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Beth looked down at the scrap of humanity nestling against her and then the baby opened her eyes and from that moment she was lost in wonder. She tentatively put her finger against the tiny fist which opened and grasped her tightly, the blue eyes meeting hers and Beth felt a surge of overwhelming love and tenderness . . .

“She’s beautiful,” she breathed.

“What are you going to call her?”

“Rosemary. Rosemary Elizabeth.” Beth gently kissed her daughter’s downy head. “Rose for your grandmother,” she whispered, “Mary to place you in Our Lady’s care, and Elizabeth for me. It’s all I can give you.”


For my mother

to whom the publication of this novel

would have meant so much.


‘And from Love’s shining circle

The gems drop away.’

T MOORE
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Chapter 1

The soldiers exploded into laughter, startling the six-year-old child crouching between the barley-twist legs of the dining-table. Hidden by the heavy folds of the chenille cloth, Beth drew up her knees to avoid their huge black boots. The worn green linoleum was cold to her bare legs but she didn’t mind that. She was hiding from their Gordon – he’d threatened to give her a Chinese burn. She hated Chinese burns, even more than she hated having her arm twisted painfully behind her or her plaits tied to the back of a chair, all amusements devised by her nine-year-old brother to torment her. Well, he wouldn’t find her under here, not with Uncle Charlie and Uncle Bob waiting to have their tea.

They weren’t her real uncles, of course. Given the choice of evacuees from London, or soldiers from the nearby army administration barracks, her mum had opted for the latter.

“That London’s a den of iniquity,” she declared. “I’m not having you two picking up bad habits.”

The arrangement had worked well, the two middle-aged men, conscious they were lucky to have such a good billet, making themselves useful around the small semi-detached house.

“Wait till I tell you what that daughter of yours did today, Rose,” Charlie shouted through to the kitchen, and Beth stiffened in horror.

Please, Baby Jesus, don’t let him! Her cheeks flamed with shame as she stuffed her fist into her mouth, her blue eyes huge in her small, pale face.

“Crossing the main road we were, and what happens when we get to the middle? Her knickers only fell down! I’ve never been so embarrassed in me life!” he guffawed.

Bob gave a huge belly-laugh. He was a mountain of a man, and Beth could imagine how his chins would be shaking with mirth. Squirming, she heard him chuckle.

“What did you do?”

“I had to stop, didn’t I, with a bus coming at me. The lass just stood there. I tried to get them off, but the clasps on her sandals got caught up in them. I felt a right fool! Anyway, in the end I picked her up, pulled them off and stuffed them in my pocket.”

“What a shame,” Rose said, as she brought in the men’s meal. “I suppose I should have fetched her from school myself, but it seemed daft, with you passing the gate. Her elastic must have gone.”

Beth’s eyelids pricked with tears of humiliation. It had been a dreadful day, starting in the playground, when that fat bully Sammy Platt had jeered, “Show us your knickers then, Beth Sherwin!” Of course she hadn’t; everyone knew that was rude. Then, to have to stand there in the middle of the main road, with people watching!

“I bet it’s not the first time, eh, mate, that a young lady’s dropped her ‘you know whats’ for you!” cracked Bob.

“That’s enough of that sort of talk,” Rose snapped, and suddenly bending, lifted a corner of the tablecloth.

“I thought as much, young lady. Come on out of there! What have I told you about eavesdropping?” Rose reached in and took hold of Beth’s arm, pulling her out.

‘Why aren’t you outside, playing?”

Beth hung her head. Everyone knew you didn’t tell tales – besides, her mum didn’t have much patience with what she called kids’ squabbles. She’d only threaten to knock their heads together, a prospect which alarmed her even more than the threat of a Chinese burn.

Rose sighed. “Oh, all right then. You can sit over there and read your comic until bedtime. But I don’t want to hear a peep out of you, mind!”

Beth tried to bury herself in the adventures of Keyhole Kate, but there was too much noise. She frowned, trying to hear what the grown-ups were saying. It wasn’t like her mum to sit talking like this – she was usually doing her ‘Make Do and Mend’, which she learned down at the Institute.

“It’ll be tomorrow. That’s what I’ve heard,” Uncle Charlie was saying.

“Please God you’re right. I just daren’t let myself believe it’s all over. As for Hitler committing suicide, well, that I find hard to swallow,” Rose declared. “He’d be hung, drawn and quartered if I had my way.”

“You and millions of others,” Charlie said grimly.

Rose stood up. “Beth, go and tell Gordon he’s to come in for bed. Hurry up now. It’s going to be a big day tomorrow – I want you both in bed early.”

“Why, Mum, what’s happening?”

“You’ll find out.”

But Beth thought she knew already – everyone was talking about it. The War was going to be over.

The following day, she and Gordon sat on the pegged hearth rug to hear Mr Churchill say so on the wireless.

Rose, in a rare show of affection, hugged and kissed her children and then, weeping tears of relief and joy, rushed out of the house and into the street. Beth followed and all the neighbours came out, laughing, crying and hugging each other.

