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PART ONE

1953




Chapter 1

Janet fell to her knees and, bending her head slightly, squeezed her brown eyes tightly shut. She sighed silently as her father, the Reverend Peter Slater‘s, loud commanding voice echoed round the village church. What was she going to do? She was only sixteen. Her father was telling his congregation about good and evil but it was going over her head. She prayed, but knew that in his eyes she had sinned. The usual sound of shuffling when the congregation stood to sing brought her back. It was her favourite hymn, but the last thing she felt at the moment was ‘bright and beautiful’.

She could feel her rnother’s presence beside her, smell the sweet scent of her lavender water. She always wore lavender water on a Sunday, but today the heady smell induced a wave of nausea in Janet. She knew her mother was smiling. Irene Slater was always smiling. She was a pillar of strength in this village, attending to everyone’s needs from births to funerals. Stowford was a small village in Sussex where everybody knew everybody else’s business. Generations of local families had grown up here. All Janet’s grandparents were buried in this churchyard.

At the end of the service everyone made their way out of the church and into the warm autumn sunshine. They stood in small groups for the habitual Sunday morning chat. Janet  could only nod politely to the ladies. She was frightened to open her mouth in case she was sick, as she had been when she’d got up that morning. She wanted to go home. She had to tell her parents soon. She couldn’t keep this secret to herself much longer. She brushed a strand of her dark hair from her face and pushed it under her hat. The cream straw framing her pretty face complemented her pink silk duster coat perfectly.

Mrs Scott, the local WI chairwoman, came up to Janet and her mother. ‘Lovely day,’ she said.

Mrs Slater nodded. ‘Yes, it is. How is Mr Scott these days? We don’t see him at church.’

‘He’s keeping well enough, but he does feel a little embarrassed when he keeps coughing and disturbing people.’

‘I understand. And how is Mark?’

‘Not very happy. I don’t think he likes taking orders.’

Janet wanted to smile. Mark Scott certainly wouldn’t like taking orders. He had been a real mummy’s boy when they were at school together. Perhaps being conscripted into the army might do him some good. But she felt sorry for his father, who had been injured in the war.

‘Will Mark get leave soon?’ asked Janet’s mother.

‘I hope so. We do miss him about the house.’ Mrs Scott glanced at Janet. ‘You’re very quiet today, dear.’

The Reverend’s wife smiled. ‘I think she’s coming down with something; been poorly all week, haven’t you, dear?’ She smiled gently at her daughter.

‘Could be this warm weather. All young girls have funny moments. I expect it will soon pass.’ Mrs Scott progressed along the line to shake the Reverend’s hand.

Janet flinched. She knew that what was wrong with her wasn’t going to soon pass.

Slowly everyone moved on and the Slater family made their way home to the vicarage.

‘I thought that was a good service this morning, my dear. Did it come over well?’ asked the Reverend as they sat at the dining-room table.

Every Sunday Janet had to listen to the same conversation. If only she had a brother or sister she could talk to, someone to confide in. Even her friends in the village didn’t like to come here; they always seemed on edge and had to mind their Ps and Qs.

How would her parents react to her news? She knew her father would be angry. He had always been aloof and unapproachable even though he was a Christian and should, she thought, be forgiving. In many ways Janet and her mother had always been distant too, never confiding and talking together. She had envied other children when their mothers had laughed and played silly games with them, and as a child she was rarely cuddled. She knew they loved her in their own way, but felt perhaps, somehow they couldn’t let their barriers down and show their feelings. Irene Slater was seen by all in the village as a kind and well-meaning vicar’s wife. Maybe she would be kind and well meaning to her daughter? After all, till now Janet had been happy enough at home—there was bound to be a storm, but surely in the end they’d stand by her. They couldn’t throw her out, could they? She had to tell them soon.

Janet sat wishing the ground would swallow her up as she watched Mrs Price, who helped her mother, bringing in their lunch.

‘I’ll be off now,’ she said, placing the last dish on the table.

‘Thank you, Mrs Price,’ said the Reverend.

Suddenly Janet could stand it no longer and the smell of the food sent her rushing to the bathroom.

When she had stopped being sick she sat on the floor reflecting on how she had got herself into this mess.

 



Aunt Rose, Janet’s mother’s sister, had written and asked her if she would like to go to London to see the Coronation. Princess Elizabeth was going to be crowned Queen of England; it was going to be the start of a new Elizabethan age. After all the austerity of the war years the whole country intended to celebrate. Janet was so excited. She loved London but knew only her aunt there, and she didn’t get to visit her very often. Last time Janet had seen Aunt Rose was at Uncle Alf’s funeral. Now poor Rose had only Derek at home, Janet’s cousin, four years older than she.

June 2 was a day Janet would never forget. She and Aunt Rose had spent the day standing in the Mall, part of the crowd that had shouted and sung as the procession of royal carriages moved past. Everyone was in a happy mood despite the rain, so that even the street cleaners got a cheer.

That evening there were parties all over Britain. The rain had stopped and pianos were brought out into the streets. Even though things were still hard to get, tables groaned under the food and drink. Earlier, barrels of beer had been set upon trestles to allow the beer to settle until everyone was ready to start celebrating in their own way.

