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Author’s Note


Many places and street names mentioned in the book are real. However, others and some of the topography, along with all of the characters, are just figments of my imagination.




There were voices, but Millie wasn’t interested in listening to them. She felt cushioned, as though wrapped in cotton wool. Somewhere in the deep recesses of her mind she knew that something awful had happened, yet somehow she didn’t care. Nothing mattered in this warm, soft place.


At one point, vaguely aware of being moved, of being put into a vehicle, she struggled momentarily to rouse herself, but finding it impossible she gave up the fight and drifted off to sleep again.


When she finally awoke, Millie still felt groggy, but seeing the strange room her mind quickly cleared. Where was she? How did she get here? It was then that it all came rushing back. Her baby! They had taken her baby! Oh no, it couldn’t be happening again! She could hear terrible screams, an unholy wailing, and it took her some time to realise that the sounds were issuing from her own mouth.




Chapter One


Battersea, South London, 1954


‘God, the girl’s as plain as a pikestaff! He shouldn’t bring her here, she’s enough to frighten the horses.’


‘Shush, she’ll hear you.’


Millie Pratchett had heard, and glancing quickly at her brother John, she was relieved that he’d missed the remarks made by the stableman, knowing that if he had, he would have jumped to her defence.


The comment had cut her to the quick, and as she walked along beside her brother Millie wondered yet again why she was so different from the rest of her family. ‘John, why am I ugly?’


Her brother’s head shot round. ‘Ugly!’ he exclaimed as his neck seemed to stretch out of his collar. ‘You’re not ugly,’ and looking down he studied her features. ‘You’ve got nice, big brown eyes, and anyway,’ he added, with a shrug of his shoulders, ‘lots of girls are plain at your age. Wait and see, when you get older you’ll change. You’ve heard that song haven’t you, the one about the ugly duckling that turns into a beautiful swan? That’ll be you, Millie. One day you’ll turn into a beautiful swan too.’


Oh John, she thought, lowering her pain-filled eyes from his. Her brother was trying to be kind, he always tried to be kind, yet his words still had the power to hurt her. Plain, he said – and was that any different from ugly?


Change? No, she wouldn’t change; at nearly fifteen her features were set. When looking in her mirror she saw a long, thin face, framed by straight, mousy-coloured hair. Her nose was long and thin too, as was her mouth. John said she had nice eyes, but to her they were like those of a cow, and slightly bulbous. Millie sighed deeply, wishing that she took after their mother. Eileen Pratchett had beautiful blonde hair, deep blue eyes that always looked soft and dreamy, and skin like porcelain.


‘Samson’s pleased to see us,’ John said, hearing the horse snickering a welcome as they approached the stable. He patted his thick neck, saying affectionately, ‘Look who’s come to see you, lad.’


Millie reached into her coat pocket to find a piece of apple, and holding it out on the palm of her hand she said softly, ‘Here, boy.’


Samson tossed his huge head up and down in a nodding motion of excitement, and then lowering his mouth to Millie’s hand he snuffled the apple before gently taking it.


‘I wish I could come out on the cart with you, John.’


‘Don’t be daft, it ain’t a girl’s job.’


Millie hid a smile. It was lucky their mother wasn’t around to hear him saying ‘ain’t’. Though they lived in a working-class area of London, their mother was determined that her children should speak correctly as she called it. It had caused them no end of problems growing up in Battersea, and they’d suffered much name-calling. John had fought many fights in their defence, but it had made him tough, and nowadays nobody would dare to deride him.


Her brother now began to croon softly to Samson as he groomed him, instructing her to give the carthorse another piece of apple. ‘Hurry up, Millie. It’s the only way to keep him still.’


She quickly held out her hand, and as the horse munched on the core he quietened again. Samson was gentle in nature, except when it came to grooming, and they’d soon found that this little treat was the only way to placate him.


When their tasks were completed, John said, ‘Come on, I’m flippin’ freezing and we’d best be off. Mum won’t be happy if we’re late for dinner.’


Millie gave Samson another affectionate pat before they left, and approaching the gate she looked the other way as they passed the two men again, relieved when this time they made no derogatory comments.


Once outside the depot she hooked an arm through John’s, slowing his stride. She was determined to bring up the subject again – a subject he always skirted. ‘John, you said that one day you’d explain to me why Dad acts the way he does.’


‘Oh, not this again. For Christ’s sake, Millie, it ain’t so bad, and anyway I don’t think you’re old enough to understand yet.’


‘Of course I am. For goodness’ sake, I leave school at Easter.’


‘I don’t know why you have to harp on about it. All right, we have to be careful, ’cos if we’re not it’s Mum that has to put up with his moods. But Dad’s never laid a hand on us and you’ve seen the way Billy Benson belts his kids. How would you fancy him as a father?’


‘I wouldn’t, he’s a brute, but I still don’t understand. She’s our mother, for God’s sake, and why shouldn’t she cuddle us?’


‘We’re too big for all that now, so why don’t you just forget it?’


‘I can’t, John. Have you forgotten what it was like when you were a little boy? Dad would fly into a temper if you so much as sat on Mum’s lap.’


‘Of course I haven’t forgotten, but we’ve survived, ain’t we?’


‘Stop saying ain’t or Mum will have your guts for garters. Anyway, I know we’ve survived, but I still need to understand why she can’t even give us a hug.’


Her brother’s breath came out in a long sigh. ‘It’s a bit hard to explain.’


Millie tugged on John’s arm, and as he drew to a halt she said, ‘Please try.’


‘All right. If it’s the only way I’m going to get any peace, I’ll do my best.’ And scratching his chin as though to gather his thoughts, he then said, ‘Dad loves Mum – loves her to the point of obsession. He behaves the way he does because he’s jealous when she shows us any affection.’


‘Jealous!’ she cried in amazement. ‘How can he be jealous of his own children?’


‘I don’t know. His love is warped in some way, but don’t ask me to explain why, because I can’t.’


‘He must be barmy! How can you say he loves her when she’s not allowed to touch her own children? God, when I think of the tantrums she’s had to put up with.’


‘Don’t exaggerate. All right, when Dad’s in a mood he can be murder, but all we have to do is keep away from Mum when he’s around.’


‘Oh, and that’s supposed to make it all right, is it?’ Millie snapped, bristling with indignation. ‘I can’t believe you’re defending him!’


‘I’m not defending him.’


‘It sounds as if you are to me. As soon as you started working with Dad you changed your tune, and now you two are as thick as thieves!’ Anger increased her pace, and as they turned into Harmond Street, John grabbed her arm.


‘Calm down, Millie. Dad isn’t so bad, and when we’re out on the round he’s like a different person. In fact, we often have a good laugh.’


‘Well, all I can say is you’re lucky, because I’ve never seen that side of him. Laugh! When was the last time he laughed when I’m around?’


