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To my sisters, Iris and Daphne, with memories of a hilarious interlude in Spain during work on this book.




Chapter One

Sunday luncheon came to a dramatic halt in the Slater home when the daughter of the house, Dolly, flew in the face of family tradition and challenged her father’s authority.

‘Frankly, Daddy, I think you’re talking out of the back of your head,’ were the words that silenced all other conversation in the dining room. ‘There are two sides to every argument and the general strike is no exception.’

The echo of these rebellious words shredded the nerves of everyone present, including Dolly herself who didn’t lightly stand up to someone who could unnerve hardened men, let alone a girl of eighteen who had been raised to accept his faults as virtues and revere him.

Henry Slater’s fist thumped the table, rattling the crockery and slopping the water in the crystal jug on to the starched white tablecloth. Pale-faced Ken, a sensitive boy of seventeen, added to the brouhaha by nervously dropping his eating utensils on the solid oak floor with a reverberating clang.

Drained of colour, the lady of the house, Edie, threw her daughter a warning look, silently imploring her not to continue along this road which would serve only to infuriate her husband and make the rest of the day hellish for them all. Creating an unbearable family atmosphere was Henry’s forte; he was a master at it.

‘And who asked for your opinion?’ he boomed, his gravel voice husky from years of chain smoking.

Dolly observed the man whose protruberant grey eyes held all the warmth of grave-yard chippings. He was oddly proportioned with a face like an unfinished sculpture, square and craggy, with a squashed nose and bushy moustache. He had a tall frame and spindly limbs which, combined with his corpulent middle and stooping shoulders, meant his expensive clothes never hung properly and always looked as though they’d been slept in. His greying dark hair was too wiry to stay sleek, no matter how much grease he ladled on to it. A look of the poverty to which Henry Slater had been born had never quite left him somehow, and his appearance was more that of a barrow boy than a prosperous tea merchant with a blending and packing factory conveniently situated on the banks of the Thames.

‘No one asked for it, Daddy, as you very well know,’ said the indomitable Dolly, only a slight breathlessness betraying the fact that she was not as confident as she seemed.

‘Know your place then, child, and speak when you’re spoken to.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, I’m not a child, and this is nineteen twenty-six and not the Victorian era,’ she reminded him, brown eyes hot with indignation, plump cheeks brightly suffused. ‘Surely I’m entitled to an opinion?’

‘You? An opinion?’ he growled derisively. ‘What do you know about anything?’

‘Not as much as you, obviously, because I’ve not been around as long,’ she admitted frankly. ‘But I’ve a good brain and I’m old enough now to make up my own mind about things.’

‘You’re just a girl,’ he said. ‘You know nothing.’

‘If I’m so dim, how come I practically run your office?’ she wanted to know.

He tutted loudly. ‘God Almighty, you’ll be claiming to run my factory next,’ he said, hot with temper and mopping his brown with a handkerchief.

Ignoring his sarcasm, she pursued the point she was trying to make. ‘All I’m saying is that the strikers aren’t as bad as you’re making them out to be. They’re only trying to help their own kind after all. Even I can see that it isn’t right for the miners to have to take a reduction in wages. Surely you can sympathise with them about that? I mean, it will be hard for them to manage ...’

As Henry drew a ferocious breath, his phlegm-ridden chest rasped and bubbled. ‘Are you suggesting that I should praise the buggers who are trying to bring the country to a standstill, and my business along with it?’ he said, his face pink and blotchy and gleaming with perspiration.

‘Of course not,’ she replied in exasperation, ‘but I don’t think you should condemn people without even considering their side of the story.’

‘The strikers and their supporters are just a bunch of hooligans,’ he stated categorically.

‘You’re doing it again and it simply isn’t fair . . .’

Henry Slater wasn’t about to change the habits of a lifetime by actually hearing someone out. ‘Let me tell you this, my girl,’ he interrupted, his harsh vowels revealing his humble beginnings, ‘it’s people like me who are the backbone of this country. People who stand on their own two feet and don’t expect something for nothing.’

‘As I understand it, the strikers aren’t asking for something for nothing.’

‘This is what built the Slater Tea Company,’ he continued as though she hadn’t spoken, pointing to his own head. ‘And these.’ He spread his huge knobbly hands proudly. ‘My brains and the labour of these two hands have made me what I am today. I didn’t go whining to anyone for help.’

‘But not everyone is like you, Daddy,’ she said, thanking God for this.

‘No one could have had less going for them than me when I first started,’ he continued, completely absorbed in self-congratulation. ‘And I built one of the finest tea companies in London, without any help from trade unions or the government or any of that precious education you set so much store by.’

‘I know you did, but not many people are blessed with that sort of ability.’

‘’Course they’re not,’ he agreed, swelling with pride at what he mistakenly assumed to be his daughter’s admiration, ‘so they should be bloody grateful there are people like me to provide jobs for them, and they should stop making life so diffcult.’

‘All right, so perhaps a general strike isn’t the answer,’ she conceded, ‘but I suppose they can’t find another way to make their point.’

‘They’re just a bunch of riff-raff.’

‘That’s a wicked thing to say.’

She was silenced by the thud of his fist on the table for the second time. ‘You, of all people, should be on the side of management,’ he roared, panting with fury, ‘instead of spouting all this socialist rubbish. You work in my office, you’ve seen the havoc the strike is causing.’

Dolly couldn’t argue with him about that. Although he didn’t employ union labour, many of his workers had answered the call of their kind and not come into the factory. Slater’s were also experiencing serious difficulties in getting the tea from the dockside warehouses into the factory for blending and packing, despite the efforts of troops and volunteers to keep transport moving, and the fact that their raw material came upriver from the docks into Slater’s wharf.

‘Anyway, support for the strike is fading fast so they’re wasting their time.’ He erupted into a fit of coughing which left him wheezing and sweating even more. ‘People just won’t stand for having their lives disrupted. Good job an’ all. If it goes on for too long, I’ll lose so much money I’ll be forced to lay people off. And I’ll tell you this much, lady, it’ll be me the workers will blame even though they’ll have brought it on themselves. I tell you, the lower classes want wet nursing.’

She gave a dry laugh. ‘No fear of their getting that at Slater’s, is there?’ she said cuttingly.

‘Don’t you dare criticise me and take the strikers’ side,’ he bellowed. ‘You, the daughter of a factory owner, should know better.’

‘I’m not taking their side,’ insisted Dolly, voice rising in frustration at his narrow viewpoint. ‘I’m just trying to make you see that they are human beings who are entitled to a point of view. Just because it doesn’t happen to be the same as yours doesn’t mean they are wrong.’