Derek and Janet went to a street party round the corner from Aunt Rose’s house. There was a piano in the road being played by a young man whose name Janet found out was Sam. She was hypnotized by his good looks. As his fingers ran over the keys she felt dizzy just looking  at him. She leant on the piano like she’d seen women in films do. If only she smoked she could have looked at him through an atmospheric grey haze. She was pleased she wasn’t wearing her ankle socks. Sam was everything a girl could wish for; tall, dark and the most handsome man Janet had ever seen. She thought her heart would leap from her body when he winked at her. She was immediately in love with him. When someone offered her a port and lemon, she almost said she didn’t drink but she wanted to look grown up and sophisticated in Sam’s eyes, and it did taste rather nice.

As evening slipped into the night she knew she wouldn’t leave Sam’s side. She was intoxicated with Sam as well as the drink. When Derek came and told her he was going on to another party and did she want to go with him, she shook her head. She was in love and it was just like in the pictures - a tall, dark-haired, good-looking man was sweeping her off her feet. She had even imagined herself married to him, waiting at their front door for him to come home from work every evening ...

 



‘Janet? Janet, are you all right?’ Her mother was knocking on the bathroom door.

‘Just coming.’ She quickly wiped her mouth and glanced at herself in the mirror. She looked terrible. She had to tell them today.

‘Janet, at last,’ said her father when she walked into the dining room. ‘I’m waiting to say grace, and our lunch is getting cold.’

‘I’m sorry.’ She sat down and stared at her plate.

After the prayers her mother offered her the tureen of potatoes. Janet shook her head.

‘I don’t know what’s the matter with you lately. You seem to be in another world.’

Janet took a deep breath. ‘I’m having a baby.’

The tureen fell to the ground with a loud crash. The roast potatoes scattered and rolled all over the floor.

Her father spluttered and choked.

Her mother’s face turned deathly white. ‘What did you just say?’

Janet almost wanted to laugh. It had been so easy. Just four words. Four little words that were going to turn all their lives upside down.

Her father was still coughing and choking.

‘Janet, I hope this isn’t some kind of a joke.’

‘No, Mother. It isn’t a joke.’

‘But how do you know? When did this happen?’

Janet blushed.

‘Oh my God. How can you be sure? Have you seen a doctor?’

Janet nodded.

Her mother stood up. ‘You haven’t been to see Doctor Lake, have you? It will be all over the village in no time if his receptionist gets to hear of this.’

‘I went to a doctor in Horsham last week.’ That part had been easy, as she worked there.

‘And who’s the father?’ asked her mother.

‘Sam.’

‘Who’s Sam? Is he local?’

‘No. He’s a young man I met when I went to see the Coronation.’

‘But you’re only sixteen.’

Her father wiped his face. ‘I can’t believe this.’ He stood up and threw his napkin on to the table. ‘I can’t believe  I am hearing this. Is this ... ?’ He waved his arms with frustration. ‘You, my dear girl, are a disgrace.’

Janet felt the tears stinging her eyes.

‘Is this person going to do the right thing and marry you?’

Janet shrugged.

‘Does he know?’ asked her mother.

She shook her head.

‘Where does he live?’ asked her father.

‘I don’t know.’

‘You don’t know? My daughter! You’re no better than a street woman. A whore.’

Irene Slater walked to the window. ‘Peter, please, your language.’ She turned to Janet. ‘Young lady, we had better go into the drawing room. We have a lot to discuss.’

Janet swallowed hard and followed her mother, amazed at her calmness.

‘Sit down.’

Janet quickly did as her mother bid.

‘Now, how did this happen?’

Janet glanced at her father, who was standing in the doorway. ‘I was at a party and Sam was playing the piano, and I had a few drinks.’

‘Where was Rose while all this was going on?’ asked the Reverend.

‘She was there.’

‘But she didn’t stop you drinking and behaving like an alley cat.’

‘She didn’t see me.’

‘I expect she was drunk as well,’ he snorted.

‘Please, Peter.’

‘I would have thought your sister would have behaved  more responsibly when she had our daughter under her roof.’

Irene Slater gave her husband a withering look, then asked Janet, ‘Does Derek know this young man?’

Janet shook her head.

‘You asked him?’

‘Yes. You see, I liked him and at the time I thought I wanted to see him again.’

Her father began pacing. ‘So you knew what you were doing with this ... this person then? What will my parishioners think? What are we going to do? We have been in this village for generations and this is the first time anyone has brought disgrace to our name.’

Janet hung her head in shame.

‘We have to talk about this,’ said Irene Slater.

‘Talk? Is that all you’ve got to say about this ... this affair?’

‘I must have time to think. Janet, how could you? You have let me and your father down. We trusted you. Didn’t you stop to consider the consequence of your selfish actions?’

Tears began to fill Janet’s eyes. ‘I didn’t think I could get pregnant.’

‘You have been very foolish. Of course you will have to go away,’ said her mother. ‘You do understand, don’t you? We can’t have this kind of scandal in the family.’

‘What will you tell people?’ Suddenly the awful repercussions of the situation began to hit Janet.

