in neat capital letters, and underneath were tiny wheels for setting the date. ‘This is yours to keep at your table.’ As if it were a prize. ‘Set the correct date every morning upon arrival.’ Her tone insinuated that failure to do so would result in an apocalypse to make the destruction of Pompeii look inconsequential.

         Maisie turned the wheels carefully, Miss Shields’ eyes circling along, to ‘29 Nov. 1926’.

         Miss Shields continued her lecture.

         ‘When you have ascertained a letter has been read, you are to draw a pencil line down the page. You will be very neat.’ A cocked brow queried Maisie’s capacity for neatness. ‘Well, get started, then, and mind you type the memo promptly.’

         Maisie gathered the correspondence and bore it back to her little desk. She wasn’t sure which she was supposed to do first, though the typewriter, a gleaming black Underwood with sleek rounded keys, was a seductive siren. It’s like Miss Jenkins said at the secretarial school. Don’t ask anyone’s opinion or assistance. Just find a way to do everything at once.

         
             

         

         By mid-morning, when she was dismissed to a cup of tea, Maisie was exhausted. Perhaps those afraid the radio would turn everyone into robots had a point – the staff of the BBC seemed tapped into the very transmission wires, able to buzz along without even pausing for breath.

         ‘Well, hello, New York!’

         Maisie’s spine seized up and that pestilent hot flush danced over her neck and cheeks. She supposed controlling one’s colour was part of the privilege of gentility. Certainly, they never seemed to get embarrassed.

         Mr Underwood (eyes, grin, freckles) swung a leg over a chair and sat down opposite her.

         ‘The old battle-axe brought you on, eh? Well done. You must be a good one. Or perhaps they’re trying to diversify?’

         He seemed to be joking, and Maisie risked a smile.

         ‘Cyril Underwood,’ he announced, extending a hand in the manner of one taught how to do so shortly after mastering a rattle. ‘Yes, like the typewriter, but not our branch of the clan.’

         Cyril. It could not have been more perfect.

         ‘Maisie Musgrave,’ she said, wishing her voice sounded less wobbly.

         ‘How d’ye do? So! Are you from New York, then?’

         ‘No, not … I suppose I grew up there, mostly.’

         ‘How do you mean, “mostly”?’

         ‘Er, well, I was born in Toronto … That’s Canada, I mean.’

         ‘I’m familiar with its work,’ he assured her.

         If I blush any harder my hair might catch fire.

         Cyril supplied his own laugh and persisted. ‘But New York, that’s something, if the stories are to be believed. If you don’t mind me saying so, you don’t seem to be quite the sort of New Yorker they describe.’

         Maisie yearned to point out that this might be why she was in London instead. Those sorts of thoughts always charged into her brain unbidden and had to be subdued. Men didn’t like sarcastic girls. The glossies all said so.

         ‘Well, that might be the effect of Toronto? But I … I prefer it here.’

         ‘Clever girl, then. The grapevine was a bit unclear. You’re with the Great Shields and the typing pool – is that it?’

         ‘No, I’m assisting Mr Reith. I mean, Miss Shields, but helping her with Mr Reith. And I’m a part-time assistant to the Director of Talks, but I haven’t met him yet.’

         Cyril’s eyes twinkled. He opened his mouth, then swallowed his thought in a schoolboy’s unmistakably mischievous grin. He stood and gave her a rather elaborate salute that she hoped was friendly, even though it looked ironic.

         ‘Good luck, Miss Musgrave, and welcome to the madhouse. I hope you enjoy it!’

         ‘Very much, if it has such people in it,’ she answered, but only in a whisper, and only to the safety of his back again.

         Five minutes later, she forgot she’d ever sat down. No Olympian could have trained harder than under Miss Shields’ direction. Nor was there anyone in Savoy Hill who seemed to move at any pace slower than a canter, as though they were eager to reach the future that much more quickly and make sure it wasn’t gone by the time they got there.

         Maisie saw the usual glances slanting towards her, the familiar half smiles. And, of course, the muffled chuckles. Her clothes, her nose, her nothingness, it was the same record, turning around and around. But it didn’t matter. Invisible Girl would rise again. She concentrated on keeping her head down, hugging the walls as she scurried along the corridor, ignoring the ancient echo of the Toronto gang children as they chased her: Mousy Maisie! Mousy Maisie! You can run, but you can’t hide!

         Oh, but I can.

         She shut the door to her tiny haven and grinned as she settled herself to another mountain of typing.

         
             

         

         Too soon, she was shunted back to the corridors. It wasn’t even lunchtime and she was contemplating writing to the hospital to ask if they’d post her some Ephedrine.

         ‘Here.’ Miss Shields thrust several heavy folders into her arms, papers peeking out from the string binding, yearning to breathe free. ‘These belong to the Talks Department. I can’t think how they came to be here. Oh, and this.’ She added a large brown envelope with the imposing words: ‘Interoffice Memo: Dir. Talks H. Matheson’ emblazoned across it. She also added a disparaging sniff. ‘I suppose you’ll need a steno pad. You remember where the Talks Department is.’

         Since it was a statement, not a question, Maisie pressed her tongue to the roof of her mouth and nodded.

         Let’s see. It was on the fourth floor, I think, and at the far end of the corridor. Or, no, wait. Maybe it was down this way …

         Everything Rusty had rattled off that morning sat piled in her brain like unsorted items for a jumble sale. No one took the lift – that much she remembered – unless they were transporting something awkward. It was faster to run up and down the stairs; the more impressive noise was a bonus.

