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TO MARGARET, MY TYPIST,


WHO STOOD BY ME IN TIMES OF ADVERSITY










Prologue


With a yawn, Sue stretched out her long slim shape over the pink silk divan. Lifting one of her legs high into the air, she casually surveyed the jewelled slipper balanced precariously on the end of her painted toes.


Sue was an extremely beautiful woman in her early thirties. At first glance you might think that her face and figure were flawless but if you looked closely you would just be able to see a faint scar, which a highly skilled surgeon had all but erased, running down her cheek from her eye to her mouth. And in those wide dark eyes, behind the seductive gaze, you might see a sadness hidden away from the rest of the world. Or you might see an occasional bitter twist of her pink lips. But on the whole, she looked like a woman who enjoyed her work and who was in control of her life. Certainly the luxuriously furnished flat was an indication of her success.


Suddenly the door opened and a tiny, wizened woman came into the room. Her strange hooded eyes were so deep set that it was impossible to tell what colour they were. She was neat and tidy in a black dress and natty white apron with a little piece of fancy lace on top of her frizzy hair. And when she opened her mouth in a perfectly straight line, she exposed little black stumps which might once have been teeth.


Sue stared at the maid through a veil of false eyelashes. ‘Shut the shop, Gladys,’ she said. ‘Take the phone off the hook. I don’t want no more clients today.’


Gladys’ wide mouth gaped in astonishment. ‘But you’ve got two more to come, Sue.’


Sue shrugged. ‘I don’t want them today,’ she declared. ‘You’ll have to send them away. I’m quitting for the day – I’ve got things on my mind.’


This seemed to please Gladys tremendously. She clasped her hands together and looked eagerly at Sue. ‘Are we going to have a chat?’ she asked.


‘You know we are, you crafty old devil,’ replied Sue. ‘Go and get the nosh and a bottle. You and I will talk over old times.’


Soon the velvet drapes were drawn across the tall windows. Sue still lay on the pink divan but was freshly bathed and dressed in a frilly housecoat. On the rug beside her crouched Gladys looking like an excited child. The remains of their satisfying meal lay on the table by the wall.


‘I can still hear my damned old stepmother’s voice,’ said Sue. ‘It still comes to me, clear as a bell: ‘You’ll come to a bad end, you will’, she mimicked in the high-pitched voice. ‘Bad end!’ she said scornfully. ‘Look at all this!’ She swept her arm around to indicate the lusciousness of the room. ‘I hardly call this a bad end.’


The gnome-like figure at her feet nodded in agreement. Gladys’ brown cheeks were flushed red from the effects of the strong sherry they had shared. ‘Go on, Sue,’ she giggled. ‘Talk about those days when we was poor orphans at St Augustine’s.’


With a serene smile on her lips, Sue closed her eyes and let her mind drift back in time to unfold the story of a little girl who never had a chance . . .
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A Bad Start


Sue’s thoughts drifted back to the earliest days of her childhood, when she played barefooted in the slum back streets, and pushed a shabby old pram full of babies to the park during the school holidays. She vividly recalled the squabbles and fights with the other kids, and particularly the bigger boys who swore every other word, told filthy jokes and exposed themselves behind the bushes, beckoning the girls to come and have a look at them. Yes, she could remember all that very well. But most of all she could remember a particular day, which came back to her now like a bad dream, when the police came charging through the house after her lively Cockney father who tried desperately to escape from them by scrambling over the roof tops. Young Sue had watched the chase in bewilderment but then she knew that an accident had followed, because of the commotion – the crowds milling about, the white ambulance that came and went and, most of all, her little mother screaming hysterically. No one bothered to explain to that skinny little girl what had happened, but she, quietly minding her twin brothers in the kitchen, knew that it was something bad.


The following day, her grief-stricken mother had collapsed down on the bare floor-boards, gasping and clutching her swollen belly. ‘Get the midwife, Sue!’ she cried.


