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Chapter 1

Annie Rodgers sighed, and looked up at the large white-faced clock that hung high on the wall of her father’s grocer’s shop. It was half-past three. It would be another three hours before Lil poked her head round the door to give her all the latest gossip about the girls at the tea factory. They would laugh and giggle when Lil told her what some of the women wore, and what they got up to. Annie, like Lil, was sixteen. They both looked very young for their age: Lil with her wistful hazel eyes, and short, light brown hair, scragged to one side and held flat against her head with a clip, was skinny against Annie’s nicely rounded figure, but neither knew much about the world beyond Rotherhithe.

Annie sometimes felt she knew nothing about the world beyond Albert Mews, even. Many times she wished that when she’d left school at fourteen, she, like Lil, could have worked with lots of other girls instead of being here on her own. Although her mum and dad gave her plenty of freedom, it wasn’t the same, and she would dearly love someone to talk to, and laugh with, other than the customers. Annie sighed again,  her elbows resting on the counter, and let her gaze travel on out through the open door and on to the cobbled mews. The light shower had made the stones glisten, dampening down the dust that seemed to be forever hovering and settling on the display in the neat bay window. The steady drip of the leaking gutter and the ticking of the clock were the only sounds that afternoon. In the distance the muffled noise of the traffic drifted in.

It was 5 June 1935. Derby day, and because they knew trade would be quiet, her parents had left her in charge of the shop and had gone to the races at Epsom. She bent down and took a feather duster from under the counter.

‘’Allo there, Annie. Gonner flick the dead flies off the bacon fer yer dad gits back?’ An elderly woman waddled into the shop and sat on the bentwood chair that stood beside the counter. ‘Sorry, love, did I make yer jump? You were miles away then.’

Annie smiled. She knew there was no malice in the old woman’s comments. ‘Hello, Mrs Turner. Don’t often see you in here on a Wednesday afternoon. What can I get you?’

‘Yer, well. I need a pen’orf o’ broken biscuits.’ She looked about her. ‘Yer see me son’s just walked in wiv ’is new wife and yer got ter make a bit of a show, ain’t yer?’

‘That’s nice,’ said Annie, walking round to the front of the counter. She pushed her shiny scoop with a wooden handle into one of the brown sacks that contained the factory rejects. ‘How they getting on?’ she asked.

‘Not bad. Got a couple o’ nice rooms round in Clover Street.’

Annie put a brass weight on the large scales at the far end of the long counter, and gently let the biscuits slide into the pan. She watched the arms level out, then went back behind the counter and tipped the biscuits into a blue paper bag, turning the top over with the expertise her two and a half years in the shop had given her.

‘Put it on me slate, love,’ said Mrs Turner, picking up the bag.

‘Dad told me to tell you your bill’s getting a bit high,’ Annie answered quietly.

Mrs Turner stopped, her large bulk filling the doorway. The sunlight filtering past her gave her a kind of aura, and once again the dust from outside flitted and danced in the sunbeams. ‘’Ow much is it?’

Annie took a black book from the shelf behind her. She quickly thumbed down the index and turned to a page. ‘You owe one and ninepence three-farthings now.’

‘Can’t be.’ She came back into the shop. ‘Let’s ’ave a look.’

Annie handed her the book, knowing Mrs Turner couldn’t read.

‘I’ll ’ave ter send young Tommy James round wiv a bit when ’e gits in from school. Bye.’ Mrs Turner pulled her black shawl round her shoulders and hurried from the shop.

Annie grinned, and picked up the feather duster once more. ‘That’s if she can get it off her old man first,’ she said to herself.

Standing on the first step of the ladder, she busied herself flicking the duster over the tin boxes. They held mustard, cocoa and other loose groceries, and a few of them were beginning to  rust: they had been sitting on the shelf for a long time. Annie then rearranged the jars before stepping down and putting the steps to one side. She walked round the counter. The sacks that lined the wall were full of dried goods, and they squatted on the worn wooden parquet floor like little fat men. Annie rolled down some of the tops a bit more to show off their contents. She then stepped back to admire her handiwork before quickly plunging her hands into the bright yellow lentils, letting them slowly trickle through her fingers. She smiled to herself – she loved doing that. Annie moved back to the counter and ran her fingers up the side of one of the three large stone jars displayed at the far end. Two were filled with jam, while the other held thick chunky marmalade. She licked the strawberry jam off her finger and mumbled out loud, ‘I’ll get a damp cloth and given them a wipe.’

It was dead on six-thirty when Lil came bursting in. As usual she was smiling. ‘’Allo there, me old mate, can’t stop. Been busy?’

‘No,’ said Annie. ‘We going out tonight?’

‘Should fink so. ’Ere,’ she moved closer to Annie. ‘Guess what? I fink me mum’s ’aving another baby.’

‘No. Why do you think that?’

Lil’s hazel eyes twinkled, lighting up her pale face; her mouth widened as she laughed. ‘She was sick this morning, so I can’t stop. Must go and see how she is. See yer later.’

Annie’s gaze followed Lil as she left and the shop fell back into silence. On the surface it appeared nothing seemed to bother Lil; she was  always happy-go-lucky. Even though Lil had very little to make her laugh, Annie envied her having two younger brothers and two younger sisters, whom she had helped bring up. Annie thought about her own brother John: he would have been nineteen by now. He died when she was seven. She still missed him, even after all these years. Her thoughts went back to Lil and her family. Lil’s father made Annie shudder. He was fat and always looked unshaven and scruffy. He was dirty and smelt of stale beer and tobacco, and he never seemed to be in work. Lil said it was because he had a bad back. Her mother was a short, thin, mousy sort of woman with sad, watery blue eyes. She was quiet and never grumbled, was always very kind and nice to talk to, and Annie liked her. Very often Annie would tell her mother a frock or coat was too tight just so she could give it to Lil, who was a lot thinner, and a few inches shorter than herself. Lil always seemed glad of anything Annie could come up with.

Suddenly she was brought out of her daydreams as a horde of grubby dishevelled kids came laughing and pushing their way through the door.

‘’Allo, Annie,’ one yelled out. ‘We want some sweets.’

‘Oh yes, Jimmy Bently, and where have you got money from to buy sweets?’ she demanded.

As he shoved and elbowed his way up to the counter, the little boy grinned, showing the gap his two missing front teeth made. He flicked his straight brown hair out of his eyes. ‘Been chasing  the charras, ain’t we. It was Fisher’s outing terday, they’ve been to the races. They must a ’ad a good day, they’ve just got ’ome.’ He plonked two halfpennies and two farthings on the counter. ‘I’ll ’ave two rolls of liquorice, and two farthing Golly bars.’