         She walked with purpose, drawn to the clatter of loud typing and louder chat. Too late, she realised it was only women’s voices she heard and thus the typing pool. She was accosted by a statuesque blonde, a sketch artist’s dream of curves and curls and country-pink cheeks, depositing work in a tray marked ‘Output’.

         ‘Hullo! Is that all for us?’

         ‘Er, no,’ Maisie muttered. She couldn’t discern any of the women individually, but collectively they oozed glamour and modernity, a sea of red lipstick and snapping eyes. ‘It’s for the Talks Department.’

         The curvy blonde’s interest was further piqued.

         ‘No! You must be the Shields hire! Well, I … What are you doing along here?’

         Maisie was not about to let the entire typing pool, who, if past was prologue, were the beating heart of gossip and judgement in Savoy Hill, know she was less than thoroughly competent and capable.

         ‘Nothing,’ she answered. ‘Do excuse me.’ She strode away fast to avoid hearing giggles.

         Down another flight and scooting around an awkward bend in the corridor, Maisie, eyes firm on the polished floor, collided hard with a man carrying a tuba. One of her overworked shoes slid forward, then the next, and then she landed with a hard ‘phlumph’ on the floor. The files gave one great leap – dozens of papers flew free and fluttered down on her, burying her like a pile of autumn leaves.

         A musical giggle landed on top of the papers, and Maisie looked up at a girl every studio in Hollywood would have offered a mansion and the moon. Her dark red hair curled in the natural waves only a Mayfair hairdresser could concoct. Enormous green eyes, lashes that could have doubled as hedgerows. She tilted her head; long jet earrings rested against her jaw. Even from the distance of the floor and her infinite humiliation, Maisie could tell the girl’s jersey and skirt were Chanel. And her stockings were most definitely silk.

         ‘Need a hand?’ another man volunteered, though not going so far as to set down his own box full of unidentified objects, or even come to a complete stop.

         Maisie scrambled to her knees, wondering if there was any chance no one had spotted the holes in her shoes.

         ‘No, I’m all right, thank you,’ she told the papers on the floor, sweeping them into piles.

         ‘You’ve got to move quickly around here,’ the Chanel beauty told Maisie in the most aristocratic accent she had ever heard. ‘Can’t blink even for a moment, you know.’

         ‘Yes, I … I’m learning that.’

         ‘Miss Warwick!’ one of the men called in a deferential but hurrying tone.

         ‘Oh, this is a super place for an education!’ she trilled, ignoring him. ‘Better fun than Cheltenham, and I’ve told my teachers there so. Mind you, I think they were pleased to see the back of me.’ Another melodious giggle.

         Maisie’s knees stayed glued to the floor.

         ‘Miss Warwick!’ the man called again.

         ‘You don’t look the BBC sort,’ she went on. ‘Unless perhaps you work in the tearoom? Oh, no, you’ve got papers. Oh, are you giving a Talk? You rather look like a bluestocking. It must be awfully relaxing, not being bothered with your clothes. I suppose that’s how you find time to write, or whatever it is you do.’

         Maisie had never heard an insult delivered with such sunny politeness.

         ‘I … No,’ Maisie said. ‘I’ve just been brought on by Miss Shields.’

         ‘You’re American!’ the Chanel cried, with all the pleasure of having discovered Tutankhamen’s tomb.

         ‘Canadian,’ Maisie grunted obstinately, attempting to get up while gripping the gathered papers. ‘I mean, that’s where I was born.’

         ‘I say, Beanie, look sharp!’ the man bellowed. ‘Can’t have dead air, you know.’

         ‘Hopping, skipping, and jumping over!’ she chirped.

         ‘Wait!’ Maisie cried in desperation. ‘Sorry. Can you, I, er, I actually am looking for the Talks Department, please.’ She wrestled any hint of interrogation from her tone.

         ‘Second floor, just down the end. Can’t miss it – always a hotbed of activity. Shame the Talks are so soporific, but I’m for the jazz and drama. Not everyone can like action, I do understand. No need to be ashamed. Cheerio!’

         She pranced away after the two men. Maisie, despite her anxiety about the time lost, couldn’t help but stare after her. She ran on her toes in an elegant little trot that would be the envy of every dancer in the Ballets Russes. Her skirts bounced around her hips and knees, demonstrating to any naysayers that the modern fashions could indeed show a woman’s figure to its finest turn under the right circumstances.

         Dazed, Maisie wended her way to the Talks Department, clinging to the mad hope that she could sort out the papers without anyone knowing she’d dropped them. Miss Shields undoubtedly considered such an offence to merit the cutting off of hands before being bowled into the street.

         For all the Chanel-clad ‘Beanie’ had described Talks as a hotbed of activity, the department was church-like quiet, and Maisie slowed to a tiptoe.

         Her reward at last, a crisp, polished sign on a door, glistening with newness: DIRECTOR OF TALKS – H. MATHESON. She took a deep breath, rehearsing an apology as she crept to the office.

         The door was ajar. Maisie peered in and saw a severely tidy desk. There seemed to be a building block in the in-tray, but as Maisie drew closer, she realised it was only correspondence stacked so meticulously as to appear smooth. A half-written letter in a rather scrawly hand lay on the blotter. A pile of books. A green leather diary. Maisie chewed her lip as she studied the desk, wondering where to lay her burden.