On long thin legs Sue had run down the street to fetch the old crone who returned with her, shuffling in old carpet slippers and carrying a large straw shopping bag.


Later that day, the ambulance came to the street once again, and her mother, covered with a red blanket, disappeared to hospital. For some hours afterwards, the neighbours stood about gossiping; some wept.


So then it was goodbye to the drab slum house with its dirty linen and faded wallpaper. How often since, she wondered, had her heart ached for that squalid room, where she used to sit up in bed surrounded by her grubby brothers and sisters, and share a sticky piece of nougat with them while she told them fairy tales? But it was no more. The back street home was replaced by a hard white bed, painted walls and three substantial meals a day, with a prayer before and after.


Nine years old, with her dark hair hanging on two long pigtails, Sue had stared insolently at the matron of the children’s home, and carefully sized up the situation. Her cheeks had been so well scrubbed that they tingled, and rebellion seethed in her young breast. Let them start, she thought angrily; she was ready for them. They had taken the twins away from her earlier, without even letting her see them. Tears welled up in her eyes but she forced them back. She was not going to cry, she would not let them see how much they had hurt her. She hated these Nosey Parkers, and they were not going to keep her in this rotten school, she vowed, no matter how hard they tried.


‘She’s quite intelligent,’ explained Miss Woodcote, the welfare officer, to the matron. ‘It’s a pity she came from such a bad home, with the father in and out of prison.’


‘Well, we get all kinds here,’ the matron replied placidly. ‘She’ll soon settle down.’


Sue spent three years at Barham House. She absconded twice and was brought back by the police on both occasions. How she hated the place! It never changed. Every day was dreary and monotonous. They did the same things at the same times in the same places. They are the same old food, read the same old books and played with the same old jigsaw puzzles. Sue grew big and very tall, and her dark eyes became angry and brooding. It was not that anyone was unkind to her, it was just that she was starved of affection when her young heart was crying out to be loved and to give love.


Nearly twelve and her figure had begun to fill out. She had long, perfectly formed legs, and her small breasts were like spring buds as they pushed shape into the sack-like gingham dress she had to wear. Her dresses always had the same faded light-blue checks. Sometimes they were too long, sometimes they were too short but always they were too tight around the bust for Sue. But Sue had seldom seen herself in a full-length mirror, and was quite unconcerned about her shape. When she walked, she leaned forwards slightly and took long, boyish strides. And her face always had a surly, hang-dog expression.


‘Sue has settled nicely,’ remarked Miss Woodcote on one of her infrequent visits.


‘Yes,’ replied the new young matron. ‘The staff all agree that she has changed considerably since I came.’ She beamed.


Miss Woodcote sipped her tea in an absent-minded manner. ‘I’m pleased to get a good report of Sue. She was a big problem here at first.’


‘She likes to see you,’ said Matron. ‘No one else has ever visited her.’


‘I’m afraid that this is my last visit,’ replied Miss Woodcote. ‘I’m leaving the service, and going to Africa on mission work, something I have always fancied.’


‘How nice,’ replied Matron, ‘but Sue will really miss you.’ She paused. ‘I must say, she is very handy with the small children.’


‘That’s just as well,’ replied Miss Woodcote. ‘If she hadn’t settled down here it would have been reform school for her, after the trouble she has caused.’ She placed her tea cup carefully on the table beside her. ‘A slight hazard has cropped up concerning Sue,’ she said. ‘Her father will shortly be paroled. He is a very embittered man and permanently crippled by the fall he had while being arrested.’


Matron nodded and sighed. ‘Oh dear,’ she said, ‘what troubles lie ahead for Sue, then? If her father claims her, I’ll be forced to let her go.’


‘Yes,’ replied Miss Woodcote, ‘and most of our hard work will have been for nothing.’ She picked up her gloves. ‘I have to admit that I won’t be sorry to leave the welfare service. Will you say goodbye to Sue for me? I don’t think I can face it.’