‘Look, that’s enough now. Mum will know something’s wrong if you go indoors with that expression on your face.’


Millie glared at her brother, but as they reached number ten she fought to gain her composure. John was right, and the last thing she wanted was to upset her mother. She watched now as her brother put the key in the lock, and bracing herself, followed him indoors.


Eileen Pratchett heard the kitchen door open and despite having her back to them, she knew it was the children. Embarrassed, she tried to pull herself out of her husband’s embrace, but Alfie Pratchett held on, staring at Millie and John over his wife’s shoulder with a look of triumph in his eyes.


‘Come on, Alfie, let me go,’ she gently admonished.


‘Why do you pull away from me just ’cos the kids ’ave come in?’ he snapped, his face suffusing with colour. ‘I was only giving you a cuddle, for Gawd’s sake. Anybody would think I had you on the floor, the way you’re carrying on.’


‘Shush, dear,’ Eileen said, her own face flushing, and recognising the signs of an imminent tantrum she tried to defuse the situation. ‘Of course you can cuddle me. It’s just that I need to go to the lavvie,’ she whispered.


Alfie released her abruptly, and giving him a quick conciliatory smile she hurried from the room.


On reaching the tiny upstairs bathroom Eileen closed the door, her stomach jumping with nerves. God, if the kids had come in five minutes later they might have seen more than just a cuddle. Held in Alfie’s arms she could feel his passion mounting as yet again he wanted to assert his dominance over her. And that’s what it was – dominance, not love. How much longer could she go on? How much longer could she live on her nerves like this? They’d been married for over sixteen years and Alfie’s passion never waned. If anything it seemed to grow, strangling the life out of her year after year.


It was at times like this when she doubted her faith, doubted her religion, one that forbade both contraceptives and divorce.


She washed her hands and then splashed cold water onto her face. Somehow she had to break the news to her husband, but dreaded his reaction. Alfie would go mad, she knew that, but when all was said and done it wasn’t her fault. If he’d just leave her alone this wouldn’t have happened. And the children, what would they say?


After scrubbing her face roughly with a towel, Eileen took a deep breath. Should she tell them now and get it over with, or wait until she and Alfie were in bed? Staring at herself in the mirror as if expecting the face reflected back to answer her question, she bit hard on her bottom lip. Later, I’ll wait till later, she finally decided. At least then, if Alfie made a fuss, the children wouldn’t have to see it.


Stiffening her shoulders, Eileen made her way back to the kitchen, opening the door tentatively. Alfie was sitting in a fireside chair reading the newspaper, whilst Millicent was perched at the table looking at him warily. The room was strangely silent, the atmosphere heavy, and there was no sign of John. Poor Millie, she was always a bundle of nerves when her father was around, and it was hardly surprising. After all these years Alfie still seethed with resentment, and sometimes there was hate in his eyes when he looked at his daughter. Fortunately he was never violent; in fact, he hardly acknowledged the girl’s existence, and though Eileen did her best to compensate, it was impossible when Alfie was around.


Catching her daughter’s eye now, she mouthed the question, and with a slight inflection of her head Millie indicated that John was upstairs.


‘Dinner’s nearly ready so would you lay the table, please.’


‘Yes, all right, Mum.’


As Eileen drained the vegetables her thoughts were still distracted and her tummy fluttered as she glanced across at her husband. She hadn’t expected to fall pregnant again, not after what she’d gone through the last time, and the doctor had said it would be unlikely. So why now? Why, after all these years?


The hot steam rising from the saucepan scorched her face, forcing her to concentrate on the task in hand, and after placing the plates on the table she crossed to the bottom of the stairs. ‘John, come on! Dinner’s ready.’


As her son came clattering down she smiled at him fondly. He was the light of her life, and though almost a replica of Alfie in looks, being tall with jet-black hair and green eyes, his nature was the exact opposite. He was a sensitive and caring lad – unlike his father.


‘That looks tasty,’ he grinned, pulling out a chair and licking his lips at the sight of lamb chops, potatoes and vegetables.


Eileen shook her head frantically. What was John thinking of, daring to sit down before his father! Was he looking for trouble? ‘Alfie, dinner’s ready,’ she said urgently, trying to avert what could be a disaster.


It was one of her husband’s rules, one that he expected to be obeyed without question. He would sit down first, followed by both her and the children, and woe betide them if this routine wasn’t kept to. It was something his own father had insisted on, and until both his parents had died, Alfie had deferred to them. Eileen grimaced as she thought about old Percy Pratchett, a taciturn man who had ruled his family with a rod of iron. After his death Alfie had taken up not only the old man’s coal-round, but his persona too, becoming almost a replica in his demands for obedience.


As her husband took his seat Eileen nodded gently to her children, indicating they could now sit down. With her hands clenched in her lap she gave a silent prayer of thanks for the food, knowing that it was something she couldn’t do out loud.


Why had she done it? Eileen agonised, and it was the same question that plagued her, year after year. In the beginning she’d thought herself in love with Alfie and still played the scene over and over in her mind. She remembered saying no, remembered fighting Alfie’s hands, but had little strength against him. Alfie had overwhelmed her, held her down, yet even now she wondered if she could have tried harder to resist.


‘Would you pass the gravy, Mum.’


‘Sorry, John, what did you say?’


‘You were miles away. I asked for the gravy.’


Eileen gave him the jug, watching as he poured the rich dark liquid over his lamb chops. He then looked across the table and as their eyes met she felt a surge of love. ‘How was work today, Son?’


‘Fine, and are you all right?’


‘Yes, dear.’


‘Ain’t you gonna ask how my day went?’ Alfie asked sarcastically. ‘Or are you only interested in yer son?’


‘Of course I’m not, and I was just about to ask you the same question.’ She saw the sneer on her husband’s face, wondering why he felt such rivalry. John was his son too, but Alfie saw him as competition – competition for her attention.


Her mind drifted once again to the past, remembering when she’d fallen pregnant. Her father had nearly had a fit; and she’d been thrown out of the house without ceremony. With no one else to turn to she’d been forced to go to Alfie, and though his parents had also shown disapproval, they’d taken her in.


After her parents’ spacious house it had felt strange to be living in a tiny terrace, and she hated the lack of privacy. Mrs Pratchett had a room that she called her best, unusually situated at the back of the house, which she kept in pristine condition. It was hardly ever used, and so the whole family sat in the kitchen, Alfie’s parents in the only comfortable chairs set around the fire. She and Alfie had to sit at the kitchen table on hard wooden seats, and every evening Mr Pratchett demanded silence whilst he listened to the wireless. It had seemed a strange and alien household in those days, but in her ignorance she had thought it would be different when she and Alfie had their own home.


‘Are there any more spuds? Eileen … I’m talking to you!’


With a start she looked at her husband. ‘Sorry, what did you say?’


