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      Chapter 1

      
      1948

      
      The loud, persistent ring of the phone almost made Irene jump out of her skin. She wasn’t expecting to hear it.

      
      ‘Whoever can that be? Nobody ever rings here,’ she wondered, as she walked towards the phone in the hallway.

      
      Irene picked up the receiver tentatively, puzzled. A polite voice at the other end of the line asked, ‘Can I speak to Mrs
         Dean, please?’
      

      
      Irene replied, ‘I’m sorry, she’s resting at the moment.’

      
      ‘I’m Mr Heyworth’s secretary and Mr Bendall has given us her particulars,’ the caller persisted.

      
      It suddenly dawned on Irene that the call was meant for her. ‘Sorry, that’s me,’ she replied, coming to her senses.

      
      As a new bride living with her husband Peter’s family, Irene was not used to being called Mrs Dean, and had immediately thought
         the call was for her mother-in-law, Gladys, who was taking an afternoon nap.
      

      
      Irene was even less used to having personal phone calls at the house, as not many people she knew had their own private telephone.
         It had been installed in the house because Peter’s father, Richard, worked as a Post Office engineer and there were occasions
         when he needed to be reached for emergencies. Although he had since died, the phone remained in the house, but it was rarely
         used by anyone – it was virtually an ornament.
      

      
      
      ‘Yes, I gave Mr Bendall my particulars,’ Irene told the caller, recalling the discussion with her hairdresser earlier that
         day.
      

      
      ‘Well, Mr Heyworth would like to see you at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. Is that convenient with you?’

      
      ‘Thank you, I’ll be there,’ confirmed Irene, scarcely able to believe the speed at which the message had been acted on.

      
      At twenty-six, Irene was already an experienced sales assistant and had been a buyer for the Edwin Jones department store
         group in Dorset where she’d lived before she married. Now, recently married to Peter and living in Cambridge, she found being
         a housewife dull, and had confided this to her hairdresser, Frank Bendall, during her appointment that morning. They were
         also neighbours.
      

      
      ‘How are you getting on?’ he’d asked Irene, while rolling up her brunette hair.

      
      ‘To be quite truthful, I’m bored. I’ve got nothing to do,’ she’d replied.

      
      ‘So why don’t you take a job?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Well, Peter might not like me to,’ she said.

      
      ‘Oh, come on. These days that sort of thing has changed. What do you do?’

      
      ‘I was a buyer in fashion and accessories for a department store.’

      
      ‘I’m going to lunch with the Rotarians today. Write down what you do and I’ll see if I can put a word in,’ he offered.

      
      Irene wrote down details about her experience at Edwin Jones, and included her phone number, but didn’t give it another thought
         – until the phone rang later that afternoon.
      

      
      Irene now faced a dilemma – should she tell Peter about her interview at Heyworth’s? She decided to keep it to herself, just
         in case he tried to persuade her against it. Irene badly missed her work and buying beautiful ladies’ accessories. With her
         mother-in-law cooking their main meal of the day, there really was nothing for her to do, and she was thrilled to have this
         unexpected opportunity.
      

      
      The following day Irene dressed in her best suit, blouse and smart shoes, and wore a hat. She was slim, very attractive and
         elegantly dressed, and wanted to impress Mr Heyworth.
      

      
      She felt confident at the interview, and liked Herbert Heyworth. He offered her a job straight away, but there was a hitch.
         ‘We don’t have a vacancy for a buyer at the moment. I’d like you to be in our gown showroom until one comes up. Would you
         agree to this?’
      

      
      Irene agreed readily – it was better than staying at home all day. Mr Heyworth explained that the accessories buyer, Miss
         Hayward, was coming up to retirement, and Irene could have the job when she left.
      

      
      Irene had never been to Heyworth’s before and liked the fact that it was a small, family-run ladies’ department store, much
         smaller than the large store she had worked at before. It had a more intimate, friendly feel about it, while retaining a formal
         and professional air. She felt she would feel happy working there with the beautiful outfits and accessories.
      

