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Chapter One


Elsie


OCTOBER 1910


At the unearthly hour of 6 a.m., when Elsie had to rise, the stars were still twinkling and the night air still bit, making it difficult to shift herself. Turning over, she tried to ignore the scratching on the window. Shivering and with her belly rumbling, she tucked the old coat – the only covering she had – around her body, but it didn’t help. 


Her brother Cecil, one year younger than her at seventeen, lying next to her, grumbled incoherently about the disturbance as he threw off the threadbare counterpane he’d been snuggled under and climbed out. ‘I’ll let the knocker-up man know we’re awake, Else.’


She muttered a sleepy, ‘Ta, luv. I’ll be up in a mo.’ 


When the window opened, the shout came in, ‘Six o’clock and the wind’s enough to cut you in two, Cecil.’


‘Ta, Mr Munster.’ 


They couldn’t afford to pay Mr Munster, but he made sure they were awake anyway, because he knew no one else would, and if Elsie was late at the jam factory, she’d lose her job to any one of the women who stood outside the factory gates, hoping to get set on. 


With just two weeks to go before Swift’s Jam Factory closed at the end of October until Christmas, when the oranges from Spain would arrive and the marmalade-making would begin, Elsie needed the six shillings she could earn in a week, and wanted to be sure of being set on when the factory opened again. 


Cecil needed to be on the Surrey dockside early, too, to see if he could get taken on by one of the costermongers. Sometimes he got lucky and was given a day’s work and could earn a few bob, depending on what the stall made that day; at other times he only got a couple of hours helping to set up one of the market stalls and brought home a farthing, a couple of pounds of potatoes or something of that nature.


‘Come on, Else – it ain’t so bad, once you brave the cold.’


She grinned as she looked up at Cecil. ‘So it’s all right that you’re shivering then, is it?’


‘I fibbed. Look, I’ll nip through and see to setting the fire going. That wood me and Jimmy collected around the docks last night’ll be dried out by now.’


Elsie nodded and looked over to her mum’s bed in the corner of the room. ‘I see Mum’s in, then?’


‘I’d have thought the stench would have told you that.’ 


Cecil wouldn’t mean this in a nasty way, but his joke did cause Elsie to take in the smell of alcohol and fags – something she should be used to, but which always turned her stomach. 


Flapping her hand in front of her nose, she gently prodded her other two brothers with her foot. Having just one bedroom in their ground-floor two-roomed home, plus a scullery and a lav – one of forty similar flats in the tenement block on Long Lane in Bermondsey – meant that Elsie and her three brothers had to top-and-tail in the sagging old bed. But they were luckier than most, as some similar flats had nine or ten living in them. 


‘Jimmy, Bert, come on. You’ve to get dressed now. And keep the noise down while you do so, as Mum’s asleep.’


Bert, always as bright as a button the moment he awoke, shot up into a sitting position and grinned at her. He’d been a joy in Elsie’s life since his birth four years ago. She’d taken care of him even then, seeing to his feeds during the night and making sure he was kept clean and warm. But Jimmy, poor Jimmy, he’d been the worry of her life – always ailing. At eight years old, he wasn’t half the size he should be. His hacking cough as he woke up went right through her, and Elsie sent up the prayer she always did, asking God to make her brother well. 


‘You didn’t get much rest then, Jimmy?’


He shook his head and rubbed his crusted eyes. 


‘I’m sorry for you, Jimmy. I don’t want to send you out today, but you know as another lad’ll soon take your round off you, if you have too many days off.’


Jimmy sat up. Bert jumped on him and cuddled him tightly around the neck. 


‘Gerroff, Bert.’


‘Shush!’ Pain creased Elsie’s stomach as she swung her legs off the bed and stood up, but she tried to ignore it. Eager to help Jimmy, she took a piece of cotton cloth from the hoard she had under her pillow. Often, when on cleaning duty, she’d slip the bit of rag she’d used into her pocket, and then boil it when she got home. ‘Use that for a hanky, Jimmy.’


