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 Chapter One

‘You’re sacking me!’

Judith Chambers looked sternly at the young woman before her whose pretty face was twisted into an expression of utter astonishment. ‘You’re well aware of the company rules, Mrs Campbell. You’re paid to work from eight-thirty to five-thirty. Apart from your lunch hour, when you can do as you wish, you’re expected to stay at your desk, not leave it to rush out of the building whenever you feel like it without asking permission. And even then the situation would have to be a matter of life or death before it was granted.’

‘But it was life or death,’ Cherry Campbell insisted. ‘I got an urgent message that me son had had an accident in the playground at school and needed hospital treatment. I didn’t know how bad it was. In fact he’d badly cut his leg, Miss Chambers, needed several stitches. He was ever so upset, poor little soul.’

‘Hardly a life or death situation. Surely your nanny was capable of dealing with it?’

‘Eh! Nanny?’

‘Nanny . . . child-minder . . . whatever you call the  person who looks after your children while you’re supposed to be working.’

Cherry stared at her, gob-smacked. Was her boss mad? Nanny indeed. Her children, bless their hearts, looked after themselves out of school hours. Though she herself didn’t like it she had no other choice, kept busy as she was earning them their scant living which barely included rent and basic necessities, let alone child-minding costs. ‘Latch-key kids’ her children were labelled, same as thousands of others around Leicester and the Shires whose parents couldn’t afford the couple of pounds a week it would cost for someone to look out for their offspring after school or during holidays until their parents arrived home.

Had Judith Chambers any idea what it was like for people like herself, fighting to juggle their time between their families and their work, especially a single-parent family like Cherry’s? Her kids no longer had a father because her beloved husband Brian had been killed in an accident on the building site where he had worked long hours to provide for them, the accident more than likely caused because he had been exhausted from the ‘foreigners’ he undertook on top of his normal working hours, to top up his wage and provide little extras for his family such as a coach trip to the seaside.

Could Judith Chambers imagine how it felt to crawl into bed at night worn out from hard work, even at weekends, after trying to catch up with all she hadn’t had time for? Judging by the look on her boss’s face, her whole demeanour for that matter, Cherry doubted that the formidable Judith Chambers had a clue how Cherry  and her like managed to cope. But then, why would she? She’d obviously been brought up and still lived in a world of accommodating nannies and housekeepers.

But to Cherry the way her boss lived was not of paramount importance at this moment; keeping a roof over her children’s heads and food in their bellies was. In truth she hated working at Chambers’ and knew that with her skills as a typist she could get another job relatively easily. But it wouldn’t be so close to home, and she got on so well with the rest of the workers, several of the other women having become close friends of hers. She didn’t like the thought of having to start afresh at another place, not when she was just beginning to find her feet after Brian’s traumatic death.

Taking a deep breath, she wrung her hands tightly and implored: ‘Please, Miss Chambers, I promise it won’t happen again. In the year I’ve worked for yer, yer’ve never had cause to complain about me work or conduct before. So please, can’t you overlook this?’

Judith walked around her desk, sat down sedately on the well-worn office chair and crossed her shapely legs. She raised her head and stared coolly at Cherry’s desperate expression. Judith’s personal feelings didn’t come into this. Cherry Campbell could beg and plead for her job until she was blue in the face, it wouldn’t make an iota of difference. The decision to fire her was not Judith’s. Unfortunately for Cherry, Judith’s father had noticed her absence and told his daughter in no uncertain terms to deal with it, reporting back to him when she had. He had also harshly berated her for her own lapse in not noticing for herself that one of the staff was absent without permission.

As owner of the firm, Charles Chambers never passed up an opportunity to remind his workforce, including his own daughter, of how he liked his company run. He had set down a strict code of conduct on starting the business forty-four years ago and wouldn’t allow the slightest deviation from it. It was his firm opinion that leniency shown to any employee set a dangerous precedent for the rest. It was hopeless trying to change his mind, and fully aware of his uncompromising attitude Judith hadn’t put herself in the firing line.

‘Your employment with Chambers Leather Goods will be terminated as of Friday evening, Mrs Campbell. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do and so do you.’

 



‘What happened then?’ Fay Cross demanded of Cherry when she arrived back at her desk in the general office. ‘Give yer a bollocking, did she, for rushing out without asking?’

‘A bit more than that, Fay. She sacked me,’ Cherry muttered, fighting hard to stem a flood of tears. ‘I finish on Friday.’

Never normally lost for words, Fay’s mouth hung open in shock.

‘She bleddy sacked yer?’ Nadine Hands exclaimed loudly from her desk behind them. She turned to face the rest of the six women who made up the general office staff. ‘Did yer hear that, gels? That hard-faced cow has sacked Cherry for going with her boy to the hospital. Good Lord, what was yer supposed ter do? Wait until finishing time then go to the hospital to see if he was alive or dead?’

Cherry gave a hollow laugh. ‘She said my nanny should have dealt with it. Nanny? Can yer credit it, and me hardly able to afford to buy new shoes for me kids. How does she expect me to employ a nanny? She knows very well what I get paid. I tell yer, gels, our so-called betters wouldn’t have a clue how to manage on the paltry pittance they pay us, just expect us ter feel honoured they allow us to work for them.’

The clack of Imperial 66 typewriters came to a sudden halt; the telephonist operating the small plug board flicked a switch to mute her voice over the wires; the office junior stopped licking stamps for the post. A sea of faces stared at Cherry in sympathy and shock.

‘We could walk out in support,’ Doreen the telephonist suggested.

Cherry shook her head. ‘I appreciate the offer, Doreen, but you all need yer jobs as much as I do. Old man Chambers would sack you all without a by your leave, you know he would.’

They all looked at her silently, acknowledging she spoke the truth.

‘Well, all I can say is, I hope one of these days that miserable old bugger gets what he’s got coming to him - and his daughter an’ all ’cos she’s just as bad,’ Nadine mumbled disgustedly as she whipped off an invoice form from a pad of blanks and proceeded to insert several sheets of carbon paper between the copies. ‘Working here is like working for the Gestapo. Yer can’t go to the lavvy out of break-time without getting the third degree. I’d like to see what Icy Lil woulda done if she’d have got a message saying one of her kids had been rushed off to Casualty.’