Thus Sue’s only friend from the outside world was preparing to abandon her. Miss Woodcote had been the one who brought sweets and talked to her about that little back street called home. At first Sue had been waiting anxiously in the corridor for her, but then she had gone outside to listen to the women’s conversation at the half-open window. Now she had heard enough. Sullenly, she hugged her long arms tight about her. Tucked under the faded cardigan, her nails bit viciously into her skin. She kicked her heels against the wall and her dark eyes squinted. ‘Beasts!’ she muttered. ‘Mean, evil beasts!’ She seethed at the fact that they were making plans and talking about her like that after all the work she had done for them, each morning sitting the little kids on pots which she then had the dirty job of emptying. Blast them! Who wanted to see the old man anyway? Hadn’t he been the cause of her getting shut up in here in the first place?


Several girls wandered past, talking and giggling with each other. As Sue stared scornfully at them, her angry scowl centred on one child in particular, a dainty, pretty girl with long flaxen curls. ‘That stuck-up Lily Davies, I’ll give her a bashing,’ muttered Sue. And without warning, she pounced, grabbing those silken tresses and viciously punching the other child. The two girls rolled over and over on the green lawn scratching and biting between shrill screaming. Other children ran quickly to the house. ‘Miss! Miss!’ they called. ‘Come quick, Sue’s hurting Lily Davies again.’


A few minutes later, Sue stood defiantly before the shocked matron. And as Miss Woodcote’s car left the drive, Sue was marched off for punishment.


At the age of thirteen, Sue was still living at Barham House. The head girl in a posh private school could not hold more sway than did Sue in this house for under-privileged children. After the departure of Miss Woodcote and the affair of Lily Davies, the sweet but firm matron, whose pink-and-white complexion could get extremely mottled in agitation, spoke kindly to this confused child and seemed to inspire her confidence. ‘Promise me, dear,’ she begged, ‘you will never eavesdrop again. If there is anything that you want to know, come to me and we will discuss it together.’


Untouched, Sue had weighed her up. She was soft this one, she reflected. It wouldn’t be hard to kid her. And with this thought, she appeared to give in gracefully.


Matron was sadly understaffed at the home. Sue was a strong girl, so it made good sense to give her some responsibility which would keep her occupied and out of trouble. ‘I’ll make you a monitor, Sue,’ coaxed Matron. ‘But you must promise that you will never again be violent as you were to Lily Davies.’


‘Never liked her,’ Sue replied flatly, sucking on the boiled sweet that Matron had given her.


‘Well, Lily’s gone home now, so that’s the end of that,’ sighed Matron, ‘but please try and control your temper, Sue, or it will be the undoing of you.’


At night, Sue was dormitory monitor, mornings, she was baby minder and in between she was Matron’s pet. Naughty children were smacked or fussed as required. With her dark eyes always on the alert, Sue kept order and made herself very useful. She grew big and strong and very capable. That last year at Barham House proved to be the happiest of her youth. In spite of the monotony, the dreary, unchanging meals and long prayers, the baby washing and ironing, it had become part of her life. At last, Sue was completely institutionalized.


One sunny afternoon, as Sue sat in a window-seat munching an apple and gazing towards the main gate, the ramshackle taxi from the station pulled up in the drive. There was something vaguely familiar about the man who got out. He walked slowly as if in pain, and grasped a walking-stick to support him. Behind him emerged a plump peroxide blonde.


As she ate her apple, Sue surveyed them dreamily. She was quite unconcerned. They are probably some kid’s parents coming to take her home, she decided, and she dismissed them from her mind.


Not long after, Matron hurried down the corridor with a flushed and anxious face. ‘Sue!’ she called, ‘I’d like to talk to you.’


Casually, Sue got up from her seat and went into Matron’s office. Just inside the door the cripple who had arrived in the taxi came towards her, hands outstretched. ‘Sue! My dear little Sue!’ he cried.