         ‘Hallo. Is it anything urgent?’

         Maisie shrieked, and the papers went flying again. She whirled to see a woman sitting on the floor by the fireplace, smiling up at her.

         ‘Are you off your nuts?’ Maisie cried, surprising herself both by the decidedly American expression she hadn’t realised she’d ever known and the volume of her speech, which showed that she’d learnt one thing from Georgina: how to project to the upper balcony.

         ‘Steady now,’ the woman advised, her smile broadening. ‘Carry on like that and you’ll be part of the transmission. Indeed, they’d hardly need the tower.’

         The head of a grim-faced young man in tortoiseshell glasses slithered around the door and glared at Maisie.

         ‘What was all that ruckus? It’s not a mouse, is it?’

         ‘Hardly,’ the woman on the floor responded, her gaze boring into Maisie.

         ‘So what’s the matter with you?’ the man scolded Maisie. ‘Pick those up. Don’t you know how to deliver things? I’ve always said girls have no place working in—’

         ‘Now, Mr Fielden, do calm down. You’re in danger of being ridiculous,’ the woman chided. ‘The young lady was simply startled by my presence, and you must agree, I am astonishing.’

         Fielden’s thin lip, unimproved by his haphazard moustache, curled. Maisie could feel how much he longed to keep scolding her.

         ‘I shall handle this,’ the woman concluded. Her voice was pleasant, cheerful, but rang with an absolute command that would not be countered.

         Fielden nodded obediently, and his head slid back around the door.

         The woman chuckled. Maisie couldn’t understand her ease. If she had been caught lounging on an office floor – not that she would ever contemplate such an action – she’d be lucky to retrieve her hat and coat before being shown the door. But this woman was utterly unruffled. She took a luxurious sip of tea, set her cup on a lacquered tray, and swung to her feet with an almost acrobatic leap.

         ‘Now, then, what were you delivering?’

         ‘Er …’ Maisie bent to gather the papers, now far beyond hopeless and well into disaster.

         Why didn’t I just look for work picking potatoes?

         The woman helped her up, and Maisie balanced the papers on the desk.

         ‘Are you …? I, er, I thought the Director of Talks didn’t have a secretary,’ Maisie said, her hands still shifting through the papers to hide their trembling.

         ‘Not as such, no, and that’s something that badly needs rectifying,’ came the jaunty reply. Maisie had the uneasy sense of being read from the inside out, despite the placid sweetness of the huge blue eyes. The woman was rather lovely, with soft blonde hair cut into a wavy bob and an elegant figure shown to advantage in a practical, and obviously bespoke, tweed suit. Her skin was the pink and white of first bloom, but Maisie felt sure she was in her thirties. It was just something about her bearing. This was a woman who had seen and done things.

         And now she had seen the interoffice envelope, addressed to the Director of Talks.

         ‘Ah!’ she cried, catching it up and opening it.

         Maisie was galvanised. ‘No! That’s for Mr Matheson, Miss Shields said.’

         ‘I know of two Mr Mathesons, and neither are here.’ The woman grinned. She had the air of an infinitely patient teacher.

         Maisie had the horrible sense she was being set up for a joke. That any second, Cyril, Beanie, Rusty, and the boys were going to swarm around the door and laugh at her. That the story would fly through the whole of Savoy Hill and follow her wherever she ran, even if she fled to deepest Saskatchewan.

         ‘You … Are you … the Director of Talks?’ Maisie whispered, hoping everyone waiting to laugh wouldn’t hear.

         ‘I am,’ the woman announced with a pleased nod. ‘Hilda Matheson. Miss. And you are?’

         ‘Maisie Musgrave.’

         ‘Aha!’ Hilda pumped Maisie’s hand, her eyes snapping with delight. ‘My new secretary! Or as much as Mr Reith and Miss Shields are willing to spare you. Thus far. Marvellous! Now, don’t you mind me sitting on the floor by the fire. It’s a grand way to think and just one of my quirks.’

         ‘I didn’t mean to—’

         ‘You most certainly did, and don’t you apologise for it. It was glorious.’ Hilda laughed. Her musical laugh was very unlike Beanie’s. It was boisterous, rolling, and deep – Maisie found it a touch alarming.

         ‘I expect you thought I was a secretary,’ she went on, not waiting for Maisie’s embarrassed nod. ‘Wouldn’t I get into the hottest water for such impropriety? Well,’ she added, eyes twinkling with an unsettling roguishness, ‘I might anyway at that. But it is chilly and one must stay warm. I appreciate your looking after me, Miss Musgrave, though I might suggest in future moderating your tone just a nip.’

         Maisie could hear an echo of that laugh.

         ‘Of course, Miss Matheson,’ she whispered.

         ‘That’s going to the other extreme. But quite all right. It’s always useful to try a few possibilities. Else how can you be sure what’s right?’

         ‘I … I don’t know, Miss Matheson.’

         ‘Well, we try, try again. Now, are all these for Talks as well?’ she asked, indicating the folders.

         ‘Er, yes, but I’m afraid …’ Maisie squeezed her eyes shut, both to avoid seeing this exacting woman too closely and to stop the tears from spilling more freely than the papers. ‘Oh, Miss Matheson, I’m so sorry, but I’d already dropped them, even before now. They’ve got to be put all back together and I don’t know—’

         ‘Folders dropped twice, and on your first morning, no less! That is a feat. You don’t make a habit of tossing paper thither and yon, do you?’