‘I don’t know at the moment. I’ll have to think. Perhaps we can tell them you have gone away to look after a relation who has been taken ill.’

‘Should send her to a leper colony,’ said her father.

That brought forth a flood of tears from Janet. All these weeks of wondering and waiting for something to happen, and now it was all out in the open and her parents weren’t behaving as she had hoped they would. Perhaps they were in shock.

‘Peter, that wasn’t very Christian. Try to be a little understanding.’

‘I don’t feel very Christian. Is this all the thanks we get for all we’ve done for you? You have been brought up well and in a Christian family and you go and flout the laws of common decency. I wash my hands of you.’ Her father left the room.

Janet silently sobbed. Why were they rejecting her when she needed them most? Had she been so very naive to hope that at least her mother would stand by her?

‘Where will I go?’

‘Leave it to me,’ said her mother. ‘I’ll find out, discreetly, of course. Now I’d better clear the lunch away. Janet, are you capable of taking the Sunday school this afternoon?’

She shook her head.

‘In that case I’d better do it.’

Janet was hurt at her mother’s coolness. She knew what she had done was wrong and knew it wasn’t going to be easy for her parents to accept the situation, but she really hadn’t thought her mother would be so matter-of-fact.

When her mother had left the room Janet sat and looked out of the window. What was going to happen to her? Her thoughts turned to Sam. She knew he wouldn’t be concerned about her, and marriage would be out of the question. He had told her of how he wanted to go to America and be in films. When she’d shown interest at that he’d made it clear he wanted to go alone. A baby and a wife wouldn’t fit into  any of his plans, she realized. She had loved him at the time but as they’d talked after she’d given herself to him, which she now bitterly regretted, it had been clear to her he was only interested in himself and how talented he thought he was. She’d known then he was selfish.

She touched her stomach. What was going to happen to her baby? Well, six months from now she would have all the answers.

 



Fortunately, for the rest of the day her parents were busy and when they left for evening service, she went to her bedroom.

Before going to bed she wrote in her diary. Today had been another important day, but it hadn’t turned out as she had expected. She wanted to be happy; she wanted her parents to share her baby, not the hurt and pain she felt. She knew what she’d done was wrong and now she had to face the consequences. She flicked through the pages of her diary. Most were empty: she only recorded important events and there hadn’t been that many in her life.

She lay thinking about all that had been said. Her mind was churning over and over. Sleep wasn’t going to come easily tonight. She heard her parents returning, then, a while later, her mother’s footfall on the stairs.

‘Janet?’ she was calling softly as she pushed open the bedroom door.

Janet pulled herself up to a sitting position and switched on the bedside light. She knew her eyes were red from crying.

Her mother came and sat on the bed. ‘You must forgive your father, but this has come as a great shock to us both. I’m sure when he’s had time to think about it things won’t be quite so bad.’

Janet knew her father was strict. Although she loved him they had never been that close. She rubbed the tears away from her cheeks. ‘Does that mean I might be able to stay here?’

‘No, I don’t think that would be very wise.’

‘What about my baby?’

Irene Slater winced visibly. ‘You will have to have it adopted.’

‘But, but—’

‘Janet, you are only sixteen.’

‘I’ll be seventeen by the time it’s born,’ sniffed Janet.

‘So how on earth do you think you could look after ... it.’

‘I hoped you’d be on my side.’

‘I am very sorry and angry at what has happened but I am the vicar’s wife. I too have a duty to our parishioners and we can’t have a scandal on our own doorstep when your father is preaching about sin.’

‘But what about me?’

Mrs Slater stood up. ‘You have been a very foolish girl, but the damage has been done now so we must make the best of it. This is a small village and people look up to us to set an example.’

‘But what about you, Mother? Do you want to send me away?’

She turned from her daughter’s gaze and straightened a lace doily on the dressing table. ‘It isn’t what I want that counts.’ She came back to the bed. ‘Good night, dear.’ She kissed Janet’s forehead, then left.

Janet wanted her mother to hold her and tell her she had forgiven her, but it wasn’t to be.

After her mother left she sat and stared at the door. What  was going to happen to her? She hugged her knees and desperately wished with all her heart that she could turn the clock back. She wanted to win once more her mother’s love and trust. Janet had been happy at home even if her father always appeared to be distant. Although her life had been humdrum, she hadn’t known anything different, though in the past few months she had longed for excitement. She’d wanted to be loved like the women she had seen at the pictures, and mistakenly thought Sam could give her that. She would have gone to America with him if he had asked her. And now she was going to have his baby. She could give it plenty of love, she knew that. It was hers and she didn’t want to give her baby away, but at sixteen what option did she have?




Chapter 2

‘At last.’ Irene Slater looked up from the letter she was reading. ‘It’s from the home for unmarried mothers,’ she said to her daughter.

Janet was pleased her father was at church conducting a funeral service.

‘The nuns will have a place for you,’ continued her mother, smiling.