“Come on, everyone,” Mrs Ward, who lived three doors away called. “Let’s collect for a bonfire!”

Soon, people were streaming from all the streets on the small estate of rented houses, carrying bits of wood, old broken furniture, and anything else they could salvage. Then, at dusk, they built a huge bonfire on a field bordering Mill Lane, which ran along the end of the small cul-de-sac. Allowed to stay up late, it seemed to a thrilled and excited Beth that the whole world had turned into fairyland.

She’d never seen streetlights before, and as she trotted by Rose’s side along the narrow road heading for the bonfire, she caught tantalising glimpses of other people’s homes, as the golden light poured out from uncurtained windows. It was as though people wanted to open their homes to the world, to celebrate that after nearly six years of blackout, life was beginning again.

Standing at a safe distance, the children watched the sparks shooting high into the sky, and ran laughing around the back of the crowd, playing tick with their friends.

Beth never forgot that night. Everyone was there from the maze of streets, old and young alike, and when the bonfire died low, they roasted potatoes in the embers. Smoke-blackened and scalding hot, she thought she’d never tasted anything so delicious.

“The war in Europe is over! Do you know what that means? Now your dad might come home!” Rose caught Beth by the waist and whirled her round.

Beth couldn’t remember her dad – all she knew was that he was in a foreign country called Italy.

“Does that mean we’re safe now, Mum?”

Although she’d only been small at the time of the air raids, Beth remembered their threat well. Sometimes, when the weather was cold, Rose had refused to get the children out of their warm beds to go down into the shelter.

“You’ve got more chance of dying from pneumonia than from Hitler’s bombs,” she grumbled. “Anyway, they’re heading for the munitions factory at Swynnerton, not us!”

Uncle Charlie said that when the Jerries flew over the Potteries they didn’t bother unloading their bombs as the amount of smoke hanging over the area from the potbanks, and all their marl-holes fooled them into thinking it had already been blitzed! It was true that their town suffered only minor war damage compared to cities like Coventry and London, but to Beth, lying on her narrow camp bed listening to the heavy persistent drone of aircraft overhead, the dread of bombs dropping on the house had been very real.

The euphoria continued over the next few months. There were street parties to celebrate VE day, the women making tremendous efforts to provide a good spread, even though it meant using up a week’s food rations. Beth loved it although she didn’t like it so much in the evening, when the fireworks began. Hating the bangers, she spent most of her time hiding from Gordon and a crowd of other boys. They were having a whale of a time stealthily lighting Jumping Jacks behind the skirts of the girls, and whooping with delight at their shrieks.

Eventually, Charlie and Bob got their longed-for demob papers, and packed their kit bags in readiness to leave Stoke-on-Trent and rejoin their families. Beth and Gordon stood at the gate and watched the two soldiers walk briskly to the end of the street, then turn and, with a wave, go out of their lives. Beth wasn’t sorry to see them go. She wanted her dad to come home; then at last they could be a real family.

It was a month later when Rose had gone round to Mrs Ward’s to borrow a knitting pattern, that Beth was alone in the house, hiding behind the settee. She and Gordon were playing hide-and-seek, but he’d been away so long she began to suspect that he’d gone off to play with his pals. Once she’d stayed upstairs in the wardrobe for nearly an hour! Well, she wasn’t daft, even if she was small, and she began to wriggle out when the back door opened and a deep voice called,

“Anyone home?”

A tall man in army uniform came in, dumped his bulging kit bag and removing his cap stood still, looking around him. There was no fire in the grate as Rose was trying to save coal, and in the silence the clock on the mantelpiece ticked loudly, emphasising the emptiness of the room.

Beth shrank back as he crossed to the door leading to the stairs and shouted up,

“Where is everyone?”

He waited a few seconds and then, shrugging wearily, slumped into an armchair and fumbled in his pocket for a packet of Woodbines. He struck a match and, lighting up, inhaled deeply.

Hidden from his view by the large kit bag, she peeked around the corner of the settee, wondering who he could be.

He wasn’t her dad, that was for sure. This man had a dark skin and a black moustache; he looked nothing like the snapshot. What was he doing in their house? Her heart pounding, she began to feel scared. What should she do?

The soldier finished his smoke and went over to the old upright piano in the corner, tinkering with the yellow ivories. He began to pick out a tune. Beth knew it. It was the one Vera Lynn sang on the wireless, “We’ll meet again . . .”


She jumped suddenly as the stranger crashed down the lid and turning, savagely kicked the kit bag, muttering, “Bloody hell!”

Beth’s eyes grew round with shock. Her mum didn’t allow swear words! She heard the man cross the room, open the door and go upstairs, his heavy boots thumping on the threadbare carpet.

This was too much! Scrambling from her hiding-place, she raced out of the back door and ran breathlessly round to Mrs Ward’s.

Bursting in at the back door, she stopped, her breath coming in ragged jerks.

“Hey, what have I told you about knocking!” Rose scolded her.

