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      ‘Because the company are so pleased with the way the teashops have been doing, not only in London but up and down the whole
         country, they have hit on the idea to have more posh places in the West End. They will be ever so grand an’ they’ll be known
         as Corner Houses. What d’yer think of that?’
     

      
      ‘Did it say anything about staff?’ Becky queried.

      
      Ella raised her head and prodded Becky, ‘Yes, I’m coming t’ that. There was a picture of a waitress, dressed in … well you
         know, the usual black dress and white apron only somehow the girl looked different and above the illustration it said, “The
         perfect Nippy”.’
     

      
      ‘Why Nippy?’

      
      ‘I dunno, do I. It also said it was going to advertise on hoardings an’ buses in the city with messages like, “Let Nippy take
         care of you” and “Lunch at Lyons”.’
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      Chapter One

      
      The Summer of 1920

      
      MISS MACFARLANE, HEADMISTRESS of Malden East girls’ school, stood in the playground with the hot tarmac burning her feet as she watched
         her girls disperse for the long summer holiday.
     

      
      Her eyes were focused on two girls in particular and there was one thought uppermost in her mind. ‘The good ones should always
         be rewarded, the bad ones get their just deserts.’
     

      
      If life were really like that then Rebecca Russell and Eleanor James should have a long and happy life.

      
      Miss MacFarlane smiled to herself. Those two were a perfect foil for each other. Rebecca so dark yet with pale, creamy skin,
         her eyes a rich, deep brown. Eleanor fair with rosy cheeks and deep blue eyes that twinkled in a strong-featured face, her
         skin turned golden by the sun.
     

      
      They walked slowly hand in hand which was as it should be, for this was the day that they were leaving school, fourteen years
         old and about to face the big outside world. As headmistress scores of girls had passed through her school but few had left
         such a lasting impression on her mind. They were both intelligent quick-witted lasses and their education should not be cut
         short. If only they had been born in different circumstances they would never have been going to start work. And at the Wellington
         Laundry of all places! What would their pay be? Seven shillings a week, if they were lucky.
     

      
      
      Suddenly Miss MacFarlane laughed out loud, for Rebecca had pulled the two ribbons from her hair and shook her head hard. It
         was a gesture of defiance. Her dark hair, which had been tied back tightly in two neat bunches, now fell unrestrained, a vibrant
         mass of thick ringlets reaching well past her shoulders.
     

      
      ‘Bye.’ Eleanor had turned and seen that Miss MacFarlane was still watching them. Both girls waved and their head-mistress
         returned the wave. They were of the same height but Miss MacFarlane guessed that Eleanor would love to have the same figure
         as that of Rebecca. Such a slim dainty girl was Rebecca and her oval face had a gentle look, as though nothing would ever
         upset her.
     

      
      Poor Eleanor looked totally different. She was buxom, and that was putting it kindly, although perhaps it was just puppy fat
         and she would lose it soon enough when she started work in the laundry. It was to be hoped so. Her hair was as fair as ripe
         corn and today, probably for the last time, it was neatly braided into two long plaits.
     

      
      Although so unalike in both appearance and temperament they were inseparable. Throughout the infant school and right on up
         until this important day they had been together. Oh, there had been times when they had squabbled, but such was their friendship
         that they became known as the daring double.
     

      
      At this point Miss MacFarlane sighed, turned and went back into her school building. She wished nothing but the best for those
         two happy, spirited, intelligent girls. Would life give them chances? Treat them kindly? Only time would tell.
     

      
      Outside the school gates the two friends turned and looked back at the building where they had spent much of their lives for
         the last ten years. Ella’s eyes twinkled. ‘Well, Becky, we’re finished with all that.’
     

      
      Becky gazed at her friend, her eyes thoughtful. ‘You were the one who couldn’t wait to leave school and get a job. Are you having second thoughts now?’
     

      
      ‘No, of course not. Just think of all the things we’ll be able to do,’ Ella quickly retaliated.

      
      Becky laughed. ‘Beside working five and a half days a week, name two.’ They were now standing on the kerb waiting to cross
         busy Burlington Road. An open-topped tram rattled by followed by a delivery boy on his bike whistling ‘It’s A Long Way To
         Tipperary’. Further along a group of boys was also waiting to cross the road and one of them yelled out to the delivery boy,
         ‘Oi, don’t yer know the War’s all over?’
     

      
      On the opposite pavement two boys were running, bowling huge iron hoops in front of them, and yelling their heads off.

      
      It seemed as if everyone was happy today because the long summer holiday was about to start.

      
      ‘Well,’ said Ella, as if considering the matter, ‘we could doll ourselves up and go to the dance that’s going to be held in
         the church hall this Saturday, what d’you think about that for a start?’
     

      
      Becky giggled. ‘Doll ourselves up? Fat chance. Where are we supposed to get dance frocks from?’

      
      ‘You daft ha’perth,’ Ella playfully punched Becky’s shoulder. ‘It won’t be that kind of a dance, it’s only being run by the
         youth club. Here, hold my hand and let’s run, now, while there’s nothing coming.’
     

      
      Mrs Turner, who ran the Cosy Café, which was on the corner of George Road, the road in which Eleanor James had been born and
         bred, heard the girls’ lively laughter and came to stand at the open door of the café. Both girls smiled at Mrs Turner, an
         elderly lady with grey hair swept back into a tidy bun. It was rumoured that Ma Turner had been serving large cups of tea,
         big breakfasts and even bigger hot dinners in that café since before she was big enough to see over the counter.
     

      
      ‘I bet I know why you two are so chirpy. School broken up for the summer holidays, has it? Have to have eyes out me backside now, won’t I? What with all the little horrors roaming
         the streets and the pair of you living only a stone’s throw from me front door.’ She laughed loudly, her plump bosom heaving
         with the effort, and nodded her head towards the now-empty playground on the other side of the road. ‘That school ain’t ever
         going to be the same now that you two won’t be pupils there any more.’
     

      
      ‘We’re going to have a week off, then we are both starting work down at the laundry.’ Becky made this statement quite flippantly.
         Her dark ringlets now hanging free and her cheeks flushed with excitement, she explained further, ‘And on Saturday we’re thinking
         of going to the local church hall dance.’
     

      
      Ella, who always did things on impulse, burst out, ‘Yes, we really are. Not that there will be a band or anything big like
         that, just records on a wind-up gramophone, but we’ll have a smashing time, won’t we Becky?’
     

      
      ‘We will if we can sort out what we’re going to wear,’ Becky answered.

      
      Ma Turner grinned broadly. ‘I don’t suppose the young lads will give two hoots to what you’re wearing. In any case if your
         mothers are to be believed the pair of you are both very good with yer needles and it is only Wednesday so you’ve got plenty
         of time to add a few touches to some of those pretty dresses I’ve seen you wear.’
     

      
      ‘We’ve got t’ go now, bye,’ their laughing voices called back to the old lady who raised her eyes expressively and said out
         loud, ‘What’s going to happen to those two girls is anybody’s guess.’
     

      
      Ella made to turn down into George Road, saying, ‘Call over the fence when you’ve had yer dinner and we’ll decide what we’re
         going to do this afternoon.’
     

      
      ‘I will,’ Becky said, ‘but don’t forget we ought to look through what dresses we’ve got if we are going to go to the church
         hall on Saturday.’
     

      
      
      For answer Ella waved her hand and broke into a run.

      
      Becky had only a few yards to walk on her own for she lived in the very next road at number twenty-four Albert Road, the garden
         of which backed directly on to the garden of number twenty-four George Road which was where Ella lived.
     

      
      Her imagination was running away with her as she walked. They hadn’t got to go back to school this afternoon, in fact they
         never had to go back again. A whole new life was opening up for her and her best friend. Together they would be starting work,
         earning wages, having money of their own. She smiled secretly to herself; suddenly she couldn’t wait to tell her mother that
         she and Ella would like to go to a dance this coming Saturday. What an adventure! Oh, life was going to be so good from now
         on, she was convinced of that.
     