‘Well, that ain’t very likely to happen as she ain’t got any, has she?’ Doreen piped up. ‘She ain’t married. She’s a dried-up old spinster still living at home with her mam and dad. At her age still living with her folks is unnatural, if yer ask me.’

‘And is anyone surprised she ain’t married?’ Nadine snapped back. ‘Okay, no one can deny it - she ain’t a bad-looking woman. Got a good figure for her age, which I’m envious of I don’t mind telling yer, and let’s face it she’s gotta be forty if she’s a day. But she’d frighten any man to death with her cold ways. My old man calls her type Frigid Fridges. Says he wouldn’t swap my lumps and bumps keeping him warm in bed for a shapely looker like her that he’d be terrified to touch in case she turned him to stone with one of her glares.’ She laughed harshly. ‘’Cos that’s what she needs, in my opinion. The likes of a good man to warm her up a bit.’ Her voice trailed off and her face screwed up in thought. ‘Unless . . .’

They all looked at her expectantly.

‘Unless what?’ Jill the office junior eagerly asked.

Nadine pursed her lips meaningfully. ‘She’s . . . well, yer know . . . queer.’

Before anyone could respond they all froze as they heard the clack-clack of high heels approaching down the corridor. Next moment the subject of their discussion was standing before them, her face carefully bland.

‘Are the invoices for Maynard’s ready for my inspection? ’

Nadine grabbed a pile from her desk and held them out. ‘Yes, Miss Chambers. I was just about to bring ’em through.’

Judith took them and said briskly, ‘I hope they’re all correct. They need posting tonight and we haven’t time to redo them. I don’t need to remind you that Mr Chambers will not allow any paperwork to leave the premises that is anything less than perfect.’ She then glanced around at them all, arching one dark eyebrow, and asked, ‘Is there a good reason why work in this office seems to have come to a halt?’

They all jolted back into action. ‘No, Miss,’ they muttered.

Back in her office Judith shut the door behind her and slowly made her way around her desk to sit down. Still clutching the batch of invoices, she gave a deep sigh. She was well aware that the workforce didn’t like her. They saw her as a hard woman who ruled them all with a rod of iron, demanding perfection in everything they produced - and how could she blame them for seeing her that way? That was exactly how she had to be because she was their boss.

But that overheard description ‘queer’ reverberated in Judith’s mind. As well as everything else, was that how she was viewed? An object of sexual conjecture because she was not married? Did they not stop to think that her spinster status might be of her own choosing? For whatever reason might she not simply have decided to remain unattached? As things stood some dismissed her as a dried-up old spinster, and without a shred of evidence to back up their claim a queer one at that. She gave another deep sigh and shook her head, feeling an overwhelming urge to go and put them all right. A dictat of her father’s prevented her. We are not here to make friends. Our  personal lives are nothing to do with anyone but ourselves. Keep yourself to yourself. Having long ago realised that to question his words was not worth the dire consequences she chose to adhere to them, and was so used to abiding by them now they had become her way of life.

She suddenly realised that time was wearing on and he would be waiting for her to present herself in his office along with the daily paperwork that required his signature before it could be posted. Arriving even a second past the appointed time was to risk incurring grave displeasure. Glancing at the clock on her office wall, it concerned Judith to note that she risked being late if she proof-read the invoices that Nadine had just given her. She had no choice but to hope that the woman had done her job properly and there were no mistakes or it would be Judith herself who took the blame.

Rising, she smoothed down the straight knee-length skirt of her smart blue suit, straightened the collar of her crisp white blouse, ran a comb hurriedly through her thick dark hair. At forty-three she still showed no signs as yet of greying, she was pleased to note. She hastily wiped a small scuff from her two-inch-heeled black patent leather court shoes then, satisfied her appearance was immaculate, picked up the leather-bound folder containing the paperwork for her father’s scrutiny and made her way up to his inner sanctum, situated on the top floor of their three-storey Victorian red-brick premises on Braunstone Gate in the West End of Leicester.

Charles Chambers’ prim secretary, Maude Greengate, a middle-aged matron unflatteringly dressed in a brown tweed box-pleated suit and matching twinset, heavy legs  swathed in thick beige stockings, sparse pepper-and-salt hair cut in a severe bob, momentarily looked up from the letter she was typing and greeted her boss’s daughter with a brisk, ‘Good afternoon, Miss Chambers. Mr Chambers is busy on the telephone at present. If you’d care to take a seat he will buzz me when he’s ready to receive you.’ She resumed her task.

Judith sat down on a hard-backed chair by the door. Whether or not her father was occupied on the telephone was questionable. He was good at this, keeping inferiors waiting, his own daughter being no exception. She knew he did it to remind them of their subservience. It made him feel powerful. Well, let him do as he wished. She was used to it.

While she waited Judith glanced around the room. In contrast to the lower levels of the building where the main operations of the company were conducted, which were austere to say the least, the top floor where prospective buyers for Chambers’ range of leatherwares were received was positively plush. It was accessed by a lift just inside the entrance doors in the small reception area on the ground floor. Up here thick red carpet covered the floor; heavy red and beige flock wallpaper lined the walls, and the furniture was of good solid wood, unlike the rickety things she and the rest of the office staff used. The well-worn work benches the three men who managed the receiving, packing and despatching of goods had to make do with were the original fixtures installed when the company was first opened.

Highly polished double doors at the back of the top-floor reception room, at this moment closed, led through  to a large showroom. Here there were sumptuous displays of the latest goods Chambers’ was offering. Entertained with cups of coffee or tea, buyers from shops and stores in Leicester and the Shires would browse then hopefully place substantial orders. Chambers’ offered top-quality handmade leather handbags, luggage, a range of professional briefcases and doctor’s bags, gloves and belts, all aimed at the higher end of the market. Since the end of the war - a period which had seen the company struggle to survive due to shortages of both leather and staff - some of their goods were now imported from Europe, mainly Italy, due to enhanced customer demand for high-fashion goods.

From what Judith could deduce from the orders she saw placed in the general office, Chambers’ was now doing well. Her father kept the financial side of the business very much to himself but there seemed to be the funds to pay the workforce and keep the members of the Chambers family themselves: Judith, Charles, and his wife, Winifred, who all resided in a detached, double-bayed, three-storey Victorian house in Clarendon Park, an affluent area on the outskirts of the city, with a live-in housekeeper to care for the three of them.