         ‘Oh, no! No, I was … Well, I ran into a tuba.’

         ‘Occupational hazard in Savoy Hill. But you’re all right? Good. Now, let’s have at these papers and see how quickly they submit to order.’

         Could she possibly be facetious? Maisie thought with yearning of Miss Shields’ disapproving candour, which was at least comprehensible. She gazed, fascinated, as Hilda organised the papers, small neat hands flying through them, nails manicured, left finger brazenly unencumbered by a wedding ring, a silver-and-enamel Mido watch clamped around her wrist.

         ‘There!’ She patted the neat folders with satisfaction. ‘I shall let you in on a little secret I’ve unearthed, having been here only since September myself. Few of these papers are of the earth-shattering consequence they’re considered by some. It’s all about what’s going to happen, Miss Musgrave, not what’s already been and done. Which isn’t to say I don’t like to keep very complete and tidy records. That is something I do expect, along with a strict attentiveness to all that goes forward. But I daresay Miss Shields and Mr Reith wouldn’t have approved you if you weren’t sharp.’

         At the moment Maisie had no idea why she’d been approved. Miss Jenkins at the secretarial school always withheld from giving her full marks. ‘You’re the most technically proficient and capable, Miss Musgrave, but the best secretaries have brio, dear.’ Does anyone ever use the word ‘dear’ when they aren’t insulting you?

         Maisie was grateful to Miss Matheson, who in any case was a good deal more pleasant than Miss Shields, but now, the emergency over, she felt deflated. She’d been expecting a man. A clever, charming, well-spoken man who would intimidate and dazzle her. Under his influence, she would learn how to behave in such a way that would allow a man’s genius to flourish. Such skills would hopefully attract another clever and exciting man (dark blue eyes and freckles came to mind) who might be enticed to become her husband.

         But a woman. As Director of Talks. That seemed to be taking the BBC’s audacious modernity a bit too far.

         ‘We have some time before the meeting,’ Hilda announced. ‘Let’s discuss the department. I’ll detail what we’ve been doing here and some thoughts I have towards the future and how to implement some plans. We’re very small as yet. You’ll meet us all by tomorrow. You’ve already had the pleasure of meeting my junior, Lionel Fielden, very good at his job but rather wilfully bad-mannered – you’ll get used to him. He’s handy, but it’s not the same thing as having an energetic, clever young woman to really organise things and keep us all well oiled.’ She studied Maisie, assessing those oil reserves. ‘We’re a bit short on time. What say we be wild and I send out for some sandwiches? Anything in particular you’d like?’

         ‘Er …’

         For heaven’s sake, at least use a different syllable!

         Hilda grinned.

         ‘Can a person ever go wrong with egg and cress in one hand and ham and cheese in the other? Do sit down.’ She waved at the room as she pressed a button to summon a page, another brisk and eager adolescent boy.

         Hilda’s office was larger than Miss Shields’, more militantly well ordered, but also more inviting. Slivers of gold-and-blue walls peeked around bookshelves, which were stuffed with the sort of books Maisie had always wanted to own. It was a struggle not to reach out and run her finger across them, feeling each embossed leather binding sing under her skin. What wall space remained was decorated with pictures; an Italian landscape, the Scottish Highlands, Paris on a lavender spring evening. A water jug and two glasses sat on one trestle table, the tea tray on another, next to a tempting plate of biscuits. Maisie wanted to hug the room, kiss it, swallow it whole.

         ‘Why are you standing on ceremony?’ Hilda asked. ‘I wasn’t intending for you to sit on the floor, you know, though of course you’re very free to do so.’

         Maisie sank into a chair. A fat round cushion with a red-and-blue Italian print cover nestled into her back. Its fellow was on the floor, having performed its good service for Hilda. Just as Maisie was reaching for it, Hilda caught it up, set it on her own chair, and turned to Maisie.

         ‘I don’t want a fetch-and-carry sort of secretary. We’re far too busy. Now then, I’ve been organising Talks into series. I think regular programming is useful and builds an audience, but of course we don’t want anything so routine that it becomes dull. I like to keep things in categories. So, literary Talks, political, scientific, educational, artistic, household, general, those are what I’ve put into motion thus far, and I think will form a useful frame within which to operate, but of course it’s really only just the springboard for launching any manner of interesting broadcasting. From one person speaking, to interviews, to a series of debates, wouldn’t that be splendid?’

         Maisie nodded, concentrating on her shorthand as Hilda rattled off names of people she was hoping to persuade to broadcast. Maisie recognised some of them – T. S. Eliot, Virginia Woolf, George Bernard Shaw. But she was soon drowning under the scientists, mathematicians, writers, artists, politicians, butchers, bakers, candlestick makers. Hilda talked as if she knew every one of them, her giddiness catapulting her from her chair so she paced the room, both it and Maisie shrinking to accommodate her expansive vision.

         The sandwiches arrived, along with two bottles of ginger beer.

         ‘Ah, excellent,’ Hilda crowed, pressing a large coin into the happy page’s hand. ‘Bit outlandish, sending for victuals from the pub when it’s just our little meeting, but first days must be marked.’ She busied herself finding napkins.