Sue looked down in horror at this shrivelled little man whom she recognized now as her own father. But he was not the tall good-looking father she had always remembered; instead, he was an aged and wrinkled wreck of a man. Matron put a steady arm about her as she backed away. ‘These are your parents, Sue,’ she explained gently. ‘They’ve come to visit you.’


‘We ain’t come on no visit,’ the blonde woman’s loud grating voice broke in. ‘We’ve come to take ’er ’ome.’


‘Take me home?’ gasped Sue. ‘I live here. Anyway,’ she added, giving an aggressive stare at the woman, ‘who’s she?’


‘She’s your new mother, Sue,’ her father wheezed.


‘I’m not going,’ she declared obstinately, tossing back her head. ‘I’m all right here.’


‘But we’ve made a nice comfortable ’ome for yer,’ her father begged. ‘I want to make up for all the years you’ve ’ad to spend in this place.’


Matron had become slightly annoyed. She straightened her back even more than usual. ‘I hope you have the necessary papers to take her away,’ she said tersely. ‘I will not let Sue go without the correct authorization.’


‘Let’s get it over,’ said Sue’s new stepmother, Lil, briskly. ‘Here are the papers.’ She thrust them in front of Matron. ‘We can’t afford to make this journey twice.’


In a flash, Sue made for the door. Matron did not try to stop her. She wanted time to try and reason with this dogmatic woman and her sick-looking husband. But it was hopeless. They were determined. ‘Sue’s a big girl, her father is sick and needs her,’ insisted Lil. ‘We’ll take her home today. Get her things ready. We’ll wait.’


Unable to do more, Matron packed Sue’s few belongings in a plastic bag, consoling the girl with promises that she would do her best to get her back. Matron then accompanied them to the station to say goodbye. There were tears in her eyes. She had come to love this wayward child, and so the parting between them was not easy.


Wearing a long tweed coat, and a red ribbon in her hair, Sue sat in the corner of the train compartment scowling at her stepmother who nagged continuously. ‘Think yourself lucky, my girl,’ she said. ‘There’s plenty in that place would like to have a good home.’


Her father spoke seldom, but his face twisted constantly in pain. Sue sat motionless, her dark eyes gleaming such hatred that Lil began to get worried. She had not minded taking on an invalid husband, but she had not bargained for his difficult daughter as well. As the two surveyed each other, Sue wondered what had induced this cold, common woman to marry the hunched-up shell her father was. No doubt a fair nest-egg – the proceeds of the robbery that had destroyed his home and family – had been the bait.


Lil’s home was in Camden Town. It was a small flat in a depressed area where a quarter of the population were immigrants. Sue’s first impressions of her new home were lace curtains, paper roses, a plastic mat outside the door and the smell of furniture polish. And the moment she entered she felt depressed. When she met Lil’s son, Tommy, a goofy, bespectacled boy of about twelve who stared mockingly at her old-fashioned coat and the red ribbon bow on her hair, she disliked him on sight, and felt even gloomier. How was she going to survive here?


Sue tried desperately hard to acclimatize herself to her new family but she found that she hated Lil and Tommy increasingly each day, particularly since they did not bother to hide their own feelings about her. To her father she was kind and considerate. She took off his shoes for him at night and put them back on in the morning. With his dead weight on her arm, she escorted him to the paper shop every morning and to Mass on Sundays. While in prison, her father had taken up again with his religion, and since the onset of his illness, he had spent many hours on his knees with his rosary beads. Now Sue would kneel stolidly beside him in the church. The stained-glass windows and flickering candles cast golden light on the beautiful statues around them, and the atmosphere was one of peace and tranquillity. But none of this made any impression on Sue. Her mind would tick over as she made plans to escape from the domestic web she was caught in.