‘Christ, woman, I might as well talk to myself. I said I want more potatoes.’


‘I’ll get you some,’ she said, scuttling from her chair, unable to miss the concern on her daughter’s face. Oh Millie, I wasn’t always like this, she thought, hating this show of meekness, but years of marriage to Alfie had drained all the fight out of her.


There were a few more potatoes in the pan and as Eileen spooned them onto Alfie’s plate she remembered her earlier courage. Of course, in the beginning she’d had no idea of what she was letting herself in for, and bravely refused to get married in a register office. Alfie, like his parents, wasn’t a Catholic, and no amount of persuasion from the priest all those years ago had convinced him to turn. He had finally agreed to allow their children to be brought up as Catholics, enabling him to marry her in St Margaret’s, but it was a promise he failed to keep. Shortly after their marriage he’d forbidden the priest to enter their house, and returning to her chair Eileen remembered her shame and humiliation when Father McEwan had been unceremoniously turned away from their door.


Yet now Eileen wondered why she kept up her faith, a faith that held her tied to this man. So many times she’d asked herself this question, and the answer was always the same. Without her beliefs, life would seem empty, meaningless, and many times when in despair, the Church was her only comfort.


Now she was living in a house identical to the Pratchetts’, and lifting her fork she picked at her food, listening to Alfie and John talking, the subject the coal-round as usual.


Why on earth had her son chosen to follow in his father’s footsteps, instead of continuing with his education? John was an intelligent boy and could have gone on to college, but instead he’d left school at fifteen, becoming a coalman like his father. She had tried to talk to him about it, tried to persuade him to stay on at school, but he wouldn’t hear of it. ‘The Pratchetts have always been coalmen!’ he’d protested, his voice ringing with pride. A pride she was at a loss to understand.


The evening passed and reluctantly Eileen got ready for bed. It was freezing in their spartan bedroom and she shivered not just from the cold, but with fear. She had to tell Alfie she was pregnant, but cringed at the prospect.


Now, hoping that both Millie and John were asleep, she sucked in a deep breath before speaking. ‘I … I’ve got something to tell you, dear. Now promise me you’ll stay calm.’


In some ways it was the worst thing she could have said, because he paused in the act of shrugging off his braces, turning to look at her with his brow furrowed. ‘Oh yeah? That sounds ominous. Spit it out then.’


‘I … I haven’t had a show for two months.’


‘What! No, you can’t be, not after all this time!’


‘I am, Alfie.’


‘Christ, woman, how could you? No, I ain’t standing for it.’


‘What do you expect me to do?’ she pleaded, and showing a bit of spirit added, ‘It takes two, you know, so don’t lay all the blame on me.’


The look her husband gave her was venomous. ‘I’ve been careful, Eileen. I’m always careful,’ and with narrowed eyes he spat, ‘Is it mine?’


‘Of course it is! How can you say that? I’ve never been unfaithful and you know it, which is more than I can say about you,’ she said on an aside, wondering at her second show of bravery.


‘Shut up! I’m sick of you throwing that in my face.’


‘But I haven’t mentioned it for years!’


‘Next you’ll be making digs about there always being a constant reminder,’ and before Eileen had time to refute that comment, he added, ‘Anyway, like I said, I don’t want any more kids so you’ll ’ave to get rid of it.’


‘No, it goes against my beliefs.’


‘Your beliefs mean nothing to me – they’re a load of old tosh. I’m warning you, woman, don’t try to defy me. You’ll do as I say and get rid of it.’


‘It’s impossible, and even if I went against the teachings of the Church, the doctor would never agree to it. That only leaves a back-street abortionist, and surely you don’t expect me to go to one of those?’


‘I don’t see why not. Others ’ave done it, so why not you? But then you’ve always thought yourself a cut above the rest of us, ’aven’t you. Too good for Battersea, too good for this street, and too good to be married to a lowly coalman.’


‘You know that isn’t true.’


‘Yes, it is. Yer father was an accountant, yer mother a schoolteacher, and you grew up in that big house in Streatham. Yet who took you in when you got pregnant, eh? Who married you? Me – yes, me! Huh, and yer posh parents didn’t leave you a penny when they died, did they? No, the bastards left everything they owned to the Church.’


Eileen closed her eyes in despair. Why did Alfie have to keep harping on about it? Yes, her parents had disowned her, but she had let them down badly. They were strictly religious and she hadn’t been surprised at the decision to cut her out of their will. ‘Alfie, I’m not going into all that again now, and as for marrying me, it was your baby I was carrying,’ she said, this argument a familiar one.


‘Huh, so you told me.’


‘But you’ve only got to look at John to see that he’s your son. You’re like two peas in a pod.’


Alfie sat on the side of the bed, his shoulders stiff. ‘All right, all right, so he’s mine, but to get back to the subject in hand, I don’t want another kid and that’s an end to it. You can ’ave a word with Granny Baxter at number seventeen, she’ll get rid of it for you.’


‘No, I can’t! I can’t!’


‘You’ll do as I bloody well say!’ he yelled, spittle flying out of his mouth.


‘I won’t have an abortion!’


‘I said you will!’


Determined to protect the tiny life growing within her, Eileen stood her ground, amazed at her own courage. The argument raged, but then suddenly there was a moment of silence, whilst Alfie, his eyes dark with anger, glared at her. Then, like a chameleon, his demeanour suddenly changed. He licked his lips lasciviously, a slow smile spreading across his features.


Oh, God help me, Eileen thought, her legs beginning to tremble, any further protests dying on her lips as her husband stood up and began walking slowly towards her. He wouldn’t hit her, she knew that – but there were worse forms of punishment. ‘No, Alfie, please don’t.’




Chapter Two


John, seeing the mood his father was in, watched him warily. He’d heard shouting coming from his parents’ bedroom the night before, but had been unable to hear what the row was about and now, as they left the house to go to the coal depot, he decided that it might be prudent to keep his mouth shut.


As they turned onto Lavender Hill his teeth chattered. It was early on this January morning, the busy main road was quiet, and as they stepped over the tramlines it began to drizzle with rain. He hated rainy days, hated the smell of wet coal and damp sacks. However, the walk was brisk, and by the time they reached the yard he’d warmed up, greeting the other coalmen as they entered the gates.


‘See to Samson, and get his nosebag ready for later,’ his father ordered brusquely.


‘All right, Dad,’ John answered quietly, making his way to the stable. As usual the horse whinnied a welcome and he stroked his neck affectionately, smiling as he said, ‘Hello, boy.’


In no time John had completed his tasks, glad that the sky had cleared. He gave Samson another pat before heading for the scales, joining the gang of men who were shovelling coal into hundredweight sacks in preparation for their rounds.