‘That was quick.’

‘Been finking about it all day, ain’t I?’ He stood back proudly after Annie had handed him his wares, and let the others through.

‘What do you want, Rene?’ asked Annie.

A little blonde girl with startling blue eyes looked at the display of sweets in the glass case. ‘I don’t know,’ she lisped, tucking a strand of tangled hair behind her ear. ‘I ain’t got much. ’Arry Martin pushed me over and trod on me ’ands, so I didn’t git much.’

Annie smiled. ‘Well, take your time while I see to the others.’

Billy Kent wanted some gobstoppers.

Annie liked it when she was busy weighing out a ha’penny worth of aniseed balls, or acid drops, dolly mixtures and jelly babies, passing the goodies to eager hands, which in turn passed over money, warm through being clutched in hot sticky fingers for so long.

She remembered the fun she and Lil used to have when they chased the charabancs yelling, ‘Throw out your mouldies,’ and how they clambered for the money that was tossed out of the windows. Derby day was always the best, especially if the men had had a good day, had plenty of booze and won a few bob.

Billy Kent was standing in the corner, and  every time Annie looked at him he was taking the gobstopper out of his mouth to admire the different colour. He was still there after most of the children had left. Rene, the little blonde girl, was patiently waiting to be served.

‘Please, Annie,’ she whispered. ‘Can I ’ave a ’aporf of broken biscuits?’

‘Of course.’ Annie didn’t bother weighing them out, just put a couple of good handfuls into a bag.

As they left the shop Billy Kent took hold of her hand. ‘I’ll let you ’ave a suck of me gobstopper if yer give me a biscuit.’

‘’Ere are then, but let me finish me biscuit first.’

He took his sweet out of his mouth and put it into his pocket for later, and Annie shuddered, wondering what other things were hidden in the depths of that bulging pocket.

 



It was a warm and pleasant June evening, and before Annie and Lil went for a walk in the park, where they knew plenty of boys would be playing cricket, they stopped in a shop doorway to put on some lipstick and rouge.

Annie pouted her lips and pressed them together before passing her lipstick to her friend. ‘D’you know, one of these days I’m going to forget to wipe it off ’fore I go home, then I’ll be in trouble.’

‘Your old man won’t give yer a good ’iding though, will ’e?’ said Lil sadly.

‘Course not, but I’ll get a good telling off. Don’t know why they can’t let me wear a bit of lipstick.’

‘They think you’ll turn out ter be a hussy,  that’s why. I don’t wear it ’cos I can’t afford it.’

Annie laughed. ‘Come on, let’s have a look at you.’

Lil too pursed her now scarlet lips.

‘That looks all right, now come on.’

Arm in arm, they laughed and giggled as they wandered into the park. They watched the boys chalk the stump marks on a tree, calling out to them, encouraging them when they got a run. Life was very simple and easy.

‘We going to the pictures Friday?’ asked Annie as they sat on the grass.

‘I can’t,’ said Lil lying back.

‘Why not?’

Lil rolled over on to her stomach, and pulled at a buttercup.

‘We must go,’ Annie persisted. ‘Elsie Coombs was telling me that they’ve got a film of the King and Queen’s Jubilee. It’s better than what we saw on the news. Look, don’t worry about paying, it’ll be my treat.’

‘Fanks, Annie. I’d like to see that,’ said Lil softly. ‘I wish we could ’ave gone to a street party like some of the other streets ’ad.’

‘We couldn’t have got many tables down Albert Mews. ’Sides, there’s not many kids in the flats now, only the ironmongers. And what about where you live: you couldn’t get a chair in that yard, let alone a table.’

A smile lifted Lil’s face. ‘Could yer see us all sitting in that yard? Old man Reeves keeps ’is smelly ’orses in there. Yer’d be up ter yer knees in ’orse dung.’

Annie laughed. ‘That’s better. Come on, cheer  up. What’s made you so miserable?’

She turned over and sat up. ‘It’s me dad. ’E’s been ’aving a go at me mum again. ’E reckons it’s ’er fault she’s ’aving another baby. D’yer know, sometimes I wish I could get away from ’em altogether – leave ’ome.’

‘No you don’t. Besides, where would you live? Who would have you? And what about your poor old mum? You wouldn’t want to leave her, now would you?’

Lil shook her head, and a smile spread across her face as she patted the back of her hair. ‘You tell me what’s what. But honestly, Annie, I wish I could keep more of me money, and not ’ave ter give it all ter me mum.’

‘One of these days you’ll meet a nice rich young man, and then you’ll have everything you’ve ever dreamed of.’

Lil laughed. ‘I don’t mind if ’e’s a rich old one, but I’ll ’ave ter wait till pigs learn to fly. Come on, let’s be going ’ome, or else I’ll ’ave me old man ’aving a go at me an’ all.’

Once again they linked arms, and left the park, happy with each other’s company.

 



‘Come on, love, move yourself, take this tea down to your father.’ Mrs Rodgers was wiping the kitchen table when Annie walked in, still sleepy-eyed. Her mother, slim and energetic, always seemed to be busy. ‘I think he’s got a few orders to deliver this afternoon, and I might go with him and get some veg from the market – you’ll be able to manage the shop for a while, won’t you?’

Annie nodded as she wistfully combed her short dark bobbed hair into place. She resembled her mother, with her dark brown eyes and hair, and Annie knew from her photographs that she used to have a nice figure. Her father had worked in the shop since the day he left school at fourteen. After the previous tenant had died, and he had taken it over, he’d met and married her mother. He’d told Annie many times of the way, at first, they’d had to struggle to keep the business going, and how they worried about paying for the meagre amount of stock they had in the beginning. Annie often wondered if that was one of the reasons for her mother’s gaunt look. But her father had built up the business despite all the problems, with many local people being out of work, and he said he was always grateful for Fisher’s factory being at the end of the Mews. They were fortunate, and lucky too to have a home above the shop. Her father worked hard, and was determined to give them a good life, and Annie didn’t want for anything – not like some of them round here.

Her mother tutted loudly. ‘I’ve told you before, do that in your bedroom. I don’t want hairs all over the kitchen.’

‘Sorry.’

Mrs Rodgers continued bustling around and moved the rickety wooden clothes-horse away from in front of the gas oven, where the clothes had been airing. She began folding the ironing, ready to put away. She took a dry towel, shook it out with a loud crack, folded it, then added it to the neat pile on the table. ‘He’s very proud of  the way you’ve taken to the shop you know,’ she said, calmed by her tidying. ‘It’s given him a bit more time to himself.’