         Maisie’s gratitude mingled with mortification. Hilda shouldn’t be spending her own money like this. It made Maisie feel indebted to her before she’d earned a penny.

         ‘I mean to make “efficiency” our byword here in Talks.’

         Hilda was so efficient as to be able to eat while talking and somehow remain elegant. Maisie’s attempt at combining efficiency with elegance was far less successful. She wrote with her pad balanced on her knee, leaving her other hand free to shovel in food, and hoped Hilda was too absorbed in her soliloquy to notice.

         Women notice everything, though. I bet she’s seen every mend in my stockings. I bet she knows I have to cut my hair myself. I bet she thinks she’s drawn a straw so short, even Thumbelina couldn’t drink out of it.

         Hilda dabbed her lips.

         ‘Terrific challenge, talking about new art on the radio. Let’s schedule a meeting with Sir Frederic at the British Museum and Charles Aitken at the Tate – very able man, Aitken. We’ll explore some possibilities … I think it might be really compelling to have a curator or art historian speak with an artist about a current piece. Wouldn’t that be thrilling? Paint a picture, if you see.’ She smirked.

         The glossies also said that men didn’t like women making jokes, but perhaps it was different when there were no men present. Maisie didn’t want to laugh. That would imply she was relaxing.

         ‘You’ve done fine justice to those sandwiches, Miss Musgrave.’ (Was that a compliment?) ‘Before we segue to biscuits, do tell me something of yourself.’

         ‘Er, well, there’s nothing much to tell,’ Maisie demurred.

         ‘Nonsense. And if you don’t mind me saying so, that’s a very bad habit, playing yourself down. We all have a life story, age notwithstanding.’

         Maisie didn’t want to talk about herself. She did, however, badly want biscuits.

         ‘What made you apply to work here?’ Hilda asked.

         ‘There was an advertisement,’ Maisie answered, surprised.

         ‘There are always advertisements. Why the BBC?’

         ‘I … er, well, I … It was a job I thought I could do. And it, er …’

         Blissful distraction wheeled in with the basket of post. Hilda glowed with Christmas joy.

         ‘Ah! The second round!’

         ‘Here you are, Miss Matheson. Enjoy it.’ Alfred balanced another foot-tall pile of papers in Hilda’s in-tray. He started even more violently than before on seeing Maisie again, and she was too busy inhaling a biscuit to greet him.

         ‘Have you met Miss Musgrave, my new secretary?’

         ‘Hallo.’ He nodded, and shook his head all the way back out the door.

         Hilda moved to tidy the letters. Maisie hoped that wasn’t going to be one of her assignments. It looked as though it would be lethal simply to breathe too close to the pile.

         ‘You look alarmed, Miss Musgrave. Correspondence comes in by the veritable hogshead all day long. Didn’t Miss Shields tell you?’

         It seemed rude to say no.

         Hilda gave the now-symmetrical mound an approving pat. ‘I call it my Tower of Babble. Though in fact nearly all of it is interesting. Or useful. And some of the criticism is downright entertaining.’

         The white-and-pink guilloche enamel carriage clock perched in pride of place on top of the desk sang out the hour. Hilda glanced at it and tossed back the last of her ginger beer.

         ‘Time to face the DG! Director-General,’ she clarified, seeing Maisie’s blank face. ‘Our master, Mr John Reith, Director-General of the British Broadcasting Company. But nearly everyone here calls him “the DG”. Are you finished?’

         Maisie nodded, her longing to see Mr Reith eclipsing her desire for another biscuit.

         Hilda plucked the green leather diary from her desk and glanced at a bookmarked page. Maisie shifted her gaze downward, noticing Hilda’s smart mahogany shoes, low-heeled, with three straps and a double-stitched edge. They gleamed like new, though they might have been several years old. This was what Georgina meant about buying good quality. Hilda, though she obviously had money, didn’t seem the extravagant type, or one to buy every latest thing, leaving still-good items to languish in a cupboard or be dispatched to a church’s charity box. Perhaps she rubbed saddle cream into the leather every night to keep her shoes so fresh.

         I’ll do that with my new shoes, from the first night. 

         For a fairly petite woman, Hilda walked fast. Maisie gave full leash to her own speedy walk (not very feminine), and noticed, even above the din of people thundering all around them, that Hilda’s footfall was almost silent.

         ‘Apologies for the lack of girlish heel clicks,’ Hilda said, seeing Maisie’s puzzled face staring at her feet. ‘Just trying to set a good example. However good the soundproofing is, that’s no excuse for carelessness.’

         Maisie thought Hilda was fighting a losing battle there. Carelessness seemed to run amok in the corridors.

         ‘Mind you,’ Hilda continued. ‘I learnt to walk quietly some time ago. It’s quite useful, not being heard when you approach. Or leave. In my experience, it suits rather a few situations.’

         They reached Miss Shields’ office, and Hilda sailed in.

         ‘Good afternoon, Miss Shields. Here we are. Is he ready?’

         ‘Mr Reith is always very punctual, Miss Matheson, as you well know,’ Miss Shields informed her. Now Maisie understood the sneer when Miss Shields mentioned the Director of Talks. She glanced at Hilda, who, if she even registered Miss Shields’ electric dislike, was wholly untroubled by it.

         The inner door opened, and Maisie involuntarily stepped back. The imposing figure of Mr Reith towered in the frame, heavy eyebrows drawn together, dark eyes boring into the women assembled before him.