Janet didn’t speak, she was so unhappy. For these past four weeks she had been miserable. Her father hadn’t spoken to her and her mother had been very organizing in a detached way. Nobody had enquired as to how she felt, or asked her opinion. She wished she could turn the clock back. When Janet had tried to talk to her mother she’d seemed embarrassed. Janet wanted to share this baby with her, ask her advice, but her mother had made it very clear she didn’t want to be involved.

‘I’m sorry, Janet, if I seem to be hard but we do have a standard to maintain,’ she had said. ‘When this is all over you can pick up your life back here again and people will be none the wiser. So the less said about this matter the better.’

Now her mother’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

‘Janet, did you hear what I said?’

She nodded. Did she want to pick up her life back here again? ‘Where is it—this home?’ she asked.

‘In London.’

Janet felt happier at that. ‘Near Aunt Rose?’ she asked eagerly.

‘No. And I must ask you not to write and tell her what has happened. I’ll do that. The home is in South London, a place called Southwark.’

Aunt Rose lived north of the Thames.

‘When have I got to go?’

‘You said it was due in March, so you will have to go quite soon.’

‘Before Christmas?’ asked Janet in alarm.

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘But I want to be here for Christmas.’

‘I’m very sorry, dear, but we can’t have you waddling about the village. You are beginning to show a little now, and we don’t want anyone suspecting.’

Janet felt unclean.

‘Have you told anyone at the office?’

Janet worked in an accounts department.

She shook her head.

‘That’s good. You’ll have to hand your notice in very soon - you can tell them you are looking after an aunt —and perhaps when this is all over you can apply to return.’

Janet was angry. Her mother didn’t mind her telling lies if it served her purpose. She didn’t want to go back to Blakes, she was the only junior in accounts and seemed to spend her life making tea and running errands. The grey-haired ladies and old men only smiled at her and conversed amongst themselves.

‘You can go at the end of the month. I’ll help you pack. You’ll travel by train.’

It was all so matter-of-fact. Her mother hadn’t shown any feelings about her or her baby. This was going to be her grandchild.

‘Will you come to see me?’

‘We will try. But when you get there, there will be plenty of other girls in the same predicament as you and you should all get on very well together.’

So that was it. They were pushing her out of sight till it was all over. Would she be welcomed back like a prodigal daughter afterwards? She very much doubted it.

 



At the end of October Mrs Slater kissed her daughter goodbye as she boarded the bus to the station. Janet’s father did not see her off.

On the train she sat looking out of the window. The last time she had gone to London was such a happy occasion, now this journey was the result of that moment in which she had thrown all her principles away. Why had she done it? She gave a slight smile. She knew why, it was because she wanted to feel grown up. When they went to the park and Sam kissed her long and hard she felt she was in heaven. He had been her Mr Wonderful. When he began to unbutton her blouse she became a little apprehensive. Sam told her not to worry. As he struggled to get her knickers off she had feebly said no.

‘Ain’t you ever done it before?’

She remembered shaking her head and telling him she was worried about having a baby and he had just laughed.

‘It’s me lucky night then, ain’t it?’ he’d whispered as he kissed and caressed her breasts. ‘You can trust me, darling.  All the modern girls do it. ‘Sides, you can’t get up the duff the first time.’

How wrong he had been. She hadn’t really enjoyed him pushing inside her; it had hurt and it wasn’t as if it had been as thrilling as she had been led to believe in some of the magazines she’d secretly read. Now she felt he had used her.

 



Janet got off the bus and looked at the paper to confirm she was at the right address. The red-brick building with tiny windows looked old and run-down, almost prison-like. The house was set back from the road behind tall trees. Her mother had told her it was run by nuns. Janet sighed. So that meant more sermons and prayers. She would have liked to have been able to run far away, but she didn’t have much money and where would she go? Aunt Rose wouldn’t want her, not if that meant a confrontation with Janet’s father. They had never seen eye to eye, as Rose wasn’t religious. Janet picked up her suitcase, walked along the gravel path and up the six stone steps, then rang the bell.

‘Miss Slater,’ repeated the sister who opened the door and asked who she was. ‘Yes, we are expecting you. Follow me.’ She glided, in the way that nuns seemed to have, along the dark passage. In contrast Janet’s shoes were echoing on the tiled floor.

They stopped at the second brown-painted door.

‘I’m Sister Verity and this is my office, and if at any time you wish to talk to me you must feel free to do so. Now take off your hat and coat and take a seat. We have to fill in a few forms. Just routine, you understand.’

Janet did as she was told. She was asked all the usual questions: name, date of birth, her father’s occupation.

Sister Verity, a tall thin-faced woman, with pointed features and piercing brown eyes, looked up quickly when Janet told her. ‘This must have come as a great shock to your parents?’

Janet only bowed her head.

Sister Verity continued writing. ‘Now I must have the child’s father’s full name.’

‘Why?’

‘So that it can be on the birth certificate.’

Janet sat and stared at her blankly. How could she say she didn’t know it? It made her sound as if she was ... ‘Mark Samuel,’ she said quickly.

‘Does he know?’

Janet shook her head.

‘I see.’ When the sister had finished writing she sat back and closed the file. ‘The evening meal will be in a short while, then after prayers you will be examined by our doctor. I will get Miss Long to show you to the room you will be sharing with her. She is in the day room at the moment.’