All the men had broad shoulders with slightly bowed legs, a legacy of years of lifting, and in a very short space of time all were covered in coal-dust, the whites of their eyes gleaming in the early-morning light. John still looked in amazement at how easily they lifted the sacks, and though their backs bent they made it look easy as they heaved their load, first onto the raised centre, and then onto the shelves on each side of the carts.


‘Come on, get a move on!’ his father snapped. ‘We’ve got a big round today and I want to get away early.’


Stooping low, John held his breath as a sack was placed on his shoulders. He’d been working with his father for a year now, and though his muscles were developing, each sack felt as though it weighed far more than a hundredweight.


However, with his father’s help the job was completed, and now Samson just had to be given some water before being led into the staves. He was a lovely horse, mostly chestnut brown, but with a white blaze on his face, and John hated the load he had to pull when they first left the yard. Both he and his father would walk the first part of the round to lessen the weight, but with a hill to start the round today, Samson had an extra burden.


They were ready now, and as his father said, ‘Come on, let’s be off,’ John led the horse out of the gates.


Wendy Hall stood at the upstairs window of the flat above the ironmonger’s, and with a good view along Lavender Hill she watched the coal-wagon as it passed, her eyes fixed on John Pratchett. God, he was gorgeous, but despite trying she’d been unable to catch his attention. Why didn’t he notice her? They had gone to the same school, but in those days it wasn’t surprising that she hadn’t caught his eye. Boys showed little interest in girls and at break times they were segregated into different playgrounds. She had looked through the dividing gate on many occasions, and watched John playing football with a crowd of his friends, all totally engrossed in the game.


Nowadays though, thanks to her petite but shapely looks, she was used to attention from blokes. Only five feet in height with honey-blonde hair – home-permed with a Toni kit – and baby-blue eyes, Wendy knew she was referred to as ‘cute’. Yet John Pratchett hadn’t given her so much as a glance.


The wagon now went out of sight and with a pout she bent over to fasten the last suspender to her stocking-top. Then, smoothing her straight, calf-length black skirt she looked in the mirror. Her white blouse with its Peter Pan collar just needed retucking, and after adding a black-patent belt she was happy with her appearance. With a swift final glance at her stocking seams, she grabbed her three-quarter-length swagger coat from the wardrobe before hurrying downstairs, asking as she entered the kitchen, ‘Do I look all right, Mum?’


Bertha Hill’s eyes roamed over her daughter. ‘Yeah, you look a treat.’


‘It’ll be my first time on a proper switchboard today.’


‘You’re a lucky girl. Once you’ve finished training you’ll be able to work anywhere. All the jobs I’ve seen advertised for telephonists ask for GPO-trained staff.’


‘Yes, I know, but I just hope I can keep up this posh accent. I didn’t have to worry when I was a packer, but now …’


‘You passed the interview so you must be doing all right. Mind you, it didn’t half take a long time to hear you’d got the job.’


‘I know, but they check your background really thoroughly and I had to sign the Official Secrets Act too.’


‘Sit down and eat yer breakfast ’cos I don’t want you going out on an empty stomach. Here, hold on – check yer background indeed! We may not ’ave much, my girl, but we’ve nothing to be ashamed of.’


Wendy smiled at the indignant look on her mum’s face. The two of them were close, similar in build, and both the same height. Mind you, small as her mother was, she wasn’t someone you messed with, and if she lost her temper, God help you.


‘I know that, Mum, but the Civil Service do background checks on all their employees.’


Bertha rubbed her knees, a grimace on her face, and seeing this Wendy frowned. She hated the fact that her mother had to get up at five o’clock every morning to do office cleaning. It was the outside steps and staircases that played havoc with her mother’s knees, and years of toil were wearing her down, making her look prematurely old.


‘You’ve got a right gob on, Wendy. What’s up, love?’


‘I was just thinking that you look tired.’


‘Stop worrying, I’m fine.’


‘If you say so,’ Wendy said, used to being fobbed off whenever her mother’s health came into question. She glanced at the clock and quickly drained her cup. ‘I’d best be off or I’ll be late for my first shift. I’ll see you at about six this evening.’


‘Yeah, all right, and I’ll make a nice meat pie for our tea.’


‘Great! I’ll see ya later,’ Wendy called, hurrying down the narrow flight of stairs. Once outside, she walked briskly along Lavender Hill, heading for Clapham Junction railway station. Steam trains hissed and clanked over rails, the huge intersection busy as Wendy joined the throng of people on the platform. She was surrounded by men in smart three-piece suits, some in overcoats and bowler hats, and most clutching briefcases with newspapers tucked under their arms. Others wore trenchcoats and trilby hats – equally smart, but reminding Wendy of the spy stories she loved to read.


The women were dressed smartly too, wearing a variety of hats, and perhaps heading for the many offices in Victoria. Wendy loved to fantasise about the other passengers, making up stories in her head about their lives. Of course they were all rubbish she thought, a small smile on her face, but it helped to pass the journey.


A train hooted as it came in, appearing like a wild beast with huge pistons fighting and heaving to slow down the metal wheels. Smoke billowed from the funnel and, as though proud of its achievement, when the engine drew to a halt it let out what sounded like a huge sigh. Steam belched out, engulfing both the engine and the passengers daft enough to stand at the far end of the platform.


There was a surge in the crowd towards the carriages, and hoping to get a seat Wendy quickly stepped forward. The man in front of her opened the door, politely indicating with a wave of his arm that she should get on first. She smiled prettily at him, raising her foot to step into the carriage, but at that moment her shoe came off, falling between the platform and the train.


She hopped on one foot, staring at the man with horror, her blue eyes wide. ‘My shoe! I’ve lost my shoe!’


‘Oh dear, I think you’ll have to wait until the train pulls out and then ask one of the guards to retrieve it for you.’


‘Yes, yes, of course,’ Wendy said, her face red with humiliation as she watched the man climbing aboard the train, followed by other passengers who were smiling with amusement. As the carriage door closed firmly Wendy looked wildly about her. Oh God, this was awful, she was going to be late! On her first shift she was going to be late, and what sort of impression was that?


Bertha quickly cleared the breakfast things, and then deciding to check on Annie Oliphant she crossed to her neighbour’s door. Annie’s flat was identical to hers, except that it was above the grocer’s, with a shared staircase and landing interconnecting them. They had been neighbours for twenty years and as Annie had aged, Bertha had taken to keeping an eye on her. With hardly two pennies to rub together, she worried that the old lady had enough to eat, and with few visitors, she seemed a lonely soul.


‘Annie, it’s me,’ she called through the letterbox, peering through the small gap to see the woman shuffling towards the door.


‘Hello, my dear, come on in. I’d offer you a cup of tea but I’ve no milk.’


‘Put the kettle on and I’ll be back in a tick,’ Bertha said, dashing back to her own flat and filling a jug. ‘Here, that should be enough to get you through today and I’ll fetch you a nice bit of meat pie for yer dinner.’


