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      Chapter 1

      
      1949

      
      Betty could have wept with joy.

      
      ‘Mrs Lipscombe, the job is yours. We look forward to seeing you next Monday.’ Herbert Heyworth smiled at the smartly dressed
         woman sitting opposite him.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Mr Heyworth. I’m very grateful,’ replied Betty, a broad smile lighting up her face.

      
      Betty had never wanted a job so badly. After a short-lived, painful marriage, she had taken her eight-month-old baby daughter,
         Jennifer, and gone back to live with her parents.
      

      
      She needed a job quickly to pay for their upkeep and was hopeful that her previous experience as a shop girl would help her
         get her foot in the door at Heyworth’s ladies’ department store in Cambridge, one of the most upmarket stores in the town.
      

      
      Betty rushed home to share her good news with her mother.

      
      ‘I’m going to work in their millinery department; I start next week,’ she said.

      
      ‘Oh Betty, that’s such wonderful news. I’m so happy for you,’ Mabel told her eldest daughter, delighted at her success.
         ‘You know I’ll look after Jennifer – don’t worry about her.’
      

      
      Betty looked across the room at her father. He said nothing; he didn’t even look up from his newspaper, but this didn’t surprise
         Betty. Lewis never had a kind word for his daughter, while her mother was the opposite – she was all softness and love,
         which helped make growing up with a cold and distant father more bearable.
      

      
      
      Mabel adored her chubby granddaughter with her golden smile. Jennifer was the easiest baby to look after, too; she was always
         happy and gurgling contentedly. Mabel couldn’t resist picking up her grandchild in her arms and cuddling her, enjoying the
         silky softness of her skin. And, of course, she wanted to help Betty in any way she could, following the collapse of her daughter’s
         marriage.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Mum. I really appreciate it. And I’m so grateful to Irene for suggesting me to Mr Heyworth for the job,’ said Betty.

      
      Irene Dean lived around the corner from Betty with her husband Peter, a bank cashier she’d married the previous year, following
         a wartime romance. After starting at Heyworth’s as a shop girl in the fashion showroom, Irene had become pregnant within months
         of starting her job, but was thrilled to return to the store as their accessories buyer when her baby, Patricia, was three
         months old. She felt bored and restless stuck at home.
      

      
      Jennifer and Patricia were born within three months of each other and the two women soon struck up a friendship. Jennifer
         was always a picture of glowing contentment, in sharp contrast to Patricia, who yelled and pulled at the straps in her pram.
      

      
      Irene knew Betty was looking for a job and immediately thought of her when she heard about the vacancy.

      
      ‘Heyworth’s is looking for someone to work in their millinery department, would you be interested?’ Irene had asked. ‘I mentioned
         you to Mr Heyworth and he said he’d like to see you.’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes, I would,’ replied Betty keenly, even though she knew nothing at all about hats. ‘I’ve worked in a shop before, so
         have experience.’
      

      
      Betty knew how much Irene enjoyed working at Heyworth’s and was keen to find a job as soon as possible to provide for herself
         and her baby daughter while living under her parents’ roof. Her father had made it plain that she could not live there without
         paying for their keep, and she fervently hoped that Heyworth’s would be the answer to her prayers.
      

      
      Shop work had been her main job since leaving school at fifteen in 1939. She was used to working with high-class clientele
         too – the kind who shopped at Heyworth’s – as she had been taken on as a junior at Cambridge’s finest grocery store, Matthew’s,
         suppliers to the university as well as the townspeople. She’d then signed up for war work but returned to Matthew's again after
         being demobbed.
      

      
      Betty was slightly apprehensive, as she had never set foot in Heyworth’s before her interview; it was far too posh for her
         and her mother. But Betty knew she was a hard worker and was determined to succeed – for Jennifer’s sake – even if it meant
         that at twenty-five she’d have to start at the bottom of the ladder again as a junior, working alongside other juniors much
         younger than her.
      

      
      * * *

      
      Betty put her father’s harshness down to the long hours he worked. He’d never been able to show her love or give her a kiss,
         or offer a kind word to her as she grew up.
      

      
      His strict ways were a contrast to his pleasant appearance. Lewis was a nice-looking man, tall, fair-haired and with
         blue eyes. He was born in the Cotswolds and served with the Royal Flying Corps during the First World War as a driver. After
         the war he was unable to find work in the Cotswolds, where his father had been a carpenter, but in 1922 began working as a driver for a flour-mill company in Coventry, and was
         transferred to Cambridge when they opened a mill near the town’s railway station.
      

      
      Lewis found lodgings with Betty’s grandmother, Elizabeth, who had bought a new house and let out her back bedroom to
         bring in some extra money. She was a wonderful woman, standing at only 5 feet 2 inches, and had three children – Lily, Mabel
         and Walter. It was dark-haired Mabel who caught Lewis’s eye, and they later married.
      