      
      Turning into Albert Road, Rebecca decided that living here was like living in another world. Unlike George Road that had a
         long stretch of terraced houses on both sides of the road, there were only twelve houses on the right-hand side of the road,
         just the even numbers, and nothing but open fields on the opposite side. The Russell family lived in the last house. Beyond
         was Harry Horsecroft’s farm. The very thought of Harry Horsecroft brought a grin to Becky’s face. Her dad said Harry was more
         of a character than he was a farmer. On the farm he kept chicken, geese and pigs, but added to his living by being a part-time
         carrier with his horse and cart. Most nights Harry drank in the Tavern which was in Malden Road. Come closing time he just
         about managed to climb up on to the box seat of the cart and the horse would bring him home. His antics when trying to climb
         down from the cart provided a great source of amusement to his neighbours.
     

      
      ‘Cor, lovely,’ Becky exclaimed as she opened the front door and sniffed the smell of their dinner. Then, seeing her dad seated
         on the bottom of the stairs tugging to get his boots off, she darted forward. ‘Here, let me,’ she said, dropping down on to
         her knees.
     

      
      
      At the age of forty, Joe Russell was a contented man who had worked for the railways since he was fourteen and had lived all
         his life in New Malden, Surrey.
     

      
      At eighteen he had met and married Joyce Wilson, and they had set up home here in Albert Road. Married life had suited them
         both fine. Jack was born in 1900, Tom in 1901, Fred in 1902 and Rebecca in 1906. Joe hadn’t minded a bit that their first
         three children were all boys but when the last one had been a girl his cup had run over. She was the apple of his eye and
         he spoiled her as much as he could on his limited wages.
     

      
      In return Becky adored this big man. He had a ruddy complexion from being out in all weathers and although streaked with grey,
         his hair was still thick and curly. Her dad was forever laughing, as though inside himself he was always happy. He thrived
         in company, and had a keen sense of humour. He enjoyed a pint and a game of darts at the local pub with his mates. Her mum
         had a totally different personality. She was always so serious, preferring to stay close to the house. Whereas her lovely
         dad was instantly likeable and made friends easily, Mum appeared offhand to strangers.
     

      
      Boots now off, Becky made to rise. ‘Oh, so you ain’t got a kiss for your poor old dad that has been at work since four o’clock
         this morning? Don’t matter though, I know plenty of young ladies that will be only too willing to hug an’ kiss me.’
     

      
      Becky stared at him, letting him know she didn’t approve of that kind of teasing. He smiled, and put his arms around his daughter’s
         shoulders and squeezed. Becky returned the hug and planted kisses on his cheeks and on his forehead.
     

      
      ‘You’re an angel, that’s what you are, my own very special angel, put on this earth just to make my life a happy one,’ her
         dad was telling her, using a loud and cheery tone of voice.
     

      
      ‘Yeah, well, angels still need feeding, you know,’ her mother called from the open kitchen door, and Becky thought how tired her mum looked despite the fact that she was smiling.
     

      
      Going down the passage with her dad she asked, ‘Did you know I finished school today, Dad?’

      
      ‘Of course I did my luv, and already I feel ten years older having me lass going out to work.’

      
      ‘I’m not starting for a week yet.’

      
      ‘You’ll not be starting at all if you don’t sit up and eat this dinner before it gets all spoiled,’ her mother retorted.

      
      Becky did as she was told, thinking to herself how lucky she was to have such a loving family. Her big jolly father, her quiet
         but warm-hearted mother who kept this house as spick and span as a new pin, using what she called good old-fashioned elbow-grease
         to polish the furniture until you could see your face in it. Then there were her three big brothers so noisy and full of life.
         She also appreciated the good and plentiful food that was served in this house.
     

      
      Her best friend Ella wasn’t so lucky. Ella’s father had been killed in the War, leaving her mother short of money and facing
         a hard struggle to provide for Ella and her two brothers.
     

      
      Joyce Russell was thinking along the very same lines as she watched her husband carve the pot-roast. God had certainly been
         good to them and their four children. She felt a milestone had been reached today. Her baby, Rebecca, named after her own
         dear mother, was now fourteen years old. Ready to face the world. She couldn’t put her feelings into words; she certainly
         had hoped for better than Becky taking a job in the Wellington Laundry.
     

      
      She stifled a sigh. There were so many disabled soldiers unable to find employment of any kind. She should count her blessings
         and be grateful that at least all her boys were working and Becky had at least found a job.
     

      
      She passed the dish of vegetables down the table and, watching Becky, she grinned. It might not be much of a job but once her daughter got her teeth into something, she wasn’t going to give up easily.
     

      
      They would all have to wait and see how things turned out.

  



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      PUSHING ASIDE HER doubts about starting work in the laundry on Monday, Becky set off to meet Ella, determined to enjoy herself at this youth
         club dance.
     

      
      She had accepted her mother’s offer to wash and arrange her hair into a neater style. Joyce had brushed the mass of unruly
         thick ringlets into shining waves tying them back with two lengths of royal blue velvet, allowing soft curls to remain free
         about her cheeks, thus softening the severity of the style.
     

      
      Both Becky and Ella had made a peasant-type skirt by cutting the bodice from an old dress and adding strips of velvet at different
         lengths starting from the hem of the skirt and working upwards. Each skirt was made from different coloured and textured material
         so there was no question of them wearing identical outfits. Ella was to wear a beige, high-necked blouse given to her by an
         aunt. Becky’s blouse was of fine cotton, embroidered down the front by herself.
     

      
      Ella’s mother Margaret, more often referred to as Peggy, was generous with her praise, coming out to greet Becky with outstretched
         hands and welcoming smiles. ‘My, how lovely you both look, the lads won’t be able to take their eyes off you. I hope you both
         have a good time,’ she said, her gaze resting on Becky.
     

      
      About to say, ‘So do we,’ Becky remembered her manners and changed the words to, ‘Thank you, Mrs James, I’m sure we shall.’

      
      Holding hands the girls walked quickly up the road. What a picture the pair of them made. On this warm summer’s evening there was no need for coats, so each girl had a white shawl draped over her arm in case they might need to put them
         around their shoulders when they were walking home. The church had given out that the social dance would end at ten o’clock
         and Joe Russell had said that he would be outside the hall to meet them. That made Peggy feel grateful, but it also made her
         feel sad. Bad enough that she had been widowed at the age of thirty-two.
     

      
      She would freely admit that despite having three children she still often felt lonely and longed for someone in her life to
         love her. How much worse for her young daughter. Best of friends with Becky, there must be times her Ella felt envious of
         the way Becky was loved and protected by her father. They say what you’ve never had you never missed. It wasn’t true. Ella
         had been just ten years old when the news came through that her Bert had been killed in France, old enough to miss the father
         that she had barely got to know.
     

      
      Peggy, a faded ash-blonde who was still slim and quite beautiful, gazed after her plump daughter. The only things that Eleanor
         seems to have inherited from me are my hair and colouring, she mused. Maybe Ella would slim down a bit as she grew older;
         meanwhile her mop of gorgeous golden hair was something to appreciate. Tonight she had helped her daughter to pile a few curls
         on top of her head, leaving tresses to flow freely down past her shoulders. The curls would give her added height and so make
         her look less chubby.
     

      
      Margaret James turned to go indoors just as her two sons came through the front door. Jimmy was the next one up to Ella, at
         fifteen, and thanks to Joe Russell he had a job on the railway. Ronald, her eldest at sixteen, hadn’t been so lucky and was
         threatening to join the Army. Three children in three years. She found herself smiling as she watched them grinning at each
         other.
     

      
      ‘And where are you two off to then?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Just out an’ about, Mother, we won’t be late,’ Ronnie assured her.

      
      
      ‘See you’re not then,’ she called out after them as they swaggered away up the road.

      
      What it is to be young, especially on a Saturday night! She was thinking she’d give a lot to be dressed up and going to a
         dance herself, but no such luck.
     

      
      The church hall was ablaze with light and decorated with fresh flowers. Lemonade and orange squash flowed freely for it was
         included in the entrance price of fourpence.
     

      
      ‘Boys, take your partners, please,’ Mr Barrett, the local Scout master, instructed, and the boys who’d been lining one wall
         moved towards the girls lining the wall opposite, most of whom were sniggering and giggling.
     

      
      Suddenly there was two boys standing in front of Ella and Becky, mumbling the words, ‘Would you like to dance?’ Both lads’
         faces were flushed. They clearly found asking a girl to dance acutely embarrassing, which amused them both.
     

      
      ‘Thank you,’ they replied in unison, each thinking that they had never seen either of these lads before.