‘Human beings?’ he snorted furiously. ‘Don’t make me laugh. They’re more like wild animals, fighting with the poor buggers who are trying to keep the country going by driving public transport and food lorries.’

‘From what I’ve heard, tempers are running high on both sides.’

‘You’d be dancing to a different tune, my girl,’he said, ignoring her last comment, ‘if you had to use the tram or bus instead of being driven about in a motor car.’

Dolly remained silent, realising that this argument wasn’t about the strike at all. It was about her father: his lack of compassion, his need to exert his authority at every opportunity. Fair enough, she accepted what she had been brought up to think was right, that the father of the family should be respected as the head of the house. But she could not accept that this should mean total unquestioning submission for every other member of the household.

‘Looks like the weather might be going to brighten up,’ intervened Edie tremulously, taking advantage of the lull to try to calm the quarrelsome atmosphere. ‘It’s been so darned chilly lately, you’d never believe it was May.’

‘Yes, I think perhaps you’re right, Mother,’ agreed Ken shakily, glancing towards the leaded-light windows through which rays of weak sunlight were catching the edge of the maroon velvet curtains and forming undulating patterns on the wood-panelled wall. ‘The sun is trying to come out, look.’

Henry treated his wife and son to a withering stare. ‘I couldn’t care less about the weather,’ he informed them sternly. ‘I’m only concerned with finishing my meal in a proper civilised manner.’ He glared at Dolly. ‘I’ll have no more arguments at my table, if you don’t mind.’

‘Quite right, dear,’ agreed Edie in the fearful, staccato fashion which had become second nature to her. She was relieved that Dolly seemed to have quietened down. What was the matter with the girl? Why couldn’t she be like everyone else and accept the fact that there was no point in arguing with Henry?

‘If you’ll excuse me?’ said Dolly, pushing back her chair and rising.

‘I certainly will not,’ bellowed Henry. ‘You just sit down and finish your meal.’

‘I have finished.’

‘So what’s all that best quality roast beef doing on your plate then?’

‘I’ve had sufficient, thank you.’

‘You’ll not let good food go to waste in my house,’ he declared. ‘I won’t allow it.’

‘Sit down, Dolly, for goodness’ sake,’ urged Edie, worn into feebleness by years of domination. ‘And let’s continue with luncheon in peace.’

Dolly did not comply but looked pityingly at her mother, who could only be described as expensively dowdy, her brown hair curled on top of her head in pre-war style, tailored blouse frilled at the throat. Physically she and Dolly were similar. Both were a little on the plump side with round cheeks, a deeply bowed mouth and saucer brown eyes. But whereas Edie’s eyes were dull with resignation, Dolly’s shone with spirit.

‘I’m sorry, Mother, but someone has to stand up to him,’ she said, painfully aware that she was going too far but driven on by the strength of her convictions. ‘Or he’ll trample the whole lot of us into the ground.’

Edie drew in a sharp breath. ‘Oh, Dolly,’ she begged wearily. ‘Do stop making a scene.’

‘You heard what your mother said,’ commanded Henry, brandishing his knife and fork threateningly. ‘So for Gawd’s sake, just sit down and let’s have no more of your nonsense.’

Ken’s grey eyes seemed to protrude even more than normal against the pallor of his skin; his dark hair was slightly damp from nervous perspiration. He was a thin, gentle boy with similar colouring to his father. He coughed to clear his constricted throat. ‘I expect Dolly is feeling too upset to finish her lunch,’ he suggested hopefully, his voice cracking nervously. ‘So perhaps it might be best if she was allowed to leave the table?’

The whistling sound of Edie sucking in her breath grated into the silence like a knife scraping on china. Henry observed his only son with pleasurable malice for he welcomed the chance to have a pop at Ken.

‘Well, well, so the snivelling cissy does have a voice after all,’ he boomed. ‘It’s a pity you’ve chosen to take your sister’s side against your father.’ The sardonic smile turned to a scowl. ‘I hope you’re going to apologise to me for your lip. You’d damned well better be!’

‘’Course he is,’ said Edie swiftly. ‘Say sorry to your father at once, Kenneth.’

Dolly exchanged a look with her brother, a slight nuance in her expression assuring him she would forgive him for backing down. She and Ken were pals; they understood each other.

‘Sorry, Father,’ he said, bowing his head in shame at his own cowardice.

‘I guessed you wouldn’t have the backbone to stick to your guns,’ said Henry, in a perverse criticism of the meeting of his own demands. ‘You’ve always been a spineless young whelp.’

‘Is it any wonder?’ said Dolly courageously. ‘The way you’ve demoralised him. Humiliating him at every opportunity ...’

Another aching silence fell while they waited for Henry’s explosion. But although his face turned red with temper he merely said in a strangled voice, ‘Sit down at once, Dolly, and finish the meal Cook has prepared for you. Then perhaps the rest of us can do the same.’

The reply was the scrape of her chair on the highly polished floor as she pushed it out of her way and marched from the room, her shiny brown hair bouncing behind her.

 



Poor Ken feared he might be about to exacerbate the situation by having to leave the table to be sick. He tried to eat while the room fell ominously silent in the wake of Dolly’s departure. How he hated the dining room with its permanent smell of stale tobacco from Father’s endless cigarette-smoking. The elegant interior was synonymous with misery for Ken who dreaded family meals where mortification from Father was so often on the menu.

‘Dolly doesn’t mean to be rude, Henry,’ Edie was saying in a pitiful effort to appease her husband rather than to exonerate Dolly. ‘She’s just a bit headstrong, that’s all.’

‘Ungrateful, more like,’ he grumbled. ‘You should do something about her, Edie. You’re her mother, you should be able to control her.’

‘I do what I can, Henry.’

‘Well, it’s clearly not enough, is it?’ he exclaimed. ‘You let her get away with murder. Her bobbed hair, for example. She should never have been allowed to have it cut that way.’

‘It’s the fashion for young women these days, dear,’ Edie said weakly. ‘There’s a bit of a craze . . .’

‘That’s as may be, but it isn’t ladylike for a daughter of mine,’ he interrupted, stabbing food on to his fork in a rough manner. ‘That girl is completely wild.’

‘Yes, Henry.’

‘I shall have something to say to her later on, I can tell you,’ he said, speaking with a mouth crammed with roast potato, his table manners having failed to improve along with his bank balance. ‘I won’t take that sort of cheek from a slip of a girl, daughter or no daughter.’

‘Of course not.’

‘But I’ll finish my meal in peace first,’ he mumbled through a full mouth. ‘I’m damned if I’ll let her upset my digestion.’

‘Dolly has always had a mind of her own, even as a child,’ said Edie, pouring herself a glass of water to soothe her dry throat.