Judith had worked for the family business since leaving Wiggiston Girls’ School at the age of fifteen. Although a pretty child, she had been a painfully shy and withdrawn adolescent, finding it very difficult to make friends. This was made worse by the fact that she was never given any encouragement by her parents to do so, and consequently her childhood was a solitary one. She spent endless hours alone reading books she had taken out of the library,  losing herself in the pages of authors such as Dickens, Stevenson and Defoe. As the time to leave school approached she saw her ideal future as working in a library cocooned amongst the precious literary works that had become her substitute friends, an environment that would suit admirably her reserved character. But her parents, particularly her father, wouldn’t entertain the idea and gave her no choice but to join the family firm, starting as the office junior to work her way slowly up through the ranks, any dreams of her own she’d harboured quashed out of hand.

Despite her status as daughter of the owner she was given no extra privileges, her father insisting her treatment be exactly that of all the other staff. While he drove to work and back home in his Daimler, she caught the bus. That continued to this day. Apart from a brief period of several months in her early twenties, her service at Chambers’ was unbroken and her climb to her present position of office manager a long time coming. For her labours she was paid a small sum a week, barely enough to keep her in clothes and personal items, and she’d had no choice but to accept this arrangement, assuming that when her father retired she would take over the running of the business which was when she would receive her just rewards.

Her idle glance around the room brought her back to Miss Greengate, still tapping away on her typewriter, plain face wreathed in concentration as she read back her own shorthand. It suddenly struck Judith that Maude Greengate was a spinster. Were the women downstairs as unkind in their description of Maude as they were about  Judith? As she scrutinised her father’s secretary it suddenly occurred to Judith that she knew nothing personal at all about this woman who had worked for her father for over thirty years. In fact, she knew nothing personal about any of the other staff either. Her father strongly disapproved of friendships between management and staff; of office parties at Christmas or company outings of any description. His opinion was that the workplace was a place to do just that, not socialise, and he had severely warned his daughter that should he catch her discussing anything other than business with any of his employees, she would be demoted to a position that precluded any such contact.

The loud buzz of the intercom made Judith jump. It wasn’t a gentle alerting buzz but a short commanding one. Without pausing in her task, Maude Greengate briskly announced, ‘You may go through now, Miss Chambers.’

As she rose she felt the nervousness that was always present when she was in her father’s company, whether at work or at home. He was not a man to mince his words and used each one sparingly, as if he was paying for them and therefore trying to save himself money. Her daily visit to his office was the part of the day she dreaded most. Charles Chambers never lost the slightest opportunity to fault her work and she worried that he would find something wrong with the invoices she hadn’t had time to check.

He appeared to be engrossed in studying a document when his daughter entered and it was several moments before he condescended to lift his head and acknowledge  her presence. He was a wiry, pale-skinned, sharp-featured man, dressed very expensively in a dark grey handmade suit. The high-backed leather chair in which he sat seemed to diminish his small stature to even less than its actual five foot six. ‘What have you to report?’ His tone was curt. He held out one bony hand and flapped it at her irritatedly.

Judith realised this action was by way of a demand for her to pass over the folder containing the papers for his signature, which she was clutching tightly to her chest as if afraid to part from it. She hurriedly thrust it towards him, holding her breath, closely watching his every move as he opened the file and began to sift first through the invoices, proceeding on through the pile of general correspondence. Her anxiety eased slightly as he signed off the last of the invoices and began on the letters. So far so good, she thought. But her reprieve was short-lived. Pen poised to sign the last letter, he paused, issuing a loud disapproving grunt before scoring a huge cross covering the length and breadth of the letter and sending it skimming across the desk towards her.

‘Do you check these?’ he barked, annoyance glinting in his eyes.

‘Yes, of course I do, Mr Chambers.’ Judith was forbidden to address him as Father during working hours. Her brow creased worriedly. She had thoroughly checked those letters and found nothing amiss. She couldn’t for the life of her think what her father’s keen eye had spotted.

‘Pull yourself up, girl. You’re allowing standards to slip and you know I won’t tolerate shoddy workmanship. The  top of the letter “s” is missing from “sincerely”.’

She picked up the letter and looked at it. The missing end of the curve at the top of the ‘s’ was so minute it was barely noticeable. ‘It’s the keys of the typewriter that are at fault. On rare occasions they don’t hit the ribbon squarely. The machines are so old . . .’

‘A typewriter is a tool and therefore its operator is responsible,’ he cut in sharply. ‘I want that letter in the post tonight. You do it personally, and make sure you reprimand the typist responsible for such slipshod work.’

She felt his criticism to be totally unwarranted but nothing unusual, and as he hadn’t found the slightest error in anything that had come from the general office for the last few days she should have expected he’d find something today. This was just another ploy of his to remind her and everyone else who was boss.

Slapping the leather binder shut, he pushed it across the desk towards her then clasped his hands on the desk. ‘I trust you dealt with the problem satisfactorily?’

She knew instantly to what he was referring. ‘Mrs Campbell leaves on Friday.’ She wanted to say that she personally felt they were being harsh in their punishment of Cherry Campbell. After all, the reason for her sudden departure from the premises, albeit without permission and against company rules, was a valid and understandable one. But should she voice this opinion her father would only slap her down for showing personal sympathy for an employee. He’d accuse her of becoming fond of them when in order to do her job properly she should keep herself detached.

He glared at her, astounded. ‘Friday! You should have  given her instant dismissal.’ He paused and looked at her questioningly. ‘Not showing sympathy towards the workers, are you? How many times do I need to tell you that sentimentality does not keep a business successful? The workforce are paid to carry out their set duties to my set of rules unquestioningly, and if they don’t do that then they can go, make room for someone who will.’

Judith took a deep breath. In an even tone she said, ‘Cherry Campbell is our best typist and she’ll be hard to replace. We need time to find someone as suitable, so I . . .’

‘Nonsense,’ he snapped, cutting her short. ‘Typists like her are two a penny. Plenty more where she came from. Get on to it immediately.’ He eyed Judith meaningfully. ‘I’ll remind you that office managers are too. Your privileged position within this company is at my discretion. I can demote you at any time if I don’t feel you are up to scratch. There’s only one irreplaceable person in this company and that’s me - and don’t you forget it. I built this company from nothing and I’ll never let anything or anyone jeopardise its success. Have I made that fact plain enough for you?’

She held his gaze. ‘Yes, Mr Chambers.’