      
      ‘A waltz,’ Mr Barrett announced, before bending to the old gramophone on which a record had already been placed. The girls
         glanced at each other, raising their eyebrows questioningly as they went into the boys’ arms, and then they were off, one,
         two, three, one, two, three, trying to keep in time to the somewhat scratchy music.
     

      
      Ella was doing well. Her partner was a good dancer, easy to follow, and she relaxed as they circled the floor.

      
      Becky was not so lucky. Her lad was a terrible dancer, stumbling over his own feet and hers. During their last year at school
         they had been taught ballroom dancing by Miss Patterson and Miss Brown. Learning had come easily because both teachers demonstrated
         the steps so well. That didn’t help if your partner hadn’t a clue as to how to keep in time with the music. Halfway through
         the dance he stepped heavily right on to her foot.
     

      
      ‘Sorry,’ he muttered.

      
      
      ‘Don’t worry about it, I shall only be crippled for life,’ she answered testily, but immediately wished she hadn’t when she
         saw how her reply had upset him. ‘You just need to practise more. We all have to learn. It might help if they hold a few more
         of these get-togethers,’ she added, giving him a smile.
     

      
      For a brief second he looked into her eyes, then he quickly glanced away, his entire face turning red.

      
      This lad really is shy, Becky thought, which she didn’t find unattractive. Most of the boys around where she lived were far
         too big for their boots, and cocky with it half the time. Someone as shy as this lad was made a pleasant change.
     

      
      When the record came to the end Mr Barrett told them all to separate into their lines again, then proceeded to describe the
         Paul Jones. ‘This dance will enable each of you to dance with several different partners,’ he declared.
     

      
      Two circles were formed in the centre of the hall, girls on the outside, boys on the inside and to the music they trotted
         round holding hands. When the music stopped Becky found herself facing Ted Berry who always looked as if a good wash would
         do him good. She had no choice. Whoever was facing you was your partner. Reluctantly, she went into his arms, praying that
         before the night was much older her luck might change. After a break and a welcome drink she wondered if the shy lad would
         ask her to dance again, but he didn’t, he asked Ella instead.
     

      
      Suddenly out of the mass of boys a dark-haired young man appeared and muttered, ‘Would you like to dance?’

      
      ‘Yes please,’ she replied, and followed him out on to the floor. God must have heard her prayer!

      
      This boy was tall and he could dance. In fact he was an excellent dancer. Rebecca relaxed; this was more like it. Her wide
         full skirt swirled as he swung her round, using his elbow to make more room for them on the floor.
     

      
      ‘Thank you for the best dance I’ve had yet,’ he said, as the record came to an end, then with what seemed to Becky like reluctance
         he left her. When later on he asked her if he could fetch her a drink she was more than pleased.
     

      
      Ella gave a knowing grin in Becky’s direction as they watched this dark-haired lad approach them, bringing a mate with him,
         as the last waltz was announced. As they circled the floor both girls were happy, wondering if and when another dance would
         be held in this church hall.
     

      
      Perhaps it was as well that Becky’s father was going to be outside waiting to escort them both home.

      
      
      Their week of freedom had passed all too quickly. The weather had stayed exceptionally warm and the girls had made the most
         of it by taking themselves off to the river, running through the long grass and scrubby bushes enjoying each sun-filled day.
     

      
      Soon it was time to start work.

      
      It was just a quarter to eight on the Monday morning when Ella and Becky ran up the outside steps of the Wellington Laundry
         and pushed open the door that had OFFICE painted on its glass panel in black and gold lettering. Two older girls were working
         busily at a long table set back against the far wall. One seemed to be adding up columns of figures in a very large book while
         the other girl was typing on a large upright machine, her fingers flying over the noisy keys. As Ella and Becky entered they
         both looked up and regarded the pair of them kindly.
     

      
      ‘I’m Rebecca Russell and this is Eleanor James, we’re supposed to start work here today,’ Becky said. ‘I think we’re a bit
         early, eight o’clock the manager said.’
     

      
      The dark-haired girl smiled. ‘That’s only because you’re new. Everyone here, laundry workers and office staff alike, all start
         work at seven thirty.
     

      
      ‘Oh,’ was all that Becky managed to say.

      
      Ten minutes later Ella and Becky stood on the concrete floor inside the main laundry building and they looked at each other
         in dismay. The rough overall, mobcap and sacking apron they were being asked to put on weren’t at all what they had expected, nor were the surroundings.
     

      
      The heat and the rising steam was frightening, coppers full of boiling water stood everywhere. Becky felt ill as she stared
         at the women bent over scrubbing boards, their aprons sopping wet. The whole place looked mucky and damp. She offered up a
         silent prayer that they might not have to work in this department.
     

      
      ‘One of you come over here,’ called out a deep male voice, ‘the other one wait and I’ll have someone take you down to the
         pressing room.’
     

      
      ‘Oh hell, suppose it’s best if I stay here,’ Ella said, doing her best to raise a smile as she crossed the wet floor.

      
      ‘The pressing is done down the corridor,’ a young lad was saying to Becky. She turned to face him and found she was looking
         into the eyes of the shy lad who had stepped on her feet a week ago at the youth club dance. ‘Hello,’ she said.
     

      
      He gave her a startled look, not having been aware of whom he was talking to. ‘Oh, hello.’

      
      ‘Are you going to show me the way?’

      
      ‘Yes, it’s quite a walk, though it is all under cover.’

      
      Becky thought that was a shame. Outside the sun was shining. As she and Ella had walked to the village of New Malden the sun
         had been bright and warm, giving out a promise of another lovely day and yet here she was shut up in this dreary steamy building
         with the prospect of spending her working life doing other people’s dirty washing.
     

      
      Oh NO! This wasn’t at all what she had in mind when seeking her first job. The likelihood of finding something better might
         be slim but that would not deter her from trying. Give it a chance, she chided herself. Well of course she would have to do
         that because at the moment she had no choice.
     

      
      As they walked, and talked, Becky discovered that he’d only been working in the laundry for a few weeks. He lived in Kingston.

      
      
      ‘Whereabouts in Kingston? I’ve got an aunt an’ uncle that live there.’

      
      He hesitated slightly before answering, ‘Mill Street.’

      
      She knew Mill Street was in a rough area, quite different from the nice quiet Albert Road where she lived. Mill Street was
         lower-class, the houses weren’t up to much and the lavatory was outside in the back garden. There weren’t many men who lived
         in that area could say they had a decent job and quite a few that wouldn’t have a job at all.
     

      
      ‘Do you like working here?’ she asked.

      
      He shrugged his shoulders. ‘It’s not that bad once you get used to it. Suppose it takes time.’

      
      Becky felt someone should take this boy under their wing, and suddenly realized that she didn’t know his name yet. ‘I’m Rebecca
         Russell, but everyone calls me Becky. What’s your name?’ she asked.
     

      
      He gawped at her. ‘I’ve never met a girl called Rebecca before. I’m Tommy Ferguson,’ he said, and grinned.

      
      They came to the end of the long corridor. ‘Through there is where you’ve got to go,’ he told her, nodding his head towards
         a large metal door.
     

      
      She was about to thank him and say goodbye when an idea came to her. ‘Do you ever go to the picture show that the Salvation
         Army put on?’ she asked.
     

      
      He shook his head.

      
      ‘It’s every other Friday night in the congregational hall. I know for a fact they’ve got two great pictures for this week,
         Rin-Tin-Tin and Elsie Dies For Love. We get there about quarter to seven, and it starts at seven. Why don’t you come along? You could sit with us, we don’t bite,
         in fact all my friends are very friendly.’
     

      
      ‘I don’t fancy it. It’s not real pictures like you see at the cinema, is it? More like a magic lantern show. No thanks.’

      
      ‘What do you want for a penny, my lad?’ she answered. ‘Pity you feel like that. I certainly enjoy my nights there, we even
         get given free refreshments in the interval. Still, if you’ve got such a good social life elsewhere good luck to you.’
     

      
      ‘Could I bring me mate?’ he answered, sounding wary.

      
      ‘’Course you could,’ she replied, eyes twinkling mischievously. ‘More the merrier, you’ll see if you come along and find out.’
         Moving abruptly, she pushed open the door and let it clang behind her leaving him staring perplexedly after her.
     

      
      ‘I’m Mrs Bradford. You are?’ It was a short, stout, middle-aged woman who faced Becky. She had a kindly smiling face and her
         fair hair was set in deep rigid lines of waves very close to her head.
     