‘You don’t have to tell me that,’ he said, tutting and raising his eyes. ‘After all I’ve done for her, you’d think she’d show some respect.’

‘’Course you would, dear.’

‘Gawd knows what more a girl could want,’ he complained. ‘She has a lovely home, an interesting job, and she’s never kept short of pocket money or nice clothes.’

‘Mmm.’

‘I’ve even gone to the trouble of arranging for a fellow to court her.’

‘I know, dear. You’re very good to all of us,’ said Edie.

‘She simply will not accept the fact that I, as her father, must be obeyed without question,’ Henry continued, almost as if he was alone in the room. ‘Look how she complained when I wouldn’t let her stay on at school. Went about with a face like a drainpipe for days. I ask you, Edie, what use would book learning have done her?’

‘Well, I . . .’

‘Bugger all, that’s what,’ he said before his wife could reply further. ‘She’d have ended up as a hatchet-faced school marm with no chance of getting a husband.’

‘Mmm.’

‘And it isn’t as though I’m the sort of father to make her stay at home just because she’s a girl, is it?’ he went on. ‘She has a thorough knowledge of the tea trade thanks to me, not to mention the evening classes in shorthand and typing that I’ve paid for. Many businessmen I know of won’t let the women of the family near their place of work.’

You only do so because Dolly’s useful to you and she comes cheap, thought Ken, listening to his father’s hypocrisy with self-loathing because he was too frightened to do anything about it. He felt terrible for failing to support Dolly just now, especially when he recalled the times she had landed herself in trouble with Father on her brother’s behalf.

Ken’s compunction almost choked him. Boys were supposed to protect their sisters, not the other way around. How he longed to tell Father what he thought of him for all the years of misery he had inflicted on them all. But he never did. Father spoke and he stood to attention, it was as simple as that. On the odd occasion that he did manage to show some spirit, as he had just now, he never had the courage to follow it through. The terror that had been instilled into him as a beaten young boy was too deeply embedded.

It wasn’t as though he still had the beatings to fear, for they had ceased when he had left school and gone into the business, presumably because Father had considered it undignified to assault someone who almost matched him in size. But there was still the constant mockery and the insinuations that Ken could never be a real man because he lacked his father’s ruthlessness and indestructible self-confidence. Being humiliated in front of the workers, who were supposed to look up to him, was the worst part and Ken wouldn’t blame them if they detested him for failing to stand up for himself.

He had not been sent away to boarding school like the sons of other businessmen of Henry’s acquaintance, mostly because Father didn’t see the necessity for anything beyond the most basic education, but also, Ken suspected, because he had been useful to have around, fetching and carrying at the factory from quite a young age.

Like Dolly he had left school and gone straight to work for his father full-time. Unlike Dolly however, who by the mere fact of her gender would never officially aspire beyond the rank of office dogsbody, he was learning the business ready to join in its management later on. But how he would ever command the respect of those he was supposed to manage unless he learned to stand up to his father, was quite beyond him.

 



‘Will Miss Dolly be coming back to the table, Madam, or will she be wanting her dessert on a tray in her room?’ asked the maid.

‘Neither,’ Henry answered abruptly, before his wife had a chance. ‘She’s finished her meal.’

‘Right yer are, sir.’

While the maid served them with plum tart and custard, Henry mulled over recent events with displeasure. He didn’t seem able to rule his daughter in the same way as he ruled everyone else. She was in awe of him up to a point, he could see that, but still managed to defy him. This was anathema to a man who firmly believed that failure to control meant being at someone else’s mercy, as he himself had been with his own father.

Downright ingratitude, that was what it was. When he remembered the misery of his own deprived childhood - one of seven living in a tenement in Stepney with a drunken father who had beaten his sons as a matter of course and a mother who’d given up caring and died in childbirth when Henry had been quite small.

Even now, he winced when he recalled the hidings he’d taken. But at least they had built his character, made a man of him, which was more than could be said for his own pansy son. Yes, his children had had it too easy, that was the trouble. They’d never wanted for anything. By the time they were born, Henry had left his relatives and the poverty of his childhood far behind. And all through his own efforts ...

At twelve years old, he had gone to work for a tea merchant as a boy labourer, moving tea chests about the factory, sweeping the yard, loading and unloading the horse-vans. At that time he had had no particular liking for the tea trade as such, it just happened to be a tea merchant who had given him a job. But, desperate to escape from his poor home, he had put his all into the work, making sure his efforts did not go unnoticed by his employer.

Being naturally quick-witted, Henry had made it his business to ask questions about the trade and to impress his superiors with his increasing knowledge. His employer, an astute businessman, had seen profit in such a keen spirit of enterprise and had deemed it wise to teach him the trade properly with a view to the future, especially as the growing popularity of factory-blended and packed tea was making competition ever fiercer.

By the end of the century, when Henry was nineteen, he was an experienced taster with a discerning eye as well as palate; he could judge the quality of a leaf at a glance. By then he was a valuable asset to the firm but Henry was keen to set up on his own, albeit in a very small way, with the little money he had managed to save.

Wishing to sever all connections with his family, he had moved to West London and rented a tiny shop near Hammersmith Broadway. With his limited capital he could only afford to buy a couple of chests of tea at a time which he then sold over the counter, some of it loose and some packed by hand. Soon he was able to afford a small blending drum in which he carefully mixed blends using the best of several teas, including a less expensive one to keep the price economical. This venture was so successful he made enough money to employ someone to run the shop while he himself went out in a horsedrawn van, selling bulk and packet tea to grocers.

It quickly became clear that the wholesale side of his business was far more lucrative than the retail trade so he went over to it entirely, closing the shop and moving to a factory on the Hammersmith waterfront. By the time he was twenty-five he was well established with a fleet of green-painted vans delivering tea to shops all over London and the surrounding areas.

By then he could well afford to set himself up in a house and take a wife to look after his domestic affairs. Since he didn’t want a rich or clever woman who might challenge his authority he went calling on the seventeen-year-old shopgirl of one of his customers, a dull shy little thing called Edie. It was the perfect match. Her humble background had made her malleable, and his self-esteem was kept nourished by her gratitude to him for the comfortable life he was able to give her.

Dolly ought to be like that, he thought. She knew how hard he’d struggled to give them a good life. Damn it, he told the family about it often enough. The wretched girl was too clever by half and he was at a loss to know how to bring her to heel.

Perhaps he should get her married and off his hands as soon as possible? Yes, that was probably the solution. He would have a word with Frank Mitchell on the subject. Get him to speed things up. Now Frank was one person he really could control. Utterly.