      
      Lewis worked hard to provide for his family, scrimping and saving his wages. His boss was a demanding and mean-spirited man.
         During the winter months when the ground was covered in snow, Lewis had to climb a slippery wooden ladder, its rungs covered
         in ice, until he reached the loft, where he picked up heavy bags of flour, flung them over his shoulder and tentatively carried
         them down the perilous rungs to load up on his lorry. Lewis could easily have slipped and worried that he might lose his grip
         and fall. But his boss had no sympathy, speaking sharply to Lewis and other workmen if they complained: ‘There’s a queue at
         the gates if you don’t like it. There’s always someone else who will do your job. Just get on with it.’
      

      
      During the summers Betty looked forward to joining her father in his cab on his delivery trips around the country; it was
         one of her few happy childhood memories with him. Lewis didn’t use maps to find his way from A to B – he used pubs as familiar
         landmarks, making a mental note of every pub he passed en route. If asked for directions, he would say, ‘It’s the first left
         past the Red Lion, or turn right at the Fox and Hounds.’ This proved valuable knowledge in the Cambridgeshire village of Sawston,
         where there were fourteen pubs on the high street – it would have been impossible to direct people there without referring
         to them!
      

      
      Mabel never knew how much her husband earned; he never told her. Even up until the day she died, she still didn’t know. Lewis
         would be paid on a Saturday afternoon at the end of his morning shift, when he finished work for the week, and he handed
         Mabel the housekeeping when he returned home that afternoon. Come each Saturday morning, the housekeeping money was virtually
         all gone. Betty’s worried mother fretted about how she could put a hot dinner on the table that lunchtime, their main meal
         of the day, ready for when her husband returned home from work hungry. ‘I don’t know what we’re going to have for dinner today
         because I’ve only got sixpence in my purse until your father gets home.’ Somehow she miraculously managed to stretch it out
         and cook a tasty meal with half a pound of sausages for the three of them.
      

      
      Betty came home from school one day and asked her mother for one penny. ‘It’s for the starving children in Ethiopia; we’re
         having a collection.’
      

      
      ‘Well I haven’t got a penny to spare,’ replied her mother, who struggled each week to put food on her own family’s table.

      
      Betty was desperate for the penny, and eventually her mother found one to give her, as she refused to give in. It made Betty
         feel so proud when she could hand over the money to her school teacher the following day.
      

      
      By carefully squirrelling away his money and saving hard, as well as receiving a legacy from his father, Lewis had enough
         money to put down a deposit on the house next door but one to Betty’s beloved grandmother at 5 Derby Road.
      

      
      
      When Betty was seven years old, she was thrilled to have a baby sister, Joyce, join the family. As they grew up, their father
         knew how to strike fear into their young hearts. He kept a stick by his chair and would flick it through the air, making a
         sharp whooshing sound as a warning if he felt they were misbehaving; this threat always worked, as the sight of it in his
         hand sent shivers down their spines, though he never struck them with it.
      

      
      Betty could not understand why her father was so harsh with them. He seemed so different from his gentle sister, her maiden
         aunt, Amy. Every birthday she popped a ten-shilling note in Betty’s birthday card, but Betty never kept the money. As soon
         as she opened the card, the money was quickly taken off her by her father. He gave the crisp note to her mother, who used
         it to buy shoes or clothes for Betty; she was never able to spend her birthday money as she wished, or save it. There were
         no presents for Betty from her parents.
      

      
      Betty always enjoyed visits from Aunt Amy, who would sometimes stay with them during her holidays. If her kindly aunt heard
         Betty’s father being unkind to her, she would see the hurt look on her niece’s face and scold her brother, saying, ‘Lewis,
         stop picking on the young girl.’
      

      
      Her pleas fell on deaf ears. Nothing anyone said made any difference, and Betty felt she could never do anything right in
         her father’s disapproving eyes.
      

      
      At Christmas their stocking was stuffed with the familiar orange and sugar mouse, a penny coin, and, if they were lucky, a
         packet of crayons and a colouring book. When she was eight, Betty asked for a pair of shoes to wear for church. They went
         to church every Sunday morning and to Sunday school in the afternoon. She wore her best Sunday clothes, which she hung up
         in the wardrobe as soon as she returned home. Betty had set her heart on owning a pair of black patent ankle-strap shoes,
         the same as the other young girls wore at Sunday school. She crossed her fingers and fervently hoped that her wish would come
         true.
      

      
      When the day arrived, she excitedly ripped open the present handed to her. She could not believe her eyes. A feeling of immense
         disappointment welled up inside her as she looked at the longed-for gift in her hands. Instead of the black patent shoes she
         had dreamed of wearing, she had been given brown leather shoes instead. She was devastated.
      

      
      ‘Why have I got brown shoes instead of black?’ asked Betty, with a sinking heart, the disappointment clearly etched across
         her face.
      

      
      ‘Because they’ll clean up better. Black patent splits, but with brown leather, you can put polish on and clean them,’ her
         father told her, oblivious to the distress he had caused. Betty was mortified. She had no choice but to wear them. Her father
         had to be obeyed and she never dreamed of challenging him or complaining.
      