      
      ‘Becky Russell,’ Becky answered in a quiet voice.

      
      ‘Well Becky, did you choose to be a presser?’

      
      ‘Not exactly, madam.’

      
      Mrs Bradford studied this new employee; they seemed to get younger every month. ‘You don’t have to call me madam; Mrs Bradford
         will do nicely. Have you ever used a flat iron before?’
     

      
      ‘Only a small one at home, nothing like the size of the irons those girls are using,’ Becky said woefully.

      
      ‘Or a steam press?’

      
      ‘Sorry. I’ve never even seen one of those.’

      
      ‘Don’t worry, you’ll get used to them. The size always seems off-putting to new girls. Come along and meet the girls you will
         be working with.’
     

      
      Becky followed her down the length of the room, feeling the heat hit her face as she passed young women, all ironing away
         busily. The steam presses were frightening. At one point they stopped to watch as one girl with bare arms flexed her muscles,
         rose up on to her toes and with what seemed to Becky a great effort used both hands to grasp the wide handle and bring down
         the great white pad on to folded articles of linen. The hissing and the burst of steam had Becky jumping backwards out of
         the way.
     

      
      The room itself was certainly better than the wash house where she had left Ella. The light came in from two high windows and the walls were painted yellow. In all Becky decided it
         was a bright room.
     

      
      ‘One moment, girls,’ called Mrs Bradford, ‘this is Becky Russell.’ She introduced all the workers to Becky who quickly became
         confused, finding it impossible to remember any of the names which were rattled off so quickly.
     

      
      A table was allocated to Becky and she was instructed on how to heat the gas iron and to use the sleeve boards.

      
      ‘Try her out on flats first off with just a flat iron,’ Mrs Bradford said to the girl working at the next table. ‘I’ll leave
         her in your charge for now and I’ll be back as soon as I can.’
     

      
      ‘Hello Becky, I’m Rose,’ the girl said, her smile as merry as her bright blue eyes. She had short brown hair, and looked quite
         smart in her white overall. At least in this room the employees were not wearing the awful sacking aprons. Becky smiled back,
         guessing that she was a good few years older than herself.
     

      
      ‘Is Becky your real name?’

      
      ‘No, it’s Rebecca, but everybody shortens it to Becky.’

      
      ‘Well, let’s see how you get on. Don’t be afraid to ask if you can’t manage something, and by the way the girl working opposite
         to you is Mary.’
     

      
      They all sounded friendly enough, but Becky was feeling terrified at the thought of having to pick up one of the three huge
         flat irons that she felt by now must be red-hot. Dear God I wish I was anywhere but here, she sighed to herself.
     

      
      She and Ella hadn’t given much thought to the work that went on in a laundry. All they had been concerned about was the fact
         that they had been lucky enough to get a job and that they would be earning a regular weekly wage.
     

      
      Seeing the pile of what seemed to be damask tablecloths that Rose was setting out on her allocated table, Becky groaned.

      
      
      ‘These are usually done in the press. Mrs Bradford is being kind to you, starting you off lightly,’ declared Rose.

      
      Becky supposed that she should feel grateful, but she didn’t and seeing the expression on her face Rose burst out laughing.
         That made Becky see the funny side of the situation and she also began laughing. But what if she should burn a hole in one
         of the items? She banished the thought from her head as quickly as it had come.
     

      
      It was the longest morning of her young life. When at one o’clock the hooter sounded Becky Russell breathed a heavy sigh of
         relief, spat on to her fingers and gently rubbed two red patches on her forearm which showed signs of having been burnt. At
         one o’clock the laundry closed down for one hour. Quickly the women turned everything off, snatched up their bags and hurried
         away in all directions.
     

      
      Ella looked a sorry sight as she came towards Becky. From head to toe she looked damp. Her lovely fair hair clung to her head
         as if she had been in a steam bath.
     

      
      ‘Come on, luv,’ Ella hissed in Becky’s ear. ‘Shift yerself and let’s get out of here.’

      
      The two girls walked through the now-deserted building and down the outside staircase. The warm sun hit them as they reached
         the street and both girls thankfully turned their faces upwards. They weren’t used to spending so long indoors, let alone
         in a place like that. They ran down Burlington Road until they parted at George Road.
     

      
      ‘See you here at a quarter to two,’ Ella yelled back over her shoulder.

      
      Hearing Becky enter the house by the back door her mother called out, ‘How’d it go, luv?’

      
      Becky forced herself to smile as she opened the kitchen door to greet her mother. Joyce Russell’s heart sank as she gazed
         at her lovely young daughter. Five hours in the Wellington Laundry and already she looked washed out. ‘Come and sit up, I’ve
         got a full jug of lemonade ready, I made it earlier and when I was squeezing the lemons I knew I wouldn’t be wasting my time. You are ready for a cold drink, aren’t you?’
     

      
      ‘Mum, you’re wonderful. I’m parched.’

      
      ‘Well, it’s only salad with a nice bit of cold boiled bacon to go with it, I didn’t think you’d fancy anything hot.’

      
      An hour for lunch wasn’t long enough by any means.

      
      Ella and Becky were very subdued as they joined the other girls hurrying up the stairs and when they reached the wash house
         and Ella turned to go in she heard Becky sigh heavily.
     

      
      Ella stopped in her tracks, turned and patted Becky’s arm. ‘Stick it out luv, won’t be forever.’

      
      Becky nodded her head but as she walked the corridor tears pricked the back of her eyes. ‘It certainly won’t be,’ she promised
         herself in an agonized whisper and her heart felt lighter as she decided that she was going to make sure that her working
         life would not be spent in this laundry.
     

      
      
      On Friday night at seven o’clock on the dot Tommy Ferguson and his mate Stan Rogers appeared at the door of the congregational
         hall and handed over their pennies to the smiling lady who was wearing her Salvation Army uniform complete with black and
         red straw bonnet. Up until the moment they entered, Becky hadn’t believed that they would come.
     

      
      Seeing Tommy look uncertain, Becky dragged Ella over to be introduced. Both lads were well-built with fair hair. Tommy’s mate
         obviously did not work indoors as Tommy did because he had a freckled, weather-beaten look about him and a rugged face which
         looked as though it had been carved out of granite. Both lads had made an effort; they had polished their shoes and were wearing
         dark trousers and very clean short-sleeved shirts.
     

      
      ‘This is my friend Ella,’ Becky told them. ‘She knows who you are Tom, from the dance, but we don’t know your friend.’

      
      Tommy was too surprised to answer. He simply stared straight at Becky, thinking how pretty she looked in her pale pink floral dress and her dark ringlets framing her face.
     

      
      ‘Come on then,’ Ella said, grabbing the other boy’s arm. ‘You tell me your name.’

      
      Taken aback, but more than willing, he muttered, ‘Stan, Stan Rogers.’

      
      ‘Well, Stan Rogers, the films are gonna start any minute now so we’d better find ourselves a seat.’

      
      Actually, neither Tommy or Stan could have cared less about the films. What had brought Stan along was Tom’s description of
         the girls who had been at the youth club dance.
     

      
      Becky suddenly realized that Tommy was grinning at her, and she grinned in return. She was ever so pleased he’d come, but
         it didn’t occur to her to ask herself why.
     

      
      The first film was over. Elsie, the heroine, had been tied to the railway tracks by the wicked villain. The train was fast
         approaching. Elsie was struggling. Would she die?
     

      
      The caption came up on the screen: TO BE CONTINUED NEXT WEEK. Becky and Ella rose to their feet, making a beeline for the
         kitchen. Refreshments were served and when Ella came back to her seat without Becky, Tommy was afraid she had gone home.
     

      
      Minutes later his face was wreathed in smiles. ‘Where have you been?’

      
      Becky laughed, ‘Finishing the washing-up.’

      
      Suddenly Tommy was shy again, completely lost for words. Silence fell between them as the lights were dimmed and the next
         picture began.
     

      

      
      ‘Nine o’clock, time to go home,’ Ella was saying to Stan as the film finished.

      
      ‘Yeah, suppose that’s it. We’d better be on our way,’ he said, reluctance sounding in his voice.

      
      Ella hadn’t minded sitting with Stan. He was quite nice-looking in a rugged thickset sort of way, much more brainy than that clod Tommy, who seemed to have set his cap at Becky. ‘Listen,’ she said, ‘we usually go to Kingston market on a
         Saturday morning, maybe we’ll see you there tomorrow.’
     