‘You’re so good to me and I don’t know how I’d manage without you.’


‘Have you eaten this morning?’


‘Yes, I had a slice of toast, but I must admit a nice hot cup of tea would be nice.’


‘It’s your birthday next week, ain’t it?’ Bertha asked as she bustled around her neighbour’s kitchen, appalled as usual by how bare her cupboards were. She had given Annie some sugar yesterday, but other than a small knob of bread and a couple of tins of soup, there was little else to be seen.


‘Yes, and I’ll be eighty years old. Not bad, eh?’


‘Blimey, and you don’t look a day over twenty-one.’


‘Get away, twenty-one indeed! Mind you, I don’t look too bad for my age.’


‘You look smashing,’ she said, and meant it. Though Annie was painfully thin, she had a wonderful complexion, only marred by tiny wrinkles. Her white hair, which she refused to have cut, was pulled back into the familiar bun, a style that never changed. She was a reclusive, secretive woman and despite the many years they’d been neighbours, Bertha knew little about her past. Yet she’d become fond of Annie and wondered again why she was so hard up.


‘You’re quiet this morning,’ Annie said, breaking Bertha out of her reveries.


‘I was just thinking about your birthday and how, as it’s gonna be yer eightieth, I reckon we should make it a bit special. How about I make you a nice cake and you come over to my place for a birthday tea?’


‘That sounds lovely, but can’t we have it here?’


‘Now listen, when was the last time you left your flat? I’m only asking you to cross the landing. It’s only a few steps and I’ll be with you.’


There was silence for a few moments, until at last with a small smile Annie said, ‘All right, I’ll come over.’


‘Good!’ And using this opportunity to probe, Bertha added, ‘Is there anyone you’d like to invite?’


‘Like who?’


Bertha’s lips tightened. For as long as she could remember she had been trying to find out if Annie had any family, but the woman always remained evasive. ‘Surely you’ve got some relatives.’


‘None that I’d want at my birthday tea, and talking of tea, how about pouring us both a cup?’


She handed Annie her drink, knowing by the tone of her neighbour’s voice that the subject was closed. As she sipped her own tea Bertha wondered who she could invite to make the birthday party a bit more special. There was Mr Goodwood who ran the ironmonger’s. He was a widower and might agree to come, but it would be no good asking the grocer and his wife, a stuck-up couple who kept themselves to themselves. Her friends Harriet and Maud would come, and maybe a couple of old biddies from the Labour Club. Mind, with only one man it could be a bit awkward, she now decided, dropping Mr Goodwood from her mental list.


‘Penny for your thoughts, Bertha.’


‘They ain’t worth a farthing, love, but I’d best be off now. I need to get some meat for the pie and then it’s a trip to the market for some spuds. Is there anything I can get you while I’m out?’


‘A bit of margarine, if it isn’t too much trouble.’


‘How about some nice butter instead?’


‘No, butter is far too expensive,’ and on saying this the old lady pulled out a tattered purse from her apron pocket, carefully counting out a few pennies. ‘Is that enough for a quarter of salted?’


‘Yeah, of course it is,’ Bertha said, deciding that she would add any extra if necessary. ‘Right, I’ll see ya when I get back.’


As Bertha made her way to the shops she looked anxiously into her purse. Supplementing Annie’s food was putting a strain on her finances, yet she couldn’t let her neighbour go hungry. She closed her eyes momentarily, thinking how awful it must be to end up alone and penniless. ‘God, please don’t let that happen to me,’ she prayed, then berated herself. No, Wendy would always see her all right. Children could be such a comfort, and with a wonderful daughter like hers there was no chance of having a lonely old age. What a shame that Annie had never married.


Wendy had finally managed to retrieve her shoe, profusely thanking the guard who had jumped down onto the track to get it.


When she got off the next train to Victoria she almost ran all the way to Green Street, arriving at the Exchange gasping and out of breath. Her heels echoed on the tiled floor as she approached the Head Supervisor, heart sinking when she saw the tight expression on the woman’s face.


‘Lateness is something we can’t tolerate, Miss Hall. The night-shift telephonists are waiting to be relieved, and if someone arrives late it means a board remains uncovered. Losing your shoe under a train sounds rather far-fetched to me, and this incident of lateness will go on your record.’


‘Yes, miss,’ Wendy whispered, yet inwardly seething. The woman had virtually accused her of lying, and instead of flaring up as usual, here she was fighting to act as though she wouldn’t say boo to a goose. In reality she took after her mother, and if it weren’t for the GPO training she’d tell this nasty cow to shove the bloody job up her arse. One year, just one year, the magic number ran through her mind, but could she really stick it out for that long?


‘In future, see that you arrive on time. Now I’ll hand you over to Miss Leggart who will supervise your training.’


‘Right, Miss Hall, follow me please,’ Miss Leggart said, her face sour as she led Wendy into a huge room.


Wide-eyed, she saw long banks of switchboards lining three of the walls, and a dissonance of voices immediately assailed her ears. So many women, their backs towards her, busily plugging cords into the mass of lights on their switchboards.


‘Sit there, please,’ the supervisor ordered.


Wendy stared at the switchboard nervously, aware that the supervisor had taken a seat a little behind her. Miss Leggart then leaned forward to plug her own headset into a jack, indicating that Wendy should do the same.


Right, this is it, she thought, placing the wide band over the top of her head and angling the horn-shaped mouthpiece into what she hoped was the correct position. It had seemed easy when she sat at a mock board during training, but this was the real thing, and told to begin she picked up a cord, plugging it into one of the lights. ‘Number, please.’


For the first hour Wendy was so engrossed as she answered call after call that she hardly noticed the supervisor, who was monitoring every word. ‘I’m sorry, the number is engaged. Please try later,’ she said for the umpteenth time, plugging into yet another light. This call was from a telephone box and her eyes widened as a barrage of filthy words assailed her ears. With her hand held over her mouth in horror, she turned in panic to the supervisor.


‘Leave this one to me,’ Miss Leggart said.


Wendy then listened in amazement as this prim-looking woman spoke into her mouthpiece. ‘Yes, I’m sure you’d like to see my knickers. What’s that? Oh, you have a big one! Well now, why don’t you put it into the slot, then press Button B and we can all have a look.’


Fighting to control her laughter, Wendy’s eyes filled with tears of mirth, and as the supervisor unplugged the call she said, ‘Don’t upset yourself, my dear. I’m afraid those types of calls are a hazard of the job. Of course, the best advice is to cut the caller off immediately, but sometimes I can’t resist a bit of repartee and I did that to show you that these pathetic men are usually harmless.’


It was too much – the supervisor thought she was crying! With a howl of uncontrollable laughter, Wendy ripped off her headset. ‘Oh dear, can I go to the toilet?’