At her new school she was a problem. Sue had received very little education at Barham House. All the years of baby-minding and washing, added to the fact that she was word blind, made her unable to compete with children of her own age. So in the overcrowded secondary modern school where she had been sent, she was the tallest girl and the biggest dunce. It was not long before she had earned herself the nickname of ‘Soppy Sue’ from the other pupils because she was so slow to learn anything. Friendless and bored, Sue would sit at the back of the class casting malevolent glances about her at anyone who dared look at her. The teaching staff also disliked her, for she was always violent and every break-time there was invariably a fight to break up which involved Soppy Sue.


Life had become a little better at home. Lil worked all day in a factory. Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays were bingo nights when she would go out straight from work. On Tuesdays she would gather up a big bag of washing and dash out of the flat on the pretext of going down to the launderette. Then she would return after ten o’clock, always smelling of port wine. On Thursdays she did stay at home in the evenings. With her platinum hair-do bound up in a turban and her large frame covered with a spotted nylon overall, she would systematically clean the flat. She swept, dusted and polished every corner and woe betide anyone who got in her way. Red-faced, bad-tempered and perspiring Lil was always to be avoided on Thursdays. On these days, Sue wandered the streets and hung about at the corner of the streets or in the playground. The playground was a concrete square which swarmed with kids of every colour and creed. They all congregated there each evening, fighting to get places on the swings and roundabouts. ‘Give us a push, Sue!’ the younger children would cry out to her as she watched them from her position by the flower-beds. And because she had nothing else to do, she would obligingly push them high in the swing, ignoring the jeers from the girls of her own age who loudly chanted a street song, ‘Look at Soppy Sue’. They stood in groups smoking cigarettes, wearing lipstick and high-heeled shoes as they chatted about sex and dating boys. But whenever Sue approached, all conversation ceased. ‘Have to be careful of her,’ they would murmur as they drifted off, ‘she’s not quite the ticket.’


Now nearly fourteen, Sue was a lonely and strangely naive girl, a square peg in a round hole in this working-class community. Her life was not made any easier by the persistent persecution of Tommy, her stepbrother, who, with his gang of mates, would follow her about calling, ‘Ol’ Soppy Sue! Ol’ Soppy Sue!’ Sue would turn on them and chase them so that they fled in all directions but she could never catch them. She was nearly always the last to leave the park before it closed because she was searching to get Tommy. With her hands in the pockets of her old-fashioned coat, and her dark hair hanging wildly, she did not make a pretty picture as she hid near the park keeper’s hut hoping to pounce on that nasty boy.


The old park keeper had recently been replaced by a younger, ruddy-faced man in his thirties. This particular evening, Sue’s dark eyes watched him as he stood in the doorway in his peaked cap and uniform munching a bar of chocolate. Sue was very fond of chocolate; few bars had ever found their way to Barham House. The park keeper noticed her looking hungrily at him. ‘Want a piece?’ he asked.


‘Oh! yes please,’ Sue replied, moving towards him. As he halved the bar, his bright blue eyes scrutinized her tight dress and the shape of her bud-like breasts. ‘Better cut along home, your ma will be looking for you,’ he said.


‘I’ll be lucky,’ she said. ‘She doesn’t care.’


The young man moved closer to her, all sympathy as Sue told him of Barham House. He too had spent his youth locked away, so he knew what it was like. Sue was very happy to be able to talk to somebody else about her problems.


Next evening, the park keeper beckoned her to wait until all the kids had left the park. ‘Got a big bar of Milk Tray in my hut,’ he said casually.


The thought of this mouth-watering delicacy induced Sue to help him chase all the other kids out of the park, including Tommy, before joining her new-found friend in his little wooden hut.


She sat on the table with her legs wide apart as he shut the door. ‘Come on, part up,’ she said eagerly. She held out her hand expectantly, unperturbed by the fact that he had taken off his peaked cap, to reveal a semi-bald pate, or that his eyes shone with extraordinary brilliance or that his breathing was short and heavy. All she thought about was that much-fancied bar of chocolate. He approached her, holding the packet up high. ‘Here you are, Sue, see if you can reach it,’ he said coaxingly. And as she leaned back, reaching out for that prize, he pressed himself close to her.