      
      Both Stan and Tommy looked disappointed. ‘Couldn’t we take you to a café, have a cup of tea and a bit of a natter, get t’
         know you better like?’ Stan boldly suggested.
     

      
      ‘No you couldn’t!’ Becky was first in with her reply. ‘Nine o’clock this show finishes an’ if we aren’t home by twenty past
         my dad will be up here to know the reason why.’
     

      
      ‘I have t’ work every other Saturday morning, on the delivery vans,’ Tommy quietly whispered to Becky, ‘I’m working tomorrow.’

      
      She touched him lightly on the shoulder, sending a shiver through him. ‘Well I’m glad you came tonight. Good night then.’

      
      ‘Good night.’

      
      Becky took Ella’s arm as they left the hall. ‘Is that Tom tied to his mother’s apron strings?’ were the first words that Ella
         came out with as soon as they were out of earshot of the boys.
     

      
      Becky was more than surprised. ‘What on earth made you ask me that? I don’t know any more about him than you do.’

      
      ‘Just curious.’

      
      Becky found this hard to believe. There was more to Ella’s question than she was letting on. ‘I know he’s a bit nervous, didn’t
         you like him?’
     

      
      ‘His mate Stan seems all right …’ Ella dithered, ‘but Tommy is a bit simple, isn’t he?’

      
      ‘Ella! You’ve no right t’ talk about the lad that way. We don’t really know anything about him.’

      
      ‘You want to be careful is all I’m saying. I tried to put it nicely, I mean, he’s all right, nice really, but no one in their
         right mind could say he’s bright, now could they?’
     

      
      
      ‘What’s that got to do with me being kind to him?’ Becky asked impatiently.

      
      Ella looked at her friend, her eyes wide with amazement. ‘Haven’t you cottoned on to the fact that Tom is crazy about you?
         He doesn’t want you t’ be kind to him. There’s a lot more on that lad’s mind than kindness.’
     

      
      ‘Oh, Ella! Don’t be so daft. We’ve only just left school, we don’t want serious boyfriends for ages yet, do we?’

      
      ‘We aren’t talking about what we want. I’m sorry if you can’t see it, but please Becky, luv, be careful, don’t lead him on.’

      
      Becky took hold of Ella’s hand and squeezed it. ‘All right, Ella, I’ll treat him with kid gloves when I see him again, but
         I still think you’ve got it wrong.’
     

      
      Joe Russell was waiting at the corner of George Road and he greeted the girls by hugging them both. ‘Had a good time, did
         you?’ Releasing Ella but still holding his daughter close to his side, he said, ‘We’ll stand here till we see you turn into
         your gate, Ella.’
     

      
      ‘Thanks, Mr Russell, I won’t be a tick. See you tomorrow, Becky.’

      
      Ella ran, turning at her gateway to give them both a wave. Her face was sad, her thoughts serious. Becky might only be a few
         weeks younger than she was but she wasn’t very worldly. She was such a nice kind girl, someone she was proud to have as her
         best friend but she had to be mad to see that Tommy Ferguson wasn’t the type of boy she should be taking up with. And it wasn’t
         going to happen. Not if she could help it.
     

  



      
      Chapter Three

      
      
      1924

      
      SUNDAY AFTERNOON AND Becky was spending it in the way she loved best. She was sitting on the river wall at Kingston. She loved to watch dear old
         Father Thames flowing relentlessly on. What a lovely sight, she thought to herself as a saloon steamer came into sight on
         its way to Henley. Life on the river was never dull, always varied, and today with the sun shining on the old buildings everything
         seemed to glow.
     

      
      It wouldn’t be like that for much longer. Being the third week in September the pleasure boats would soon be laid up for the
         winter. Already the trees were beginning to display their bright autumn colours and she found herself wondering where the
         time had gone. It wasn’t only the summer months that passed so quickly; the years themselves were speeding by.
     

      
      It seemed only recently that she and Ella had been thrilled to be given employment at the Wellington Laundry. She pondered
         on that thought for a moment then shook her head in disbelief. In actual fact they had been working there now for four years.
     

      
      
      ‘Becky, Becky!’

      
      She looked up and saw that Ella was running along the towpath towards her. ‘Hello! What are you doing?’ Ella called out and
         without waiting for a reply she rushed on, ‘I must look like a drowned rat.’
     

      
      Becky reluctantly climbed down from the wall and really looked at her. ‘Whatever happened to you?’

      
      
      Ella’s hair clung to her head and her dress was covered in mud splashes. ‘It’s like always, that daft Tommy tagged on and
         he’s in a right mood because you aren’t with me.’
     

      
      ‘I didn’t know Tom was here. You went off with that new van driver, what’s his name? I didn’t want to play gooseberry. I knew
         you’d be back in time to go for some tea.’
     

      
      Ella held out her hand to her. ‘His name is Pete, Pete Tomson, and he’s old enough to be our father, but he’s ever so nice
         and I think he’s lonely cos he’s only moved here when he got the job at the Wellington. You didn’t have to stay behind, we
         were only going for a walk.’
     

      
      Becky was grinning broadly. ‘Ella, you do exaggerate! Pete Tomson can’t be much more than thirty years old and that makes
         him just twelve years older than us. But never mind him, how did you meet up with Tom?’
     

      
      ‘Hmm!’ Ella sniffed and shrugged her shoulders. ‘How do we ever meet up with Tommy Ferguson? He pops up like a bad penny wherever
         we decide to go at weekends. I told you years ago when you first started to take him under your wing that you were storing
         up trouble for yourself, but you wouldn’t listen, would you?’
     

      
      ‘Oh, Ella, he’s not that bad.’

      
      ‘Maybe not. But let’s face the truth for once. Tommy is besotted with you. He gets really aggressive if he thinks any man
         is paying you too much attention. One day he may go over the top and then there’ll be trouble.’
     

      
      ‘I know,’ Becky sighed, ‘I can’t help feeling sorry for him but I certainly don’t encourage him.’

      
      ‘You may not be responsible,’ Ella pointed out, ‘but that’s not going to stop him feeling the way he does about you.’

      
      ‘Well, what do you imagine he’s going to do about it?’

      
      ‘I don’t know.’

      
      ‘In that case, Ella, let me tell you. Nothing. Because unless I let him there is nothing he can do even if he wanted to. No,
         Tommy won’t overstep the mark.’
     

      
      ‘How do you know?’

      
      
      ‘Because I know Tommy.’

      
      ‘I know him too. In fact I think right from the beginning I’ve been able to read him like a book. Becky, you’re too nice by
         far. You only see the good in everyone. Well not everyone is as good and kind as you are but I hope in this case you don’t
         live to find that out.’
     

      
      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      
      Ella sighed. ‘Oh nothing. It’s just that sometimes Tommy gives me the creeps. Anyway, I’m going to the toilets, see if I can
         clean myself up a bit and then we’ll make our way over the bridge an’ have our tea, shall we?’
     

      
      ‘Yes, that’s fine by me, I’ll wait here. By the way, you haven’t said how you got yourself into such a state.’

      
      Ella laughed now. ‘I started to slip down the bank and daft Tommy, instead of helping, splashed handfuls of water over me.’

      
      ‘What had you done to upset him?’

      
      ‘As if you need to ask! I told him I didn’t know where you were.’

      
      Becky watched as Ella half ran towards the public toilets. She had grown into a sharp-witted, shrewd young lady with a really
         nice figure. Becky smiled to herself. She loved Ella dearly, even though she knew her own mind and wasn’t afraid to voice
         her thoughts. That didn’t deter her or anyone else from liking her. Oh no! Everyone made an exception for fair-haired blue-eyed
         Ella, because in the main what she said turned out to be right. A smile returned to Becky’s face as Ella came towards her
         accompanied by Peter Tomson and Tom Ferguson.
     

      
      Ella rolled her eyes. ‘Tommy insists he wants to buy you tea, he said you paid for his drink twice last week in the work-break,
         so I’ve invited Pete to join us as well. All right?’
     

      
      ‘Of course,’ Becky said, falling into step beside Peter. He had been taken on by the Wellington four weeks ago to drive the
         van.
     

      
      
      ‘How are you getting on?’ Becky asked as they walked, more out of politeness than because she was interested.