Janet noted the emphasis was on the Miss.

They moved out of the office and back along the passage. Sister Verity pushed open a door to reveal about ten girls in various stages of pregnancy, sitting in armchairs. Many were knitting, but some were talking or reading.

‘Miss Long, will you take care of Miss Slater? She will be sharing your room.’

A thin short girl, who didn’t look as if she had a baby hiding under her voluminous smock, stood up. She appeared to be about the same age as Janet, and had short dark hair and dancing brown eyes. She came over and a broad smile lit up her face. ‘Sure. Come on, follow me.’

The sister moved away as they left the room and climbed the stairs.

‘We’re in here.’ She pushed open the door. ‘It ain’t bad, a bloody sight better than the one I had at home.’

Janet stood in the doorway of the sparsely furnished room. The narrow window was open and the thin beige-coloured curtains moved gently. There were just two single beds, a dressing table, and a cupboard built in the fire recess; the fireplace had been boarded up.

‘It’s a bit cold in here.’ Miss Long hugged herself and moved to pull the sash window down. ‘The nuns always open the windows, reckon we need the fresh air. I like my air warm and full of smoke. Thank goodness we only sleep here so it ain’t that bad. What’s your name?’

‘Janet.’

‘Mine’s Freda. When’s it due?’

‘March.’

‘Blimey, your family got rid of you quick enough, didn’t they?’

Janet didn’t answer, but instead asked, ‘When’s your baby due?’

‘January. I ain’t that big.’ Freda patted her stomach affectionately. ‘Can’t say I wanner have him adopted, though, but I ain’t got a lot of choice. Me stepdad threw me out.’

Janet was warming to this girl. ‘How do you know it’s a boy?’

Freda laughed. ‘Did the test with a wedding ring - well, it was a brass one really. You hold it over your belly and if it goes this way it’s a boy.’ She moved her hands round clockwise. ‘And if it goes the other way it’s a girl. Well, I think that’s the right way.’

Janet liked Freda. She seemed honest and happy.

‘We’ll have to do you. What d’you want?’

‘It doesn’t really matter, does it? We can’t keep them.’

‘No, that’s true. Right, tea’s in about half an hour so let me give you a hand with your unpacking.’

Despite all the apprehension she had had about coming here, Janet felt that she had found a friend.

‘This is nice,’ said Freda as she hung Janet’s skirt on a hanger. ‘Looks like you’ve got some nice things.’

‘They won’t fit me for very long.’

‘Don’t worry about that. The sisters will soon have you knitting and sewing so you can make yourself a new skirt. Can you knit?’

Janet nodded. ‘But I’m not very good at sewing.’ She put her nightdress under the pillow and hung her dressing gown on the hook behind the door. ‘What’s it like here?’

‘It ain’t bad, I suppose—bit like a prison really, not that I’ve been inside, but we can’t do what we like and they’re forever telling us we should be grateful that they’re looking after us after what we done. And we do have a lot of prayers, mostly about him up there forgiving us for what we did.’ She raised her eyes to the ceiling. ‘Fallen women, that’s what we are.’ She laughed.

‘Who was here?’ asked Janet as she sat on the bed to test the springs.

‘Maisie. Nice kid. Think she had a boy. We don’t come back after we leave the hospital and so if you ain’t got your mate’s address you can’t keep in touch.’

The dinner gong reverberated round the room.

‘Come on, follow me.’ Freda was out of the door.

The meal of beans on toast wasn’t very exciting but it was adequate.

After tea and prayers Janet was shown into the doctor’s room.

The doctor was a short, round balding man with bright blue eyes. ‘Right, take your knickers off and get up on the bed.’ He had cold stubby fingers that prodded and probed at Janet’s very private parts. She felt humiliated and dirty. The doctor she had seen at Horsham had been kinder and apologized if he thought he was hurting her, but Dr Winter appeared to take a fiendish delight in making her jump.

‘Get dressed, young lady. Everything seems to be in order,’ he said, moving towards the sink and washing his hands. ‘I will examine you every week, take your blood pressure and generally keep my eye on you. If at any time you feel unwell or have a show of blood you must report it at once.’ He dried his hands and sat at his desk and began writing. ‘That’s all, you can go now.’

Janet stood outside the door for a few moments. If only Sam knew what he was putting her through would he have stood by her? She didn’t think he would. Besides, how many other little Sams were there? One evening, just a few minutes, that’s all it took and she hadn’t even enjoyed it that much. Now this was the result. She moved towards the day room. She didn’t think he would be concerned at her plight, and after all she could have made it clearer she meant it when she said no.

‘So you’ve met our Dr Winter then,’ said Freda later that evening as they were getting undressed ready for bed. ‘He’s got bloody cold hands, ain’t he? I’m sure he runs ‘em under the cold tap just to make us squirm. Winter be name and Winter be nature.’ Freda laughed.

Janet took her diary from her handbag and began writing.

‘What you doing?’

‘Just writing in my diary.’

‘Do you do it every day?’

‘No, only when I’ve got something important to write about.’

‘Oh, I see.’