‘Ta, Sis.’


‘I’ll try to take you to see Dr Stanley when I’m laid off. He’s a good bloke and don’t charge the likes of us. Ooh . . .’ Elsie clutched her stomach.


‘You need this rag more than me, Else. Keep it for . . . well, you know what.’


‘I’ve got some rags in the pocket of me cardi. I’ll be all right.’


Having your monthly was no secret when you lived this close to each other, but it was a comfort to Elsie that her brothers understood and did extra chores to lighten her load when they knew she was on.


Now fully awake, Elsie slipped her long brown frock over her liberty bodice, wishing she had a corset, like the one her mum had, to support her bust. Her breasts were bigger than those of most girls of her age, and their soreness at this time of the month only increased her discomfort. 


Pulling on the only pair of bloomers she possessed, which she had to wash out every other night, she shivered as their dampness chilled her. Clamping her lips together, she knew she just had to get used to the feel of them until they dried out on her body. With this determination spurring her on, she stuck her feet into her oversized shoes – the only ones she was able to get from the second-hand stall down Petticoat Lane market – and tried not to think about how her toes chafed on the scrunched-up newspaper that she’d stuffed into them to make them fit better, although she still had to tie the laces under her foot to secure them. 


‘I’ll light the candle, as the gas lamp’ll go out in the street soon. But don’t be long coming through, Jimmy. And blow the candle out when you do, then it’ll last another night. Oh, and bring the piddle-pot with you – it’s your turn to empty and swill it.’


They all used the piddle-pot if they needed to go in the night, as the trip to the lav across the living room and into the porch near the entrance of their flat wasn’t easy to manage in the pitch dark, and they hadn’t got a penny for the gas meter, so they couldn’t light the lamps inside the flat.


The light from the match illuminated the corner where her mum was. Elsie looked down on her – oblivious to everything, Mum had her face squashed on the pillow as she lay on her front, with one arm dangling to the floor, her fingers almost touching the empty gin bottle. Her red hair fell in long ringlets down her back. 


Although she hated her mum working the streets, Elsie hoped the gin bottle indicated that she’d had at least a couple of punters, because that would mean they would eat tonight and maybe even buy a bit of coal from one of the neighbours.


Elsie’s wage, and whatever Cecil brought in, just covered the rent and paid the tallyman. If they didn’t pay him, they wouldn’t be able to borrow any more money when they needed it, or get Mum a new blouse, or Cecil, Jimmy and Bert some shoes, which, as growing lads, they always seemed to need. 


Mum only had a new blouse every six months or so, and Elsie accepted that this was essential for her. ‘I’m sorry, darlin’,’ she’d say, ‘but I ain’t getting any decent punters. I need to look the part to attract them.’ 


What Jimmy could earn before he went to school, delivering groceries for Mr Gravers, on the corner-shop owner’s bike, enabled them to put a copper in the meter to last them a few days and bought some candles. Sometimes Mr Gravers gave him some toffees, and they would all sit on the step, huddled together, and share them when Mum was out.


Mum could put more into the pot if it wasn’t for her gin and fags, but with what she did to try and make ends meet and feed them all, Elsie thought she deserved her little luxuries.


Jimmy kicked his legs out from under the blanket and swung them over the side. Elsie was glad to see that he was making the effort. She gently took hold of Bert’s arm. ‘Come on, buggerlugs, let’s get you by the fire.’ 


Bert jumped up and down, reciting, ‘Me buggerlugs’, then went into a fit of giggling in a way that was infectious and had Elsie laughing with him. 


When he was awake, Bert wanted everyone else awake, too. Elsie shushed him, preferring her mum to sleep a little longer, at least until she’d got everyone sorted. Then she’d take her mum a cup of tea and make sure she was all right, before she left. 


Lifting Bert up, Elsie hugged him. He grinned at her as he grabbed her cheeks in his chubby hands and kissed her nose. ‘Cold nose, Else.’ 