Annie smiled and, picking up the cup of tea, made her way down the stairs and through the door at the back of the shop. ‘Here’s your tea, Dad . . .’ Her voice trailed off when she saw Mr Barrett, the landlord, deep in conversation with her father. ‘Sorry, I didn’t know.’

‘That’s all right, Annie love,’ said Mr Barrett. ‘I was just telling your father here that my son’s just finished college and got a good job in the City.’

‘You remember little Peter?’ said her father.

Annie nodded. She remembered the little devil all right. He was about four years older than her, and his father used to bring him with him when he came round to collect the rent; and when no one was looking, he used to get her in a corner and pull her hair.

‘He’s not so little now,’ said Mr Barrett, sticking out his chest and fiddling with the gold chain that was stretched across the front of his royal blue silk waistcoat. He tucked his fingers into the small slit pockets either side of his large paunch and rocked back on his heels. ‘Proper City gent he is now, in shipping.’

‘That’s nice,’ said Annie.

‘Well, I had better be going. Got a few more to call on. Only wish they were all like you, Mr Rodgers, and paid up on time.’ He picked up his black Gladstone bag. ‘Might bring young Peter with me next time. He’s got to take an interest in the business. After all, being the only one,  this’ll all be his one of these days.’ He waved his arm nonchalantly behind him. ‘Bye.’

The small bell suspended on a spring on top of the door tinkled excitedly as he left.

‘Don’t often see him round here collecting the rent,’ said Annie.

‘No. It seems the old boy that does it for him has got a bad back.’

‘Dad, your tea’s got cold,’ Annie noticed. ‘Shall I go and get you another?’

‘No, that’s all right, love, get used to drinking cold tea. D’you know old Barrett must be worth a bob or two,’ her father said thoughtfully. ‘He owns all of Albert Mews, and the flats in Victoria Gardens where young Lil lives.’

‘They’re slums,’ said Annie aggressively. ‘He don’t do anything to them. D’you know the water drips through the ceiling when it rains, and Lil says there’s rats there as well.’

‘That could be because of old man Reeves. I’m surprised Mr Barrett lets him get away with it. That place looks like a right old junk yard with that pile of rags, and rubbish all over the place.’

‘Still, Mr Barrett could do something.’

‘You do have to look after your own place a bit. You’ve got to keep it up to scratch. After all, you can’t expect him to be at everybody’s beck and call.’

‘He could put a few slates on the roof. I don’t know how Lil’s mum puts up with it.’

‘Well, her old man don’t do a lot, now does he?’

‘I know,’ Annie admitted.

‘Right, enough of this idle chatter, let’s get some work done before the factory turns out for  lunch and they all want their fags and baccy.’

Annie smiled, making her dark eyes sparkle. She liked it when the apprentices from Fisher’s tool factory came in for their sweets and cigarettes. Some of them were a bit cheeky, and once young Georgie Bates had asked her for a date. But she didn’t fancy going out with him as he was noisy and had lots of spots. Will Hobbs was a nice quiet boy, though, but he was in the Salvation Army.

Her father was still talking. ‘I bet Barrett’s son’s turned out to be a nice young feller. You could do yourself a bit of good if he comes round here.’

‘Dad. You trying to get me married off or something?’

He laughed. ‘Well, I’m not keeping you for ever.’ He playfully pinched her cheek.

‘I don’t like him,’ said Annie, her thoughts still on the boys from Fisher’s factory.

‘He’s going to be worth a few bob later on.’

‘I don’t care. I still don’t like him.’




Chapter 2

It was the end of November, and a month after Annie’s seventeenth birthday. It was dark and miserable outside, and had been drizzling rain all day. Annie, alone in the shop as her mother and father had gone to their normal Monday afternoon pictures, was busy getting a list ready for her father to take to the wholesaler’s, for goods they would need to stock for Christmas. She thoughtfully chewed on the end of her pencil. This wasn’t a rich area, and for some Christmas would be like any other day if they couldn’t find something to pawn, or had been fortunate enough to put a bit by in a Christmas club all year. Many were jobless in Rotherhithe, and the Means Test man, together with the Tally man, were a familiar sight cutting through the Mews on their push bikes. Lil’s mother hated the Means Test man: she always made sure her youngest were around when he came knocking, and the kids knew how to cry when ordered.

Annie looked at the black book on the shelf at the back of the counter. It told of the money that was owed and, though her father was a kind man, if people didn’t pay him, he too could find himself  in difficulties. The sudden tinkle of the bell over the door made Annie look up. A tall, well-dressed man in a dark suit, complete with bowler hat, was standing in the doorway vigorously shaking the rain off his black umbrella. This wasn’t the sort of person that frequented their shop. He turned, and Annie found herself staring at a good-looking young man.

He touched his hat. ‘Sorry, did I startle you?’

‘That’s all right.’ She looked more closely. In the flickering gas light, something about him seemed familiar. ‘What can I get you?’

‘Actually, I’ve come on behalf of my father.’

‘Peter Barrett.’ Annie stood back. ‘After all this time! Well, you’ve certainly changed.’

He smiled. ‘For the better I hope.’

Annie was flustered, his smile was disarming. With both hands she smoothed down her neat bobbed hair. ‘Well, yes.’

‘And you have certainly changed.’ He looked her up and down. ‘And I may say very much for the better. Gosh, I remember when I used to come here with my father.’ He glanced round the shop. ‘I pulled your hair.’

Annie blushed and felt embarrassed. ‘Yes, you did . . . you said you were here because of your father – he’s not ill, is he?’

‘No, he asked me to call to invite you and your parents to a little get-together he’s having at our house.’ He fished in his pocket and brought out an envelope. ‘He was going to post this but I said it wasn’t that far out of my way. You see, on the last Monday of the month, I go to a club near here, so I said I’d deliver it.’

Annie took the invitation. ‘But why? Why us? We’re only his tenants, why should he invite us to his house?’ She quickly looked up. ‘He’s not selling up, is he?’

‘No, of course not. He thinks a lot of you and your parents. You seem to be a cut above the rest of them round here. Besides, he thought . . .’

The door flew open and Lil came rushing in. ‘Oops, sorry. I’ll wait till yer finished serving this gent.’

‘Lil, this is Mr Barrett’s son.’

‘The landlord’s?’ she inquired quizzically.

Annie nodded.

‘Pleased ter meet yer, I’m sure.’ Lil almost did a little curtsy.

‘I must go. Hope to see you Saturday week.’ Peter Barrett touched his hat and left.

As soon as the door closed, Annie and Lil collapsed with laughter. Lil sat on the bentwood chair while Annie held on to the counter. Neither could speak for a moment, and tears ran down their faces.

‘What a ponce!’ shrieked Lil. ‘’Ere, what did ’e look like in that bloody ’at.’ She wiped her eyes. ‘What did ’e mean, ’ope ter see yer Saturday week?’