‘Yes, but please calm yourself. We can’t have this sort of disruption as it distracts the other telephonists. Oh, and don’t use that word. In future, if you need a break from your position, hold up your hand to attract a supervisor’s attention and ask for an Urgent.’


‘A … an urgent?’ Wendy spluttered. My God, this was ridiculous! One minute she was dealing with a filthy phone call, the next minute the supervisor had become prim again as though ‘toilet’ was a dirty word.


‘Now off you go, but don’t dally and come straight back to your board. I think you can manage without me now, but if you have any problems, you only have to raise your arm and one of us will come to your assistance.’


‘Yes, miss,’ Wendy said, and catching the eye of the girl at the next board she had to lower her head quickly. The young girl was fighting laughter too, and Wendy liked the look of her. Perhaps when she returned they could exchange a few words.


‘Hello, my name’s Wendy,’ she said, slipping back onto her seat.


‘Mine’s Laura, but don’t let the supervisors see you talking to me. You’ll have to learn, as we all have, to speak from the side of your mouth.’


‘What! Can’t we chat between calls?’


‘Not on the day-shift as we’re far too busy. See that clock up there? Well, woe betide us if the time to answer calls goes above six seconds.’


‘But …’


‘Shush, there’s a supervisor coming round. Look, come to the canteen at lunchtime and I’ll put you in the picture.’ Laura then hastily picked up a cord, and plugging into a light she said briskly, ‘Number, please.’


For another hour Wendy worked diligently, with only one short stop for a tea break. When lunchtime came around her head was aching and she was more than anxious to leave her board, handing over to her replacement with relief.


‘Come on,’ Laura said, leading her upstairs to the canteen.


Wendy saw a large room that seemed segregated. Men sat at tables along one end, women at the other, and even the supervisors seemed to have their own table.


‘Why are we separated from the men?’ she asked.


‘I don’t know, but I think it has something to do with tradition. See that dark-haired chap on the end table?’ At Wendy’s nod Laura continued, ‘He’s my fiancé, but I don’t sit with him at lunchtimes.’


‘That seems daft, if you ask me. When are you getting married?’


‘In three months, and I’ll be leaving then.’


‘Doesn’t your fiancé want you to work?’


‘Oh, he doesn’t mind, but if I leave I receive the dowry.’


‘Dowry!’


‘Yes, you receive a gift of money called a dowry when you leave to get married. Surely you knew that?’


‘To be honest, there was so much stuff to read through that I just skimmed it. I don’t intend to stay long enough to qualify for a dowry. I just want the training.’


‘You should rethink that. It’s a good job and there are opportunities for promotion.’


‘No, it isn’t for me, and I’m already finding it a bit archaic. I mean, fancy having to ask for an Urgent when we want to leave our board?’


‘I know, daft isn’t it, but there was a time when you had to leave the GPO if you got married. A lot of the supervisors are spinsters who put their careers first and yes, some of them do seem to act like puritan old maids. Yet once you get to know them they aren’t like that at all – they’re really nice. Now come on, let’s get our lunch and I’ll introduce you to some of the other girls.’


In Battersea at the same time, John and his father were returning to the yard for a load of the hated, dusty, grade-six coal. It was for delivery to Penny Street School and twenty sacks would have to be carried into the boiler-room. Running his fingers around his collar, feeling the sting of coal-dust that lodged in every nook and cranny of his clothes, John grimaced at the thought.


They drove through the gates, and after tethering the horse, Alfie Pratchett went across the yard to talk to one of the other men. At the same time the door to the office suddenly flew open and Jack Jenkins’s latest secretary marched briskly off. Yet another one doing a runner, John noted as the coal merchant appeared, watching ruefully as the girl left the yard.


The boss then turned his head and seeing John, strode over with an exasperated look on his craggy face. ‘I don’t know what’s the matter with young women nowadays. I only swore once, and that wasn’t at her, yet it must have offended her delicate ears.’


John grinned. Despite the man’s reputation, he liked him. As long as you did your job and didn’t take liberties, Jenkins was fair. Mind you, if he caught anyone on the fiddle they were out, and John prayed that his father was wily enough not to get caught. ‘So, you’ve lost another secretary, and how many does that make this month?’ he joked.


‘You cheeky young bugger,’ the man said, yet with a smile on his face. ‘I’ll have you know that this one lasted nearly nine weeks, and that’s a record for me. Oh well, I suppose I had better get on to the Labour Exchange and ask them to send me a replacement.’


The loading finally completed, John and his father left the depot, and it was almost two o’clock when they entered the schoolyard. The caretaker saw their arrival, and as he walked towards the cart John heard his father hiss, ‘Here comes Ferret Face, but I think I’ve found a way to scupper him at last.’


John groaned inwardly. The fact that his father hadn’t been able to pull a fiddle on this particular caretaker was something he seemed determined to overcome. The man watched them like a hawk, and insisted that each empty sack be laid in a pile in the yard so that he could count them before they left.


‘Have you brought me grade-six coal?’ the caretaker now asked.


‘Yeah, it’s what you ordered,’ Alfie replied.


‘Let’s ’ave a look at it then. I don’t want any more of that rubbish you fobbed me off with last time. Nutty slack is supposed to be all right for boilers, but that last delivery was less than useless.’


John jumped down from the cart and heaved a sack onto the ground, holding it open for the caretaker to inspect.


With a grunt the man nodded his head. ‘Yeah, it looks all right.’


When he left to unlock the boiler-room door, John turned to his father. ‘How are you gonna pull a fiddle on him?’


With a wink Alfie replied enigmatically, ‘Just you watch. I’ve got him this time.’


They carried in sack after sack, and when emptied, laid them on the ground in the yard. The pile gradually began to grow and by the time John had carried in seven hundredweight, his back felt as though it were breaking. Sweat ran down his face, making rivulets in the coal-dust, and as he reached for another sack his father whispered, ‘John, take that one, and make it look heavy.’


He shot him a puzzled glance, but did as he was told, pretending to be bent double as he carried it across to the boiler-room.


Once inside, Alfie Pratchett tipped his own sack onto the heap, the coal-dust rising like a cloud and making them cough. He then turned to grab John’s, emptying it swiftly before saying, ‘Look, it’s only three-quarters full and the rest is two empty sacks. Now I’ll go outside and engage the caretaker in conversation while you add these to the pile. Just make sure he doesn’t clock what you’re doing.’


John couldn’t help smiling. It looked like his dad had got one over on the caretaker at last, and now they’d be able to make a little bit of cash on the side. When he’d first joined his father on the round it had been a shock to discover the various tricks he got up to, but gradually he’d come to accept them. Alfie Pratchett didn’t pull a fast one on any of the working-class households they delivered to, but thought nothing of fiddling businesses or the large houses that ordered vast amounts of coal. It seemed to be something some of the coalmen got up to, and John’s guilt was assuaged when he thought about their poor wages of just seven quid a week. They worked like dogs, many suffering with back problems later in life, just as his grandad had, and the few extra bob they managed to fiddle added a little extra to their wages.