 



Upstairs in her bedroom, Dolly stood by the window looking out across the large garden with its shrubs and trees and neatly trimmed lawns, verdant with the season and bordered by high, ivy-covered walls. She was feeling physically ill from the effects of the altercation with her father; sick and shaky with a churning stomach. What was it about the man that struck fear into the hearts of them all? He was only a human being. And at least he had never been violent towards her in the same way as he had poor Ken, presumably because he didn’t consider that daughters needed the physical chastisement he believed essential for building the characters of sons.


Honour thy father and thy mother. That was all very well but it was a tall order when the father was a heartless bully and the mother his spiritless sidekick without a mind of her own. Dolly felt guilty for having such thoughts and feelings. These people were her parents. She wanted to love and revere them, to feel close to them, to look on them with pride. But they didn’t make it easy. Surely part of the parental role was to encourage children to take an intelligent interest in the world about them, not to try to squash their spirit every step of the way.

She reproached herself for being unfair to Mother who had, after all, been brought up in a more submissive age. If only she tried occasionally to defend her offspring against Father, especially Ken. But she never had that Dolly could remember.

Running a trembling hand over her moist brow, she felt her head throbbing and her heart still pounding from the argument. She supposed it was a sign of weakness to allow anyone to have such an effect, though hardly surprising having grown up under a regime of tyranny thinly disguised as parental discipline.

It had to be said, though, that when it came to material things, her father was munificent towards his family. She turned and looked back into the room, running her eyes over the finely carved wardrobes that were filled with good quality clothes; the gilt-edged dressing table covered with silver-backed hair brushes and porcelain scent sprays. Oh, yes, as a provider Henry Slater couldn’t be faulted. The Slaters enjoyed a comfortable lifestyle in a tree-lined avenue near Ravenscourt Park. And all because of her father’s diligence and enterprising nature, as he was so fond of telling them.

But visible signs of affection had never been on offer to the children of this fine household. Father was above such things; Mother was too busy grovelling to him to show them any love.

To give Father his due, he worked very hard. Dolly was at the factory every day, and saw the heavy load of responsibility he carried. But she had a sneaking suspicion that he enjoyed playing the martyr because it kept them all in his debt. He was a lonely man for all his achievements. His only friend seemed to be Frank Mitchell, and one could hardly call that a true friendship since Frank was paid to provide it.

Outside, the breeze gusted through the trees and rattled at the sash windows. The sun was suddenly swallowed by a bank of racing clouds, darkening the room and making Dolly shiver. The unsettled weather felt more like March than May, with a chilly wind and heavy rain clouds about to do their worst at any moment. But none of this lessened Dolly’s desire to escape into the fresh air and take a respite from the claustrophobic atmosphere of this house.

Slipping into her beige-coloured Burberry raincoat and matching hat, she hurried downstairs and out of the front door. Even before she passed through the double gates into Maybury Avenue, huge raindrops were already beating through the plane trees, pounding on to the grass verges and trickling down her neck off the brim of her hat.

She didn’t turn back. In fact, in this mood of discontent, she wished she was leaving home for good. She felt ready to stand on her own feet, and hungry for freedom. But it wasn’t done for girls of her background to flee the nest except to get married. Oh, well, all in good time, she thought. The current troubles will soon blow over. None of it will seem so bad after a brisk walk.

Making her way past a row of dignified houses with spacious gardens, all set well back from the pavement and shielded by privet hedges and trees, she lifted her face to the elements, invigorated by the wind and rain on her fevered skin. Already beginning to feel calmer, she strode on with no special destination in mind.

 



Bill Drake rubbed a patch of condensation from the steamy, rain-spattered window with his fingers and looked out into the narrow street, grey and dismal beneath the leaden skies. The heaviness of the rain indicated it wouldn’t last, but it was certainly making a quagmire of Galton Road at the moment. The craters in the road had become lakes and the broken pavements were covered with puddles. The dilapidated terraced houses, which were mostly rented out as flats or rooms, looked shabby and forlorn with their peeling paintwork and dusty windows staring out into the wet Sunday afternoon.

A gloomy outlook indeed. But not nearly as dreary as the atmosphere inside this flat, Bill thought, turning to look into the room. On the oil cloth-covered table were the dirty dishes from Sunday dinner, which had been fatty mutton, overcooked cabbage and potatoes swimming in lumpy gravy. In an armchair by the hearth his mother, Maud, was sleeping, fat knees wide apart beneath her wrapover apron, mouth gaping and quivering as she snored, her dark curly hair falling on to her brow in a straggly mass.

In the chair opposite slept her husband, Bill’s stepfather, Alf, his cap perched over his eyes. Both were sleeping off the effects of a lunchtime session in the pub, paid for in part with the money Bill gave his mother for his keep.

With a sigh of dull resignation, he cleared the table and took the greasy crockery into the scullery, a cheerless cupboard of a room with a cracked sink, a grubby gas-stove, a rickety wooden table and an ancient kitchen dresser painted dark brown and cream. Heating some water in the tin kettle on the stove, he washed and dried the dishes and put them away in the dresser with a kind of automatic diligence. Everything he touched felt damp and sticky and the air was sour with the smell of boiled greens.

For want of an alternative, he mooched aimlessly back into the living room and sat down on the brown leatherette sofa which also served as his bed, since Mother and Alf had the only bedroom. Bill had been raised in this flat and had slept on the sofa even when his father had been alive. But things had been different then. The place had been clean and cheerful and welcoming. Even if the meals had been cheap and basic, at least they had appeared at the appropriate times and had been properly cooked. Dad hadn’t earned a fortune as a labourer at the docks, but his money had been adequate and regular.

His father had died of TB six years ago when Bill had been thirteen. Everything had changed then. Mum had seemed to stop caring. She’d let herself go; sat about the place weeping all day; didn’t bother to clean up. Then she’d taken up with Alf who’d been a widower living in the same street. He’d taken her out to the pictures and the music hall to cheer her up. And cheer up she had. Since they’d been married all she seemed to care about was going out to the pub or the pictures. She certainly had no time for her son except on Fridays when he brought home his paypacket from the tea factory where he worked as a labourer.

Maud came to with a grunt and focused her eyes blearily on Bill before twitching and snorting and going back to sleep. Suddenly unable to look at this scene for a moment longer, Bill rose and went to the window, feeling unbearably trapped in his mean home. Where could he go for a bit of privacy? The only place a person could be alone around here was the lavatory, and that was outside in the yard and shared by the other tenants which usually meant someone else was beating on the door.

He was nineteen years old. It was time he seriously considered finding a place of his own. He’d been thinking about it on and off for ages but whenever he broached the subject to his mother she always managed to talk him out of it. He was under no illusions. It wasn’t his company she would miss so much as his contribution to her household budget. He didn’t hold this against her but she had her life. Now it was high time he had his.