When they were in bed Freda told Janet lights out was at nine thirty, and woe betide any one who was caught with their light on after that.

‘It’s the bloody great gap under the door that gives the game away,’ said Freda. ‘And those nuns creep about like the Lord Jesus Christ himself. Sometimes they frighten the life out of you when they speak and you don’t know they’re there.’

‘What do they do to you if you get caught?’ asked Janet anxiously.

‘Well, you spend most of the day on your knees praying and after that it’s in the kitchen cleaning the pots and pans.’

Janet grinned. It was worse than school. She settled down under the blankets and felt strange knowing, after all her apprehension since the day her mother had received the letter, that she could be happy here.

They talked for quite a while in low whispers.

Janet heard how Freda had met Mick and had fallen in love with him. It was when she found she was having his baby that he told her he was married.

‘So then me stepdad threw me out.’

‘But what about your mother?’

‘Me mum? She couldn’t wait to get rid of me. She didn’t want another mouth to feed. ‘Sides, she thought I was a bad influence on the others.’

‘You’ve got brothers and sisters?’

‘I should say so. Two brothers and three sisters that were me dad’s. He died a long while ago. Then I’ve got another three sisters—they’re me stepdad’s. I’m the oldest.’

‘That must be quite a houseful?’

‘You could say that. In some ways I’m glad I’ve got this little ‘en to love, even if it is only for a few weeks.’

Janet was astounded. She sat up. ‘You mean they let us keep them for a few weeks?’

‘Sometimes, but only while we’re in the hospital. It depends if they’ve got a family waiting or not to adopt, and they don’t like putting ’em on a bottle straight away.’

Janet was grateful she was sharing with Freda. Freda had picked up a lot during her weeks at the home, and Janet knew she had so much to learn.

They talked long into the night. Janet told her all about Sam and her parents.

‘Christ, I bet that upset ’em.’

‘It did. My father has been really awful about it.’

‘Yer, but he must have done it at some time to have got you.’

‘But they were married.’

“Ere, perhaps you’re the result of an immaculate conception.’

Janet put her hand over her mouth and giggled quietly. She suddenly realized she hadn’t laughed for a very long time.

Freda told her there were twelve expectant mothers in the home and every day after breakfast and prayers they all had chores to do. Then it was breathing and exercises. The afternoon was for resting and relaxing, then after tea  they could stay in the day room for a few hours until bedtime.

When they finally said their good nights, Janet turned over, and for the first time in months went to sleep with a smile on her face.




Chapter 3

For the first few days Janet watched and waited to be told what to do. At the beginning she just had to help out, but towards the end of the week Doreen, another mother-to-be, started labour and was whisked off to the hospital. Doreen’s job was to vacuum and dust the day room, so now that became Janet’s. Freda was proving to be a good friend and helped her whenever she got behind.

On Sunday morning after breakfast they were to go to church. This was the first time Janet had been outside. The nuns didn’t approve of the girls going out alone. Were they afraid they would run away? Where would they go? Every one of the girls said it was her parents that sent her there—out of sight, out of mind.

Janet slipped on her coat and looked out of the window. The wind was blowing the leaves off the trees, swirling them up then tossing them back down. She shivered. Her and Freda’s room was at the front; she could hear the traffic but couldn’t see beyond the high barrier of trees. At the back of the house was a small garden with a patchy lawn and a few bare straggly shrubs. It had a path that led to the washing line. They each had a set day to do their washing. Houses overlooked the back garden, and the girls only went out there when they had to, as some of the children from  the houses sat on the wall and called them names. That upset Janet but Freda told her they didn’t know what they were shouting out, it was only what their parents had told them to say.

Janet put her scarf round her neck, pulled her hat on and, gathering up her gloves, hurried down the stairs. She didn’t want to be late.

‘Miss Slater, don’t run. If you fall and injure that child some poor parents will be deprived,’ Sister Verity called out.

Janet stood with her mouth open. There wasn’t any worry about her falling, just as long as her baby was all right for someone else.

Freda grabbed Janet’s arm and almost frogmarched her out of the door. ‘Just don’t say a word,’ she hissed out of the corner of her mouth.

They were at the back of the line with Sister Verity behind them as they were marched in pairs to the church. Janet felt so humiliated as people stood and stared, then whispered amongst themselves. In the church Sister James, a short, round nun with pale blue eyes and a flushed face, ushered them into the two back pews.

As soon as the service was over and the large door opened, the girls were very quickly moved out and sent scurrying along the road. Nobody was allowed to speak to them.

‘This happens every Sunday,’ said Freda. ‘Reckon we’ve got a sign on our heads saying “Unclean”. Treated like lepers, we are. Sometimes I feel like shouting out that what we’ve got ain’t catching unless you’re up to no good.’ She laughed. ‘Come on, cheer up. You’ll get used to it.’

Janet smiled, though she didn’t think she would get used to it, but then her time at the home wasn’t going to last for ever.
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The weeks went by very quickly and Janet had had only two letters from her mother. They didn’t tell her much, just news about the people in the village, those that had died or given birth, or were getting married.