      
      ‘Not bad at all,’ he smiled, adding quickly, ‘but I miss my family.’

      
      ‘Oh, where did you live before?’

      
      ‘In the Midlands. I had a nervous breakdown when my mother was killed in a train accident. This job came up and my father
         thought a change of scenery would be good for me. He’s gone to live with my married sister.’
     

      
      ‘Uprooting yourself like that was a brave thing to do,’ said Becky in amazement.

      
      ‘Needs must when the devil drives,’ he smiled and in that moment Becky decided he was a nice man.

      
      They had their tea and Tommy was all smiles when Becky said he could go home with her on the tram because she had some sewing
         she wanted to do that evening. Ella shot Becky a grateful smile. It was what she had been longing for, a little while on her
         own with this new man in her life.
     

      
      Tommy held on tightly to Becky’s hand while the tram took them on the journey home and she was relieved when they came to
         New Malden village. Tugging to free her hand, she said, ‘Ah, next stop’s mine. See you at work in the morning, Tom, ta-ta.’
     

      
      Tommy took a deep breath and said in a rush, ‘I’ll get off with you. I want to ask you something.’

      
      Becky turned to him in surprise. The look on his face made her realize that their friendship did indeed mean something totally
         different to him than it did to her. How stupid she had been! She should have been aware of what was happening a long time
         ago. You’ve been a right silly fool, Becky Russell! she chided herself. You’ve had your head buried in the sand.
     

      
      ‘I’m sorry Tom, I can’t stop and talk tonight,’ she replied lamely.

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      She knew she had to be honest with him for once, what else could she do? ‘I don’t want to, I’ve a whole lot of things I have to do this evening.’
     

      
      ‘Oh!’ Tom was fighting to keep himself under control, but if she wasn’t careful he was going to let his temper get the better
         of him.
     

      
      ‘I will see you at work in the morning,’ she said gently as he moved his knees to allow her to push past him.

      
      She breathed out as soon as her feet touched the pavement and she watched with relief as the tram pulled away from the stop.
         She could kick herself for having let things get to this pitch. Why hadn’t she been aware of it before? She must have been
         blind. And daft not to have listened to Ella’s warnings.
     

      
      Back home she was relieved to find that her parents and her brothers were all out. With the whole house to herself she could
         sit down in peace and quiet and sort out her thoughts. Once she had washed her hands and face, she sat down, picked up her
         sewing and went over the day’s events in her head. She knew now that what Ella was saying about Tommy was true. Today’s events
         had proved her right. Why, he had even taken to waylaying her during their tea breaks at work. In fact he got right ruffled
         if she sat with the girls instead of with him. She was worried, even if she wouldn’t admit it to Ella.
     

      
      Something had to change and if she had her way it would be her job.

      
      Four years earlier she had been delighted to be given a job. Any job would have done just so long as it was honest employment.
         How quickly she had changed her mind when she had first stepped into that wash house. She had been horrified when faced with
         the conditions in which they were expected to work.
     

      
      Eleanor, being the strong-willed tomboy that she was, even at the age of fourteen, had taken the harsh conditions in her stride.
         If she were to ask her today if she were happy working in the laundry, Becky felt sure that Ella’s reply would be, ‘’Course
         I am.’
     

      
      It wasn’t like that for herself. From that very first moment she had vowed that she would stay there no longer than was absolutely necessary. So what had gone wrong?
     

      
      She was eighteen years old, which meant that she had been working at the Wellington for four years now. True, Mrs Bradford
         had taken pity on her and after just one year had seen that she was transferred to the packing department. Perhaps that was
         the reason that she hadn’t put herself out to find other employment. No it wasn’t, not if she was being honest with herself.
         Truth was she hadn’t got the confidence any more. Well, she would jolly well have to find it again. And quick too, before
         things with Tommy Ferguson got out of hand.
     

      
      I’ll talk to me dad. Yes, that’s what I’ll do. He’ll know the right way for me to go about getting a different kind of work.
         Her dad was a lovely man. Look how he treated her mum. Like she was his queen.
     

      
      Sighing softly she packed her sewing away, climbed the stairs and began to lay out her clothes ready for work the next day.

      
      When she finally got into bed, Becky realized that she was mentally exhausted and her last thought before she went to sleep
         was that she hoped one day she might be lucky enough to find a young man who would love her in the nice kind way that her
         dad loved her mother.
     

      
      It wasn’t natural, the way Tommy wanted to monopolize her.

  



      
      
      Chapter Four

      
      HARDLY HAD HER father stepped inside the house than Becky ran to his side, saying urgently, ‘Please Dad, I want to talk to you.’
     

      
      ‘All right, my love,’ he smiled, ‘don’t look so worried. What’s it about?’

      
      ‘Can we go out into the garden?’

      
      ‘No, I need to get this uniform off, else your mother will wonder what’s wrong. Come on, we’ll go upstairs.’ And without waiting
         for Becky to reply, her father set off up the narrow stairs, his long legs taking the steps two at a time.
     

      
      Becky followed him quickly, before her mother should start to wonder what was going on. Her mum and dad had the big bedroom
         with the bay windows that faced the fields opposite and to the side looked out over Harry Horsecroft’s farm.
     

      
      Her dad told her to sit down, then he shut the door and opened the window. The curtains started to flap gently for there was
         quite a breeze on this autumn evening. Then he seated himself in the other chintz-covered chair, that she had always thought
         looked so pretty because her mother had also made a frilled skirt for the dressing table out of the same chintz material,
         and began to unbutton his jacket.
     

      
      Becky watched and waited.

      
      When her father had hung his railway jacket on a coat hanger and rolled his shirtsleeves up to his elbows, he bent his head
         until his face was level with Becky’s and kissed her soundly before saying, ‘Well, my lovely girl? Nothing’s ever so bad that we can’t get it sorted.’
     

      
      Suddenly Becky felt tongue-tied. It was going to be so difficult to explain to her father all the reasons why she wanted to
         leave the Wellington Laundry. ‘Dad, I wish I could have a different job.’
     

      
      ‘About time you did, if you want my opinion.’

      
      ‘Dad!’ She couldn’t believe what she had heard him say. Oh, he was such a wise man. A good man. He understood before she had
         even said two words. Then it all came pouring out. The laundry was a hateful place. Nothing ever altered there. Monotonous
         tasks, day after day. Everything stayed the same, nothing to look forward to. Was that all there was to life? Did she have
         to stick at it? She hated it.
     

      
      Her dad very nearly laughed but managed to keep a straight face. ‘Rebecca,’ he said softly, using her full name, ‘of course
         you don’t have to work there. You’ve been trudging backwards and forwards to that place for four years now so no one can say
         that you haven’t given it a good go. Not that it would matter if they did. All your mother and I ever wanted is for you to
         be happy. Everyone has to work, but seeing as such a great deal of our lives is spent in employment I don’t think it is asking
         too much that we should be happy there.’
     

      
      Becky’s face lit up. ‘Oh Dad, I knew you’d understand.’

      
      ‘Yeah well, one thing is for sure, it won’t be that easy to find a different kind of work. Jobs aren’t two a penny. Who you
         know goes a long way rather than what you know.’
     

      
      He had dashed her hopes and he saw her bottom lip tremble. Quickly he added, ‘I’ll keep my ear to the ground and now you have
         actually made the decision to change your job, you’ll see, something will turn up.’
     

      
      Becky felt as if a load had been lifted from her shoulders. She was so lucky to have such wonderful parents; even her brothers
         were special. And her home was such a happy one. Fresh flowers in earthenware jugs were in evidence most times of the year
         as were fresh vegetables and salad, all thanks to the hours that her dad spent on his allotment. They were a team, her mum and dad. She couldn’t imagine life without
         either of them, or without her brothers. Jack, her eldest brother, was happily married to Ada. They had a little boy, Ronnie,
         aged two. He was already a lovable little tinker, into everything but still the apple of his parents’ eyes. Tom, the brother
         that Becky thought took after their father both in looks and personality, was also married. His wife, Joan, had only recently
         given birth to a baby boy. He was to be christened Joseph, after his grandfather. That left only Fred living at home. Both
         Jack and Tom had rented flats in Kingston, which made sense because they both worked at Kingston Tannery, but it didn’t stop
         them bringing their families to Sunday afternoon tea, every week without fail.
     