Annie too wiped her eyes. ‘You’ll never guess, we’ve been invited to the Barretts’ house.’ She waved the envelope under Lil’s nose. ‘So, what d’you think of that?’

‘No? Who’s we?’

‘Me, and me mum and dad.’

‘What for?’

‘I don’t know. I can’t open it, it’s addressed to  me dad, so I’ll have to wait till he gets home.’

‘’Ere, d’yer reckon they’ll invite all ’is tenants?’

‘Shouldn’t think so. Could you see old Mrs Turner going there wearing her greasy old flat cap.’ Annie laughed.

‘And what about my old man.’ Lil held her nose. ‘Phew, yer wonner smell ’im when it gits warm.’

‘Well, it’s not easy having a bath in your house with your lot.’

‘No. It’s all right for you, only three ’as to share the water. When it gits ter me dad after all the kids, the water’s black.’

‘I’d love a house with a bathroom,’ sighed Annie.

‘I reckon the Barretts ’ave got one. I wish I was going with yer.’ Lil laughed. ‘’Ere, p’raps I could marry Peter Barrett, then I’d let yer come and use me bathroom.’

‘Thanks. I wish you was coming with us. That’s if there’s no strings attached, and we do go.’

‘D’yer reckon ’e’s after something?’

‘Don’t know,’ said Annie wistfully.

‘Cheer up.’ Lil gave Annie a nudge and whispered out of the corner of her mouth. ‘D’yer know, I reckon they’re gonner whisk you off to the white slave market like Amy Day.’ She laughed again.

‘What – with me mum and dad there. ’Sides, Amy Day ran off with her sailor when her mum wouldn’t let her marry him.’

‘Yer I know. Some say she was up the spout an’ all.’ Lil picked the letter off the counter and turned it over. ‘Couldn’t we steam it open?’

‘No.’ Annie snatched the letter back.

Lil looked up at the clock. ‘Cripes, is that the time? Me old man will skin me alive.’ She rushed out of the door yelling, ‘Don’t fergit, you’ve got ter tell me what it’s all about as soon as yer knows.’

 



As Mr and Mrs Rodgers walked into the shop, Annie rushed up to them waving the letter. ‘We’ve been invited to the Barretts’ house. Quick, Dad, open it, I’m dying to find out why.’

‘I’ll go up and put the kettle on,’ said her mother.

‘Don’t you want to find out what it’s about?’ asked Annie eagerly.

‘I can wait. I need a cup of tea first, and, Dad, get those wet things off.’

‘I’ll just lock up. Turn the gas lights off, Annie, we can read this upstairs.’

Annie reached up and pulled at the chain that hung low from the high ceiling. The shop gradually became darker as, one by one, she moved round the shop and the gas lamps under the white enamel shades that looked like Chinese coolies’ hats flickered and then popped out. She followed her father through the door behind the counter and up the stairs. In the warm, cosy kitchen, the kettle was sitting on the gas stove with blue flames leaping up and licking the sides. Her mother was busy laying the table, and the delicious smell of the casserole that had been simmering all afternoon filled the air, making Annie’s stomach churn with hunger.

‘That smells good, Mother,’ said her father.

‘What was the film like?’ asked Annie.

‘Not bad, your mother had a little weep.’ With Annie looking over his shoulder, he tore open the envelope. ‘Here look, Mr Barrett says he’s having a few people round for a pre-Christmas drink on Saturday 7 December, and he requests our company.’

‘All of us?’ she asked.

Mr Rodgers, with his head still bent reading, nodded.

‘What does he want with us?’ asked his wife.

‘How should I know? It’s very kind of him, don’t you think?’

‘Don’t know,’ she replied.

‘Well, I think it’s nice,’ said Annie, sitting at the table. ‘It was his son Peter who brought it in. He’s very grown-up now, bowler hat an’ all.’

‘No?’ laughed her father. ‘That young whippersnapper in a bowler; I would have liked to have seen that.’

‘You might if he comes in the shop again.’

‘Well, I don’t like the sound of it,’ said her mother. ‘I think there’s something fishy about it.’

‘Don’t be daft, Mother,’ said Mr Rodgers.

‘Come on, Mum, let’s enjoy it. ’Sides, you could do with a nice evening out.’

‘Got nothing to wear.’

Mr Rodgers put the letter on the table. ‘I tell you what, you and Annie go out and get yourselves a new frock each. Could be me Christmas present to you both.’

Annie leapt out of her chair and threw her arms round her father’s neck. ‘Ooo, thanks, Dad.’ She kissed his cheek. ‘When can we go?’

‘When I get back from the wholesaler’s tomorrow.’

‘We can go over to Peckham, Mum, or would you rather go to Brick Lane?’

‘I don’t mind.’ Mrs Rodgers lent over and patted her husband’s hand. ‘Thanks, love.’

 



Ben Rodgers turned the family’s grocer’s van into the gravel drive of Forest Hill, Dulwich, and they all sat quietly looking at the large, impressive, red-brick house. It looked warm and inviting as white smoke puffed straight up from the chimneys high into the dark, crisp, starlit sky. It was a cold, still night, and the house seemed to have lights blazing from every window.

‘It looks very posh,’ whispered his wife. ‘I don’t want to feel out of place.’

‘Don’t be daft, Mother,’ said Mr Rodgers. ‘You’re just as good as them.’

‘Not as rich, though,’ said Annie, leaning forward to get a better view.

‘Well, that’s just the luck of the draw when you’re born,’ said her father. ‘Now come along. You both look very nice. In fact I bet you’ll outshine everyone.’ He clambered out of the van and helped his wife and daughter down the high step.

The front door was opened by Mr Barrett. He took a large cigar from his mouth. ‘Welcome, my dears. Welcome to my house.’ One by one he shook their hands vigorously. ‘Hang your coats there.’ He pointed to a tall dark hat-stand with a number of hooks, many of which already carried some very smart coats. ‘This way.’ As he led them across the square hall their feet echoed on the highly polished wooden floor, the noise only deadened when they stepped on to one of the richly coloured ornamental rugs. They passed a  dark long-legged stand which held an aspidistra that hung like a gigantic green spider over the pot and went through an open door at the far end of the hall. Annie’s feet sank into the rich red carpet as she stepped into the noisy, smoke-filled room. The gramophone at the far end was adding to the general hubbub with one of the latest hits, ‘Anything Goes’. She stared around her and moved tentatively into the room. There were about a dozen people in there, and they were evenly divided into two groups. Most of them were standing around with glasses in their hands, while some of the women, who were draped over the arms of the long red plush sofa, were waving long cigarette-holders about as they talked. The evening dresses of the younger ones were very fashionable, tight fitting and cut very low at the back and front, revealing their pale, delicate-looking skin. Annie’s wasn’t full-length, and she felt young and overdressed in her pretty pink petal-sleeved silk dress. Those lounging near the gramophone were listening intently to a tall, fair-haired young man standing with one hand in the pocket of his navy blue blazer. Annie noticed he had a yellow cravat at his throat. Suddenly, all those in his party laughed very loud.