‘Good. Now you can go.’

Taking a deep breath, she turned and walked out thankfully.




 Chapter Two

Winifred Chambers eyed her daughter reproachfully as she entered the dining room that evening and sat down at the table. ‘I shouldn’t need to remind you that dinner is at eight sharp. I don’t appreciate being kept waiting.’ She turned and flashed a look at the woman standing patiently by the door that led into the kitchen. ‘You may proceed, Miss Betts.’

The fact that Judith was barely thirty seconds past the appointed hour could hardly be classed as late. It was more than likely because the clock in her bedroom was out of sync with the imposing grandfather model standing in the hallway, but no excuse she offered would absolve her so Judith declined to try. She watched silently as Ida Betts their housekeeper placed a dish of potatoes sprinkled with parsley and another containing roast parsnips and boiled carrots beside the salver of sliced lamb on the highly polished mahogany dining table. Judith waited patiently while her father then her mother helped themselves before she filled her own plate.

This meal, the same as any other that was eaten in the Chambers household, was conducted in virtual silence. In  fact conversation in general was rare except for customary greetings. Her parents showed no interest in Judith’s personal life and discussed none of theirs in front of her; she assumed they were waiting for an occasion when she wasn’t around which was often enough. She spent most of her spare time in her room either reading or listening to the radio. After dinner her parents routinely retired to the lounge. While her father read his newspaper, her mother occupied herself with her needlepoint. They sat opposite one another in comfortable armchairs on either side of the fireplace, listening to their own radio. Judith was never invited to join them.

Apart from tradesmen, there were no visitors to the house, they never entertained, and as far as Judith was aware her parents appeared to possess no friends between them. She had long ago concluded that they mutually fulfilled their own needs, not requiring the companionship of others. As for relatives - as a child Judith was bluntly informed they were all dead, Winifred refusing to speak of them, telling her daughter that there was no point in her knowing about people who were no longer alive to affect her life.

Judith neither liked nor disliked her parents. In truth she knew so little about them personally she could hardly make such a judgement. She always felt anxious when in their company, constantly waiting for a look, sign or verbal comment that she had done or said something they didn’t approve of, and strove hard to keep her own counsel so as not to incur their displeasure. Indeed most of the time she felt like an intruder instead of part of the family. Judith could never remember receiving so much as  a hug from either of them, but then neither did they show any affection towards each other that she had ever witnessed and she had long ago accepted that this was just the way they were.

As she laid down her knife and fork on her now empty plate, she glanced at her parents from under her lashes. She couldn’t blame the women in the general office for thinking her odd because she still lived with them. But what they couldn’t know was that she had moved out once.

She jumped as she realised her mother was addressing her.

‘Judith, Miss Betts has asked twice if you require pudding?’

‘Oh, I’m sorry. Just a little, please.’

As usual as soon as her father stood up, signalling that the meal was over, Judith escaped to the sanctuary of her bedroom.

Having washed and dressed herself more comfortably in her nightdress and dressing gown, she switched on the radio and settled back in her chair by the window to listen to a story before she retired to bed. Tonight it centred around a Jewish mother in search of the child she had been parted from during the war. As the heart-wrenching tale unfolded, despite fighting as hard as she could, Judith could not stop her thoughts drifting back to a time in her own past when she herself had lost a child . . .

Her eyes drooped shut and a vision of her child’s father flashed before her as vividly as the first time she had ever clapped eyes on him, smiling charmingly at her across the reception counter. He had been incredibly handsome, so  smart in his suit and crisp white shirt and several years older than herself. As her eyes met his she almost lost her breath. She had been nineteen at the time and inexperienced in all matters to do with the opposite sex, the scant information she had gleaned drawn from her books and from a very short and uncomfortable interview with her mother when she had reached puberty.

‘So what’s a pretty girl like you doing hiding in a place like this when you should be on display to the world, modelling clothes or acting in films?’

Judith had turned the colour of beetroot at his flirtatiousness and he had grinned at her obvious discomfiture. Handing her his business card, he announced, ‘Clive Lewis. I’ve an appointment with Charles Chambers to view the new stock you have in.’

With great difficulty she had found her voice and was mortally embarrassed when it came out sounding like a high-pitched squeak. ‘If you’d like to sign in then go up in the lift to the top floor, I’ll inform Mr Chambers’ secretary that you’re on your way.’

After signing the book he made his way over to the lift but not before giving her a long lingering look, and once inside the lift he kept his eyes fixed on her as he pulled the doors shut in front of him.

She sat transfixed for an age, staring at the closed lift doors. No man had ever looked at her like that before and his attentions had awoken strange feelings within her. Her skin had prickled all over, she had felt giddy, and for a moment she had wondered what it would feel like for him to sweep her into his arms and kiss her, like all the dark handsome men did to the heroines in the romantic stories  she read. Then she realised she was being silly. Such a handsome man, so much older than herself, would never look at a young girl like her in any other way but a friendly one. That was it, Clive Lewis was just being friendly.

It was over an hour later that she heard the lift descending and presently the doors opened. Clive Lewis walked out and came straight over to her. He leaned on the counter, staring intently at her. ‘So what does a pretty girl like you do with herself on an evening?’

She stared back at him tongue-tied, very conscious of his deep brown eyes boring into her, sending waves of shivers down her spine. It was very apparent he wasn’t going anywhere until she had answered him. Swallowing hard, she falteringly replied, ‘Er . . . well . . . nothing much. Read my books or listen to the radio.’

‘Oh, come, come,’ he said, still looking at her intently. ‘Surely you can think of more interesting things to do? Like meeting me this evening for a drink?’

She gawped at him. ‘A drink? Oh! I . . . but I don’t drink.’

‘You don’t? Well, you have to start sometime. All right, what about a walk in the park?’ His voice was soft, persuasive, and he was looking at her so closely. ‘Just a walk and a talk. No harm in that, is there?’

A walk in the park? It sounded so romantic. She couldn’t believe he was actually asking her to spend time with him. Before she knew what she was saying she had agreed to meet him at the entrance to Victoria Park at eight-thirty that night.

She had been extremely anxious during dinner that evening, worried she wouldn’t be able to converse with  him, or she’d not be suitably dressed, or his invitation had simply been a joke and he wouldn’t be there. But regardless she knew she had to go, some invisible force pushing her on. Slipping out had been easy. She told her parents the truth, that she was going out for a walk, and neither of them showed the slightest interest.

