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      Chapter 1

      
      1944

      
      ‘We normally only take on grammar-school girls, but I’d like to offer you a junior’s job. We’ll give you a trial in our children’s
         department.’
      

      
      The words were music to the ears of the shy fourteen-year-old being interviewed by George Heyworth. Eve looked across at her
         mother, Gertrude, who had done most of the talking while her daughter sat quietly, responding with a brief ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to
         any questions.
      

      
      ‘I normally only pay fifteen shillings a week, but I’ll start you off with a pound a week,’ he added, smiling at them both.

      
      Eve thought she was being offered extra money because he felt sorry for her mother. Gertrude had told him about the hardships
         she faced as a widow and the man sitting opposite her listened with a sympathetic expression on his face.
      

      
      ‘I brought up seven children on my own after their father died, and I’ve never had trouble from any of them,’ she said.

      
      Mrs Gray was dressed smartly and wore her best hat. She spoke in a very matter-of-fact way about her life; she wasn’t seeking
         sympathy for the struggles she’d endured.
      

      
      Mr Heyworth turned to look at Eve, a picture of innocence in her red school beret and a smart blue-grey coat. She smiled back
         at him, delighted with the generous pay and the chance of being a junior shop girl in such a smart shop.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Mr Heyworth. When would you like me to start?’

      
      ‘How about next week?’

      
      ‘Yes, of course,’ she replied eagerly.

      
      
      Eve had immediately warmed to the grey-haired, fatherly figure who was to be her boss. He was softly spoken and had a kind
         face.
      

      
      ‘He’s such a lovely man – he seems so kind,’ she told her mother as they left the store.

      
      It was the first time that Eve or her mother had ever set foot inside Heyworth’s; the clothes on sale were far out of their
         price range. Eve wondered what it would be like working there with its posh customers.
      

      
      The job offer was a huge relief for Eve and she counted her blessings that the visit to Heyworth’s had proved successful.
         It was the last name on a list of three shops offering positions for school leavers which her teacher considered suitable
         for her.
      

      
      The first name on her list was Joshua Taylor’s, a large department store opposite Heyworth’s. It also sold top-quality ladies’
         clothing and was a rival to Heyworth’s. It had begun trading in Cambridge in 1860, but had opened its first store fourteen
         miles away in 1810 in the cathedral city of Ely. Joshua Taylor’s had established a library in the store and had advertised
         for an assistant to look after its precious archive. As Eve had helped out in her school library, her teacher thought she
         would suit this post, but Eve quickly dismissed the idea. Although she’d liked school, she didn’t feel she was very clever,
         and told her mum, ‘It’s not for me, I’ll be bored working in their library.’
      

      
      They walked around the corner to the second shop on her list, a ladies’ underwear store called Etam in Market Street. Eve’s
         heart skipped a beat when she took one look inside the door, overcome with dread. She stared at the sales assistants wearing
         long, black old-fashioned dresses and knew this was no place for her – the women looked like relics from the Edwardian era
         and Eve shuddered at the thought of working there. She was so sure of its unsuitability that she fled without even stepping
         inside to enquire about the vacancy they had on offer.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Mum, but I can’t work there. It looks dead. I wouldn’t be happy working with those old ladies. Let’s see what
         Heyworth’s is like.’
      

      
      Gertrude wanted her daughter to be happy and could understand her reluctance to work with the old ladies at Etam, but she hoped
         their next stop would prove to be third time lucky for her youngest daughter. Heyworth’s was a couple of minutes’ walk away.
         Although Eve had never set foot in Heyworth’s before, she immediately felt at home there and was relieved to have finally
         found somewhere to work where she felt she would be happy.
      

      
      One question troubled Eve. ‘What will I wear? I don’t have anything smart enough.’

      
      Eve knew Gertrude couldn’t afford to spend very much, as every penny she had was budgeted carefully to pay the bills. Eve
         and her mother never went out shopping together, but for this special occasion Gertrude was happy to make an exception. They walked
         together to Frost’s, in Norfolk Street, to buy a suitable dress for Eve’s new job.
      

      
      The final choice left Eve feeling disappointed – the dress her mother chose for her was not to her liking. It was a black
         long-sleeved woollen dress with a high sweetheart neckline. As she looked at her reflection in the mirror, she felt it made
         her look frumpy, far older than her age. But, as an obedient daughter, Eve never considered openly questioning her mother’s choice of dress for her.
      

      
      ‘It should keep you warm in the winter. You’ll get used to it,’ said Gertrude reassuringly.

      
      
      Other girls from her school were starting new jobs too, working at Chivers’ jam factory in Histon, a village just outside
         Cambridge, or at Pye’s factory in Cambridge, where telescopes and height-finders were made for war planes. Some schoolgirls
         found jobs in offices, on the local telephone network switchboard, or, like Eve, in shops.
      