‘Hello there.’ Annie turned to face Peter Barrett. ‘Glad you came. Would you like a drink?’

Annie quickly looked towards her father who was already deeply engrossed in conversation with a man she knew vaguely who owned another shop. ‘Yes please. Lemonade.’

‘Nothing else?’

She shook her head. Annie noted her mother  had also found a soul-mate.

Peter was back at her side in no time. ‘Thank you.’ She took the drink. ‘Why did your father invite us here?’ she asked instantly.

Peter laughed. ‘I’ll let you into a little secret. It was me really.’

‘You? But why?’

‘Cigarette?’

‘No, thank you, I don’t smoke.’

‘You don’t smoke, and you don’t drink. Don’t you have any vices, or will I find out more about those in time?’

Annie blushed. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean.’

He laughed. ‘I must say you look stunning tonight. That’s a lovely dress.’

‘Thank you,’ she murmured, looking down at her hands and away from his intense gaze.

He bent his head closer and whispered, ‘It’s much better than your old brown wrap-over overall.’

She quickly brought her head up. She didn’t have that on when he came into the shop to deliver the invitation. She only wore that when she was cleaning. ‘How . . .? When . . .?’

‘Ahhh-ha. That’s got you interested. I told you the other day that I pass your shop on my way to my club, and over the months I’ve seen you change from a gawky schoolgirl into quite a nice bit of stuff.’

She turned to go. He grabbed her wrist. ‘What’s your hurry? You can’t go anywhere without your father, now can you?’

‘What do you want with me?’ As Annie twisted  her arm free she knew she was making herself look silly.

‘I’d like to take you out sometime. I could show you how the other half live.’

‘I don’t think I want to know – thank you.’

‘Oh come on, now. Wouldn’t you like to go up West to the theatre, and see some of the great shows that are on at the moment? And then perhaps on to a really good restaurant for a meal afterwards?’ He hesitated.

‘No thank you,’ she said, trying to sound grown-up. Although deep down she really wanted to say, yes please, she was afraid of appearing too eager.

‘I bet your friend Lil would.’

‘What do you know about Lil?’

‘Nothing, but she looks as if she wouldn’t need asking twice. Come on, how about next Saturday?’ He gently took her elbow.

‘I don’t know.’ Annie felt awkward and out of place and, shaking off his hand, stepped to one side. She looked across at her father for support – he smiled, and nodded approvingly.

Annie stood toying with her glass. She knew Lil would jump at the chance to go out with someone like Peter Barrett, and was wondering if she had been too quick to refuse him.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Peter sincerely. ‘Look, perhaps I started on the wrong foot, shall we try again?’

She nodded.

The gramophone was playing ‘Cheek to Cheek’.

‘How about a dance?’

‘I don’t know. I’m not very good.’

Peter pulled her close. ‘I’ll let you into a secret, neither am I.’

They danced all evening, and Annie, much to her surprise, found him easy to talk to. He told her that his mother was dead, and that his father had inherited a lot of buildings as well as houses. She knew he had had a good education. But she was still intrigued as to why they had invited her and her family to their house. She was introduced to some of Peter’s friends, but they seemed affected and stuck up, and she was sure a couple of the girls, with their long tortoiseshell cigarette-holders, painted nails and faces, were laughing at her behind her back. They made her feel young, plain and insignificant.

As the evening wore on, one or two began to leave. Annie glanced across at her father who pointed to his watch.

When she left the room she met her mother at the bottom of the stairs. ‘Have you been up to the bathroom?’ she asked.

Annie shook her head. ‘Is it nice?’

‘It’s lovely, and don’t you just love walking into a room and switching on the light.’ She giggled. ‘I wish we had electric.’ Her mother’s face had a rosy glow and her eyes sparkled. ‘Get your coat when you come down, as we’ve got to be off now.’

Annie laughed and whispered, ‘I think you’ve had just a drop too much.’

Her mother pulled her fur stole round her shoulders and smiled. ‘I don’t care.’

‘You ready, Mother?’ asked Mr Rodgers when Annie joined them in the hall.

His wife, who was sitting in an armchair, nodded, and gently rose to her feet.

‘Have you said your goodbyes, and thanked everybody, Annie?’

‘Yes, Dad.’

Peter Barrett, who was standing next to her, pulled her to one side and whispered, ‘I’ll pick you up at seven on Saturday.’

Annie quickly glanced at her father, who was ushering his wife through the door. ‘All right,’ she whispered.

When she was settled in the van she asked, ‘Did you two have a good time tonight?’

‘Yes we did,’ said her father over his shoulders. ‘What about you? You seemed to be with young Peter most of the evening. You see, I told you he’s turned out to be a nice boy.’

‘He’s asked me out on Saturday.’

‘That’s good.’

‘Did you find out why they invited us?’ asked Annie, thinking about what Peter had said about him having been the one who wanted them to come tonight.

‘No, didn’t see any point, we were all enjoying ourselves.’

‘Did you see the bathroom?’ sighed Annie.

‘Yes, it was very nice.’

‘I wish we had a bathroom.’ She paused. ‘Mum’s very quiet.’

‘She’s nodded off, that’s why.’

 



Peter drew hard on his cigarette.

‘Well, old boy, did she come across?’ asked Julian, tossing back his fair hair.

‘I’m taking her out on Saturday,’ said Peter, stubbing out his cigarette in the ashtray.

‘Right everybody’ called Julian. ‘All those that took on the first bets, gather round while I pay  out.’ He looked at Peter. ‘You will tell us if you get intimate, won’t you? Don’t go keeping it to yourself, and don’t go getting all silly and sentimental over this girl. After all, a bet’s a bet.’

‘Do I look like a welcher?’

‘It has been known, old boy.’ Julian pulled at his yellow cravat. ‘It has been known.’

‘Yes, well, keep your voice down – I don’t want my father to know about this.’