Eagerly she grabbed the sweet, tearing off the tin-foil wrapping, and biting into the soft brown bar. ‘Want some?’ she asked, her mouth full.


‘No,’ he said. His voice was thick and muffled as he fiddled with his clothes. ‘Shall I tickle you, Sue?’ he muttered as his hand crept up her skirt. Sue hardly heard him as she munched her feast of chocolate. ‘Like this . . .’ he gasped, his hand fondling her soft flesh.


‘Scrumptious,’ nodded Sue, relishing the sweet flavour of the bar. She had now realized that he was lying almost on top of her and was quite agitated but she was not sure that she minded or was bothered. ‘Come on, Sue,’ he urged. ‘Lift up your skirt. You show me and I’ll show you.’ He exposed himself to her and, for a few moments, she gazed dispassionately at this display of hair and flesh.


Suddenly, over the top of the door, Tommy’s grubby face appeared. ‘Yah!’ he yelled. ‘I can see yer.’ Then he dropped out of sight and fled.


Immediately, the keeper leapt back and grabbed his trousers. ‘Get out of here, you little slut!’ he yelled at Sue. ‘Get out!’


‘Don’t do your nut,’ returned Sue calmly, and, cool as cucumber, she slid off the table.


‘Get out of here!’ he screeched, ‘and if you tell anyone, I’ll slit your throat, you dirty bitch!’ Nonchalantly, Sue drifted out the door, licking the final traces of chocolate from her lips. She took her time walking home, and was surprised to be met by an irate band of local residents led by Lil who was brandishing a poker.


‘You ain’t ’alf gonna cop it,’ yelled Tommy as he dashed past.


Lil caught Sue firmly by the arm. ‘Come on, my girl, we’ll deal with that dirty bugger first, and then I’ll settle with you.’


The angry crowd moved on down to the park where the keeper was duly beaten up and only saved from a worse fate by being arrested by the police. Sue herself was soon placed under the care and protection of the state once more.


There followed the trial in the magistrate’s court during which the nice young probation officer had described those sordid moments in the hut in such a nice manner. Sue had almost laughed aloud to hear the words, uttered so precisely: ‘He said that if she would show her private parts he would show his private parts . . .’


The old magistrate had stared at the prisoner in disgust.


‘The defendant is suffering from diminished responsibility,’ pleaded his counsel. ‘He has been in the care of the state for many years. This child is very precocious, and she clearly encouraged him.’


So it went on, like a game of tennis, with volley after volley of disgusting evidence. And Sue did not strengthen her case by telling the court that she did not mind being tickled.


At the end of it all, the park keeper was sent to a mental institution for treatment, and Sue, whose interests were taken up by the Roman Catholic priest who argued that an approved school would do her more harm than good, was to be sent to the convent where a watchful eye would be kept on her until she reached a more sensible age.


Thus our erring young delinquent was to find herself at St Augustine’s Convent. When Sister Agnes came to collect her, her mild manner and sweet gentle face had not the slightest effect on Sue. The harassed nun had not relished the task of separating a young girl from her family and had been expecting a scene. She was surprised. With a white face and hard eyes Sue stood by the door waiting for her. She was still wearing the old tweed coat that Barham House had furnished her with, and a small suitcase lay at her feet. ‘Come on, Sister, let’s get it over with,’ Sue said abruptly as the nun arrived. ‘I’m ready.’


The gentle sister looked for signs of tears, but the dark, inscrutable eyes stared back at her with no display of emotion at all. In the armchair by the fire, her father wept copious tears of self-pity, while behind him, with arms akimbo, his large spouse waited for Sue to leave. ‘Sexy bitch,’ she had declared earlier. ‘Never will be any good, and I’ve my Tommy to think of.’


‘Goodbye, Susan,’ she now said firmly and with no warmth in her voice.


‘Why don’t you say what you mean?’ sneered Sue. ‘Good riddance would be more like it.’