      
      * * *

      
      Eve was born in the Fenland village of Littleport, near Ely, and the family later moved to Darwin Drive in Cambridge, where
         her father William found work as a butcher. Her three sisters were called Peggy, Beryl and Marjorie, and her brothers were
         Bill, Ron and Derek. Eve was second youngest, and the youngest girl, with Derek being the baby of the family.
      

      
      They were never well off, but Eve’s hard-working father liked to give treats to his young family when he could and each Friday
         he brought sweets home for them after work. Unfortunately, poor health and heart trouble forced William to give up his job,
         but he soon found part-time kitchen work at Jesus College, part of the University of Cambridge.
      

      
      When Eve was six, William’s health unexpectedly took a turn for the worse when he developed a fever and had difficulty breathing.
         An ambulance was called. The last time Eve saw her father, he was being carried out of their house on a stretcher on his way
         to hospital. All the neighbours gathered round to watch.
      

      
      ‘I’ll be back,’ he called out to his wife and family, waving as he was being carried away.

      
      They never saw him alive again; William returned home in a coffin. He died of pneumonia aged forty, leaving Gertrude widowed
         with seven children to feed and clothe. Eve was only six years old and baby Derek only six months.
      

      
      William’s coffin was brought to the house, where it lay on the black leather sofa in the front room. All the children
         leaned over to kiss him on the forehead and pay their last respects. Eve shuddered as she felt the iciness of his marble-like
         skin against her lips.
      

      
      Following the loss of the family breadwinner, Eve’s mother, who was ten years older than William, scrimped and saved and miraculously
         made ends meet to feed and clothe her children, making sure they had all the essentials.
      

      
      When Eve’s shoe soles became thin, her thrifty mother carried out her own repairs to save money. She used a cast-iron shoe-form,
         a cobbler’s last – which many families kept in their shed – that William had bought to hammer on new leather soles. If she
         didn’t have any leather, she fitted the shoes with cardboard insoles to make them last longer until they were either repaired
         or replaced.
      

      
      Despite her hard work looking after the family and home, Eve’s mother always took pride in her appearance and everyone told
         her how smart she was. She liked to wear a hat like the best-dressed women. At home she always wore a long apron, the kind
         that wrapped around the waist and tied up at the front. In the afternoon she swapped her long apron for a little pinafore
         apron with a frill.
      

      
      She cooked delicious traditional dishes, and Eve’s favourite meals were liver and bacon or pork with sliced potatoes and gravy.
         She also loved her mum’s scrummy steamed puddings. On Sundays they tucked into a roast dinner, and the rest of the day revolved
         around church. Eve wasn’t allowed to knit or sew, the family treated Sunday as a day of rest, just as the Bible instructed.
         From the age of seven, Eve went to Sunday school every Sunday afternoon at the United Reformed Church, and then as a teenager she went to
         church in the morning and to a church youth group in the evening as well.
      

      
      Eve knew little about her parents’ lives. She knew her mother came from Banbury, but she had no idea how she had met her father,
         who came from Luton – it was never talked about.
      

      
      She knew nothing about her mother’s childhood and family, and it was several years before she realised her mother had lots
         of brothers and sisters. One of her uncles, whom she had never met before and knew nothing of, suddenly surprised Eve and
         her three sisters after their father had died by sending them each a pair of black leather boots for the winter. They had
         buttons down the side and the generous gift was much appreciated by all the girls. Eve could only think that he felt sorry
         for them, and they all thought how kind their mystery uncle was, knowing their mother could not have afforded to buy them.
         There was no spare money for extras, any luxury items or holidays.
      

      
      Eve’s mother was a proud woman who never showed her feelings or complained about her lot. She seemed unable to show affection
         to her children or to tell them she loved them; she never gave them hugs or cuddles, and sometimes turned her cheek the other
         way when Eve went to kiss her. When she was older, Eve would wonder what might have happened in Gertrude’s childhood to make
         her unable to show her feelings.
      

      
      Christmas Day was a big day for Eve and her brothers and sisters, and even though the family didn’t have much money, they
         always woke to find their stockings were filled with an orange, an apple and some nuts. The seven children were also given
         three board games – one of them being shuffleboard – to share between them, and they spent many happy hours playing them on
         dark winter nights.
      

      
      A year or two after Eve’s father died, Eve was given a special present that surpassed all others – a beautiful doll’s house.
         Every room was fitted with miniature furniture and she adored playing with it. She never found out who sent it, and her mother
         remained close-lipped on the subject.
      

      
      The family later moved to a large rented house in Victoria Road, Cambridge. Gertrude took in a lodger to help make ends meet,
         and Eve’s older sisters all paid their way too. Eve loved the new house, and spent her summer holidays playing in a nearby
         park, taking picnics of jam sandwiches and home-made lemonade. She would spend the whole day there, playing hide and seek,
         skipping and tag with her younger brother Derek, and friends from Sunday school..
      