“Mum! Mum! There’s a strange soldier in our house!” Beth gabbled, her voice loud and shrill. “He’s got a dark skin and a moustache and he played a tune on our piano!” She paused and then announced dramatically, “He’s gone up our stairs!”

Rose looked up swiftly from the knitting patterns, her brows drawn together. It couldn’t be, could it? Her eyes met those of Mrs Ward and an unspoken message passed between them. Jumping up, Rose ran from the house. Beth went to follow her, but Mrs Ward grabbed her arm tightly.

“No, duck, you stay here with me.”

“But –”

“No buts! Now, where’s your Gordon?”

“He’s outside, playing football.” Beth had seen him in the distance as she ran along the street, the toad!

“Well, go and fetch him, and tell him if he comes straight back here with you, I’ll make you both some toffee apples!”

Rose hurried along the street, her breath coming in shallow gasps. Harry here? She walked quickly up the path to the side of the house and then stopped, leaning against the wall, her legs trembling. Four years it was, four long worrying years since she’d seen him. She patted her hair, pushing the grips firmly into her front roll, and smoothed down her frock. All those hours she’d day-dreamed of Harry’s homecoming! How she’d have a special meal prepared, the house full of appetising smells, the children dressed in their best waiting to welcome him. She’d even saved her clothing coupons to make a new frock and here she was without a touch of lipstick!

On an impulse, she turned and crept round to the front of the house, stealthily peering through the window. It was Harry! He was sitting in the armchair staring into space – thinner, deeply tanned and he’d grown a moustache – but it was him!

Feelings of relief, joy, excitement and trepidation, all warred together! She couldn’t wait to see him, hold him, tell him how much she’d missed him. Her pulse raced and she was just about to move when Harry suddenly dropped his head into his hands, his shoulders shaking, and, to her horror, Rose saw her husband was weeping.

With sudden insight she realised what a terrible anticlimax his homecoming had been. ‘Keep the home fires burning’ went the song, and Harry hadn’t even had that, just an empty house after travelling all that way, in who knew what conditions. In an upsurge of love and compassion she turned swiftly, and ran round to the back door, her face wet with tears,

“Harry?” she called as she opened the back door.

Harry jumped out of the chair and she flung herself at him, holding him close, crying and laughing at the same time.

“Oh, Harry, I wanted to give you such a welcome, but we didn’t know you were coming. Your last letter said it would be another month!”

“I know, old girl. It doesn’t matter!” Harry passed the back of his hand across his eyes and looked down at his wife, at her pleasant open face and frank blue eyes, luminous with tears. A man of few words, Harry Sherwin knew he was lucky to have Rose as a wife. He’d had no worries about her messing with other blokes while he was away. She wasn’t the sort, not like some fellows’ wives. The things he’d heard would make your hair curl. All through the lousy war, the only thing which had kept him going was the thought of coming home to Rose and the kids.

“It all happened so sudden, and I was going to send you a telegram, when I got this offer of a lift and there wasn’t time,” he explained.

Rose drew away, feeling suddenly shy.

“How’re the kids?” Harry asked, taking out a handkerchief and blowing his nose.

“Oh, they’re fine. Gordon’s the spit of you, and wait till you see Beth. She’s bright as a button!”

“Where are they?”

“At Mrs Ward’s.” Rose hesitated, and then said with a grin. “Beth was here when you arrived. She didn’t know you with the tache! You should have heard her when she rushed round to tell me a strange man had gone up our stairs!”

Harry stared at her. “Well, I’ll be blowed! Go on, Rose. Go and fetch them.”

Gordon arrived first, dashing into the house like an express train, only to stop short at the sight of the tall, dark-skinned man.

“Dad! You look different!”

“You remember me then?”

“’Course I do. Are you back for good?”

“No, not yet, lad. A week’s leave.”

Harry ruffled his son’s hair, feeling proud at the sight of the sturdy, brown-haired little boy. Rose was right; he was the spitting image of himself at the same age.

Beth came in shyly, holding Rose’s hand.

Harry crouched down, and limpid blue eyes looked into weary brown ones.

He gazed with wonder at the dainty little girl and reached out a hand, fingering one of her dark, shiny plaits.

“I didn’t know I had a little princess for a daughter.”

She blushed with pleasure.

“Give your dad a kiss!” Rose prompted.

Beth put her face up and then giggled. “It tickles!”

“Did you kill many Germans, Dad?” Gordon demanded, his eyes already glowing with hero-worship.

Rose saw Harry’s face change, the smile fading and lines of strain deepen around his eyes which slid away from the boy’s open gaze.

There was an awkward silence before Rose said briskly, “Your Dad doesn’t want to be bothered with a lot of questions about the war, Gordon. I bet he’s dying for a cup of tea – I know I am.”

That night, as she lay beside her husband, listening to his regular breathing, Rose knew there were difficult days ahead. Oh, she and Harry had talked once the children were in bed, she’d brought him up to date with news of family, neighbours and friends, but there was a constraint there, a divide of four years’ separation. She had become used to making her own decisions as head of the household. And Harry? An ordinary working man, whose horizons had stretched no further than watching Stoke City play football on a Saturday afternoon, he had been catapulted into a world of brutality he’d never dreamed existed.