      
      
      After leaving the store, she called in at Lloyds Bank, where Peter worked as a cashier. She wanted to tell him her good news
         and hoped he would approve. She went up to his counter, and when he saw his wife dressed in her best suit, his jaw dropped.
         ‘Where are you going?’
      

      
      Irene replied mysteriously, ‘It’s where I’ve been …’

      
      And then she couldn’t hold back any longer and blurted out, ‘I’ve got a job!’

      
      Peter’s face fell. But when Irene told him that she would be earning £8 10s a week, his face lit up. It was hard to turn down
         that kind of money.
      

      
      ‘That’s fantastic news, darling. Congratulations!’

      
      ‘It’s just that I’m so bored sitting at home all day doing nothing. And the extra money will come in handy,’ Irene told him
         excitedly. ‘I start next week.’
      

      
      * * *

      
      Irene was one of six children born in June 1921 to Nora and Harry Fiander in the picturesque village of Canford Magna, Dorset.

      
      She had an idyllic, carefree childhood and was a bit of a tomboy. Being born between her two brothers, Ronnie and Philip,
         she spent more time running around with them, climbing trees and swimming in the river, than playing with her elder sisters,
         Ivy, Phyllis and Nora.
      

      
      When Irene was three, her father started working as a groom and gardener for the distinguished landowner Sir Arthur Read on
         his estate in nearby Kingston Lacy. The house had beautiful gardens with espalier fruit trees trained up the walls. A three-bedroomed
         cottage came with the job and the family lived there happily.
      

      
      Although they were poor, they always had a meal on the table and clothes to wear. Despite money being tight, Irene’s house-proud
         mother never complained. She was a very quiet woman who never raised her voice or got cross with her large brood. Irene inherited
         her mother’s patience and gentle manners – a quietness and calmness – having learned from her the benefits they can reap.
      

      
      Sometimes Irene went to Sir Arthur’s big house with her mother. Nora was friendly with the nanny who worked there looking
         after his children, Lady Helen and Master James. Lady Helen was around the same age as Irene, and the nanny passed down her
         young charges’ unwanted clothes to her.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, this is beautiful,’ said Irene’s mother, accepting the clothes gratefully. The nanny had given her a brown-and-white
         gingham dress with a broderie anglaise trimming around the neck and bottom. It became one of Irene’s favourite dresses, and
         the nanny continued to send her Lady Helen’s cast-offs after Sir Arthur Read and his family later moved away.
      

      
      Irene and her mother only ever visited the servants’ quarters. Her mother was also friendly with the parlour-maid who worked
         there, a girl called Alice, who once scared the living daylights out of Irene. The servants used a black paraffin stove for
         heating, and when the four-year-old Irene went near it one day, Alice called out, ‘Don’t go near that. There’s an old bogey
         man in there!’
      

      
      Irene leaped backwards, terrified of what might happen if she ventured too close to the stove. Alice had only intended to
         warn her so she didn’t burn herself, but Irene remained frightened of black stoves for a long time afterwards.
      

      
      
      The experience did not put Irene off liking Alice, who thrilled her by asking her to be her bridesmaid. It was a very special
         occasion for a young child and an opportunity to dress up like no other day. Nora plaited Irene’s hair the night before so
         it would be wavy on the day. When the plaits were removed and Irene slipped into her shell-pink bridesmaid’s dress, she felt
         like a little princess: it was the prettiest dress she had ever worn, and a day she would never forget.
      

      
      At the Victorian-built village school, Irene listened keenly, enjoyed learning her lessons and excelled at gymnastics. Her
         talent was spotted by a teacher, who sent her and some other girls for extra coaching with a local celebrity, an actress called
         Madge Beaumont, who lived nearby in the picture-postcard village of Stapehill.
      

      
      Madge, who was in her late thirties, was the most flamboyant and glamorous woman Irene had ever seen. She wore very feminine
         long, floaty dresses and a big, wide-brimmed hat over her blonde hair and was unlike anyone else Irene knew.
      

      
      Madge trained the girls, gesturing theatrically, to perform gymnastic displays and maypole dancing in the garden of her home,
         raising funds for the poor ‘waifs and strays’ she actively supported.
      