         Resplendent in Harris Tweed, a gold watch chain glittering across the dark fabric, shoes so polished he could inspect himself in them, Mr Reith could not have been more what Maisie had hoped for than if she had crafted him herself out of the same fine cloth that made his suit.

         The fierce eyes settled on her, the one unknown amid the familiar.

         ‘Ah, you are the new girl,’ he told her, scowling, though his voice, upstanding King’s English laced with a Scottish burr, wasn’t without warmth. ‘The one who is fond of the Old World.’

         Maisie reeled. Miss Shields hardly seemed the sort of person to repeat such information.

         ‘I’m – I’m so pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr Reith,’ Maisie stammered, hoping all the words came out in the right order.

         ‘We’re pleased to have you here, Miss …?’

         ‘Musgrave,’ Hilda put in.

         ‘Ah, yes.’ Reith nodded, brows drawing together again. ‘Well, do come in, ladies.’

         It was the grandest room Maisie had ever entered. The heavy pile of the carpet tickled her feet through the newspapers in her shoes. Velvet drapes, heavy enough to suffocate her, were looped back to allow for a view of the Thames. The ceiling seemed to stretch up for miles, appropriate to accommodate both the immense rosewood bookshelves and a man of Reith’s stature, as well as helping Maisie feel minuscule.

         Reith settled himself into a chair behind an oak desk that nearly spanned the width of the room. Once he ascertained that they were all waiting on his preamble, he drew some papers towards him and began:

         ‘Your programming schedule for next week is most satisfactory,’ he told Hilda. ‘The series on winter gardening sounds very pleasant. I will be sure to alert Mrs Reith to it.’

         ‘Oh, excellent. Do tell me how she likes it. I’m quite pleased with our speakers, though I haven’t managed to get anyone from the Botanical Society to agree to broadcast. I think they find us a bit shocking.’

         ‘Hm. You wrote to Charlie Simms? Old Gresham’s chum of mine; should be game.’

         ‘Yes. Here was the reply, from his secretary.’ She handed him a small square of paper. ‘She sounds the dragonish sort, guarding the gate against all comers.’

         A sharp intake of breath from Miss Shields, even as she dutifully continued to take the minutes.

         ‘Hm,’ Reith said again, passing the square back. ‘Bit of rum nonsense. I’ll phone him; due for a coffee anyway. Miss Shields, you’ll make the arrangements?’

         ‘Of course, Mr Reith,’ she replied, her voice so warm and deferential, Maisie looked up to be sure it was the same woman.

         ‘That’s very good of you, Mr Reith,’ Hilda said.

         ‘All in it together, eh, Miss Matheson? And if the Talks keep going as they’ve been just in the last few weeks, or so I gather from these correspondence reports, you should have less and less trouble beating down dragons.’

         ‘Onwards and upwards, yes, indeed! But in the meantime, I shall continue to be my best St George,’ she assured him.

         ‘Good, good.’ He nodded seriously. ‘Now, about Christmas. You’ve put in far too many suggestions – it’s not as though we broadcast twenty-four hours a day, and even then we wouldn’t have time.’

         Hilda’s laugh bounced off the leather folios.

         ‘I suppose I got a bit carried away, though you did ask that I give you a lot to choose from, this being my first time arranging our holiday broadcasts.’

         ‘Yes, yes,’ Mr Reith agreed, tapping his pen along the typed list. ‘Important we do well, nothing inappropriate. Though Miss Warwick tells me it was your suggestion the Drama Department do a specially designed performance of A Christmas Carol. A jolly good thought; should be most entertaining.’

         ‘Ah, thank you. Yes, I am afire with anticipation,’ Hilda said. ‘They’ve secured a marvellous cast. Mr Hicks, you know.’ Another minute sniff from Miss Shields, though whether for Dickens or actors, it was impossible to guess.

         ‘Hicks, yes,’ Reith murmured, eyes on Hilda’s list. ‘Rather hard to choose.’

         ‘I ought to have tried to edit more,’ Hilda said, cheerfully unapologetic, ‘but we can always make use of extraneous ideas for another time. And you know, the holidays might be a time to press for more broadcast hours, what with—’

         Reith made a noise like a bull sneezing.

         ‘More hours, indeed. You’ve never been to a meeting of the governors. What a rum lot.’

         ‘I would be happy to join you at one, if you would like?’ His scowl crinkled upward.

         ‘Perhaps one day, if it can be managed.’ He sounded so fatherly. Maisie’s throat constricted.

         ‘Well, if we’ve only got the hours we’ve got, let’s give this a bit of a thrashing, hm?’ Hilda consulted her copy of the Christmas list. ‘So let’s see, something to accompany the Dickens broadcast, obviously, a Talk about the traditions, the tree. I’ll ask Peppard at Cambridge, and do let’s have a Talk about gift giving. Gilbert at the V&A should do, and Nellie will be game for a decorating Talk. She’s at Home magazine now—’

         ‘Wonderful, wonderful,’ Mr Reith broke in, nodding vigorously and marking the list. ‘And then this and this, yes, yes, and what do you reckon to the Archbishop of Canterbury?’

         ‘He does fine work, I hear.’

         ‘Pardon?’

         ‘Just a jest, hopeless habit. He should be grand for a reading if he isn’t fully booked. Would you like to send the letter, having met him, or shall I?’