Chapter 3

A week later when Peter tenderly kissed Annie’s lips she felt grown-up and happy. She liked him, he was polite and attentive, not like most of the rowdy Fisher’s boys. As he left her at the door she was still bubbling over with excitement, and though it was late, she wasn’t tired. Peter had been the perfect host, and now, she knew what he meant when he referred to ‘the other half’. All evening she’d felt like pinching herself when she took in her surroundings. Although she felt a little intimidated at being taken out by someone like Peter, and worried as to why he’d chosen her when he had the pick of all those girls at his house, nevertheless it had been the most wonderful evening of her life, and as she slipped out of her clothes and into bed, she knew her parents were still awake and probably dying to ask her where she had been.

As promised, Peter had called for her dead on seven. Annie had spent a long time preparing for her first real date, and when she walked into the shop wearing make-up, her parents looked shocked but said nothing.

To begin with Peter had taken her to the  Palladium to see a variety show, and for the first time in her life she had sat in the stalls. Before, when she had been with her parents, they always sat high up in the gods, and Annie would cling to the arms of the seats, terrified that one day she would slip, and roll down the steep steps and tumble on to the people below. Now Annie was below, and she had excitedly laughed and sung along with the artistes, clapping till her hands stung. Once or twice Peter had tried to hold her hand, but she had quickly pulled it away.

After the show he had taken her to a small restaurant off Argyll Street. Inside it was warm, and the Christmas decorations gave it a heady festive atmosphere, so different to Lyon’s, the only other eating place she had been to. Peter had insisted they had a bottle of wine with their meal and, much to Annie’s surprise, she found she liked it. In the taxi home when he had put his arm around her shoulders, she had relaxed and enjoyed the feeling of comfort, and the pleasure his kiss had given her.

She snuggled down in her bed and smiled to herself. I’ll have Lil round in the morning asking me all about tonight, she mused. She turned over and cuddled the stone hot-water bottle her mother had thoughtfully put into the bed earlier. Gradually Annie drifted off into a contented sleep, and the smile remained.

 



‘Well, where did you go?’ Lil was at the door at ten o’clock. Annie knew she wouldn’t be round any earlier, as she had to help her mother.

‘I’ll just get me hat and coat, then we can walk up the road and I’ll tell you all about it.’

‘It’s perishing out ’ere,’ said Lil as they strolled along arm in arm.

Lil listened eagerly as Annie told her all about her night out. ‘Cor, yer come ’ome in a taxi then? What did yer mum and dad ’ave ter say about that?’ Lil pulled her long multi-coloured knitted scarf tighter round her throat. Over the years it had grown, and had so many runs from where Lil had dropped stitches when she’d made it, that it almost looked lacy.

‘Mum didn’t say much – I think she was more upset over me wearing make-up. But I told her I can’t go out with him looking like a silly schoolgirl.’

‘Yer seeing ’im again?’ screamed Lil.

‘Not till after Christmas.’

‘What about yer dad?’

‘He likes him.’

‘What about you?’

Annie giggled and tried to appear nonchalant. ‘He’s all right, I suppose. But I don’t know. He’s very . . . I don’t know, I suppose it’s because he’s worldly, but he is very nice.’

Lil laughed and nudged her friend. ‘’Ere, fancy you drinking wine. What’s it like?’

‘Not bad. I only had a small drop. I was worried in case me dad found out.’

‘’Ere, ’e wasn’t trying ter get yer drunk, was ’e?’

‘No.’

‘’E didn’t try anyfink on, did ’e?’

‘No, course not. I wouldn’t let him.’

‘Did ’e kiss yer goodnight?’ inquired Lil eagerly.

‘Yes.’ Annie blushed and, looking away, pulled  her blue woollen beret down over her ears. ‘This wind’s cold.’

‘I reckon you’ll end up marrying ’im.’

‘What? I’m not getting married for years. I want to see a bit of life first.’

‘Yer, but just fink. ’E’s got a nice big ’ouse, and from what yer told me it sounds smashing.’ Lil sighed. ‘I wish it was me.’

On the next corner, the Salvation Army were grouped outside the Eagle pub, singing their hearts out. Lil joined in with a few choruses of ‘Good King Wenceslas’.

‘I love singing carols,’ said Lil, her face beaming as Annie pulled at her arm.

‘Come on, it’s too cold to hang about.’

Will Hobbs was banging the big drum with fury, his face red with the effort. Although he worked at Fisher’s and was a few years older than them he was always shy with the two girls. But today as they walked passed, he winked.

‘Did you see that?’ Lil said in a loud whisper. ‘I fink ’e fancies you.’

‘Go on. Did you see his sister peering out from under her bonnet, she didn’t half give him a look. And the way she waggled her tambourine at us.’

‘Never did like school teachers,’ muttered Lil.

‘She only teaches infants, and at the Sunday school. You can’t have been in her class.’

‘No, I know. Good job she wasn’t at our Sunday school.’

‘You would have made her life a misery.’

‘Never did like it, I only went ter git away from ’ome. I didn’t like any of ’em.’ Lil laughed. ‘She looks frozen. I wonder if she wears woolly drawers.’

‘She’s so high and mighty, when she comes into the shop for her cough drops, you’d think she owns the street.’

‘She was always like that when Will was at school. I wonder if she’ll ever git married. I’d like to be behind ’er when she goes in the pub selling ’er War Cry. I bet she gits some right old remarks.’

‘I feel sorry for Will. Ever since his mum died he’s had to cower down to his dad and sister. He was telling me the other day, when he came in the shop, that his dad’s going to be made up to sergeant.’

‘’Is old man frightens me. I bet ’e can be a right whatsit at ’ome, don’t you?’

‘Could be.’

‘Good job ’is old man didn’t see ’im winking at yer – ’e would ’ave cast ’is eyes up ter heaven and yelled out Alia Yulla.’ Lil bent over laughing.

‘Will once told me if it wasn’t for his father and sister he wouldn’t be in the Sally Army. Oh, I’ve just remembered, I’ve got to get some shrimps and winkles for tea.’

‘You can get ’em on yer way ’ome.’

‘All right.’

Gradually the girls, laughing and giggling, arrived at Reeves yard below where Lil lived. ‘Yer coming in?’

‘No, I best go back. We going out this afternoon?’

‘No, it’s a bit too cold.’

‘Come round to my house, we can have a game of draughts or something, and you can help me wrap up me Christmas presents.’

‘OK.’

 



Christmas was the usual quiet affair in the Rodgers household. Auntie Ivy and Uncle Fred had sent Annie the customary two-and-sixpenny postal order with their Christmas card. Annie liked her mother’s sister, her husband, and her cousin Roy, all of whom lived in Sussex. Once she and her mother had gone to stay with them for a holiday. She had had so much fun playing in the fields and helping Roy and his friend Matthew collect the hay and stack it on the cart. She liked Roy, who was five years older than her but never treated her like a little girl. During that week she’d even got a tan. She sighed and put the card back on the mantelpiece. That week had been her only holiday and she had been so happy there. Among the cards was one from Peter Barrett, addressed to all the family.