As he’d climbed into their double bed, he’d simply leaned over and kissed her on the forehead, saying, “I’m so tired, Rose, so bloody tired!”

She’d kissed his cheek and held him close for a moment.

“Go to sleep, Harry – let’s just be thankful you’re home.”

When Monday came, Beth clamoured for her dad to meet her from school, and saw with a thrill his tall uniform-clad figure waiting at the railings. She felt six feet high as she walked down the road by his side, shuffling her feet in the brown and gold autumn leaves. Once home, it was milk and biscuits and then, while Rose cooked their dinner, Harry took both children to visit Grandma Sherwin, who also lived in the small district of Minsden. Her terraced house was ten-minutes’ walk away in the middle of a poky street backing on to the small railway station. Walking carefully over the slimy moss-covered ‘backs’ with their lines of washing strung across, they opened the wooden gate, and walked through the backyard into the dark scullery. It was a matter of life and death to Grandma Sherwin that her backyard was kept swilled clean, and her front doorstep polished regularly with red Cardinal. If Beth ever went to visit her and knocked at the front door, then woe betide her if she trod on the step! The tiny house smelt strongly of cabbage and disinfectant, and the children were never allowed to enter the cold parlour, which was only used at Christmas and on special occasions.

Beth was a tiny bit scared of Grandma Sherwin, who made no secret of the fact that she thought children should be seen and not heard. Sitting stiffly on the horsehair sofa with Gordon fidgeting beside her, she prepared herself for the ordeal to come.

“How are you, Elizabeth?”

“Fine, thank you, Grandma. How are you?”

Glorying in an audience, she complained bitterly about her bad knee, her neighbours, the inadequacy of her widow’s pension, and the fact that Rose didn’t visit her often enough.

“I’m glad to see you’ve got more sense of duty, Harry,” she sniffed. “But I just hope you keep it up when you’re demobbed. You don’t know what it’s like sitting here all alone,” she whined.

Beth saw her dad’s lips tighten, and wished they could go.

“You’re not that old, Mum. Why don’t you get out more, get a little job for instance.”

“Oh, it’s like that, is it? You want me to go out slaving at my age – well, let me tell you . . .”

She’s off, Beth thought miserably, and nudged Gordon.

“Dad,” he interrupted, “I feel sick!”

“You’d better take him home.” The complaining voice stopped in mid-stream and, in an effort to avoid any disgusting mess, she hurriedly ushered them out of the back door.

“That boy’s always feeling sick. You ought to get him to the doctor!” she shouted after them, as they picked their way through the flapping washing.

Harry stared at Gordon suspiciously as they walked home and then, his lips twitching, gave them both a threepenny bit. “Ask your mum for some sweet coupons tomorrow.”

Ooh, Beth’s mouth watered at the thought of a sherbet dip, and perhaps even a piece of liquorice root.

But much as she looked forward to her dad meeting her in the afternoons, Beth was beginning to dread going to school, not because of the lessons, but because of what was happening in the playground.

“Oh, Beth you’re a funny ’un

Got a nose like a pickled onion,

Got a face like a squashed tomato


And legs like matchsticks!” chanted a gang of girls, older and more solidly built than herself.

“Why’s your name Beth? Why aren’t you called Lizzie or Betty like everyone else? You think you’re better than the rest of us!”

It had been Harry who wanted to name his baby daughter after one of the young princesses, and Rose had agreed to Elizabeth but only on condition they could call her Beth.

“It’ll get shortened anyway,” she’d argued.

Brought up a Methodist, Rose had been given a copy of Louisa M Alcott’s Little Women as a Sunday school prize, and she’d always liked the name. But Beth wished she’d been called Jean or Mary or anything that wasn’t different.


“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but names will never hurt me!” she shouted back.

One of the girls lunged forward and roughly pulled the ribbons off her plaits, jerking her head painfully. Beth flew at her, trying to grab her tormentor’s hair, but the other girl snatched her wrist and with her superior strength brought Beth’s arm down to her side. She kicked out futilely, but was forced struggling back against the wall of the lavatories.

“Weakling, weakling!” they chanted.

“Leave her alone, you bullies,” shouted two of Beth’s friends.

“Oh, you want some, do you!”

The small girls retreated warily before the threat.

It was always the same, every playtime. She just didn’t seem to have the strength to fight them off and anyway it was true – her legs were like matchsticks.

Then she came out of school one day to see her dad talking to Father O’Neill, and as they walked home, he said, “I stood watching you in the playground, this afternoon.”

Beth flushed. Now her dad would think she couldn’t stick up for herself, but she tried, she really did! “I’m not as strong as the others,” she defended herself.

“You’ll grow out of it – it’s ’cos you were premature.”

“What’s premature?”