Janet was shown how to make booties and mittens. She enjoyed this, but couldn’t believe babies could be so small as to fit into the tiny garments. She saw Dr Winter every week and her pregnancy appeared to be progressing normally. She went to the exercise sessions and had lessons on how to breathe when she was in labour.

As one girl left so a new one arrived. As soon as Janet got to know someone, it seemed she was off. She was dreading the time when Freda would be going.

It was approaching Christmas, and they were busy making paper-chains when Janet told Freda her fears.

‘You are daft. You’ll be all right. ’Sides, mine ain’t due till the end of January and yours is the beginning of March so it’ll only be for a couple of weeks. Look, I’m really beginning to show now.’ Freda stood up and, resting her hands in the middle of her back, stuck her stomach out, determined to look like the rest of them.

Janet laughed. ‘Will you go home after?’

‘Yer. I ain’t got a lot of choice. Will you?’

Janet nodded.

‘I’m gonner miss you.’

‘Not as much as I’ll miss you. You’re the closest friend I’ve ever had. You must give me your address.’

‘Course, and you must give me yours.’

‘Mine’s easy to remember: The Old Vicarage, Stowford, Near Horsham.’

‘Sounds a bit like this place.’

‘In some ways it is. I can’t always do what I want there either.’

Janet felt her baby move; she loved this feeling of life within her. She sat back and placed her hands on her stomach. ‘Next year will be our babies’ first Christmas. I wonder what sort of people she’ll have for parents. I hope they look after her and love her.’

When the girls had done the ring test on Janet, they’d told her she was going to have a girl.

‘Put a sock in it, Jan. You’ll have me in tears in a minute.’

Janet knew her friend wasn’t joking.

 



After church on Christmas morning presents were exchanged. A week ago the nuns had taken them out in pairs. Janet didn’t go with Freda as she wanted her present of a white petticoat and matching knickers to be a surprise.

Freda’s face was a picture when she opened the parcel. ‘These are smashing. I can’t wait till January when I’ll be able to wear ’em.’ She held the petticoat against her. ‘I hope you like what I’ve got you.’

Janet held the fluffy pink rabbit to her cheek. ‘This is lovely. I’ve only got an old teddy at home.’

‘I know. I remember you saying you’d like something to cuddle.’

‘Thank you.’

‘I knew I couldn’t get you a bloke to cuddle so I thought that might be the next best thing.’

Janet laughed. ‘A man is the last thing I need in my life at the moment.’

‘Yer, but you wait till this is all over. I bet you start looking again.’

‘I’m not so sure, if sex is all they want.’

‘They ain’t all like that - at least I don’t think so.’

‘And thank you for the diary.’

‘I guessed you’d be needing a new one. You’ve got a lot to put in it.’

Janet kissed Freda’s cheek. ‘I’ll cherish this for ever,’ she said, clutching her rabbit.

The nuns had kept back till today the parcels that had arrived for the girls.

Janet opened her present from her parents. There were three Christmas cards, one from her mother and father in her mother’s handwriting, one from the WI ladies - Mrs Scott had signed it and said what a good girl she was giving up her Christmas to look after her aunt - and a card from the children at Sunday school, which brought a lump to her throat. It was wrong to tell them lies. She looked at the scarf and matching gloves they’d sent. It would have been so much nicer if they had come and given her their present. She quickly put them to one side.

‘What did your mum send you?’ she asked Freda.

‘This.’ Freda held up a book on baby care. ‘Bloody stupid present to give me. She knows I ain’t gonner keep him.’

After dinner they sat and listened to the Queen’s speech, her first as Queen and very moving. Janet’s thoughts went back to the Coronation. That had been a good day. Somehow, even the encounter with Sam she didn’t mind now; it had brought her here and she’d found a friend.

Games and carols followed tea, then all too soon Christmas was over.

That night as they were getting ready for bed Freda said, ‘It might sound daft but d’you know, this is one of the best Christmases I’ve ever had.’

Janet looked at her in surprise as she got into bed.

‘There wasn’t any fights or rows. Just peaceful with a lot of nice people - apart from the nuns, that is.’

‘I suppose they aren’t so bad. Just got funny ways of thinking they’re helping us wicked girls.’

They laughed together.

‘D’ou know,’ said Janet, easing herself up on her elbow. ‘It’s one of the best Christmases I’ve had as well.’

‘It seems strange, don’t it, that next year we’ll be in different places. I dunno where I’ll finish up; can’t see me staying at home for long.’

‘I can’t see me staying at home after this.’

‘They won’t chuck you out, will they?’

‘No, my father will act as if nothing has happened.’

‘But it has.’

‘Yes, it has. That’s why I think I should move on.’

‘But you’ll only just be seventeen when you get home.’

‘I know.’

‘You’ll be underage and if you left, they could have the police on you and drag you back.’

‘Perhaps I’ll have to leave it for a few years.’

‘Yer, or else get married.’

‘Who will have me?’

‘You’ll find someone.’

‘That might be the only answer.’ Janet turned over. ‘Good night.’

‘Good night. And thank you for me present.’