Or Christmas morning, after exchanging presents, they went to church. For dinner they always had a capon with all the trimmings; afterwards they listened to the King’s speech. While her father settled down with a newspaper, Annie and her mother did the washing-up, then Lil came round to tea. It was always so predictable.

The Friday after Christmas Annie was upstairs when her father called up from the shop. ‘Annie, come down here, there’s someone to see you.’

At first she was puzzled. It was too early for Lil, and besides, she would come on up – Lil didn’t wait to be invited. As she passed the mirror hanging over the fireplace in the kitchen, Annie automatically patted her hair, and bit on  her lips to make them red.

She pushed open the door behind the counter and wasn’t really surprised at her visitor. ‘Hello, Peter.’ Her father was busy serving a customer, but gave her a knowing smile as she walked through and moved away from him and the customer.

‘I’ve come to ask you if you would like to come to a dance with me on New Year’s Eve.’ Annie cast her eyes down to his hands which were twirling his bowler hat round and round.

‘I don’t know. Where is it?’

‘At my club.’

‘What do they wear?’

‘Evening dress?’

‘I don’t have an evening dress.’

‘Can’t you buy one?’

‘I don’t know. I can’t expect me dad to fork out again.’

‘Oh, dear. Well, I’ll call in on Monday and you can let me know then if you’ll be able to come.’ He took her arm and whispered, ‘I sincerely hope so.’ As he moved nearer the door he called out, ‘Goodbye, Mr Rodgers.’

‘Goodbye, son.’

Annie knew her father was dying to ask her what he wanted, but he resisted till the shop was closed and they were sitting down to tea.

‘Are you going out with young Peter again?’

‘He’s asked me to go to a dance with him.’

‘Oh,’ said her mother, cutting up the last of the Christmas cake. ‘Where?’

‘It’s a New Year’s Eve dance at his club.’

‘So I suppose that will mean you’ll be putting  that muck on your face again?’

‘Come on now, Mother, Annie looked very nice when she went out with him before.’ Her father broke off a piece of icing and popped it into his mouth.

‘I still don’t hold with plastering your face with that stuff.’

‘Mum, I’m seventeen. Besides, look at all the girls at the Barretts’ party, they all wore make-up. I felt a right little girl when we were there, I can tell you.’

‘They looked like a lot of hussies, with those low necklines showing off half their bodies, smoking and drinking. I hope you don’t drink when you’re out with him. I don’t like the idea of you going out with that crowd. You could end up looking like one of those floosies.’

‘Thanks,’ said Annie disdainfully.

‘Now come on, Mother. Our Annie’s not like that – she knows how to behave herself.’

‘Anyway, I don’t think I’ll be going,’ said Annie, smoothing out the wrinkles in the white damask table-cloth.

‘Why not?’ asked her father.

‘Well, I haven’t got a long frock for one thing.’

‘Is that all that’s stopping you?’

Annie continued running her hands over the cloth. ‘Yes.’

‘Well, I’m sure we can overcome that little problem. I’ll give you the money, and you can go and treat yourself.’

Mrs Rodgers’ head shot up.

‘But, Dad . . .’ said Annie.

Her father held up his hand to silence her. ‘If  I’m going to help you get up the ladder, I’ve got to be prepared to support you.’

‘But, Dad,’ repeated Annie. ‘You bought me a new frock for Christmas.’

‘Well, we’ll call this a New Year present.’

‘Well, I still don’t like the idea of Annie hobnobbing with that lot. Some of them looked shifty. That fellow wearing the blazer and yellow cravat for one. Did you see his crafty-looking eyes? I ask you, a yellow cravat.’

‘Mother, our little girl is growing up, and if we want her to go to the right places, and meet the right people, we’ve got to be prepared to let her spread her wings.’

Annie leant over and kissed her father’s cheek. ‘Thank you,’ she said solemnly, and then got up and went. She knew this issue was going to be a bone of contention between her parents all evening.

 



At eight o’clock on New Year’s Eve, Annie, holding her pale blue satin dress above her ankles, rushed down the stairs to answer Peter Barrett’s knock on the door at the side of the shop.

He looked handsome standing there in his black overcoat, with his white silk scarf draped loosely round his neck. His dark eyes appeared to be taking in every detail of her dress, its discreet neckline and small lacy puff sleeves. Annie could just see his black bow tie, and the contrast against his brilliant white shirt was dramatic. He held out a corsage in a cellophane box.

‘For me?’ asked Annie, her large brown eyes shining.

‘If you let me come in you can pin it on your very lovely dress before we go.’

‘I’m sorry. Of course, come in.’

Peter removed his black Homburg hat, his dark hair smoothed flat against his head with Brylcreem, and climbed the stairs behind Annie.

In the warmth of the kitchen Annie’s face felt flushed, and she wondered if she had perhaps put a little too much rouge on her cheeks. ‘Look, Mum. Look at my lovely flowers.’

Mrs Rodgers looked up from her sewing. ‘Very nice.’

‘Hello there, son.’ Mr Rodgers stood up and shook Peter’s hand enthusiastically.

Annie stood in front of the mirror and pinned the spray of white flowers on to her dress. ‘How does that look?’

‘Very nice, my dear,’ said her father, beaming with pride.

‘I’ll be bringing Annie home about two, if that’s all right with you?’

‘Two?’ inquired her mother.

‘Yes, I’m afraid it doesn’t finish till after one, and I wouldn’t want Annie to miss anything.’

‘Well. Yes,’ said her father. ‘If that’s the time it finishes.’

‘We’ll come home in a taxi, of course.’

Mr Rodgers coughed. ‘Look after our little girl, won’t you?’ He moved towards the fire and placed his foot on the wide brass fender that his wife spent hours polishing on her knees. ‘She’s all we’ve got, now,’ he said solemnly. Unconsciously he ran his fingers along the bobbles of the green cloth that covered the mantelpiece.

‘Yes, sir. Ready, Annie?’

She nodded. Her smile disappeared when she looked at her father’s sad face. He was looking at the photograph of John. She was instantly reminded of her dead brother, and the pain that day had brought. John, three years her senior, had been struck down with pneumonia just after his tenth birthday. Her mother and father’s tears, and the way they had held her close when they heard the news that sad day, would stay in her memory for ever.

Annie picked up her mother’s fur wrap and Peter placed it round her shoulders. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

‘Have a good time,’ shouted her father after them as they left the room.

 



When Annie stepped inside the ballroom it took her breath away. The walls were lined with mirrors. A glittering crystal ball hanging from the high ceiling was slowly rotating, sending arrows of coloured lights darting off in all directions. Annie stood wide-eyed, taking in her surroundings.