Harry explained that a month before Beth was due to be born, Rose had slipped and fallen in an effort to avoid being bitten by the notoriously bad-tempered horse which pulled the milk cart.

“So you see, Beth, you were very tiny when you were born, not even five pounds.”

At the weekly mass the next morning, which the whole school attended, Father O’Neill stood on the altar, his golden vestments gleaming in the rays of the morning sun streaming through the windows, his hands tucked inside the sleeves of his surplice.

“Can anyone tell me now, what is the second commandment?”

“Love thy neighbour as thyself,” the children chorused.

“Then why don’t you do it!” he thundered. “It doesn’t just mean the people next door, does it, children?”

“No, Father!” came a hundred and twenty whispered answers.

“It means being kind to everyone, and never willingly hurting anyone, even with words. Shall I tell you the one thing that makes Our Blessed Lord unhappy more than anything else? Children being unkind to each other.” He paused dramatically, his eyes roaming along each row of wide-eyed faces.

The atmosphere was electric, each guilty child convinced he could see right into their souls.

“Now I don’t think there is any child in this school who knowingly wants to make Our Blessed Lord unhappy, is there?”

“No, Father!”

The thin, bespectacled priest stared sternly at the sea of small faces. “Good! For make no mistake about it, neither I nor Miss Colclough will have bullying in this school. Now if any child wants to come to confession, I’ll be waiting after Mass!”

It was a subdued congregation which filed out to their classrooms after that!

Oh, she liked Father O’Neill, she did, Beth thought happily, as she joined in the skipping at playtime. Now she’d have no more trouble in the playground, and there was no doubt in her mind that her saviour was her dad. Oh, wouldn’t life be wonderful when he was demobbed!


Chapter 2

“But, Dad,” Gordon wailed, “Stan Matthews is asking for a transfer – I might not have another chance of seeing him play!”

“I don’t care if the King himself is playing, you’re not moving out of that bed!” Rose snapped, her forehead creasing with anxiety as she looked at her son’s feverish eyes sunk in his pale face. “Typical! You come through one of the worst winters this century with nothing more than a sniffle and as soon as the weather picks up, down you go!”

“You stay put, lad, like your mum says. I’ll bring you back a programme.”

Beth followed him down the stairs.

“Can I come instead, Dad,” she said hopefully.

“Don’t be silly, love – girls don’t go to football matches.” Tweaking the end of her plait, Harry left, his Stoke City scarf flying in the breeze. It was his proud boast that he’d never missed a home match since his demob in 1946 and, regardless of the weather, every other Saturday afternoon he and Gordon would stand at the Boothen End, cheering on their team. It was a world Beth couldn’t share, and she hated being excluded from their male comradeship. Why should being a girl make any difference?

As Gordon was still ill in bed the following morning, Beth took his turn in fetching the weekly oatcakes. She didn’t mind. She loved going to the oatcake shop, which was really just an extension built on to one of the end houses further up the road.

As she entered the door, she breathed in the wonderful warm oaty smell, watching with admiration the dexterity with which the large circles of batter were dropped on to the hot griddles and then flipped expertly over. She decided that this was what she’d like to do when she grew up: have her own oatcake shop! Rose had told her that only people in North Staffordshire ate oatcakes like these, but Beth found this difficult to believe. Hurrying home, clutching the warm bag to her chest, she eagerly anticipated the smell of bacon being crisped under the grill.

Sunday in the Sherwin household meant not only bacon, egg and oatcakes, but also going to Mass. They normally attended as a family, Rose having turned Catholic at the time of her marriage, but today as Gordon was so poorly, they took it in turns. Beth elected to go with Harry, the thrill of having her dad home still with her even though he’d been demobbed for the best part of a year now. At least she was the one to get his splinters out, she thought smugly. Harry had returned to his old job of packer on a potbank, packing ware for all over the world in coarse straw which left his hands rough and sore. Beth’s job every night, after he’d taken off his overalls outside and shaken the straw off, was to examine his large calloused hands for splinters and then with a needle ease them out of the cracked flesh. His hands were a mass of hard ridges where the sore places had healed, but he didn’t seem to mind.

“You’d make a good nurse,” he’d tell her good-naturedly. “Not like your mum or Gordon – they’re too heavy-handed!”

After Mass came Sunday dinner, and for once Harry didn’t go down to the Queen’s Head beforehand, instead sitting with Gordon while Rose was busy in the kitchen, for as the day progressed the young boy gradually became worse.

Later that afternoon, Beth watched apprehensively as Harry carried a shovel of flaming coals upstairs to light a fire in the front bedroom, and Gordon was wrapped in a blanket and transferred from his own room to Rose and Harry’s big double bed.

“He’s burning up!” she heard Rose say, her voice tight with anxiety.

“Keep Beth away from him. I’m fetching the doctor in.”

“But Harry, it’s Sunday!”

But Harry was already on his way downstairs calling, “I don’t care if it’s Christmas Day! That lad needs a doctor!”

Beth followed him into the kitchen as he took his coat from its peg.