But for the moment he needed a break from this place, to clear the stench of the hovel from his nostrils and soothe the frustration that knotted him up inside. Taking his shabby brown raincoat from the back of the door, he left the building and splashed along the street with no particular aim in mind. He didn’t care where he ended up as long as he was out of those oppressive rooms for a few hours.




Chapter Two

Leaving Maybury Avenue and heading towards Hammersmith Broadway, Dolly felt the tranquil atmosphere of Sunday afternoon stir with unaccustomed activity and an undercurrent of danger. Throngs of people in King Street almost matched the Saturday shopping crowds but they were entirely male. Groups of men were noisily discussing the strike. They crammed into shop doorways and gathered outside pubs and the picture palace as rain gave way to sunshine, gleaming steamily on the wet pavements.

Dolly’s nerves were taut as she fought her way through for tempers were running high here. Ugly sounds buffeted her as strike supporters quarrelled with those holding opposing views. Some were even coming to blows. Suddenly the air was clamorous with cheering and whistling from the direction of the Broadway. The ensuing stampede carried Dolly along with it, painfully aware of her vulnerability amongst this boisterous male gathering.

An immobilised tram in the Broadway was the cause of the jubilation. A vociferous crowd clustered around it, saluting and waving their caps in triumph. Managing to fight her way to the fringes of the mob, Dolly climbed on to the window ledge of a pub and peered over the sea of bobbing heads. From here she could see that the vehicle was overrun with strikers who were leaning out of the windows and shouting to their mates victoriously.

Police constables were attempting to push through to the volunteer tram-driver and his policeman bodyguard who were trapped on the tramcar platform. Scuffles were breaking out all around Dolly. Stones were being hurled recklessly as tempers got out of control.

She scrambled to the ground and jostled her way towards safety. But her attention was caught by a man clutching his cheek and writhing in agony. He’d obviously been struck by a missile and was staggering towards the doorway of a nearby barber’s shop where he leaned against the window, holding his face.

‘Here, let me help you,’ she said, going up to him.

The man looked up and narrowed his eyes at her contemptuously. ‘Clear off, yer silly cow,’ he growled, his face screwed up with pain. ‘This ain’t no place for a toffee-nosed tart.’

Undeterred, she put a sympathetic hand on his arm, alarmed by the blood that was soaking through the grubby handkerchief he was pressing to the wound. ‘Here you are,’ she said, handing him her own spotless hanky. ‘That might help a bit but you need a doctor to look at it. It might need stitching.’

‘What I don’t need is the likes of you interferin’,’ he told her, refusing to take the handkerchief. ‘So just bugger off and leave me alone.’

‘You ’eard him,’ she was told gruffly by a man in a rain-soaked donkey jacket. Seeing her genuine concern, however, he added in a more conciliatory manner, ‘I’ll see he’s all right, Miss. You’d better get away from ’ere before you get ’urt.’

‘If you’re sure I can’t help, then?’ said Dolly doubtfully.

‘Just get orf home, ducks,’ he said in a gentler manner.

Another man appearing on the scene was much more hostile. ‘I know who you are,’ he said, scowling fiercely at her from beneath a battered black hat. ‘You’re the daughter of Henry Slater, the tea merchant.’

‘Yes, that’s right.’

‘Thought as much. I worked for ’im once,’ he said with obvious dislike. ‘I didn’t stay there long, but long enough to know what a pig the man is.’

Her own feelings of animosity towards her father were forgotten in the filial instinct to defend him. ‘Hey, that’s my father you’re talking about! You’ve no right to call him a pig . . .’

‘Oh yes I ’ave, ’cos that’s what he is, and everyone round here knows it,’ the man interrupted. ‘So why don’t yer just sling yer hook back to yer posh ’ouse that he can afford through paying cheap for ’is labour? You ain’t welcome round here.’

‘Yeah, clear orf,’ shouted the injured man. ‘We don’t want your sort contaminating us.’

‘I was only trying to help,’ she said, feeling peeved. ‘But I’m going, don’t you worry.’

‘Good job an’ all,’ said the man who had insulted her father, and without further ado gave her a hefty shove to speed her on her way. His strength was such that she lost her balance and crashed to the ground, landing in a muddy puddle.

 



Bill Drake was so deeply preoccupied with his own thoughts as he approached the Broadway that he was in the thick of the disturbance before he realised anything serious was going on. There was complete chaos in the area of the stationary tram. People were cheering, others fighting. The police were trying to clear a path to the driver. This was what happened when people didn’t get a fair deal, he thought. Their frustration got out of control.

There was no point in his staying around here, he decided, elbowing his way to the back of the crowd. This was developing into a real free-for-all, with some of them scrapping for the love of it rather than any genuine conviction.

Hello, what was this? The boss’s daughter at this sort of a shambles? Blimey, her old man would have a fit if he knew. It couldn’t be... but, yes, it was definitely Dolly Slater. He didn’t know her to speak to but he’d seen her at the factory often enough to recognise that face. She was getting stuck in by the look of it too, he thought, seeing her talking to some men. Stupid bitch. Fancy tangling with this crowd of troublemakers who could tell by her clothes that she wasn’t on the side of the workers; factory girls couldn’t afford the sort of gear she was wearing. A classy-looking bird like that was bound to provoke resentment among this bunch of extremists.

He found himself unexpectedly concerned for her as voices were raised in her direction. Bill couldn’t hear what was being said but it certainly wasn’t a declaration of friendship. Being a fair-minded man, he couldn’t see how her being on the side of management gave them the right to be so rough with her. Oh, now they really were overstepping the mark, he thought furiously, as he saw one of them push her over.

By the time Bill managed to shove his way across to her, her assailant had disappeared into the crowd. ‘Here,’ he said, reaching out his hand to help her up. ‘Grab hold of me and let’s get away from here before you get into any more trouble.’

 



‘You look a proper sight,’ he told her.

‘Thanks! You certainly know how to make a girl feel good.’

‘You’ve got muddy marks all over your mac, and on your face.’

‘It’s that filthy puddle,’ she said, wiping her hands and face with a handkerchief. ‘It’s all over me.’

‘Are you all right though?’

‘Yes,’ she said, grinning, ‘but I won’t be able to sit down for a while.’

He laughed.

‘It isn’t funny.’

‘I’ll say it ain’t,’ he told her, his expression darkening. ‘You could have been seriously hurt. And all through your own daft fault! I mean, fancy having a barney with that lot o’ thugs.’

‘All right, don’t rub it in.’

‘What possessed you to go to a strike demonstration anyway?’

‘I didn’t intend to,’ she explained. ‘I was out for a walk and just sort of ended up in the middle of it.’

‘The same thing ’appened to me.’