The unloading finished, they exchanged a conspiratorial glance before climbing back onto the cart, both trying to mask their smiles. The caretaker hadn’t noticed their ruse and when he counted twenty sacks he gave a small nod before signing the delivery note.


Now there was just the rest of the round to do, and with two extra sacks of coal to sell, it wouldn’t seem so hard.




Chapter Three


For Wendy the rest of the day seemed to fly by, and at five-thirty she left the Exchange, glad that her first day was over without too many mishaps. Her eyes ached from filling out the call cards, and as she hurried to the station she hoped it wouldn’t be a long wait for the train home.


She was lucky and in no time she was walking along Lavender Hill, her eyes peeled in the hope of seeing John Pratchett. There he was, she suddenly realised, walking beside his father on the opposite side of the road. God, even covered in coal-dust he looked handsome. For a moment she was tempted to cross to their side, but as the thought entered her head they turned into Harmond Street. Wendy’s mouth drooped with disappointment – yet again John had failed to notice her.


As soon as Wendy walked into the kitchen, Bertha asked eagerly, ‘How did it go today?’


‘Honestly, Mum, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you. It’s just like being back at school. We’re not even allowed to say we want to go to the toilet – instead we have to ask for an Urgent.’


‘Blimey, that’s a new one on me for having a pee.’


‘To be honest I don’t know if I’m gonna be able to stick it.’


‘You can do it for a year, and it’ll be worth it,’ Bertha gently admonished as she placed two steaming plates on the table.


‘Yes, perhaps, and at least the other telephonists seem really nice. Now what have you been up to today?’


Her mother’s eyes suddenly saddened. ‘I didn’t do much. It’s the anniversary of yer dad’s death today and it always seems to hit me, even after all this time.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot all about it.’


‘Never mind, love, you’ve had enough to think about with yer new job.’ Bertha then pushed her plate to one side, and rising from her chair she crossed to the mantelpiece, where she took down her husband’s photograph. With one finger she gently stroked his beloved features and with a sigh said, ‘I still can’t believe he didn’t make it home. It was 1944 before he copped it, and I told the silly sod to dodge the bloody bullets. Ten years ago today, and sometimes it still feels like yesterday. Huh, they said the First World War was the one to end all wars, but they got that well and truly wrong. Let’s hope the Second World War really will be the last.’


‘You’re forgetting the Korean War, Mum, but at least an armistice was signed last year. Now come on, sit down and finish your dinner before it gets cold.’


‘Yeah, all right, and I’m sorry for sounding maudlin. Are you going out tonight?’


‘The Chris Barber Jazz Band is playing at Battersea Town Hall and I was going with Lucy, but I don’t want to leave you.’


‘No, you go, I’ll be fine.’


‘Listen, come with us. You know you like a bit of jazz.’


‘Nah, it wouldn’t seem right somehow.’


‘Right, then I’ll stay in. I can see Chris Barber next time round.’


‘Are you sure, love?’


‘Yes, of course. Lucy will understand, and as another girl was joining us she won’t be on her own. Now, what about some fruit cocktail with lashings of evaporated milk for pudding?’


‘You’re a good kid, and I don’t know what I’d do without you.’


‘Mum, you won’t ever have to do without me. Now go and put the wireless on and I’ll do the pudding, along with a cup of Camp coffee.’


John puffed out his cheeks with exhaustion, but at last their rounds were completed and they were nearly home.


In Harmond Street, boys were playing marbles, skimming them along the gutter and he smiled, remembering his own liking for the game. There were a few girls playing too, skipping ropes humming. Innocent days, he thought, wondering as his limbs ached why he’d been in such a hurry to leave school.


He pulled off his cap, slapping the leather neck-flap against a wall, and then ran a hand over his forehead, feeling the familiar coal-grit stinging his skin. As they turned into the alley that led to the back of the house he thought of his mother and suppressed a smile. The fact that they didn’t come in through the front door was the only thing his mother had any control over, and his father deferred to this demand. She was an absolute stickler when it came to cleanliness, and woe betide them if they got a speck of coal-dust on her immaculately clean floors.


He followed his father into the outhouse where, after stripping off their clothes, they gave them a brisk thump to remove some of the debris. Then it was a good slosh down under a shower his father had rigged up, and a change of clothes before they dared to enter the house.


As they stepped into the kitchen the house seemed strangely quiet and John’s brow creased. He could hear the kettle hissing gently on the gas stove, and the smell of stew made his nostrils twitch with appreciation, but there was no sign of his mother, or Millie.


He shot his father a puzzled glance, but before either spoke there was a clatter of feet coming down the stairs and his sister appeared, looked white-faced and anxious. ‘Thank goodness you’re home. Mum’s not well and I didn’t know what to do. She’s insisting on getting up now and won’t let me call the doctor.’


‘What’s wrong with her, girl?’ Alfie Pratchett snapped.


‘I … I don’t know, Dad. She just sort of fainted, and then when she came round I persuaded her to lie down.’


John made to go upstairs but his father put a detaining hand on his arm. ‘It’s nothing to worry about. Stay down here and I’ll go up to see her.’


Before John had time to protest his father pushed past him and he was left gazing at his back as he stomped up the stairs. Turning quickly to Millie, he asked, ‘What do you mean, she fainted? What caused it?’


‘I don’t know. She looked fine when I came home from school, but then all of a sudden she passed out.’


Just then, their father reappeared, and behind him was their mother. John studied her face, thinking that she looked pale and tired. ‘Are you all right, Mum?’


‘Yes. Don’t fuss, my dear, I’m fine.’


‘But why did you faint?’


Eileen Pratchett’s face flushed and she turned hurriedly away from her son’s gaze. ‘I think I must have overdone it, that’s all. I gave the bedrooms a good clean today and after turning the mattresses I felt worn out.’


John’s eyes narrowed as he watched his mother bustling around preparing their evening meal. She always worked like a beaver in the house, polishing everything until it sparkled, but she had never fainted before so why should today be any different? As she lifted the lid of a saucepan, the delicious aroma of stew filled the room and made his mouth salivate, yet even with this distraction he carried on watching her carefully. There was something wrong, and if she fainted again he would insist that she went to see Dr King.


His father was showing no sign of concern as he flopped onto a chair, and a thought struck John. Before going upstairs he seemed to know in advance that the fainting fit was nothing to worry about – yet how?


Later that evening, Millie glanced at her mother as the sound of raised voices penetrated the thin walls. Billy Benson was at it again and Millie cringed, hoping that her best friend Pat wasn’t on the receiving end of his temper.