      
      It was exhilarating for Irene to be in the company of such a star. Irene’s mother was musical too, and played the piano, but
         their family sing-songs were mostly confined to Christmas, when they all gathered round and sang with gusto.
      

      
      When Irene was seven, Sir Arthur Read sold his estate and moved away, and her family moved on as well to a hamlet in nearby Canford Bottom.
         Her father decided this was an opportune moment to train for a new job, something totally different with prospects. Harry
         joined Dorset County Council and studied for three years to become a surveyor, passing his exams with flying colours, and
         staying on with the council to develop his career.
      

      
      Their new home sat on the edge of a wood and they had no running water, only a spring well; a path led from their house through
         the wood to the well, where they would fill their buckets. Neither did they have gas or electricity, using paraffin lamps
         downstairs, and carrying candles to bed at night.
      

      
      Irene and her siblings collected fruit for their mother. In late summer they gathered an abundance of blackberries from the
         hedgerows, which Nora turned into delicious blackberry and apple jam and blackberry jelly. The hedges were filled with the
         succulent, dark fruit and, best of all, they were free! There were dozens of jars neatly stacked on a shelf in their very
         large pantry, labelled with the names of all the different fruits Nora preserved to last them through the winter months: strawberry,
         raspberry, gooseberry and damson jams sitting alongside their favourite blackberry preserves.
      

      
      But Nora didn’t like cooking in the kitchen in summer, finding it too hot to bake there. Instead, Harry found a stove with
         an oven that could be used outdoors, and put it in the outdoor washhouse where the copper was kept. Nora cooked there when
         the weather was warm, with the door wide open for the fresh air to circulate freely.
      

      
      Nora hardly ever had the chance to put her feet up, except on Sunday afternoons, when Harry would take a deckchair into the
         woods for her to rest in the cool shade. She never complained about her tireless domestic duties; it was a labour of love
         for her family.
      

      
      Saturday night was bath night and the family took it in turns to use the tin bath in the washhouse. Irene’s father spent the
         weekend filling the copper with water for Nora to heat for the Monday wash, making repeated trips to the well to collect enough.
         When Irene left for school on a Monday morning, she waved goodbye to her mother, who was already busy working in the washhouse. When school had finished, she returned home
         to see her mother still hard at work with the washing, making sure the linens were spotlessly white. When everything was dry,
         she used a flat iron to make their laundry crisp and immaculate before putting it all away.
      

      
      Irene helped with the dusting, and her mother, a perfectionist, would check her work afterwards, running her fingers along
         the surfaces to make sure Irene had done a good job.
      

      
      As a child, Irene spent many happy hours running around the centuries-old Fox and Hounds pub in Wimborne, run by her grandmother,
         Maggie Toomer. When Harry helped out there, Irene joined him and loved running up the winding, creaking staircase that opened
         into three bedrooms, one room leading through to the other two. The beer barrels were stored along the passageway, and the
         pub had lots of nooks and crannies for Irene to play hide and seek. It was a popular pub with locals, who could satisfy their
         appetites with bread, cheese and pickles with the beer if they felt peckish.
      

      
      On bank holidays the family would often head to the beach, catching a bus to Bournemouth, six miles from where they lived.
         They’d trudge through the crowds to find a spot to spread out their picnic, sit back and soak up the sun in deckchairs. Irene’s
         father would tie a handkerchief – knotted at the corners to stop it blowing off – round his head to protect it. Irene and
         her brothers and sisters loved those idyllic days on the beach, making sandcastles with their buckets and spades and paddling
         in the sea, hoping the day would never end.
      

      
      * * *

      
      At fifteen, although Irene had loved school and enjoyed learning, passing her entrance exams for grammar school, it was decided
         that she’d have to leave, as her parents couldn’t afford to buy her the uniform she’d need.
      

      
      Irene wasn’t sure what she wanted to do next, and considered becoming a hairdresser. After discovering that she’d have to
         pay for her training, she dropped the idea. She wanted to earn money, not pay to learn a trade.
      