‘You’ve no call to criticise me then, have you?’

‘I’m not out of place at a thing like this, though.’

‘There is that,’ she conceded.

They walked on in silence.

‘Hadn’t you better go home before it starts rainin’ again?’ he suggested.

She didn’t reply but scrubbed absently at her face with her handkerchief.

‘Will you be all right on your own or shall I go with you?’

‘No thanks.’

‘Suit yourself,’ said Bill with noticeable asperity. ‘I only offered because I thought you might be feeling a bit shaky after falling over.’

‘And I only declined because I’m not going home.’ She paused thoughtfully. ‘Not for a while anyway.’

‘Oh, well, that’s up to you,’ he said in an insouciant manner.

‘Mmm.’

‘If you’re sure you’re all right then, I’ll leave you to it and be on me way.’

They had left the busy Broadway behind and were in a quieter part of King Street. Dolly had been too shaken by her fall to take much notice of her rescuer. Now she turned to him and observed a tall, broad-shouldered young man with dark wavy hair and warm brown eyes.

‘Thanks for helping me up,’ she said.

‘’Sall right,’ he said with a nonchalant shrug.

A closer look revealed his face to be vaguely familiar. ‘Don’t I know you from somewhere?’ she asked.

‘I work in your dad’s factory,’ he informed her.

‘Yes, of course,’ she said, smiling warmly.

‘Bill Drake,’ he said, offering his hand.

‘Pleased to meet you, Bill,’ she said and shook his hand. Why did touching his hand seem different from greeting any other person she knew?

‘Your father would blow a fuse if he could see you now, mixing with the rabble.’

‘That’s not a very nice way to describe yourself,’ she said.

‘I’m a labourer in his factory which amounts to the same thing.’

It didn’t say much for her father or society in general, she thought, but there was no point in denying that class barriers did exist. ‘I’m sure my father doesn’t regard his workers as rabble.’

‘He certainly doesn’t regard them as friends.’

‘Well, no ... but there is a middle course.’

‘Still worlds apart, though.’

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ she was forced to admit. ‘But his attitude isn’t something I necessarily agree with.’

‘Perhaps not, but it’s the way things are.’

The factory and office staff were segregated at Slater’s and, apart from with Frank, friendliness between family and employees was strongly discouraged by Henry. So Dolly didn’t have much to do with shop floor workers. She usually managed to defy her father by being pleasant when she did have cause to go into the factory, though.

‘I must admit that Father would hit the roof if he knew I’d been anywhere near a strike demonstration,’ she told Bill with a wry grin. ‘So, I’d be very grateful if you wouldn’t mention having seen me there to your mates at work. Father has a very good way of finding out about factory gossip. His name is Frank Mitchell.’

‘Your father’s right hand man?’

‘Yes.’

‘And your boyfriend too, by all accounts.’

She gave a casual shrug. ‘Well . . . he’s supposed to be, but Frank’s more of a family friend really.’

‘Oh, well, that’s none o’ my business,’ he said casually.

‘No, of course not.’

‘Don’t worry though, I won’t say a word about what you’ve been up to.’

‘Thanks a lot,’ she said, with a melting smile.

Observing her more closely, he saw a young woman who could only be described as chubby, being short and rather plump. She wasn’t bad-looking though. Her face was sort of sunny, cheerful and smiling, with pink cheeks and eyes that shone. Untidy bobbed brown hair blew about in the breeze, her rain-hat having been removed and stuffed into her pocket because it had fallen into the puddle and was wet.

He moved back in a valedictory manner. ‘Well, so long then. See yer around.’ He was smiling because she had taken his mind off his troubles and lightened his mood.

Dolly’s spirits had perked up too. She met his eyes, deciding that she liked him and wanted to know him better. ‘Are you going anywhere special now?’ she asked.

‘No, just mooching about.’

‘Me too,’ she said. ‘So why don’t we mooch about together?’ He maintained a doubtful silence.

‘Go on, be a devil,’ she teased gently. ‘We could go to the park.’

‘It’s all very well for you to be so casual,’ he said.

‘I’m suggesting a walk in the park, not a weekend together in Brighton,’ she laughed.

‘Even so . . .’

‘Oh, come on, where’s the harm in it?’ she said lightly.

‘None at all for you, but if your old man finds out I’ve been hanging about with his daughter I’ll lose me job,’ he told her, frowning darkly. ‘It might only be humping tea chests about all day, but it’s better than nothing.’

‘He won’t find out,’ she said, with an irresistible smile. ‘And if the worst happened and he did, I’d tell him it was all my idea. I wouldn’t let him sack you, I promise. So stop worrying!’

Her persuasive charm was finally too much for him. ‘All right, you win,’ he said, his eyes twinkling, and they walked towards the park together chatting companionably.

 



‘It really is too bad of Dolly not to be here when she knows you’re coming to tea, Frank,’ said Edie, offering him some cucumber sandwiches from a tea trolley in the sitting room, a well-appointed area with fat sofas and chairs, plentiful pot plants and a piano with family photographs covering the top. ‘I do hope nothing untoward has happened to her.’

‘Where’s she gone then, Mrs S?’ asked Frank Mitchell whose heavy build and shovel-like hands seemed more suited to hunks of bread and dripping than these dainty sandwiches so prettily presented on lace doilies.

‘I’m not really sure,’ said Edie evasively.

‘Stormed out in a huff,’ put in Henry bluntly. ‘That girl needs taking in hand, Frank. The sooner you two get married the better.’

‘I’m game, you know that, boss,’ he said in his slow drawl, ‘but I don’t think Dolly’s ready to settle down yet awhile.’

‘What’s her being ready got to do with it?’ asked Henry, who would have married Dolly off at birth if that had been possible. Whereas sons could indulge their natural impulses without fear of reprisals, an unmarried daughter was a hazard. Being so dominated by Henry, Frank Mitchell was the perfect choice of son-in-law because his loyalty to the Slater family was assured.

This state of affairs was not accidental. The sole purpose of Henry’s taking on a dim-witted orphan boy all those years ago had been to mould him into obedience and groom him for a unique position within the Slater organisation under the official title of ‘general assistant’. Henry had seen to it that Frank’s rough edges had been refined just sufficiently for his conduct to be acceptable, but not enough so that he got above himself.

‘She’ll do what you tell her if you let her know who’s boss.’

That’ll be the day when Dolly takes orders from me, thought Frank, who had often wondered if teaching chickens to play poker might be easier than trying to court Dolly Slater. It wasn’t that they didn’t get on well enough in a casual kind of way; she’d grown up with him being around so was used to him. But as for this so-called courtship that her father was so keen on, well, she obviously had no intention of letting that develop. But it was what Henry wanted so Frank pursued the allotted course with his habitual compliance for all good things came from this source and Frank would walk through fire for Henry if necessary.