“I’ll come with you, Dad.” she offered.

“No, Beth. I’ll be quicker on my own.” Standing at the window, she watched him run along the street and turn the corner, her skin prickling with a sense of unease. Gosh, Gordon must be really bad!

Harry was back within fifteen minutes, but an hour and a half later the doctor still hadn’t come.

“Where is he?” Rose hurried downstairs carrying a chamber pot and emptied it in the lavatory in the back porch.

“His wife said he was out on a call, but she’d tell him the minute he got in,” Harry repeated for the umpteenth time.

“Mum!” Gordon’s voice, weak and frightened, called downstairs.

Rose hurried up and then called, “Bring up a basin and cloth. He’s been sick again!”

Beth huddled in an armchair having been told to stay out of the way. She attempted to read a comic but even the adventures of Keyhole Kate failed to stop her worrying. Why didn’t the doctor come?

Harry came back downstairs and stood peering out of the window.

“He’s here now! About bloody time!” Hardly giving the doctor time to get out of his car, Harry opened the front door, an acknowledgement of the status of the visitor.

The doctor went quickly up the stairs, and Beth strained her ears listening to the ominous noises from the bedroom floor overhead. She could hear heavy footsteps moving around the room and the low hum of voices and then, after an agonising wait, the doctor, Rose and Harry came down to the living-room.

“I’ve put a clean towel and soap by the sink for you, Dr Armstrong,” Rose said.

Silently, the tall grey-haired man went to wash his hands, and in the short expectant silence, Beth sat quietly, hardly daring to breathe.

Looking at the three anxious faces, Dr Armstrong wasted no time.

“It’s scarlet fever, I’m afraid, Mrs Sherwin.”

Rose drew a sharp intake of breath at having her suspicions confirmed.

Dr Armstrong glanced around the cosy, clean living-room and then said, “Now I don’t want you to worry – he’s got a good constitution, but he’s going to need very careful nursing. You can either care for him at home or I can arrange for him to go into hospital.”

“I can manage.” Rose said proudly. “He’ll get no better nursing in hospital than I can give him!”

“Fine, and I’ll be in to keep a regular eye on him, but now I’ll have a look at this young lady.”

Shyly, Beth submitted to his brief examination, breathing a sigh of relief when he pronounced her in the clear.

“It’s best if you send her out of the way. It’ll give you more time for the boy as well.”

Beth’s mind whirled. What did the doctor mean, send her out of the way? Her eyes widened. Where would she go? Not to Grandma Sherwin! Oh no, she didn’t want to!

She waited in a fever of impatience as the doctor gave Rose some tablets and instructions on caring for her patient.

“Don’t you worry, Doctor. I’ll look after him.” Rose ushered him to the door, her shoulders already squared ready to do battle. Turning, she rattled out instructions. “Harry, nip round Mrs Ward’s and see if you can borrow a suitcase. Beth, you go upstairs and start getting your things together, but don’t go near Gordon now!”

“But, Mum, where am I going?” Beth wailed.

“You can go and stay with your Granny Platt. It won’t matter you missing school for a bit.”

Dusk was falling by the time Beth was ready, and Rose stood at the bedroom window until the two figures turned the corner. Beth would be all right, she had no worries on that score and she knew her mother would be only too pleased to have her. Having recently retired from her job as a lithographer she’d complained that time hung heavily on her hands. Well, it wouldn’t with Beth around with her constant questions! She was a funny little thing, always reading. Why, she’d even found her trying to read the Pears Cyclopaedia, but of course the words were too hard. Gordon now, give him The Wizard and Hotspur every week and a football annual at Christmas and he was more than happy.

She drew the curtains and turned into the shadowed room, the only light coming from the flickering flames in the small grate. The electric light hurt Gordon’s eyes, so she couldn’t knit or sew as she sat uncomfortably on a hard chair at the side of the bed. He was sleeping fitfully at last, his face flushed and damp with perspiration.

Unaccustomed to sitting with her hands idle, Rose’s mind searched for a problem to unravel. Harry’s job, that was it, while she had the time she’d give it some thought. She hadn’t liked the bout of bronchitis he’d had just after Christmas and he’d never got rid of that tickly cough. Working in dusty straw didn’t help, she was sure of it. He’d often told her he didn’t really like the work and had a fancy to work outdoors, so the first job that came up, postman or milkman, she’d get him to apply for it. Her decision made, the matter was as good as settled as far as Rose was concerned – talking Harry round was a minor consideration.

Gordon stirred and Rose placed a handkerchief soaked in eau de Cologne on his forehead, stroking the damp hair which lay in tendrils on the pillow. Hospital indeed!

A fine drizzle was falling as Beth trotted beside Harry, her short legs trying to keep up with his long strides. The rain became heavier, and father and daughter huddled together beneath the large black umbrella as they walked along the wet pavements, Harry carrying the large cardboard suitcase. Granny Platt lived three miles away, but Beth was used to the walk.

“Gordon won’t die, will he, Dad?” she asked tremulously.