      
      While Sundays were spent at church, Betty ran errands for her father on Saturdays. It was her job to take their radio accumulators
         to a depot to be charged; an accumulator was like a battery, which provided the power to pick up the airwaves. It cost sixpence
         to charge them up and they had two, so that one fully-charged accumulator could be used when the other one had run out.
      

      
      Betty’s house had no electricity, just gas wall lights downstairs and a candle in her bedroom. She liked to watch the shadows
         on the wall that the flame created. When Betty carried the candle upstairs at night, she held it with a steady hand and was
         always very careful, particularly if a draught made the flame flicker, in case it caught on something close by and started
         a fire. When she was a child, her parents came up and extinguished the flame each night, but when Betty was older and was trusted to do this herself, she pressed
         the burning flame together with her thumb and first finger to extinguish it, careful to do it very quickly so she did not
         burn herself.
      

      
      When electricity became available in the 1950s, Betty’s father only agreed to provide it downstairs, saying firmly, ‘You don’t
         need electricity upstairs in the bedroom.’ He thought that was a waste of money.
      

      
      Betty enjoyed school, but as her parents could not afford to pay for the uniform and books she would need at grammar school
         if she passed her exams, she was not encouraged to stay on. At the end of one summer term, she brought her school report home
         in a brown envelope and placed it on the table. Her father picked it up and read the teachers’ comments, where they described
         Betty’s work as ‘adequate’ or ‘could do better’.
      

      
      But there was one subject at which Betty excelled – physical education – and the teacher had written: ‘excellent, good team
         leader’.
      

      
      Betty was thrilled to receive such high praise, but her father thought otherwise. He slammed the report down furiously on
         the table and told her, ‘That’s all you’re bloody fit for – jumping and jigging about!’
      

      
      Despite her hurt feelings, Betty hid her frustrations. She never dared answer her father back, and always accepted his word.

      
      Betty’s love of sports soon included swimming. When she was around thirteen years old, she loved to walk to the River Cam
         in Newnham, where the river banks were flanked with weeping willows as it wound its way to Grantchester. It was a beautiful
         spot, popular with families out having a picnic. She would watch the kids swimming there and one day decided to take the plunge
         herself and join them.
      

      
      A tributary that led into the River Cam was enclosed for public swimming. Changing huts were placed on each side of the bank;
         on one side for boys and the opposite for girls. Betty could hear the squeals of laughter and splashing sounds as she approached
         the swimming area, known locally as the Snobs, where she handed over her admission fee; there was an additional charge for
         swimming lessons.
      

      
      The temperature of the river’s water was displayed at the entrance of their ‘pool’, running alongside meadowland called Sheep’s
         Green. The stream was slow moving, and during a good summer the water warmed up beautifully. At the beginning or end of the
         season, the river was chilly and Betty shivered as she dipped her toes into the water.
      

      
      Betty couldn’t afford to pay for lessons, but she watched and listened closely as the swimming teacher shouted out his instructions,
         and that’s how she learned to swim. She watched as a boy strapped a harness around his waist and held tightly on to a long pole
         that the instructor held out; he walked up and down the river bank, pulling the child along. The boy gingerly lifted his feet
         off the bottom and reached his arms out in front of him, splashing them in and out of the water, thrilled that he could stay
         afloat with his doggy paddle, and having the time of his life.
      

      
      Betty soon mastered the strokes and was as proud as punch that she had learned to swim without any tuition. She was tested
         by the instructor, who watched her successfully swim 15 yards, and presented her with a certificate to mark her achievement.
      

      
      
      ‘Look, Mum, Dad! I’ve passed my swimming test. Here’s my certificate to prove it!’ she told them, her chest swelling with
         pride. While Betty’s adoring mother heaped praise on her daughter, there was no acknowledgement at all from her father for
         her moment of glory.
      

      
      Children always swam in the stream under the watchful eye of an instructor, but after they could swim 50 yards, they were
         told they could progress to the main river. Betty didn’t do enough swimming to pass her 50-yard swimming test.
      

      
      ‘I don’t fancy going in there anyway,’ she told her mum. ‘All the boys keep jumping off the bridge into the river!’

      
      * * *

      
      Betty was two months short of her fifteenth birthday when Britain declared war on Germany on 3 September 1939. Her father
         built an Anderson shelter at the end of the garden to protect them from bombings, which struck Cambridge from the following
         year.
      

      
      In June 1940, ten people died in a bombing raid that flattened houses in Vicarage Terrace and, within months, other parts of
         the town were demolished by bombs too. On 15 February 1941, Betty heard the terrifying sound of the siren warning them of
         imminent attack, and the family fled for shelter. It was three months before the London Blitz.
      

      
      The previous month, two people had been killed during air attacks in Mill Road and a month later the bombers struck close
         to Betty’s home. The reason for this was clear. Betty lived a stone’s throw from the cattle market at the top of Cherry Hinton
         Road, which German bombers were targeting that evening. During the war it was being used as a holding depot by British military
         for their anti-aircraft tanks and army vehicles, and the enemy wanted to wreck it.
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