      
      Fred had a good job with the Co-op bakery. He was tall and quite good-looking, a fact that he took advantage of when it came
         to the girls. Fred wasn’t going to settle down, not yet anyway, he’s like me, Becky thought, appreciates his home too much
         to want to leave it for pastures new.
     

      
      Joe Russell stared at Becky, wondering what had brought things to a head and a little afraid now to break the silence that
         had settled between them. With three sons and now two grandsons his only daughter was very special to him, as he knew full
         well he was to her.
     

      
      ‘Rebecca’s a Daddy’s girl if ever there was one,’ his wife was fond of telling folk and he wouldn’t argue with that.

      
      Joe didn’t want Rebecca to be any different, but there were times when he couldn’t help wishing that his darling girl wasn’t
         quite so sensitive. Even as a child, however, Becky had shown signs of individuality, always so impressionable where others
         were concerned. From an early age, she had always been quite creative, especially when it came to clothes. Her mother raved
         about what Becky could do with a length of material or indeed with a second-hand frock. Pity she couldn’t have found work
         in that line. But not in the London sweatshops that he’d heard so much about. Oh no! He liked his daughter nearby where he could keep an eye on her. But if she wasn’t happy, well, that was a different story.
     

      
      He smiled at his daughter and she smiled back, but she wasn’t surprised when he gently took hold of her hand and said, ‘You’ve
         only told me half the reason why you want to leave the Wellington. Go on, let’s hear the rest of it.’
     

      
      ‘Oh Dad! I think you already know, it’s Tom Ferguson. He seems to know exactly where I’ll be. I keep thinking I’m eighteen
         and I don’t meet anybody else. I don’t want to spend my life with someone like him. I think of all the places I read about,
         places I’ve never even seen and never shall if I stay in this rut. I scarcely ever remember even going to London.’
     

      
      ‘Then go. Go soon.’

      
      ‘Dad! You know it’s not as simple as that.’

      
      ‘It could be. If you put your mind to it.’

      
      ‘Perhaps, but I just don’t know where to start. Maybe I’m all talk and when it comes to it I won’t have the courage.’

      
      ‘Nonsense. I’ll tell you what you’re going to do. You are going to have a trip up to London for a start. Yes. I mean it. Next
         Saturday evening we’ll leave our Fred to fend for himself and your mother and I will take you up to sample the bright lights
         of the city. After that we’ll decide what you’re gonna do about Tom Ferguson.’
     

      
      ‘Do you really mean it, Dad?’

      
      ‘You bet your life I do,’ he said, holding out his hand to her. ‘I’m already looking forward to it myself. Come on, let’s
         go down and tell your mother.’
     

      
      Becky didn’t walk down the stairs, she ran. She was going to London with her parents. Not just to see the sights, but to sort
         things out in her head. She couldn’t make up her mind whether she dreaded the day when she might start a new job or whether
         she was looking forward to it. Then, as she entered the kitchen, came a sobering thought. First she had to find another employer
         who would look kindly on her.
     

      
      Her mother stared perplexedly at Becky as she took her seat at the table. One moment her face had been wreathed in smiles and now, seconds later, she was frowning. Now what on earth’s got into her? she wondered.
     

      
      ‘Youngsters!’ she muttered to herself.

      
      You never knew where you were with them.

      
      
      Her father had kept his word.

      
      Becky still couldn’t quite believe that she was standing on the pavement in Oxford Circus. Her eyes were wide with amazement,
         as were her mother’s. Come to think of it her mother looked an entirely different person tonight. She looked beautiful!
     

      
      She had made her navy-blue outfit herself, its narrow skirt reaching only to her calves. She wore a jade-green cloche hat
         with her dark hair tucked up tight out of sight. She hadn’t had her hair shingled as so many women had recently, her face
         was powdered, and her lips showed a trace of lipstick.
     

      
      Becky felt she herself looked a fashionable young woman. She had thought of buying herself a new hat but the only millinery
         shop in the village of New Malden charged such outrageous prices she had changed her mind. Instead she had retrimmed her straw
         hat with multi-coloured ribbons to match the floral high-necked blouse she was wearing above her long grey skirt.
     

      
      Becky now glanced at her father. The word to describe this big man was hard to find. Neat he most certainly was, but not very
         much in fashion. Quickly she suppressed a giggle. Younger men were wearing wide-legged trousers, navy-blue blazers and straw
         hats known as boaters. Her dad’s plain dark suit, white shirt and modest tie topped by his hard bowler hat suited him well.
         Wonder of wonders, he had discarded his boots for a pair of well-polished, black laced-up shoes.
     

      
      ‘Well, have the pair of you finished yer star gazing? Cos if you have perhaps we could move along.’ Joe Russell was feeling
         really pleased with himself. It had been a bit of a battle, getting his Joyce to dress herself up, but the effort had been
         well worthwhile and he felt quite proud as they strode off, his wife on one arm and his daughter on the other.
     

      
      It was grand to see all the different shops, each window-display a show in itself, gleaming with clothes they’d never seen
         the likes of.
     

      
      ‘Oh, Lord,’ Joyce muttered. ‘Look at that poor man stood in the gutter.’ A tray hung round his neck, loaded with boxes of
         matches. One empty sleeve of his jacket was pinned up, showing that his arm had been amputated. They stopped and Joe put three
         pennies into his cap which lay on the pavement.
     

      
      The young man had a card propped against the kerb, on which he had written, I SERVED MY COUNTRY, NOW I NEED HELP TO SUPPORT
         MY WIFE AND TWO CHILDREN.
     

      
      ‘Thank you,’ he said as Joe straightened up.

      
      Joe’s face reddened and he turned to Joyce. ‘There are still so many disabled servicemen, why can’t the Government recognize
         their worth and do something to help the poor blighters?’
     

      
      Their mood lightened as they looked into some windows which were displaying corsets. Becky looked at her mother and they both
         had to smother their giggles. The models were male: the corsets were for men!
     

      
      Now they were in Regent Street. Dickins & Jones, Robinson & Cleaver and then the windows of Liberty’s loomed ahead.

      
      ‘Becky,’ her mother said, tugging at her sleeve. ‘We’ll have to come up to town another time during the day when this shop
         is open. You’ll never believe all the things they sell for people who are interested in sewing.’ Becky took two steps backwards
         and tilted her head in order to read the nameplate above this shop that her mother was drooling over – the Needlewoman.
     

      
      It was a dream of a shop. ‘I’ve heard it called by several different names,’ said Joyce, the nostalgia evident in her voice
         as she explained further. ‘For all brides-to-be a visit to this establishment was a must. Young girls and their intended bridesmaids would be busy sewing for months ahead of the wedding.
         As indeed would the bride’s elderly female relations. A girl was judged on what she had in her bottom drawer.’
     

      
      Becky laughed, and her mother rebuked her. ‘You can laugh young lady, but it is to be hoped that you’ll be doing similar work
         before long.’
     

      
      ‘Mum, I didn’t mean to laugh but a bottom drawer sounds so funny.’

      
      ‘Funny it never was,’ Joyce snapped. ‘A very serious business, believe you me. Tablecloths, napkins, huckerback hand towels,
         guest towels and pillowcases all had to be hand-embroidered.’ She paused as if deep in thought. Smiling softly, she pointed
         to the skeins of silk laid out so decoratively in wicker baskets. ‘I’d like a guinea for every one of those I used when I
         was filling my bottom drawer. Those extra fine ones my mother used to stitch lazy daisies on the top and bottom of my nightdresses.’
     

      
      Joe Russell placed his hand on his wife’s shoulder. ‘And very fetching you looked when you wore them,’ he quietly told her.

      
      Becky had to tear herself away from the Needlewoman. What she wouldn’t give to be let loose in that store with an unlimited
         amount of money to spend.
     

      
      They walked past Hamley’s. ‘That ’appens to be the most famous toy shop in the world,’ her father told her with pride.

      
      A little further on they reached Mappin & Webb. ‘THE jewellers and silversmiths to the nobility,’ Joe informed them.

      
      ‘Mine of information tonight, aren’t you,’ Joyce teased her husband, but there was fondness in her voice.

      
      Down into Piccadilly Circus they went. ‘Oh, look!’ Becky cried out in sheer amazement.

      
      Her father laughed as he watched the different expressions flit across his daughter’s face. For one so young who had rarely in her life visited London, Piccadilly Circus, with its brilliant flashing lights and cascading advertisements, had
         to be a wonderful sight.
     