“Not with your mum looking after him, he won’t,” Harry reassured her.

Her legs aching, they reached their destination, and the door of the small terraced cottage opened cautiously to Harry’s knock and then was flung open, light streaming out on to the tiny front garden.

At Harry’s words, “Gordon’s got scarlet fever!” they were gathered in like refugees, Granny Platt leading the way through the chilly parlour to the warm kitchen with its cheery fire and appetising smell of baking.

Rose’s mother doted on her two grandchildren and, watching the plump comfortable figure bustling to make some tea, Beth hoped to be thoroughly spoiled.

It was while she was staying with Granny Platt that Beth caught her first glimpse of the grown-up female form. She’d never seen Rose in a state of undress; she always entered and left their tiny bathroom fully clothed. Beth, as she’d been taught, always took off her underclothes underneath her nightgown, and she’d never even seen Gordon without his vest and pants on.

Illumination came on the second morning of her visit, when creeping down the steep stairs, her feet cold on the lino, she lifted the latch to open the door into the kitchen.

Granny Platt was towelling her long grey hair. Having washed it in the cold scullery, she’d come through to the warm fire before putting on her blouse. She stood there in a pair of pink bloomers, her full stomach supported by a boned corset and as Beth watched, a generous sagging breast slipped out of her vest, and hung down like a balloon from which the air had been expelled. The white dimpled flesh with its large brown nipple drew Beth’s eyes like a magnet until her granny tucked it away and got dressed. Beth drew back, knowing instinctively that she’d intruded on something personal and private.

The scene was to remain locked in her memory, and at first she cast covert glances at her granny, picturing what lay behind the cross-over floral apron, but she soon pushed it from her mind in the excitement of a proposed trip to the park. Oh, she loved the park with its lakes and boats and ducks to feed. She liked the huge grassy areas, the flower-beds, the aviary and the wishing stone. Most of all she liked the playground with its swings and slides, and the teapot lid. She was sorry Gordon was ill, of course, but this was better than school any day!

The only thing she didn’t like at Granny Platt’s was the lavatory. This was situated at the end of the backyard and there was no light, so if she had to go after tea she had to take a torch. Although there was a piece of string to flush it, there wasn’t a proper seat, just a long bench with a large round hole to sit over. It was far too big for Beth, and she had nightmare visions of slipping down into this black pit, never to be seen again. The squares of newspaper threaded on to a piece of string and hung on a nail were fixed too high for her to reach and if she forgot to take some in with her, she was really in trouble.

On the whole though, she had a lovely time and when it was judged safe for her to return home, she almost didn’t want to leave. But as soon as Harry came through the front door and held out his arms, she ran into them like a homing pigeon.

“Thank you for having me, Granny,” she whispered, when they were ready to leave.

“It’s been my pleasure, chicken.” Granny Platt gave her a suffocating hug and then thrust a bag of sweets into her hand.

“Those are for Gordon now, so no pinching any on the way! Off you go. I’ll be coming up to see you soon.” She stood at the gate, and Beth turned when they reached the corner to wave goodbye.

“If I hear you say, “Granny let me” once more, Beth, I’ll scream,” Rose said in exasperation, removing the half-empty plate of food from the table.

“But Granny did let me have pop with my Sunday dinner!” Beth said mutinously.

“Maybe she did, but it fills you full of gas, and you don’t eat enough as it is.”

“She used to buy me a shop cake if I ate all my dinner.”

Rose raised her eyes to heaven,

“Shop cakes! All the baking that woman does, and she buys rubbishing shop cakes.”

“They’re not rubbishing. I had one with pink icing on and cream inside,” Beth boasted to Gordon, who wasn’t a bit interested.

“I think I’ll go round to Pete’s this afternoon, Mum,” said Gordon, “and show him my new stamps.”

“So long as you’re back for your tea.”

Beth glared at Gordon. No one was the slightest bit interested in what had been happening to her while he’d been ill.

“She’s been the centre of attention at her granny’s, that’s the trouble,” she heard Rose whisper to Harry.

“Aye, well, things’ll soon settle down to normal.” Harry was a great believer in a bit of peace and quiet.

“Granny Platt reads four library books a week, all westerns,” Beth announced proudly.

Harry looked up from his paper. “I didn’t know your mum went to the library,” he said to Rose.

“Oh, yes, she always had her nose stuck in a book when we were small. Our Cyril used to creep up and snap the book shut just to annoy her.”

Harry thought for a few moments. “I don’t know why we didn’t think of it before. Tomorrow, Rose, after school, I think you should take Beth to the library and get her a ticket.”

“Is she old enough?”

“’Course I am!” Beth answered indignantly. “I could read most of Granny’s westerns and I’m in the top group at school.”

Beth thought of all those books waiting to be read, and she’d be able to choose any one she liked! Her eyes like stars, she gazed at Harry in gratitude. Who wanted to go to a stupid football match anyway!