         Reith had met the Archbishop of Canterbury. And here was Maisie, serving him.

         ‘I’m happy to make the request, yes.’ Reith made a final tick on the list and slid it back to Hilda. ‘Very, very good, Miss Matheson. You’re doing splendidly. Exactly why I was pleased to hire you.’

         ‘Begged me to come aboard, as I recall it.’ Hilda pealed with laughter again. Miss Shields did not sniff, but the scratch of her pencil spoke volumes. ‘Lady Astor had quite a job convincing me. Still, she succeeded, as of course she always does, and I am very pleased indeed.’

         ‘Yes, well.’ Reith turned over another set of papers. ‘It was a good show of you, not to want to leave your employer.’

         Maisie looked up from that shorthand mark. Even with her scant interest in British government, she knew the name ‘Lady Astor’. Everyone did. But to Maisie, she was an object of glorious inspiration that had nothing to do with being the first woman elected to Parliament. Nancy Astor had been born and raised in Virginia, and managed to marry a British nobleman. She was one of Maisie’s personal goddesses.

         ‘I think the chaps at the Radio Times could be making a better show of writing up the Talks programs,’ Reith went on. ‘Perhaps you can give them more specific notes?’

         ‘Certainly,’ Hilda said. ‘Though we are always very clear. The fellows seem to have this idea that they add pizzazz, I think.’

         ‘But if you can write things up for them more exactly, that will be of use.’

         ‘Having Miss Musgrave will be a great help in that regard,’ Hilda told him.

         ‘Hmm? Oh, yes.’ He gave Maisie a pleasant nod, and she blushed.

         ‘I beg your pardon, Mr Reith,’ Miss Shields broke in, ‘but it is nearly half past two.’

         ‘Is it?’ He consulted his watch to confirm. ‘Ah. Well, we can discuss plans for next year later in the week. Thank you, Miss Matheson, and do keep on with the fine work.’

         ‘I absolutely shall,’ Hilda almost sang as they trooped out.

         Back in Miss Shields’ office, Maisie hovered, waiting to be dismissed so she could type the minutes. She was eager to relive every second of that meeting.

         Hilda turned to Miss Shields. ‘Have I got Miss Musgrave again now?’

         ‘Not just yet,’ Miss Shields said, snap and chill fully restored. ‘I have quite a bit of typing for her to complete. Weight must be mindfully distributed.’

         ‘Well, indeed, but—’

         A brilliantined man burst in, straightening his tie.

         ‘He ready for me?’

         ‘Do go in, Mr Eckersley.’ Miss Shields indicated Reith’s office. ‘Was there anything else, Miss Matheson?’

         ‘No, thank you,’ Hilda said. She turned to Maisie. ‘Welcome aboard, Miss Musgrave. I hope you can be spared a few more hours this afternoon.’

         ‘Yes, Miss Matheson,’ Maisie murmured politely. Having basked in the glory that was Mr Reith, she wanted to stay as close in his circle as possible. But she wasn’t forgetting the sandwiches.

         Hilda nodded briskly and was gone, her footfall so silent, she might as well have evaporated.

         Miss Shields took Maisie’s pad and examined her shorthand. Despite her scrutiny, she didn’t find any errors. Again, she looked disappointed.

         ‘You could be tidier. You will type the minutes for our office from my notes, and I daresay Miss Matheson will request a copy.’

         ‘Yes, Miss Shields.’

         Half an hour later, Miss Shields’ voice rang out over the typewriter.

         ‘Miss Musgrave!’

         The secretary was still seated, her chair fully turned to face Maisie’s cupboard.

         ‘I have nearly had to shout,’ she scolded Maisie.

         ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ and she was, but it was only seven steps across the room to the threshold. Which Maisie herself now crossed to hear instructions.

         ‘Mr Reith needs his tea. He’s asked that you fetch it, rather than a boy.’ Her voice was crisp, her face irritated. ‘I am assuming you can manage that.’

         ‘Yes, I can,’ Maisie answered proudly, and set off at a sprint. If Reith needed tea, he must have it, and she was going to run faster than Mercury to bring it to him.

         The tearoom proprietress, neat and busy with greying hair coiled in an austere knot at her neck, nodded at the request and wheeled out a tea tray.

         ‘Mr Reith’s only,’ she warned.

         Maisie was prepared to guard it against all comers during the return trek to the executive offices, but she was unaccosted. Miss Shields sighed and waved her through, and she entered the throne room again, alone.

         ‘Ah, Miss Musgrave,’ Reith greeted her. ‘Very nice, thank you.’

         It would have been easier to lay out his tea things if her hands weren’t shaking, but he continued to nod approvingly as she set the pot, cup, milk, sugar, and – a pang of longing – two iced buns before him.

         ‘I can manage from here,’ he assured her, though she would have been so much happier to keep waiting on him.

         ‘Yes, sir,’ she said, trying not to sigh. She edged towards the door.

         ‘Sit down a moment, Miss Musgrave.’

         She’d never known an invitation could be barked. She perched on the club chair he indicated. The leather was probably repelled by her cheap wool dress.

         Reith devoted himself to the pouring of tea and adding milk in a manner only slightly less ritualised than the preparing of Communion, and Maisie’s respect for him grew. He was unhurried, comfortable in his silence, allowing Maisie to drink him in at leisure. He was balding and had a cleft in his chin thick enough to hold a cigarette. Something that would be an amusing parlour trick for his children, but the heft of his eyebrows, drawn together into one, indicated that Reith was not a man given to whimsy.