For a long while Janet fondled her rabbit’s ears and thought about home and her parents. How different were things going to be? Would she be able to settle down to her humdrum way of life again? She turned over and drifted into a deep sleep.
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‘Jan! Jan, are you awake?’

She sat up. She was disorientated.

‘Jan! Are you awake?’ Freda’s voice was full of panic.

‘Yes, I am now,’ she yawned. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I feel ever so peculiar.’

‘What d’you mean, peculiar?’

‘I don’t know, sick like.’ With that she was sick all over the bedspread.

Janet jumped out of bed and put the light on. ‘What have you been eating?’

‘Only the same as you.’ She lay back and groaned.

‘You don’t look that good. Shall I get someone?’

Freda rolled her eyes, and Janet could see she was drawing up her knees.

‘Are you in pain?’

She nodded.

‘You haven’t started, have you?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Oh my God.’ Janet grabbed her dressing gown from off the bed. ‘I’m just going to get—’

The door flew open. ‘Just what is the light doing on at this time of night?’ Sister Verity filled the doorway like some great black whale.

‘It’s Freda, Sister. I think she’s started.’

‘Started? She can’t have. She isn’t due till the end of January. Look at the state of that bedspread. I’ll have complaints from the laundry about this.’ In one swift movement it was off the bed and being rolled up. ‘It’s probably something you’ve eaten. I did notice that you were devouring those chocolates at an alarming rate earlier this evening.’ She started to take Freda’s pulse. ‘I’ll try to get hold of Dr Winter. But if this is a false alarm he  will be very cross to be dragged away from his home on Christmas night.’

Janet looked at Freda. She was worried. Beads of perspiration stood out on her friend’s pale face and she hadn’t come back with any of her bright remarks.

Sister Verity swept out of the room with the offending bedspread under her arm.

‘Jan, I’m ever so frightened.’

Janet held her hand. She brushed Freda’s damp hair from her forehead. ‘You’ll be all right.’ But Janet too was frightened. Freda had almost another five weeks to go and everybody had said she would probably go over her time as she was so small.

Freda gave out a cry, her brown eyes seemed to sink back into their sockets. She thrashed about in the bed, pulling at the bedclothes. Janet was petrified. She went to look out of the door, hoping one of the nuns was nearby.

‘Jan, Jan, don’t leave me!’ cried Freda, struggling to sit up.

Janet hurried to her friend’s side and gently pushed her back down. ‘I won’t.’ She felt so helpless. What could she do? ‘Let me go and find Sister.’

‘No, no, don’t leave me.’ She grabbed Janet’s hand.

‘Try to take deep breaths.’

Freda made a gallant effort but wasn’t succeeding.

Janet was living every moment of her friend’s pain with her. The girls in the next room heard the noise and came in.

‘What’s going on?’ asked Betty, her shiny face peering round the door.

‘I think she’s started,’ said Janet.

‘What? But she ain’t due yet,’ said Yvonne. ‘Have you told Sister?’

‘Yes, she’s gone to try to get hold of Dr Winter.’

‘If you ask me she should get her into hospital,’ said Betty. ‘She don’t look that good to me.’

‘Perhaps you could go downstairs and try to find her and tell her Freda’s getting worse.’ Janet wanted to get rid of Betty. The last thing Freda needed to hear was a lot of horrific tales that she was in a habit of telling.

Betty reluctantly left the room.

It wasn’t long before Sister James came in with Betty close on her heels.

‘Now back to bed, you girls.’ She ushered Betty and Yvonne out of the room. ‘And keep your voices down. We don’t want everyone to be woken.’

Janet guessed that everyone was awake already, and straining their ears to try to find out what was happening.

Sister James took hold of Freda’s hand. ‘My, we do feel sorry for ourselves, don’t we? You know women have to suffer in labour. It’s God’s way of punishing them for doing naughty things.’

Janet stared at her. She felt like shouting, ‘What a load of twaddle. And what about men? They don’t get punished. Besides, how would mankind continue if women didn’t have children?’ But she decided that this wasn’t the time or the place to start that kind of discussion.

‘Don’t you think Freda should be in hospital, Sister?’ Janet tried to keep her voice even.

‘We shall see. She isn’t the first to have an eight-month pregnancy, you know.’

‘But she’s so small. Her baby can’t be that big.’

Sister James turned and smiled at Janet. ‘Time will tell, my dear. Time will tell. This could just be a false alarm.’

Janet looked at Freda. Her heart went out to her. Freda’s  eyes were darting about, full of fear, and her face was contorted with pain. When she moved Janet saw blood beginning to quickly spread over the sheets. She knew then that this wasn’t going to be a false alarm.

Sister Verity returned to the bedroom and, despite Janet’s protests, ordered her to go and sleep in Miss Taylor’s room. Sue Taylor was very quiet and most of the time had her nose stuck in a book. She had been on her own since her roommate, Barbara, had left.

Janet knew everyone was awake and listening at their doors trying to find out what was happening. When Janet walked into the bedroom Sue sat up and began asking loads of questions.

When finally Janet had finished telling her all she knew, she tried to sleep. But the noise of Freda crying out, and loud urgent voices coming from the passage outside the bedroom told her that something was very wrong.
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