“Got one!” Rose announced triumphantly, as the sharp steel comb scraped the tiny bug down Beth’s long hair on to the old china plate. She passed it round to Beth, who watched the insect crawl for a few moments and then cracked it with the back of her thumbnail.

“That’s five!” she counted.

“Right, I’ll give it another do after it’s washed. The next time the nit nurse comes, you’re going to be clean as a whistle!”

“You mean Nutty Nora the Nit Explorer,” Beth grinned.

“Don’t be disrespectful. You’re a big girl of ten now! And don’t go getting your head next to anyone else’s, do you hear!”

Beth obediently lowered her head into the kitchen sink and submitted to the foul-smelling shampoo as Rose vigorously massaged her scalp, pummelling and washing the long dark hair until it squeaked.

After a rough towelling she knelt in front of the living-room fire, her thick hair hanging down before her like a curtain. I’ll do it now, she thought, then I shan’t be able to see their faces when I ask.

She waited until Rose came back into the room and was seated comfortably, a basket of darning by her side. Gordon was out swopping cigarette cards and Harry sat in his usual armchair in the corner, quietly smoking his pipe.

Beth took a deep breath, her face flushed with the heat, her eyes anxious behind the gently steaming hair.

“Miss Colclough wants to put me in for the scholarship!” There, it was said.

“What did you say?” Rose asked.

“Miss Colclough wants to put me in for the scholarship. She says I’ve to ask you and Dad first if you’ll let me go if I pass.”

She held her breath, sensing the tension crackling in the room. She was well aware of the enormity of the question but she did want a chance. She did! She swung around to face them, leaning back against the warmth of the fire.

Harry removed his pipe. “And what happens if we say we won’t?”

“Then I won’t be put in. She says to tell you the uniform and extras cost a lot of money, added to which I’d have to stay on longer at school.”

“But would you want to go to the High School?” Rose asked. “It’s a long way – you’d have to catch two buses.”

Beth lowered her eyes. “If we can’t afford it, it doesn’t matter.”

“No one said we can’t afford it,” Harry said sharply.

No one had said it, but Beth knew how tight money was. In the small house with only the one room to live and eat in, there wasn’t much she didn’t know. A voracious reader, most evenings and weekends found her curled up with a library book, so quiet that Rose and Harry often forgot she was there. She’d heard the arguments about how much Harry turned up out of his wages as a postman, how much he allowed himself for ‘spends’, namely beer and tobacco, and how Rose struggled to make ends meet.

“There’s no point in a man working if he can’t have a drink and a smoke,” Harry would claim.

“A man works to keep his family, not spend it down at the Queen’s Head!” Rose would retort. She not only resented Harry drinking, a habit she blamed on the Army, she begrudged the money.

“Miss Colclough wants to know on Monday.” Beth looked warily at them both, knowing that if sacrifices were to be made, they’d have preferred it to be Gordon; but Gordon, now at the secondary modern, had never been in the top group.

“Well, that gives us the weekend to think about it. We’ll let you know.” Harry’s tone was such that Beth knew the subject was closed.

That night as she lay in bed toasting her toes on the stone water-bottle, Beth could hear the voices rising and falling downstairs and knew they were discussing her. In a way she wished it had been Gordon. Everyone said education was wasted on a girl, a view she found difficult to understand. After all, the teachers at school were all women and what if no one wanted to marry her? She doubted if they would. The boys at school only liked the girls with blonde curls, and rounded limbs, particularly the ones who already had a hint of bosoms. She felt her own chest which was still flat as a board wondering if she’d ever put on weight.

On tenterhooks all weekend, Beth had to wait until Monday morning before Rose said,

“You can tell Miss Colclough to put you in.”

Beth’s eyes lit up, and then clouded. “What about the uniform, Mum? Are you sure we can afford it?”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. You just do your best, and remember, you’ve lost nothing if you don’t pass.”

Beth wasn’t the only girl in the street who was taking the scholarship. Valerie Tams, a plump, fair-haired girl who lived six doors away, was Church of England and went to a different school, but the two eleven-year-olds were close friends. Like Beth, Valerie was desperately keen to go to High School, and they tested each other every night on their tables and general knowledge. They were thrilled when they both came through the written exam with flying colours. Now there was only the dreaded ‘oral’ or interview to get through at their chosen school, and eventually the appointed day arrived.

Beth followed the unsmiling nun along the long tiled corridor, feeling very small and insignificant behind the tall black-robed figure. She wondered if it was true that nuns had to cut all their hair off. There was certainly no sign of any beneath the imposing white wings. Hardly daring to look around, she tried to walk quietly, and was ushered into a large book-lined room, with the announcement,

“Elizabeth Mary Sherwin.”

Taking a deep breath she forced her trembling legs to move forward.

Rushing home from school and opening the back door, Beth stood inside the tiny kitchen, breathless with excitement. Rose was making pastry – they always had meat and potato pie on Wednesdays.

“Mum! I’ve passed the Oral!”

Rose turned and stared at her daughter, her face crumpling with pride and love, and then, not caring that her hands were floury, gave her a hug.
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