         He raised the lid of a teak box with an ivory inlay design and drew out a cigarette.

         ‘Do you smoke?’

         ‘No, sir.’

         Couldn’t possibly afford it.

         ‘Glad to hear it!’ he barked. ‘I don’t like seeing a female smoke. It’s unseemly. Modern girls,’ he said, sighing as he lit the cigarette, ‘so uninterested in decorum.’

         He scowled at her again, and she wondered if it would be inappropriate to say that she was a devotee of decorum.

         At least my skirt covers my knees when I’m sitting.

         ‘You’re a nice girl,’ he announced. ‘I heard what you said to Miss Shields in your interview. I don’t have anything to do with the hiring of the girls, generally, but in this instance I thought it best to have a small hand in.’

         He was still scowling, and now she discerned that the creases around his eyes turned up slightly, creating his version of a smile.

         This man was responsible for hiring me.

         Her fingers were gouging into her knees, preventing her from sliding to the floor in obeisance.

         If Reith noticed her naked gratitude, he hid it under his scowl as he stirred sugar into his tea.

         ‘There are two questions I like to ask of potential BBC staff,’ he said, taking a sip of tea and sniffing in approval. He leant closer to her, eyebrows tight, chin jutted. ‘Are you a Christian, and have you any character defects?’

         Maisie’s jaw unhinged. Since the true answers were ‘no’ and ‘countless’, there was nothing to do but stare at him hopelessly. 

         Reith took a big puff on his cigarette and laughed. Or anyway, it sounded like a laugh; she didn’t want to swear to it.

         ‘Not to worry. Not to worry. I only ask in earnest when interviewing men for top positions. I was merely curious to see how you would respond, though of course I don’t doubt you are a well-brought-up girl.’

         Maisie was beyond relieved he had answered for her. During Toronto exiles, her grandmother (the incongruous Lorelei, who had spent an admirable life’s work exorcising the name’s implied sensuality) marched Maisie to the First Anglican Church every Sunday, carrying a birch switch to remind her of consequences. ‘Your mother is the first and last whore in this bloodline. I shall beat every last sin out of you if I must, so help me.’ Certainly, all the local hoodlums were happy to assist – the unwanted daughter of an actress must deserve beating. Georgina’s neglect was a welcome relief on a Sunday, as she slept all day.

         As to character defects, between Maisie’s assessment and Georgina’s, there couldn’t be enough letterhead in the BBC to complete the list.

         Did Reith expect everyone to say ‘Yes’ and ‘No’? Would he believe the latter? There wasn’t such a man, was there? Would he be absurdly dull or irritatingly perfect?

         ‘I hope you are a hard worker,’ Reith barked, his scowl twisting into expectation.

         ‘Yes, sir,’ she squeaked. ‘I mean, I am.’

         ‘Excellent.’ He nodded, taking another sip of tea.

         ‘Your next appointment, Mr Reith,’ Miss Shields announced from the door.

         ‘Thank you,’ he said, which sufficed for both women.

         ‘Back to Talks with you, then,’ Miss Shields ordered Maisie. ‘You have those minutes?’

         The typed pages, neat and exact, were received with a resigned grunt. Maisie wondered how Miss Jenkins would react to a supervisor who seemed to resent a lack of error. ‘You have to be prepared for anything,’ she’d lectured her students. I think I’ll write and suggest a new course for the curriculum.

         
             

         

         Hilda’s lamps were turned up full, making the room cosy in the chilly November afternoon. She handed Maisie a typed script covered in illegible red writing.

         ‘A Talk runs fifteen minutes; we’re rather firm about that. Except when we’re not. Some Talks warrant more time. Unfortunately, every speaker thus far seems to think their subject is one of the latter.’ Hilda grinned. ‘Can’t blame them, can you? I’m developing a set of guidelines that should help them. You can type my initial notes tomorrow. No time to lose.’

         Imagine knowing so much about a topic, you can talk and be interesting for fifteen minutes. Be considered an expert, invited to broadcast. Be listened to and paid.

         Maisie looked at the script. It was for a broadcast by Joseph Conrad. Perhaps that meant Maisie was going to meet him, going to meet all such men when they came in to broadcast. This job might be something close to heaven.

         ‘You’ll have to type the script again, implementing my changes,’ Hilda directed, waving a hand at the illegible red scrawl. Maisie felt a slight descent from heaven.

         ‘You’re making changes to Mr Conrad’s work?’ she asked.

         She hadn’t meant to speak out loud, but however much power Hilda might wield, she couldn’t think it extended to altering a syllable of a man’s words, not a man like this.

         ‘Many can write; few can broadcast. Thus far,’ Hilda added with a cackle. ‘There’s a trick to it, I’ve found. I mean to devote myself to developing, refining, and teaching it. You’ll see. You shall come to rehearsals with me soon, and you’ll see.’

         All Maisie could see were typed words slathered in red graffiti.

         ‘Yes, I am sorry about that.’ Hilda laughed, not sounding sorry at all. ‘Never had much of a neat hand. But I’m sure you’ll soon decipher it and be raring away. You’ll get used to me in time.’

         Maisie settled herself before the typewriter.

         I’m not so sure about that.
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