He was waiting for her when she arrived and any nervousness Judith was feeling was quickly dispelled at the obvious delight in his eyes and the way he took hold of her arm and hooked it through his. It was immediately apparent to Judith that he was glad she had come.

Silently they strolled through the entrance to the park together and down a long winding path. Presently they arrived by a small clearing in the trees and shrubs. He pulled Judith into the clearing and took her in his arms. ‘Well, here we are,’ he whispered as he began kissing her neck. Before she realised what was happening, he had lowered her to the ground and was on top of her, lifting up her dress and pulling down her knickers.

Her mind raced frantically. Despite her limited knowledge she knew this was not right, that he should not be touching her in this way. She opened her mouth and shrieked: ‘No . . .’

He clamped one hand over her mouth and next she felt a sharp pain as he pushed something hard inside her. He was pumping up and down frantically against her, his breath coming fast then released in a guttural groan. He lay still, then moments later jumped up from her and was straightening his clothes.

He looked down at her, smiled briefly, and jauntily strode off down the path.

She lay frozen in shock, her thoughts racing wildly. Clive Lewis had violated her, she wasn’t so naïve as not to know that. It had all happened too quickly for her to try and stop him. She had believed he wanted to walk and talk with her when all he’d wanted her for was a quick release of his lust. He’d said hardly a word to her, hadn’t even asked her name. But had she encouraged him somehow, given him the impression she had been willing for him to do that to her? Had her agreeing to take a walk given him the go ahead? Regardless she felt so dirty, so humiliated. The tears came then, great choking sobs racking her body.

She suddenly became aware of the predicament she was in. For anyone to discover her like this didn’t bear thinking about. No one must find out about this, not ever. Snatching up her knickers, she pulled them hurriedly back on, rose awkwardly and rushed home as fast as she could, her head hanging down.

Her parents were closeted in the lounge when she slipped in at the front door. She went straight upstairs and ran herself a bath, scrubbing every inch of herself red raw. Over the next few days, if anyone did happen to notice that she was even more quiet than normal then they never commented. No one took much notice of her anyway and for once she was glad of it.

Memories of that awful night plagued her thoughts for weeks until gradually they began to fade. She worked hard to lock them away in the back of her mind, forcing herself to believe it had never happened. One cruel lesson she had learned was that she would never wittingly put herself in a position like that again. If a man did ask her  out and she felt it safe to accept, she would make sure they went to a very public place until she was absolutely sure about being alone with him.

She’d felt funny for a while after that, nothing she could put her finger on just not her usual self. She was putting on a little weight too. She couldn’t understand why as she wasn’t eating any more than she usually did. It was one of the girls at work who alerted her to what was going on inside her.

She was in the toilet washing her hands when Mavis Dobbs had come in. Judith didn’t like Mavis Dobbs. She was cocksure and cheeky and had taken umbrage against Judith when she learned about her relationship to the owner of the company. She passed snide comments whenever she got the opportunity. She’d been in Chambers’ employ for just over a fortnight as a clerical assistant and was terrible at her job. Judith knew it wouldn’t be much longer before she was given the sack, and she herself would be at the top of the list of those glad to see the back of Mavis.

The girl glanced the boss’s daughter up and down scathingly as she entered. ‘Oh, daddy’s little girl getting a fat belly?’ she had sneered mockingly. ‘If I didn’t know better I’d ’a’ said you’d a bun in the oven . . . yer know, pregnant. But then, what man’s gonna want to stick his privates into a little mouse like you? It must be all that posh food you eat. I’d cut down if I was you before you burst.’

Laughing loudly, she had disappeared into one of the cubicles.

Judith looked down at her own stomach, ran her hands  over it and felt the mound that was forming. Her face paled in alarm as the significance of it dawned on her. Pregnant meant you were expecting a baby . . . No, she couldn’t be! She had read in her books that men and women got married and that night they got into bed together. Babies followed but how they were made remained a mystery to her. Was what Clive had done to her how babies were made? Oh, God, no, no! She’d read in her books of fallen women who had been shunned by their family, thrown out on the street with nowhere to go. Oh, God, if she was pregnant then she had no doubt that was what her own parents would do to her. But she couldn’t be, she’d had her period. Admittedly the last couple had been very light and neither had lasted as long as usual, but she’d had them all the same. She couldn’t be pregnant. She must be eating too much.

For the next couple of weeks she hardly ate anything but she lost no weight. In fact, she seemed to be getting bigger. She could hardly button her skirts now. Then her worst fears were confirmed. Her next period failed to appear. She was out of her mind with worry by now and how she managed to present to the world her usual staid exterior was a mystery to her. She knew she had no choice about what to do. She had to find Clive and tell him her news. He was bound to be shocked at first but she felt sure he’d do right by her and their baby, as any honourable man would. Then a problem struck her. She couldn’t remember where he worked and if she asked questions about him at Chambers’ then questions would be asked of her as to why she wanted to know. Then she remembered. He had given her his business card. Had she still got it?  Frantically she searched through the items on the shelf under the reception counter and couldn’t believe her luck when she found his card under the pile of old signing-in books where it must have slipped. Clive’s business card stated he worked as chief buyer for the leather goods department of Lewis’s department store.

That night after her parents had retired to bed and she was positive Miss Betts had too, Judith packed her case and slipped out of the house. She had tried numerous times to write them a letter of explanation for her sudden departure but just could not find the right words. Eventually she had given up, convincing herself that it would be better to tell them face to face once Clive was by her side, supporting her. She spent the rest of the night, frightened and extremely cold, huddled on a park bench and come morning knew she looked a dreadful sight. Nine o’clock found her wandering around the leather goods department in search of Clive. She wasn’t looking forward to their meeting but felt positive that by tonight she would be with him and together they would be planning a future for themselves and their expected baby.

A middle-aged assistant, looking at her suspiciously, came across. ‘Can I help you, Miss?’ she asked tartly, glancing Judith up and down critically.

She gulped. ‘I . . . er . . . I’m looking for Clive Lewis.’

‘And what would you want with Mr Lewis?’

‘That’s my business,’ Judith replied. ‘Would you please fetch him?’

‘Huh,’ the woman grunted. ‘And who shall I say wants him?’

‘Judith Chambers.’

‘Wait there. I’ll see if he’s available.’