      
      Eve loved swimming and it was fortunate that Jesus Green Pool, Cambridge’s biggest pool, if not the biggest lido in the country
         at 300 feet long, was only around the corner from her home. The sight of the glistening water on a hot summer afternoon was
         exhilarating, and hearing the sound of splashing and everyone having fun made it an irresistible attraction. Swimming was
         tremendous fun for Eve and her brother Derek, and they were the only children in their family who could swim, having been taught
         at school. They went as often as their mother could afford to give them the penny each to get in.
      

      
      Unlike most of the other girls at her school, Eve didn’t wear a uniform, as her mother couldn’t afford to buy one. When Eve
         took up dressmaking in needlework class, she was able to wear school colours for the first time by making a red and white
         gingham skirt and blouse, and she wore a smart red beret to complete her uniform. It made her feel really good to be
         able to dress like most other girls in her school for the first time and very proud that she had made something for herself
         to wear.
      

      
      
      She often felt deeply embarrassed during school cookery lessons. If her mother couldn’t afford to buy the ingredients she
         needed, Eve had no choice but to watch her classmates prepare delicious food, smelling the wonderful aroma of a cake, fruit
         pie or a savoury dish, while she washed up.
      

      
      Bedtime was scary for Eve. She shared an iron-framed double bed in the attic with sisters Beryl, six years older than her,
         and Marjorie, three years her senior. Being younger than her sisters, Eve had to go to bed first. And because she was the
         youngest, she slept in the middle, which she didn’t like, as she was squashed up. But at least it was the warmest place on cold
         nights when they cuddled up to keep warm. The winter nights were sometimes so cold that icicles formed inside the bedroom
         window, which Eve and her sisters would pick off and suck.
      

      
      It was an old house full of creaking sounds, which made Eve’s hair stand on end. As she lay in bed scared and alone, waiting
         for her sisters to come up, she heard strange sounds and her imagination ran riot, terrified in case it was the bogeyman.
      

      
      ‘Who’s that coming up the stairs?’ she wondered, trembling under the blanket, and waiting for her door to open.

      
      * * *

      
      Eve was nine when the war started. She was petrified of the air raids – the sound of the warning siren made her shake like
         a leaf. Sometimes the siren went off once a week, sometimes twice a night.
      

      
      When Eve’s mother heard the shrieking sound of the siren, she would call out urgently to her children, ‘Quick, quick, get
         down into the pantry.’
      

      
      The pantry was located under stone steps in the basement and provided an ideal secure hideaway and makeshift air-raid shelter.
         Eve would obediently follow her mother down the steps into the basement, eager to escape the unbearable noise.
      

      
      The pantry had thick concrete walls and Eve sat there in the dark, her hands pressed against her ears to block out the terrifying
         sound of heavy aircraft overhead.
      

      
      The raids happened mostly at night, but sometimes in the day too, and Eve would quickly dress when she heard the sirens, ready
         in case she needed to leave the house. With one brother, Bill, away in the army and another, Ron, in the navy, and with her
         sisters at work, Eve cuddled up in the dark pantry with her younger brother Derek if it was a daytime warning. Sometimes they
         stayed hidden in the pantry for an hour, sometimes longer. They stayed there until the all-clear siren, and then Eve eagerly
         rushed up the steps in search of daylight.
      

      
      ‘I hate it here. I hate being down in this basement,’ she told her mother after one lengthy raid.

      
      ‘We’ve got no choice. This is the safest place for us,’ Gertrude replied.

      
      ‘I know, but I’m scared, and I hate those sounds.’

      
      Back in 1940, when Eve was ten, the whole of Cambridge, and particularly Eve’s neighbourhood, were shocked by a terrible aeroplane
         crash in Histon Road, just around the corner from her home in Victoria Road and close to the park where Eve used to play.
      

      
      Tragically, it had been caused by an RAF bomber returning from a raid on the Continent, which crashed into the terraced houses,
         killing three elderly women.
      

      
      
      Eve joined her friends to see the aftermath and terrible destruction. There were mountainous piles of rubble where the homes
         had once stood, and the women’s personal belongings were scattered on the ground with their smashed furniture.
      

      
      And the war was still raging when Eve left school. Her young life was about to move into a new direction and she counted the
         days till she could start work as a junior shop girl at Heyworth’s.
      

      
      * * *

      
      ‘See you lunchtime, Mum,’ Eve called out cheerily to Gertrude as she walked out of her house.

      
      She was due to arrive at Heyworth’s at 8.45 a.m. sharp and was keen to be there on time on her first day.

      
      Her mother, with her pinny tied up neatly around her waist, nodded as Eve left and wished her well.

      
      Eve walked briskly into the town with her sister. Marjorie worked at Eaden Lilley’s, a rival store opposite Heyworth’s.
         It was regarded as more of a family department store, however, and not quite as upmarket. Marjorie had started at Eaden Lilley
         straight after school as a junior in the gloves, scarves and accessories department, and loved her job there. The two sisters
         walked across Jesus Green and arrived at their respective stores after fifteen minutes or so.
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