‘This way,’ said Peter. ‘Our table’s over there.’

They pushed and edged their way through the milling crowd of dancers, and made their way across the room.

All evening Annie was so happy. The music, and the carefree atmosphere as they danced and laughed, was everything Annie had ever dreamed about, and she didn’t want it to end. Peter was wonderful and he introduced her to many of his friends, some of whom she recognized  from the party at his house before Christmas – including the one her mother had said had got shifty eyes. His name, she discovered, was Julian.

It was nearing twelve o’clock and Julian had insisted on dancing with her. She was nervous – she didn’t like the sneering way he looked at her. He was holding her very close, and his lips were caressing her neck. At the stroke of twelve he kissed her lips hard, forcing her mouth open. She pushed him away and looked anxiously around for Peter. He too was kissing a girl – everyone seemed to be kissing and laughing and shouting ‘Happy New Year’ to all and sundry. Nineteen thirty-six was being heralded in with streamers, paper hats and balloons cascading from the ceiling, and the noise from those blowing trumpets and hooters, popping the balloons, laughing and shouting, mingled with the band who had just struck up with ‘Auld Lang Syne’.

‘What’s up, you silly little thing? Never been kissed before?’ Julian had to raise his voice to be heard above the noisy revellers; his steely blue eyes seemed to be mocking her. ‘Or is it that you’re afraid you’re going to turn into a pumpkin or something?’ He grabbed her again and as she struggled to free herself from his grip, his lips came down on hers, hard and demanding.

When she broke away he laughed and, pushing back his blond quiff of hair, turned his back on her. Shouldering his way through the crowd, he kissed the first girl that was available – leaving Annie standing alone on the dance floor.

Suddenly someone linked her arm and she was  swept along with the line singing ‘Auld Lang Syne’. Peter was nowhere to be seen. The crowd then went on to do ‘The Lambeth Walk’, and Annie was once more thrown into the fray.

The noise was pounding in her head as she pushed and staggered her way back to the table. The smoke was smarting her eyes, and she was beginning to feel dizzy from the drink. She looked at the table. Empty and half-full glasses were strewn all over it. Some of the glasses had been knocked over, and the red stain from the wine had spread across the cloth. The ashtrays were filled to overflowing. It was a shambles, and looked a very sorry sight. She felt alone and dejected. Where was Peter? How was it possible she could be so happy one moment and so miserable the next? She picked up her evening bag and made her way to the ladies’ room.

As she pushed open the door the sound of high-pitched laughter greeted her.

‘Hello, it’s little Annie,’ said one of the girls through the mirror of the dressing-table she was sitting at. She put the long tortoiseshell cigarette-holder she had been waving about back in her mouth. Annie knew her name was Belinda.

‘Hello,’ said the girl sitting next to her. She turned on her red velvet stool to face Annie. ‘Enjoying yourself then?’ She wet her fingers and twirled a curl in front of her ear. ‘You want to hang on to that Peter, he’s a good catch.’ Iris’s voice was squeaky, like a little girl’s.

‘Darling, I’ve been throwing myself at him for years,’ said Belinda. ‘And I’ve given him everything,’ she threw her head back and laughed.  ‘You know what I mean, darling – everything.’

Annie felt embarrassed as the two girls laughed loudly. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, moving towards the lavatory. They must have thought she was out of earshot as they continued their conversation.

‘I wonder if she and Peter have . . . you know?’ said Iris giggling. ‘Had it?’

Annie was shocked, and gently pushed the door ajar.

They both shrieked again.

‘Look’s like we’ll have to wait for Peter to come clean and tell us. Can’t see little Miss prim and proper letting on.’

‘Doesn’t look as if old Julian’s got to pay out just yet.’

Annie was furious. How dare they talk about her like that? She moved slowly to where she could see them. She was still out of their sight – she wanted to confront them, but what could she say? Iris, the girl with the curl, giggled and put her finger with a long scarlet nail to her scarlet lips. ‘Shh,’ she whispered loudly. ‘Perhaps tonight’s the night Peter will have his wicked way.’ They both threw their heads back and screamed with laughter.

‘Not to worry, darling, Peter will let us know as soon as he does it. He’s never been known to welch on a bet yet.’

Annie was shocked. What did they mean? She locked herself in the lavatory. What did they mean, a bet? Had he just her asked out for a bet . . . Just to see if he . . . And he’d done it before.

‘Bye, Annie, see you outside,’ Belinda yelled, and slammed the door.

For a few moments the powder room was deadly quiet, then the door was pushed open and another noisy crowd came in.

She didn’t know for how long she had been sitting on the closet. Her head was swimming with drink and anger. Tears filled her eyes. She liked Peter, and felt happy with him, but now . . . Did he really only take her out for a bet? Was that why he’d asked her parents to his father’s party? Annie looked in her compact mirror, and saw her make-up was all smudged. She felt miserable and so unhappy. She tried to work out how she could get home. She had no money, and if she took a taxi, her parents would be in bed by the time she got home, and she didn’t want to wake them to pay for it. Besides, what would her father say about Peter? He must never know what he was really like, and why he’d taken her out. Although he wasn’t a violent man, if he lost his temper, well, anything could happen. She shuddered. Peter’s father was the landlord – they could even lose the shop.

Finally, after repairing her make-up, she gathered up enough courage to leave the quiet of the ladies’ room, to find, to her surprise, a completely different scene back in the ballroom. They were playing a waltz and, apart from the mess on the floor, the room and the music were serene and beautiful.

‘Where on earth have you been?’ Peter, who was wearing a silly pink pointed hat with streamers hanging down the back, came up and  took hold of her arm. Even though she was angry and upset, she wanted to laugh at the contrast between this party hat and his bowler. ‘I haven’t even wished you a Happy New Year yet.’ He put his arms round her waist and kissed her long and hard. Her lack of response made him step back. ‘Oh dear. Am I in the dog house? I’m very sorry, but I got caught up with this crowd.’

‘Would you please take me home?’

‘What? Why? I thought you were enjoying yourself.’

‘I was till . . . It doesn’t matter. I’ll get my wrap.’

‘It’s not one o’clock yet. What’s your hurry?’

‘I just want to go home.’

‘Please yourself. I’ll just go and tell the others. We had planned to go on to a party after this.’

 



In the taxi Annie sat in the corner and stared out of the window. They passed plenty of rowdy crowds, all eager to greet the New Year with lots of noise and laughter. If only Annie could feel as happy.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/deew_9780755382019_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
ANNIE OF
ALBERT MEWS

) ‘A vividly realized story’ British Book News