She disappeared through a door at the back of the department and it was a while before she returned. ‘He doesn’t know a Judith Chambers.’

Oh, of course, she thought, he wouldn’t know her by name. ‘I can assure you he does know me. It’s urgent I speak to him so please can you fetch him?’

The woman flashed her a look of disdain before she strode off towards the door again. It was several minutes before Judith saw Clive emerge. He looked around, spotted her and came over.

He stared at her blankly. ‘I’m very busy, what is it you want?’

She stared back at him, horrified. He didn’t know her! ‘You don’t remember me, do you?’ she uttered, deeply distressed.

He gave a nonchalant shrug. ‘Should I?’

‘After what you did to me, yes, you should. You took advantage of me and now I’m pregnant with your child.’

He stared at her for a moment, stunned, then his face darkened thunderously. Grabbing her arm, he pulled her across to a pile of suitcases so they were hidden from view from the shop assistants’ counter where several people were gathered, watching the proceedings with great interest.

Clive pushed his face close to hers. His voice low and menacing, he said, ‘Now listen here, you little tart, I never touched you! It’s your word against mine and you can’t prove anything.’ He flashed a scathing look at her stomach before bringing up his eyes to bore into hers. ‘That bastard could be anyone’s. No use trying to pin it on me.’  He noticed her suitcase, a thought occurred to him and he smirked at her knowingly. ‘Oh, I see, you thought as my name was Lewis I must be connected to the family who owns this store. I’d take you home to mummy and daddy and we’d all live in a huge great house in luxury. Well, I’m not related to the Lewises who own this store, I only work here, so your little scheme to grab yourself a comfortable future was a waste of time.’

She felt sick. She hadn’t known what to expect of Clive when she broke her news but she hadn’t for a moment anticipated anything like this. She wanted to turn and run from him, get away from his sneering face, but she couldn’t. It was his fault that she was in this terrible position and he had a duty to help her. She took several deep breaths and said with conviction, ‘This baby I am carrying is yours. You talked me into going for a walk with you and then you did what you did to me. It’s your moral duty to help me.’

‘Morals?’ He looked at her scathingly. ‘You’ve got a nerve saying I’ve a moral duty when you’ve obviously got none - landing yourself in the situation you’re in. Now get out of here before I have you thrown out!’ He thrust his hand into the small of her back and pushed her forcefully in the direction of the stairway, then picked up her case and slid it across the floor towards her. ‘Go on, I said. Skedaddle - and take your bastard with you.’

Dazed, she looked back at him and heard him say loudly to the assistant who had first approached her, ‘That woman is making a nuisance of herself. I’ve never seen her before in my life. If she doesn’t leave voluntarily, have her removed forcibly.’

They were all looking at her. Judith stared back at them mortified as a wave of utter desolation swept over her. She saw the middle-aged assistant make to approach her. Hurriedly she grabbed up her case, dashed across to the stairs and down them, dodging through customers and out into the street where she didn’t stop until she had reached the Town Hall Square.

Sweating profusely and gasping for breath, she sank down on to a bench where her whole body started to shake in sheer terror of her dire predicament. She had no idea what to do. She couldn’t bear to go home just for her parents to throw her out; had no other family or friends to turn to for help or advice. She had never felt so alone in all her life. She might as well kill herself.

Tears of wretchedness slid down her face and she began to sob hysterically.

She felt a hand on her arm. ‘You all right, lovey?’

She lifted her head and through tear-blurred eyes looked up into the face of a policeman.

‘I’m fine, thank you.’

‘And I’d have to be blind to see that you’re not. Want to tell me and I might be able to help you?’

‘No one can help me,’ she sobbed.

The seasoned policeman noticed her suitcase and looked at her thoughtfully. He’d seen girls this distressed before and the cause was all down to the same thing. ‘Let me guess. You’re pregnant, boyfriend dumped you and your family have disowned you?’

His assumption wasn’t quite true but she knew that if she went home she would be disowned.

‘Yes,’ she agreed.

‘You must have a relative who will help you?’

‘I’ve no one.’

He took her arm. ‘Come with me,’ he urged.

‘Where to?’ she asked warily.

‘A place that helps girls in your situation.’

 



At the bottom of a long winding drive, the four-storey house loomed menacingly. High brick walls edged the garden’s boundary. As the policeman guided her through the entrance gates, Judith felt as if she was entering a prison.

She stopped short and looked at him questioningly. ‘What is this place?’

‘Somewhere where you’ll be looked after while you have your baby. You’ll be safe here. It’s run by a charitable organisation which was specifically set up to help girls like you.’

His face was kindly so she trusted his word. She had to, there was no other choice.

They were met at the door by a tall severe-faced woman in her early thirties, dressed very dourly in black.

‘Constable Main, how nice to see you. Brought us another, have you?’

‘Found her in the Town Hall Square.’

She took Judith’s case. ‘Leave her to us now.’

He placed his hand on Judith’s arm. ‘Best of luck,’ he said sincerely.

‘Thank you,’ she faltered.

The woman led Judith into a large entrance hall and on into a room which was furnished like an office. She indicated a chair before a desk and told Judith to sit  down. Searching through a drawer, she pulled out a printed form and looked hard at Judith, who quivered under her scrutiny.

‘I’m Miss Brewster. The rest of the staff will introduce themselves as and when you meet them. Consider yourself very lucky, young lady, that we have a vacancy. Name?’

‘Judith Chambers,’ she whispered tremulously.

‘I can’t hear you?’

‘Judith Chambers,’ she repeated more loudly.

‘Address?’

She couldn’t give out her address for fear they would report her to her parents. ‘I haven’t got one,’ she replied.

‘You must have lived somewhere at some time? If you’re concerned we will alert your family to where you are, don’t be. What is the point as you wouldn’t be here if you were welcome at home. We just need it for our records.’

She gave her address.

Tutting disdainfully, Miss Brewster shook her head. ‘I’d have thought, coming from such an address, you’d have had more sense than to land up like you are. But when it boils down to it you’re all the same, wherever you come from. A man shows some interest and you give him your all without a thought for the consequences. Date of birth?’

She gave it.

‘When’s the baby due?’

Judith looked at Miss Brewster helplessly. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Have you seen a doctor at all?’

She shook her head.