      
      Instead she started work at Corfe Mullen Dairies, where they boiled up milk in big vats to make thick Devon cream. Her duties
         were in the teashop, but she didn’t enjoy it. Being the youngest, she was at everyone’s beck and call and quickly got fed
         up. She wanted to do something more interesting.
      

      
      Her mother spotted a newspaper advertisement for apprentices at Edwin Jones’ department store in Poole. Their head office
         was in Southampton, but they also had branches in Bournemouth, Poole and Weymouth.
      

      
      ‘I think I’ll apply and give it a go. It sounds interesting and it’s got to be better than what I’m doing now,’ Irene told
         her mother.
      

      
      Irene’s application was successful and she was ecstatic to be offered an apprenticeship by the company at their Poole store,
         which traded as Bon Marché; it was the biggest store in the town. She was told she would earn 2s 6d a week for the first year,
         doubling to 5 shillings for the second year and 7s 6d for the third year. The working day was long, as the shop closed at
         7 p.m. on Mondays, Tuesdays and Thursdays, not until 8 p.m on Fridays, and 9 p.m. on Saturdays. Wednesday was a half-day.
      

      
      
      Irene was sent to work in the hosiery and gloves department, and knew instantly she had made the right decision. She liked
         fashion, colours and matching outfits and accessories, and couldn’t have chosen a more perfect job. As a young child she had
         always liked pretty clothes, and now she was in her element, surrounded by departments full of the latest fashions and stylish
         accessories.
      

      
      Poole was seven miles from Irene’s house and in order to reach it, she cycled two miles to Wimborne, where she caught the
         train into Poole. The journey took no more than twenty minutes in total if she didn’t have to hang around waiting for the
         train. However, coming home in the evenings always took longer.
      

      
      As she sat at the station platform in Poole waiting for her train home one evening, she was surprised to be approached by
         Mr Stone, the store manager. It was 7.50 p.m.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing here this time of night?’ he asked the new junior.

      
      ‘I missed the earlier train because it left at five to seven, so I’m waiting for the next one at five to eight,’ she told
         him. She had finished work at 7 p.m. that day.
      

      
      ‘Well, come and see me in the morning,’ he told her, before stepping into his carriage.

      
      Irene fretted all night, worried what the store manager was going to say to her. When she went into his office the following
         day, he surprised her by saying, ‘From now on you can go home a quarter of an hour early every night to catch your train.
         We can’t have you sitting on that platform for an hour.’
      

      
      As the youngest junior, Irene was expected to carry out the most menial tasks. Miss Proudley, the department’s twenty-year-old
         buyer, told Irene, ‘Just watch me and the other sales girls and you can learn from us that way.’ She learned how to tidy up
         after the older shop girls, replacing all the stock that had been taken out and shown to customers, as well as making sure
         that all the fixtures with garments on display were in order.
      

      
      One of her jobs was to meticulously put stockings that had been shown to customers back in their packets, with the sheerest
         stockings requiring the most delicate handling so they did not snag on a fingernail or ring.
      

      
      Irene got on well with Miss Proudley, who was soon to be married. When Miss Proudley noticed that the collar on her dress was
         wet one day, she asked Irene to press it with a flat iron. She was still wearing it at the time, and Irene was unsure how
         to do this.
      

      
      Heating up the flat iron, Irene placed it straight on the fabric – and heard Miss Proudley let out an agonised cry.

      
      ‘You’ve burned me!’

      
      ‘I’m so sorry,’ she apologised profusely, feeling mortified. ‘I didn’t mean to.’

      
      Irene hadn’t thought of placing her hand underneath the collar and holding it out to shield Miss Proudley’s skin. She looked aghast at the burn
         on her neck.
      

      
      ‘I’m getting married in a month’s time. Now I shall have a big scar on my neck, which everyone will see,’ Miss Proudley lamented.

      
      
      ‘A month is still a long way away, and I’ll see what concealer we can use to cover it up,’ replied Irene, who was crestfallen.

      
      Thankfully some New Skin concealer did the trick, and when Miss Proudley’s big day arrived, the one-inch scar was barely visible,
         much to Irene’s relief.
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