She saw her father lean forward to turn up the volume on the wireless, and watching his movements Millie frowned. John was right: her dad might ignore her, but at least she never received the beatings that Pat suffered on a regular basis. Why was Billie Benson so violent? Were all men the same? No, she thought, all men couldn’t be as horrible as Billy Benson. There was Cyril Blake, for instance, who lived on the other side of them in number eight. He was a lovely man and his wife Stella was nice too, and though she suffered dreadfully with rheumatoid arthritis she always appeared cheerful and kind.


Millie heard a scream and jerked in her chair. Oh Pat – poor Pat!


‘It’s time you were in bed, Millie.’


Another scream, something crashing. ‘But Mum, can’t we stop Mr Benson, he’s—’


‘You heard your mother. Clear off up to bed!’


She scrambled to her feet, instantly obeying her father, her thoughts churning as she ran upstairs. Why didn’t they do something? Why was Mr Benson allowed to get away with it? Millie undressed quickly, shivering in the cold room and finding the lino freezing underfoot as she scampered across the room to turn off the light. Hurrying back she dived into bed, and burrowed under the blankets, her feet fishing around for the hot-water bottle.


Then, just as she pulled the eiderdown up so high that only her nose was visible, the noise from next door ceased abruptly. She screwed her eyes tightly shut, offering up a silent prayer that her friend was all right, and not only Pat, her little sisters too.


At eight-thirty the next morning Millie ran to answer the knock on the door, relieved to see Pat on the step. ‘I heard the racket last night,’ she whispered. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Yeah,’ Pat said, her voice dismissive as she avoided her friend’s eyes. ‘Are you ready to go?’


‘I’ll just get my satchel.’ Millie dashed into the kitchen and took it off a chair. ‘Bye, Mum, I’m off. Mum, did you hear me? I’m going to school now.’


‘What? Oh sorry, I was miles away. Have you got your dinner-money?’


‘Yes, but are you sure you’re all right?’ Millie gazed worriedly at her mother, wondering if she was ill again.


‘I’m fine, now off you go,’ and with both hands flat on the table, Eileen pushed herself up.


She looks tired, Millie thought. Her mother’s movements were like those of an old woman. ‘Perhaps I should stay home today.’


‘No, I’ve told you, I’m fine,’ Eileen said again, beginning to bustle around as usual as she cleared the table.


Relieved to see her mother acting normally, Millie gave her a quick kiss and then hurriedly left the house to walk to school with Pat.


As they ambled along, Millie tried to pump her friend about last night’s row, but as usual Pat evaded her questions. They’d been friends since their last year in junior school, Millie befriending Pat when she’d joined her class as a new girl. Shortly after that, Pat’s mother died, and gradually as they progressed from junior to secondary school, Millie had seen her friend change. She acquired a hard exterior and showed little emotion, alienating herself from most people. Gradually their other friends dropped away, but Millie knew it was just a veneer that hid Pat’s vulnerability, and they remained steadfast best mates.


The antithesis of each other in looks, Millie thought her friend beautiful. Pat had fine facial features with a full mouth and lovely auburn hair, but it was her eyes that were the most striking – cat-shaped and an arresting amber colour. She had two younger sisters whom she protected fiercely from their father’s temper, bearing the brunt of his beatings when she jumped to their defence. They were strange little girls who clung to each other and seemed withdrawn, living in their own little world.


‘Millie, what are you gonna do when we leave school at Easter?’


‘I don’t know, but I don’t want to work in a factory. What about you?’


‘I don’t care, but it’s got to be a job that pays good money. I wish now I’d tried harder and hadn’t failed my eleven-plus.’


‘Me too, although we won’t earn much at first whatever we do.’


‘I’ve got to earn good money – I’ve just got to!’


‘Why?’ Millie asked, seeing her friend’s face set in hard lines.


‘I wanna leave home.’


It didn’t surprise her to hear Pat say that, and who could blame her? ‘Tate and Lyle’s pay isn’t bad – perhaps you could try there?’


‘No, it won’t be enough. I need to pay the rent on a flat.’


‘A flat! Why do you need a flat?’


‘’Cos I ain’t leaving me sisters with him.’


‘But how will you be able to work, and look after your sisters?’


‘I dunno, Millie, but I can’t leave them. If I’m not there he’ll start on them … I just know he will.’


‘Hello, girls – off to school, are you?’ Dora Saunders asked, preventing Millie from questioning her friend any further.


‘Yes, Mrs Saunders,’ the two girls answered simultaneously, smiling at the woman leaning against the stanchion on her doorstep.


Dora Saunders was a lovely old lady, short and tubby, who bore the brunt of many jokes. She had a love of long words and this had earned her the nickname of ‘Dictionary Dora’. Unfortunately, the words were often mispronounced or out of context, and many times she had people in the street doubled up with laughter.


‘Mind you pay attention to your teacher,’ she now said, wagging her finger to emphasise her advice. ‘Education is important and you need to be convergent in all your subjects.’


Putting a hand over their mouths to hide their splutters the girls just nodded, hurrying past Dora before bursting into laughter. ‘Convergent,’ Pat gasped, wiping her wet eyes. ‘I haven’t heard that word before and as usual she’s probably got it mixed up. We’ll have to look it up at lunchtime.’


‘I know,’ Millie giggled. ‘But Dora’s lovely, isn’t she?’


‘Yeah, she’s a good sort.’


Both girls grimaced as they arrived at school. The grey stone Victorian building looked forbidding, the playground wet after the earlier rain as they hurried through the gates. ‘Not much longer now, Millie. We’ll be leaving in March.’


‘Yes, and I can’t wait – but come on, let’s hurry. If we’re late for register we’re bound to get detention.’


At lunchtime, thinking themselves too grown up for the playground, both girls ate their food hastily and then made for the school library.


They wanted to look up Dora’s word, and finding it in the dictionary they grinned at each other. Convergent – of lines – coming together to a point.


‘Somehow I don’t think she meant that,’ Millie commented as she read the meaning. ‘But look, the next entry is conversant, and that means to be well-acquainted with either a person or a subject. Dora wasn’t far off getting it right this time. What she was trying to say was that we should strive to know all our subjects.’


‘Yeah, it’s been easier to sort out than usual. Do you remember when she was complaining that me dad had called out explicates to her?’


‘Crumbs yes, it took us ages to work out that she meant expletives.’ The girls laughed at the memory, neither of them aware as yet that Dora was playing a part in their education, and their eventual love of words.


Millie flicked through a few more pages of the dictionary and then stood up to scan the books on the shelves, her mind distracted as she thought back to her conversation with Pat that morning. It seemed impossible that her friend would be able to take her sisters with her when she left home. Billy Benson would never allow it, and come to think of it, surely Pat couldn’t legally leave until she was sixteen?
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