Miss Brewster studied her condescendingly. ‘You girls  have no thought for your babies’ welfare. I shall arrange for a doctor to see you as soon as possible. Now we have rules here which we expect all our expectant mothers to observe. Let me assure you, this is no hotel. You will do your share of the housework right up until the birth unless you are suffering from medical complications. Daily exercise will be taken within the grounds, leaving them is not permitted. You are in our care now and we need to know where you are at all times in case of emergencies. Any questions?’

Judith shook her head.

The woman rose and walked across to a large cupboard at the side of the office. She opened it and, having selected several garments, handed them to Judith. ‘Your maternity wear. Your own clothes you will leave with us as you won’t be needing them until you leave. Shoe size?’

Judith gulped. She really was in prison. ‘Six,’ she muttered.

The woman handed Judith a pair of heavy-looking plain black lace-up shoes which had obviously been worn before. She then shut the cupboard and walked across to the door. ‘Come along,’ she ordered. ‘I will show you to your room.’

Carrying her clothing, Judith silently followed her back out into the main entrance hall and up two wide flights of stairs and then a steep narrow set to the top of the house. Two doors led off a short landing. Miss Brewster opened one and ushered Judith inside. ‘You are once again very fortunate, you have a room to yourself. I will leave you to get settled. Bring your own clothes back down with you when you hear the gong for dinner. The clothes will be  laundered and packed away in your case, ready for your departure after your baby is born.’

With that she shut the door, leaving Judith on her own.

She stared around her. It was a tiny room, walls painted a dull beige. It held a single bed, washstand and small chest of drawers. The floor was bare-boarded save for a small knitted rug by the side of the bed. On the wall at the side of the attic window was a framed print of Jesus crucified on the cross. The dismal room, though, was nowhere near as desolate as Judith felt.

She laid her clothes down and went across to the window where standing on tiptoes she tried to see out. All she could see was a small patch of cloudy sky. Going back to the bed she sank down on it. The mattress was hard and unyielding. Judith buried her face in her hands. Her landing up in this prison-like place wasn’t fair. She had made the mistake of trusting a man and now her whole life lay in ruins. Her parents had no idea where she was as she hadn’t left a note, but they would know she had left home when they discovered her clothes had gone. Would they care? She had no idea. Her father would probably miss her only for the work she did at Chambers’. She knew he’d be cross because now he would have to pay someone the full going rate.

She jumped as a tap sounded on the door. It opened and straight away a girl of about her own age came in. Her limp mousy hair was tied at the back of her neck and her face was covered in big spots. She seemed to be very pregnant.

‘You the newy?’ she asked directly. ‘I’m Beryl Winters. What’s your name and when’s yer baby due? Father  dump yer, did he, and family threw yer out? Well, yer not on yer own. It’s happened to all of us in here. This is my second visit.’ She gave a laugh. ‘They reckon if they see my face again after this they won’t let me in. Like a prison, it is. The staff are awful, treat us all like dirt. Some charity! They ain’t soft-hearted, that’s fer sure. Keep us at it all day, making sure this place is spotless. I can’t wait for this little blighter to come out then I can leave. Better dossing under the arches than in here. Not that I have ever dossed under the arches, I ain’t that low, just that I have a habit of falling for smooth-talking men that scarper at the first hint of trouble. Don’t say much, do yer? Got any money?’

Judith shook her head.

‘Oh,’ said Beryl, pulling a disappointed face. ‘If yer had I was gonna sneak out and get some fags. Gasping, I am.’ She scanned Judith. ‘You look like a posh bird ter me. I bet you’ve lied and yer have got some money.’

She made a grab for Judith’s handbag but she held on to it tight. She had lied, she had a few shillings in her purse, but that was all she had in the world and this woman certainly wasn’t having it for her cigarettes.

‘I told you, I haven’t,’ snapped Judith, annoyed.

She wanted desperately to be on her own. She was still trying to make sense of what had happened to bring her here and didn’t appreciate Beryl’s uninvited intrusion into her privacy or her trying to take what little money Judith had off her. ‘If you don’t mind,’ she said, ‘I’d like to be on my own.’

Beryl looked at her as though Judith had just committed a mortal sin. ‘Oh, like that, are yer? Yer snotty cow!  Well, don’t pay ter mek enemies in here and you just made the biggest.’

Judith stared at her, astonished. All she had done was request to be on her own. The girl must surely understand that having just arrived here she was traumatised and needed a bit of time to herself. ‘But I . . .’

‘Save it,’ spat Beryl. ‘You wanna be on yer own, gel, then you got it. No one tells me to leave. You’re gonna be sorry you chucked me out.’

With that she stormed out and slammed the door shut behind her.

Judith stared at it and gave a little groan of despair but there was too much going on in her mind for her to dwell on Beryl and her tantrum.

Putting her clothes on the floor, she lay down on the bed and closed her eyes. The next thing she knew a woman in her late twenties dressed in a uniform similar to that of a nurse was looming over her, her plain face set hard. ‘Chambers, did you not hear the gong for dinner? And why haven’t you changed yet? Get up and get a move on.’

Still fuddled with sleep, Judith sat bolt upright, not quite sure where she was. Then it hit her: she was in a home for fallen women. Not quite like the dire places she had read about in Dickens’s novels but bad enough from her own short experience. ‘I’m sorry, really I am, but I fell asleep.’

‘Just get a move on,’ the other woman ordered before turning and walking out.

By the time Judith had changed into the baggy brown mid-calf dress, beige woollen stockings and the biggest,  loosest pair of knickers she had ever seen in her life and which she was having a hard job keeping up, deposited her own clothes on the office desk then found her way to the dining room, twenty minutes had passed.

As she entered the room the hard-faced woman who had come into her bedroom approached her. ‘I’m Miss Hales. Don’t make a habit of this, Chambers. Expectant mothers need good nourishing food and it’s no use to them if it’s cold.’ She guided Judith over to a table on which stood several metal containers holding what looked like some sort of stew, carrots and mashed potatoes. ‘Get a plate and help yourself. Then go and sit down at the table with the rest.’

Judith glanced over to a long table where over a dozen women in varying stages of pregnancy sat chatting over their dinner. Sitting in the middle of them and facing her was Beryl. She looked across at Judith with a look of pure malice. Her heart sank. It didn’t seem that Beryl was the forgiving sort.