Frank Mitchell was twenty-eight years old, a great bruiser of a man with sandy-coloured hair and docile blue eyes which reflected his personality. He had never looked back since Henry had taken him into Slater’s direct from a children’s home. The tea trade was largely a gentlemanly sort of business but this didn’t stop a hard man like Henry from making enemies. As well as serving as his minder, whilst carrying out menial management tasks at the factory under his direct supervision as a front, Frank was also required to be his friend, confidant, drinking partner and occasional chauffeur when the boss didn’t feel like driving himself in his gleaming Armstrong Siddely.

Servility was hardly anathema to Frank because his limited intelligence meant he needed guidance in thought as well as deed. He wasn’t too slow to realise that he was on to a good thing, though, for Henry paid him well enough to keep a nice little flat and to run a motor car. That was a bloomin’ sight more than he’d have had if he’d been left to find his own way in the world. If Henry now wanted him as a son-in-law, far be it from Frank to object. Personally he thought he had more chance of being invited on to The Brains Trust on the wireless than getting Dolly to agree. But if it were to happen, his income would be adjusted in accordance with his new obligations, and there would be no question of his being expected to take on more responsibility in the business because of his family status. Henry understood that Frank had no wish for that sort of burden.

For the moment, however, he concentrated on easing his employer’s mind, albeit temporarily. ‘She’ll come round to the idea in the end, boss, you just leave it to me.’ Since Frank never worried beyond the present moment, he was able to sound convincing.

‘Perhaps I should go and look for her?’ suggested Ken, eager for an excuse to escape from the misery of another family meal, albeit a less formal one. ‘She might have had an accident, or something.’

‘Huh, it’ll be nothing like that,’ opined Henry, who held nothing back in front of Frank. ‘She’ll be walking the streets just to make us worry, I bet.’ He sighed wearily. ‘I ask you, what sort of behaviour is that for a well brought up girl?’

‘It’s very rude of her not to be here, Frank,’ said Edie, who shared her husband’s eagerness for an early marriage for Dolly, simply because there would be a lot less aggravation in the house without her around, forever talking out of turn and stirring up trouble. ‘I’m really sorry. I must say, I feel most embarrassed.’

‘There’s no need for that, Mrs S,’ said Frank amicably, for he never got rattled about anything, ‘just so long as she hasn’t got mixed up in any trouble.’

‘Trouble?’ said Henry, observing Frank quizzically over the rim of his tea-cup.

‘There was quite a crowd in the Broadway when I came past on my way here,’ he explained. ‘I think there must have been some sort of strike demonstration or something. You know ’ow out of control they can get.’

‘Bloody hooligans,’ said Henry.

‘I’m going to see if I can find her,’ said Ken, genuinely concerned for his sister on hearing this news.

‘I’ll come with you, mate,’ said Frank. ‘We’ll go in the car.’

‘I can’t think where the girl has got to,’ fretted Edie.

 



The object of their speculation was happily ensconced on a park bench, far too engrossed in her new friend to notice the time passing. They hadn’t stopped chattering all afternoon, except to attend to the ice cream cones Bill had bought from the vendor at the park gates. Dolly had never met anyone with whom she felt so much in tune. Bill seemed rather shy but was not dull as she’d been taught to believe the labouring classes were. In fact, he was very intelligent and shared her regret at not having been allowed to stay on at school past the age of fourteen.

As the rain had held off, the paths were beginning to dry in the weak sunshine, though moisture was still dripping off the trees on to the sodden grass. The air carried the scent of May blossoms mingled with the fresh smell of wet earth. Sunday afternoon strollers were out in force now that the rain had stopped, though most were swathed in mackintoshes and carrying umbrellas.

‘What’s a girl like you doing wanderin’ about the town on her own on a wet Sunday afternoon, anyway?’ Bill asked.

‘There was the most dreadful row at home,’ she explained, frowning at the memory. ‘I had the audacity to disagree with my father about something and all hell broke loose. I needed to get out to cool down.’

‘I know the feeling.’

‘You too?’

‘There wasn’t a row,’ he explained, ‘but I was feeling a bit cheesed off with the restrictions of home. I thought a walk might help.’

‘The screaming ab-dabs, eh?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I get those quite often myself,’ she said, looking at him earnestly.

‘It must be something to do with growing up and needing more freedom.’

‘Probably.’

She glanced at her watch. ‘Oh lor’, it’s half-past four. I’ll be late for tea and in even more trouble.’

‘It isn’t your day.’

‘That’s a fact,’ she said with a half smile. ‘What about you? What time do you have tea?’

‘No set time,’ he said, because it was easier than explaining that his mother’s one weekly concession to a domestic routine was Sunday dinner. After that it was up to Bill to see to his own meals if he could find anything in the larder with which to do so. ‘It doesn’t matter when I get back.’

‘Flexible parents, eh?’ she said.

‘Something like that.’

‘You’re lucky. Meal times are set in stone in our house,’ she said ruefully. ‘Being late is practically a hanging offence.’

‘You’d better get back sharpish then.’

She turned and smiled right into his eyes. ‘I don’t want to go.’

‘I don’t want you to either but nor do I want you to get into trouble.’

‘I’ve so enjoyed myself,’ she said softly.

‘Me too,’ he said, turning pink and staring at his shoes, conscious of the fact that they were almost worn through at the toes.

‘Perhaps we could meet again?’ she suggested to his downward-looking profile.

He looked up quickly and turned to her. She noticed how alert his face was, his gentle brown eyes so bright and intelligent, even though he was frowning.

‘You know that wouldn’t be a good idea,’ he said regretfully.

‘If we’re careful, no one will find out.’

His frown deepened, and she thought how fresh and youthful he looked, his skin clean shaven and smooth, his firm mouth a healthy red. There was a wholesomeness about him which she found irresistible.

‘I’m not sure that I want to go out with a girl who would be worried about being seen with me,’ he said.

She was quick to put him right. ‘I wouldn’t be worried because I would be ashamed or anything,’ she explained earnestly. ‘It’s just that ... well ... you know how things are.’

‘Exactly, which is why I said it wouldn’t be a good idea.’

‘Oh, Bill, do say you will,’ she said impulsively. ‘I’d really like that,’

‘But you already have a boyfriend,’ he reminded her.

‘Frank isn’t a boyfriend in the real sense of the word, I told you.’

‘He looks real enough to me,’ he said, ‘and it’s common knowledge at the factory that you’re his girl. I’ve seen you together in his car.’

‘He drives me to work and back, that’s all,’ she explained.

‘Is that so?’