As Lil paled and Tommy sniggered, the sister hurriedly drew her cloak about her. ‘Come along, my dear,’ she said kindly and ushered Sue away.


Even from the beginning, the convent was a let-down to Sue. She had eagerly left the unsympathetic atmosphere of Lil’s poky flat, dreaming of warmth and affection, and the green fields and good, if dreary, food of Barham House. The convent, she thought, would be like that. But as they entered the iron gates of St Augustine’s, her heart gave a leap and she had an almost overpowering desire to turn and run out again. It was too late. The gates closed with an ominous clang which made her shudder. But she kept on walking, keeping in step with the sprightly Sister Agnes in her long flowing robes.


She followed the nun through long cold corridors, past dark alcoves from which small statues peered, and the huge pictures of the blood-streaked face of Our Lord, which adorned the walls. They meant nothing to her; the disturbed mind of this child was not to find the peace and sanctity that the other inhabitants shared within these pious walls.


They entered the great dining hall as tea was being eaten. Sue was sat on a bench where she gulped down weak tea and are bread and jam while she surveyed those around her who were to be her companions for the next two years. They were mostly Mongol children whom no one had wanted, and who had now grown old. With their little short bodies and fuzzy heads, they were unwanted humans, pushed out of sight by families who were ashamed of them.


Sue looked fearfully at them as they stated inquisitively at her. Her tall, well-proportioned body, seemed completely out of place amid this flotsam and jetsam of humanity who acted still as if they were little children. Sue recoiled in horror at the sight around her; it was almost too much to bear. But Sister Agnes placed a cool hand in hers. ‘Come now, Sue, come and meet our girls. And don’t look like that. They’re not monsters, you know. You will find them all intelligent, warm and very loving.’


But Sue could not move. She remained rooted to the spot, staring still in shock, so the kind nun left her alone and went off laughing with her little people as they left the dining hall.


Sue sat on a seat in the empty hall, feeling very alone and very forlorn and wondering how she might escape this terrible place.


It was at that moment that Gladys appeared. Very self-important, she came into the hall pushing along a large bath chair which contained a pale, shrivelled shape of a fair young girl. Gladys stopped directly level with Sue. ‘Brought any goodies in with you?’ she enquired.


‘If you mean sweets, no, I did not,’ replied Sue with open hostility.


‘All right,’ said Gladys, ‘keep your shirt on, I only asked. It’s not so bad in here, you know,’ she said conversationally. Sue did not reply.


‘Oh,’ said Gladys wisely, ‘I know what you’re thinking, but I’ll tell you, we ain’t all as potty as we look.’


This comical remark suddenly made Sue relax. She laughed and Gladys laughed, so they both laughed until tears ran down their faces. And so began the precious, life-long friendship between Gladys and Sue.
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Convent Girls


Slowly but surely the convent disciplined Sue as no place had ever been able to do before. At first there were periods of disobedience and the aftermath of punishment. A wet towel was bound over her face to prevent her blaspheming; she was subjected to a solitary cell and a diet of bread and water for refusing to complete her chores; and she spent many hours of penance, kneeling beside stout Sister Winifred until her knees were stiff and sore. But she was young and hardy, and she survived, especially since she had her new friend Gladys there to share her sorrow or joy.


It did not take long for Sue and Gladys to become a team; they were hand in glove in all the little conspiracies that took place in the convent. For although Gladys always managed to keep out of trouble, craftily and steadfastly, she had broken every rule in that tightly run establishment. They shared a dormitory with several epileptic girls who occasionally brought added excitement to the nights by throwing fits, as did two little midget sisters who constantly fought each other tooth and nail. Gladys and Sue would urge them on to fight and then sit back to watch them struggling with each other stripped to the waist, their dried-up breasts swinging from their brown-skinned bodies. The sisters would wrestle and fight, kicking each other with little bandy legs, until they had become so excited that Sue and Gladys would smother them with pillows and sit on them until they had cooled down again. After a morning filled with prayer and schooling, and an afternoon spent studying in the steaming laundry washing clothes, this macabre fun provided relief for the girls. And so they managed to create a fairly reasonable existence for themselves.