      
      ‘Mum, all this electricity!’

      
      The babble of conversation that was now taking place between mother and daughter had Joe Russell laughing fit to bust.

      
      ‘Why do we only have gaslight? Why are our streets still so dim of a night-time cos we’ve only got those funny old lampposts?
         Will we ever get lights like these? Why should London be so different from everywhere else?’
     

      
      ‘Put a sock in it,’ Joe pleaded. ‘To answer your last question first, young lady, London is the capital city of England. The
         powers that be will get around to seeing that the whole country has the benefit of electricity one day. Won’t be for a while
         yet though.’ Turning to his wife Joyce, he lowered his voice. ‘’T’was worth bringing her, wasn’t it?’
     

      
      ‘Most certainly was. For me an’ all. I never knew it was lit up like this.’

      
      ‘Funny really, with me being in the parcel office most of the time I ’ardly ever put a foot outside of Waterloo Station. True,
         the platforms have had electric light for some time now though the waiting rooms still have their gaslights an’ coal fires.
         You know, luv, I was talking to one electrician only the other day an’ he told me that at the last count two an’ a ’alf million
         light bulbs were being used in London. That’s something to think about, eh?’
     

      
      ‘Dad,’ Becky was tugging at the sleeve of her father’s jacket. ‘Are we near Trafalgar Square?’

      
      ‘About a stone’s throw away, why? Do you want to go an’ see Nelson’s Column?’

      
      ‘Yeah, but mostly I’d like to see all the pigeons and the fountains. May we feed the pigeons?’

      
      Joe shook his head in disbelief. Nelson’s Column against pigeons and the pigeons win! Ah well, as long as she’s happy. ‘Anything
         you want, my luv. But first I’m gonna buy my two ladies a little present. No gent worth his salt comes to Piccadilly Circus without doing so. Wait there,’ Joe ordered
         as he stepped briskly towards the statue of Eros. The well-known flower seller – an old lady, dressed in black, a heavy shawl
         around her shoulders and a wide-brimmed hat on her head – sat at the foot of the statue and watched him approach.
     

      
      ‘Gonna buy a button ’ole for yer ladies?’ she called out.

      
      ‘Wouldn’t miss the chance for the world,’ Joe answered as he fished in his pocket for some loose change.

      
      ‘’Ere,’ she grinned broadly, showing several of her front teeth were missing. ‘A rose for yer missus, an’ a sweet bunch of
         violets for yer young gal.’
     

      
      Joe handed over a silver shilling and was rewarded by the old lady’s jolly remark of: ‘Gawd bless yer. You’re a gent an’ no
         mistake.’
     

      
      ‘Next time we come up we’ll tackle the window-shopping from another direction,’ her father promised. ‘We’ll have a look at
         all the theatres, especially the London Hippodrome, maybe ’ave supper somewhere.’
     

      
      ‘That’s as maybe,’ Joyce quickly butted in, ‘but promises are like pie-crust, made to be broken and I’m hungry now. How about
         you, Becky?’
     

      
      ‘Me an’ all. I’m starving.’

      
      ‘Tell me,’ Joe said grinning, ‘how does fish an’ chips sound t’ the pair of you?’

      
      ‘Scrumptious,’ Becky cried before her mother had time to answer.

      
      ‘Well, me money won’t run to these London prices, so we’ll make Trafalgar Square our last port of call for this trip. Then
         as soon as we get home you two go indoors, light the oven and put the plates in to warm and I’ll trot off for three of the
         biggest portions of cod an’ chips you’ve ever seen.’
     

      
      On the homeward journey a tired but happy Rebecca was reminding herself that it was as she had always known,  her parents were smashing. The memory of this London excursion would remain with her for a very long time.
     

      
      During the following weeks a number of things happened which made the future seem a whole lot more rosy to both Becky and
         to Ella. There was to be a Harvest Supper, followed by a social, in the local church hall and notices were being sent out
         from the organizers pleading for volunteers to come forward and lend a helping hand.
     

      
      One afternoon, Becky and Ella were sitting on the outside steps of the laundry during their tea break, discussing this coming
         event when Ella suddenly said, ‘Pete’s going to see t’ the music.’ She glanced quickly at Becky to see what Becky’s reaction
         was, for she knew that Becky wasn’t aware of just how often she and Peter had been out together.
     

      
      Becky smiled to herself before answering. So that was the way the wind was blowing. ‘For the Harvest Supper you mean?’

      
      ‘Yes, and for the entertainment during the evening.’

      
      ‘That’s good, let’s hope he comes up with something a bit more lively than the usual rubbish we have to put up with when the
         village has a do.’
     

      
      ‘He will. And by the way, Pete’s going to do you a big favour.’

      
      ‘Me?’

      
      ‘Yes, you. We were talking about you and Tom Ferguson one evening and I told Pete that you were sick an’ tired of the way
         Tommy always dogged your footsteps.’
     

      
      ‘Did you now? And what did your Peter have to say to that?’

      
      Ella’s cheeks flushed a bright red. ‘Don’t be like that, Becky, please. He’s not my Peter, it’s just that he’s lonely an’
         we seem to get on with each other.’
     

      
      ‘Well, well,’ murmured Becky, then she relented and stopped her teasing, turned to Ella and said, ‘I’m pleased for you both. Honestly I am. I could see from the moment he started at the Wellington that you two suited each other.’
     

      
      ‘Aw, thanks, Becky. I’ve been wanting to tell you. I really do like him and he’s not as old as we thought. He’s twenty-six.
         He was in the Army during the War. Saw a bit of service in France, that’s probably what aged him. But we’re getting away from
         what I was gonna tell you.’
     

      
      ‘Something about him doing me a favour, wasn’t it?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Ella said, a triumphant tone in her voice. ‘You remember the Saturday you went up to London with your mum an’ dad?
         Well Pete an’ I went to the pictures and Tommy asked if he could tag along. Having said yes, Pete had a brain wave, he invited
         his landlady’s daughter to come as well.’
     

      
      ‘And?’ Becky asked, her eyes bright with curiosity.

      
      ‘Her name’s Mary, Mary Marsden.’

      
      ‘Oh, for goodness sake stop yer tantalizing and tell me what happened.’

      
      ‘Nothing happened. Mary’s not the brightest person on God’s earth. Seems she’s been in service for some time but she was so
         unhappy her mum persuaded her dad to let her come home. She’s not got a job at the moment. She an’ Tommy seemed to like each
         other. Anyway Pete’s been busy scheming and singing Tom’s praises and the long and short of it is Tom’s been asked to Sunday
         tea at the Marsdens’ and Mary’s coming to this Harvest do.’
     

      
      ‘Are you sure about this?’ Becky asked.

      
      ‘Oh yes, I’m quite sure of it.’

      
      Becky reached out for Ella. She put her arms around her friend’s neck and they were laughing loudly. Suddenly Ella, her eyes
         twinkling, enquired, ‘You’re not in any way jealous?’
     

      
      ‘Jealous! Oh you, Ella, you’re mad.’

      
      ‘Well, I just wondered, he’s been your Tommy from the day we started at the laundry. No. I’ve just remembered from the day
         he stepped on your foot at that first dance we went  to. Own up an’ shame the devil, you’ll be really annoyed if Tom transfers his attentions to Mary.’
     

      
      Becky gently slapped Ella’s shoulder. She was shaking her head from side to side and still laughing fit to burst.

      
      When their merriment had settled down, Becky muttered, ‘Thank God for small mercies. Maybe I’ll be able to enjoy the evening
         without Tommy glaring at me all the time if I so much as speak to another fellow.’
     

      
      The whistle went, signalling that tea break was over, but Ella couldn’t resist having one more jibe at Becky. ‘You’d better
         not start feeling fancy free, thinking you’re gonna be the belle of the ball an’ have the pick of the field at this barn dance.
         After all, you weren’t there when we went to the pictures. Tommy might have cottoned on to Mary, thinking any port in a storm.
         When he sees you, arrayed in all your finery, he might just decide there’s no one in the world like you, that he can’t live
         without you, you’re the love of his life. Then what will you do?’
     

      
      ‘I know what I’ll do to you right now if …’ Becky didn’t have to finish what she was saying. Ella had fled, her laughter echoing
         back down the corridor.
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