‘Well . . . I’m not saying I’m not officially supposed to be going out with Frank,’ she admitted, chewing her lip thoughtfully, ‘but it isn’t my doing ... or Frank’s either for that matter. It’s all my father’s idea.’

‘You’ve a mind of your own, surely?’ he said sharply.

‘Oh, yes, I’ve one of those all right,’ she said. ‘But my father is a very dominant man. He has a way of making people do things. I don’t dislike Frank, and he doesn’t demand anything of me.’

‘That’s hard to believe.’

‘I know it sounds odd but Frank and I don’t actually do anything together, and we are almost never alone. Our so-called courting consists of his coming over to the house and chatting to my parents, mostly Daddy. Like I said, Frank’s more of a family friend than a boyfriend to me.’ She paused to clarify the situation in her own mind. ‘Daddy is obviously hoping we’ll get married eventually. There isn’t a chance of that but it’s easier for me to seem to go along with what he wants for the moment, rather than have him trying to marry me off to someone else. The devil you know and all that.’

‘It sounds a very peculiar arrangement to me.’

‘It is, but when you have an overbearing father like mine, you have to find ways of outwitting him while appearing to do what he wants.’

‘Why are you trying to get me to go out with you when you know he won’t approve?’ he asked.

‘Because I really like you,’ she admitted guilelessly. ‘And I want to know you better. Is that so terrible?’

‘You don’t care if I lose my job because of it then?’ he said.

‘Of course I care,’ she said emphatically, ‘but I won’t let that happen.’

‘How could you stop it?’ he asked. ‘I can’t imagine your father taking orders from you.’

‘Of course he doesn’t. But I’d tell him, if Bill goes so do I, and he wouldn’t like that because he needs me in his office.’ She looked at him gravely. ‘It’s all academic anyway because he isn’t going to find out.’

‘A smile lit up his face, putting the twinkle back in his eyes. ‘You’re a proper case, you are,’ he told her. ‘It’s usually the man who does the asking.’

‘Mmm, I know, but being Henry Slater’s daughter does limit the possibilities in that direction,’ she admitted frankly, ‘because most of the men I meet are employed by him and therefore off limits.’ She paused with a devilish look in her eye. ‘Let’s face it, if I wait for you to ask me out, I’ll wait forever.’

‘No doubt about it,’ he said candidly. ‘I don’t look for trouble.’

‘So, since I’ve broken with tradition by taking the initiative, how about meeting me outside the park gates tomorrow night at seven?’ she suggested brightly. ‘We could go to the pictures, if you like.’

Finally he surrendered. ‘All right then, but if I lose my job I shall hold you personally responsible.’

‘I’m willing to take the blame,’ she said, slipping her arm into his.

‘Come on, let’s walk to the park gates together.’

 



‘There’s no sign of your sister round ’ere, is there, Ken?’ said Frank, driving his Ford round the Broadway for the umpteenth time.

‘No, I don’t know what could have happened to her.’

‘Whatever was going on ’ere seems to be over anyway,’ remarked Frank chattily. The crowds had gone; the road was busy with private motorists but there were no public transport vehicles or indications of any trouble.

‘Mmm.’

‘Dolly’s probably gone to visit a friend or somethin’,’ said Frank, without a trace of pique.

‘Doesn’t that annoy you?’ asked Ken.

‘’Course not, why should it?’

‘Well, you and Dolly are supposed to be going out together, aren’t you?’ said Ken, whose query stemmed entirely from curiosity and not criticism of Dolly. He was at an age when such things were beginning to interest him. ‘I should think a chap would be pretty peeved if his girlfriend wasn’t at home when he called to see her.’

‘Nah, son, there’s none o’ that business with me and Dolly,’ said Frank, amicably. ‘We’ve known each other too long for that sort o’ caper. I’m part of the furniture in your ’ouse.’

‘Yes, I know, but even so ...’

‘I feel at ’ome at your place whether Dolly’s there or not.’

Ken didn’t usually give much thought to his father’s minder. He’d been coming to the house for so long he was taken for granted by everyone. But even Ken could see that the so-called ‘going out together’ of Frank and Dolly was a complete misnomer because they never went anywhere together. Still, like everything else in the Slater family, it was probably all Father’s doing, and Dolly would only go along with it until it suited her to do otherwise.

‘Oh, well, as long as it suits you and Dolly, I suppose that’s all that matters,’ he said.

‘You know me, son, I ain’t the sort to ruffle me feathers about anythin’,’ said Frank, proceeding along King Street.

‘That’s true.’

‘Waste o’ time getting het up about things,’ Frank remarked chattily. ‘Waste o’ time drivin’ round looking for your sister an’ all, ’cos she just ain’t here.’

‘She certainly doesn’t seem to be,’ agreed Ken.

‘I think we might as well go back to your place, mate,’ said Frank. ‘She’s probably back by now.’

Oh no she isn’t, thought Ken, his heart lurching as he spotted Dolly at the park gates. She’s with a chap! Even worse, Ken recognised the fellow as one of the labourers from the factory. He and Dolly were gawping at each other like a pair of clowns, apparently oblivious of anything else. What was the matter with his sister? Did she have a death wish or something? Not content with causing havoc at lunch, and failing to turn up for tea, now she had completely gone off her chump and was hobnobbing with one of Father’s underlings.

There’ll be fireworks when Father gets to hear about this, thought Ken, as the car drew closer to the park entrance. Frank might take everything in his stride, but Father certainly didn’t. Frank was sure to tell him about this. Ken’s heart was in his mouth as the car cruised towards the park gates and the unsuspecting couple.




Chapter Three

‘Looks like trouble ahead, Frank,’ lied Ken in an attempt to divert the other man’s attention from the park gates.

‘Where’s that then, son?’ he asked, peering into the distance, ‘I can’t see anything.’

‘Right up there near the bend in the road,’ lied Ken. ‘There seems to be a crowd on the pavement.’

‘You must be seein’ things, mate,’ said Frank, squinting ahead.

‘Probably something to do with the strike,’ persisted Ken. ‘Someone was telling me that a mob tried to overturn a private car the other day because the driver was giving lifts.’

‘Mmm, I ’eard about that an’ all,’ said Frank, craning his neck to see beyond the cars in front. ‘But I’m buggered if I can see any sign of bother now.’

‘It must have cleared,’ said Ken with a sigh of relief as soon as his sister and her boyfriend were safely out of sight. ‘Or perhaps I was imagining things.’

‘You ought to take more water with it,’ chortled Frank.

Ken managed a dutiful laugh. His satisfaction at having averted an immediate crisis was diminished by fear for his sister’s future happiness if she didn’t mend her ways. What on earth had possessed her to take such a risk?
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