She’d no appetite now but knew Miss Hales was watching her. Feeling she’d got into enough trouble for one day, she put a small portion from each container on her plate, picked up a knife and fork and went across to join the others. There was a vacant seat at one end. She pulled out a chair and sat down. As she did so all the others picked up their plates, stood up and walked across to the table with the containers on and stacked the plates on it. As the others left the room, two of the women stayed behind and began collecting the used crockery and containers then headed off with them through a swing door at the back of the dining room, to what Judith assumed was the kitchen.

Beryl, who had loitered by the table until the others had left, sauntered across to her, leaned over and whispered in Judith’s ear, ‘See, I told yer you’d made a big mistake, chucking me out. I’m the chief here, see. The other gels all follow my lead, ’cos they know what’s good for ’em. Don’t blame me, it’s all yer own fault. You wanted ter be on yer own . . . well, yer will be, ’cos no one will speak ter yer the whole time yer here. Yeah, I’ll be gone in a couple of months but I’ll mek sure my successor carries this on. No one likes snotty cows, see.’ She straightened up and gave Judith a mocking grin. ‘’Bye, ’bye, Snotty Cow.’

She felt like weeping at this ignorant woman’s cruel treatment of her, as if she wasn’t suffering enough already, but her practised self-restraint played its part and she did no more than pick up her knife and fork and begin eating. The food was cold and very bland. Judith had to force it down. It was a great relief when she’d finished her meal and could escape to her room, but as she made to ascend the stairs in the entrance hall, Miss Hales waylaid her.

‘Chambers, one minute, please. In the office.’

Wondering what Miss Hales could want with her, Judith followed her through.

Inside Miss Hales turned to her, her face severe. ‘I didn’t want to say anything before you’d eaten your meal as you were late as it was and I couldn’t hold it up any longer, but you’ve been with us barely a few hours, Chambers, and it appears you’ve already caused Beryl Winters to become upset. She was most distressed when she came to see me earlier. I had quite a job to calm her  down. Getting in a state like that is not good for her baby. Paying her back for the kind gesture of calling on you to welcome you here by throwing her out of your room so forcibly that she nearly toppled down the stairs is an act of violence in my book, and your being pregnant is no excuse for such behaviour. It will not be tolerated. Neither will trying to prise money out of her for cigarettes, which I assume you were hoping to sneak out and buy. You haven’t done yourself any favours, Chambers. It’s obvious you’re a trouble-maker with no regard for the rules. I will nip such behaviour in the bud here and now.

‘I shall recommend to Miss Brewster tomorrow morning that you be kept away from the other girls. You’ll be found duties that don’t involve contact with them. A table will be set for your meals away from the others. I’ve met your type before. You think because you’ve had a more privileged upbringing than most you’re somehow superior. Well, let me tell you, in here you are just another silly girl who has got herself into trouble. Take a bit of advice, Chambers. Keep your head down for the rest of your stay or you might find yourself out on the street, and then where will you be? Report to Miss Brewster’s office at nine tomorrow. Now I suggest you go to your room and think hard about what I’ve said. Off you go then.’

Feeling the weight of the world on her shoulders, Judith turned and walked out. Accustomed to spending most of her spare time on her own, and not having been allowed to mix socially with her work colleagues on her father’s instructions, being ostracised from the others here did not pose as much of a problem for her as it would  have done for someone else. What did upset her greatly though was the fact that Beryl had lied so blatantly about her, and Miss Hales had accepted this version of events without giving Judith the opportunity to explain her side. Judith wanted no trouble, had enough to contend with as it was. She would follow Miss Hales’ advice and keep herself to herself, she decided.

As she made her way upstairs to her room she could hear all the women chatting and laughing together in the room next to the dining room, which she assumed was the common room.

For the next four and a half months, Judith was thankful to experience no further mishaps. The other pregnant women avoided her and she avoided them. The staff kept their distance from her too. She carried out her solitary duties, ate her meals alone, went out on her walks around the grounds by herself, and spent her free time in her room reading books from the library. She was deeply worried about the actual birth, not having a clue what to expect, and supposed she should ask what happened after her baby’s birth as she hadn’t a clue about that either, but was so afraid of being seen to overstep the mark after how they’d treated her over Beryl’s lies that she kept quiet. She assumed that the staff here would help her find a place to live and some sort of funding until she could manage for herself. She saw the doctor once a month. After taking her blood pressure, he’d place a silver trumpet-like instrument against her swelling belly and ask her if she had any problems. When she said she had none she was sent on her way until the next check up came around.

The regimented days ran into one another and, as her baby grew, strangely Judith found she was experiencing a kind of peace within herself that she’d never felt before and wondered if this was due to not living under her parents’ critical eyes any more. She knew people watched her here but not in quite the same manner as her parents had done. She did feel a certain sense of guilt towards them, sorry for having gone off without a word, and worried that they had looked for her and been concerned when she hadn’t been found. Facing up to them was something she wasn’t looking forward to, but she couldn’t hide her baby. It was something that would have to be done in due course, but whether they’d want anything to do with her afterwards remained to be seen. Maybe they would surprise her and welcome daughter and grandchild home once they got over the shock.

As she lay in bed, her uncomfortable bulk making it difficult to sleep, Judith would try to guess what the baby would be. A boy would be nice but she’d love a girl just as much. Names . . . She’d pondered for hours over them and finally settled on Samantha for a girl and Samuel for a boy. One thing she knew was that this baby, unlike herself, would be shown love, lots of it, be hugged and kissed and never, ever looked at with critical eyes. She hoped it would understand why it hadn’t a father. She would tell him or her that their father had been an orphan who had died traumatically in an accident. Better that than knowing the truth. She would be a good mother, that she promised her unborn child.

Eight days before her official due date she was in the large walk-in airing cupboard on the first landing when  she felt a gush of liquid flow from between her legs. Horrified, she thought she had wet herself. She found a rag to mop the floor with then heaved her heavy bulk up to her room, to wash herself down and change her clothes. That done she hurried as fast as she could back to her chore before it was discovered she was missing and she was accused of shirking. The pains across her stomach began as more of a niggle at first and she wasn’t sure what they were. It was while she was having the afternoon rest that the staff insisted those over eight months due took each day that the niggles turned into a pain so severe Judith cried out in agony. The woman in the next room, someone who’d never said a word to her in all the four months Judith had been at the home and whose baby was due just after hers, burst through the door.
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‘If you want an enthralling saga, read Lynda Page’
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