Time rolled by, and soon Sue was sixteen. She had a tall and upright figure and in a loud and vibrant voice, she bullied her less capable inmates into shape. As in the children’s home, Sue had established herself in a position of trust. The nuns had soon discovered that she was willing and very hard working, but part of her popularity came from her strong, pure singing voice. Sue could not read a word of Latin – it was unintelligible language to her – but the words she learnt by ear came from her long white throat in sweet, clear notes that were greatly appreciated by the nuns and priests of St Augustine’s.


Every morning at nine o’clock, Sue marshalled her squad of inmates, all dressed in striped cotton frocks, into the front row of the church. The children who attended the day school would laugh at the sight, and sit whispering and giggling at this queer assortment of females, whose heads were too large, and whose bodies were warped and misshapen. Some would not sit still, some twisted and turned uncontrollably, some rolled their eyes to Heaven. But on the first note of the organ their silver voices were raised up in praise of the Lord and rang through the church. All who heard them were spellbound. The Silly Girls Choir, as the congregation called it, had become the most magnificent in the district. They received invitations to sing in other places of worship, and once they even went to perform in Westminster Cathedral. As leader of the choir, Sue enjoyed this notoriety and the extra luxuries it brought – sweets and fruit, occasionally even cinema tickets.


That Sue was very capable there was no doubt. And some were misled by her apparent good behaviour. ‘You can never tell,’ remarked Mother Theresa to Sister Winifred, ‘Sue may even get a vocation to stay within the Church before she is eighteen.’


Slightly more worldly, Sister Winifred only sniffed and ran her beads through her fingers as she muttered a prayer.


‘Yes, Sue has settled in nicely,’ continued Mother Superior. ‘And no one seems to want her. I heard from Father Paul that her father has entered the hospital for the dying, poor man. Yes, I shall definitely ask for Sue to stay on. I’ll write to her probation officer today . . .’


As her future was being discussed, Sue had other things on her mind. She was in the hot, steamy laundry with her pal Gladys, sorting through a basket of old clothes the nuns had collected. Everything in it had to be repaired, washed and ironed, and then distributed to charity. With her head bent, she whispered down to the sphinx-like Gladys beside her, ‘I’m going to get myself a fella,’ she said in a mysterious tone.


Unmoved, Gladys held up an old dress for inspection. ‘How’re you going to manage that?’ she whispered in reply.


‘On Saturday, when we go to the pictures,’ returned Sue. ‘I’ve seen one I fancy.’


‘Now Gladys looked slightly astonished but went on rummaging through the clothes basket. If Sue said something was so, it was no use arguing.


Every Saturday afternoon, Sister Agnes escorted a small party of girls to the corner of the road where the cinema was situated. Sue was in charge of this favoured group and, of course, it always included her friend Gladys and various inmates who happened to be in her good books that week. The local people out shopping often stopped to stare as they passed by. They did make quite a sight, with Sue striding along in front, her long, shapeless cotton dress billowing out behind her like a ship in full sail, followed by the crippled ones who were helped on by Gladys. ‘She looks sane enough,’ people would remark, looking at Sue. ‘But she would not be in there if she was all right, I suppose,’ they would add. And Sue would pass them by after giving them a long, enigmatic look from those compelling dark eyes that were reminiscent of the Mona Lisa.


Three doors from the cinema was a musical instrument shop. Highly coloured posters and odd instruments adorned the windows but outside the door, always in the same spot, lounged a young man. He wore a dull red shirt and had long flowing hair. Tiny wisps stuck out on his cheeks as he tried in vain to grow a beard. He would puff surreptitiously on a strangely shaped cigarette, holding it behind his back as people passed by, and stare nonchalantly at the Saturday shopping throng in the street. He never noticed the convent girls go by because his mind was on another plan.
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