‘Mmm, but look at this!’ Opening the door to the living room bathed them in the warmth that the fire gave off. Even the linoleum floor didn’t feel as cold as it usually did. As soon as Elsie put him down, Bert scampered over to the rag rug in front of the hearth – a favourite squatting place of them all, and something Elsie was really proud of, as she’d made it herself, with a little help from her brothers. They would say they’d made it, too, but more often than not, as she sat toiling away on the step during the long summer evenings, the lads would go off to play football in the street with their mates.


Having been shown how to make the rug by Mrs Potter, who lived in the next-door flat, Elsie and the lads had found the hessian they needed around the back of the grain mills. The night-watchman had seen them and chased them off, but not before they had a couple of sacks each, which, when opened up, made a good-sized base for the rug. They’d cut up two of their gran’s old coats – her red one and navy one – to make pieces to push through the hessian. This made the rug extra-special, because it was like a memorial to their lovely gran, who Elsie was proud to be named after. 


There wasn’t much else in the room besides the fireplace, which was also their cooker, with its side-oven, hot plate and grate that swung over the flames to boil the kettle on – just an old sofa and a table and four chairs. 


They used to have Gran’s piano next to the fireplace and, standing along the back wall, her lovely dresser. But Mum had sold them both. So now their bits of china were on a shelf in the scullery. Elsie felt sad about this, because she’d loved polishing the dresser and thinking of her gran as she did so. And she’d loved to play the piano, too, because Gran had taught her how. 


It had been a sad day when Gran died. Elsie missed her so much; she was always cheerful and full of tales of her youth, when she’d been a music-hall entertainer, playing the piano and singing. Elsie had loved to listen to her. Some of her songs were a bit bawdy and would have everyone in fits, and Mum would tell Gran off, but she would be laughing as she did so . . . Happy times.


Then one day Gran didn’t call in, and Mum went along to see if she was all right, but she’d gone. Sitting in her chair, Mum said, as if for all the world she was waiting for a cup of Rosy Lee, as Gran called her cup of tea. A real old-fashioned cockney, Gran was; she rhymed everything, like a lot of those around here did. She’d call Jimmy and Bert the tin lids – the kids. She was funny. She’d come in and, if Mum was looking down, she’d say, ‘What’s up with your boat race? You look like you’ve lost a penny and found a farthing.’


As she went through to the scullery now, Elsie had a smile on her lips at these memories. When she passed Cecil she told him, ‘I soaked some oats overnight, Cess, they’re in the pantry. Get them on to boil up, will you?’ 


She didn’t wait to see if Cecil did as she asked, but nipped out through the passage and fetched the enamel bowl from its hook outside the back door.


‘I’ll use some of the hot water you’ve got in that kettle for us all to have a wash while the porridge is cooking. Jimmy’ll be through in a mo.’


‘All right. But I ain’t washing – I’ve got me clothes on now.’


‘At least swill your face and clean your ear ’oles out, Cess. And get rid of that tide-mark around your neck as well, mate. If you don’t look respectable, none of the costermongers’ll take you on.’


By the time they had all washed, and Elsie had used the water to scrub the front doorstep – not wanting the gossips in the block to slag her mum off for not having it done – the water resembled sludge. She tipped it down the drain, shivering as she hung the bowl back in its place, and went to hurry back inside, but was stopped by Mr Wright, the neighbour on the other side to Mrs Potter.


‘Is that you, Elsie, girl?’


Impatient to get inside and go to the lav, Else called out, ‘Yes, Mr Wright. I’m in a hurry this morning.’


This didn’t deter him and, as it turned out, Elsie was glad. 


‘Right-o, matey, but I just want to tell you that me missus ’as baked some bread, so if you send one of your brovvers round, she’s got a loaf for you.’


‘Ooh, ta, Mr Wright, I’ll do that. And tell her I’ll be round on Saturday to do her step and her windows, as usual.’


‘Ta, you’re a good girl, doing that for her. She likes to do something in return, and while she ain’t good on her pins these days, she still likes to do her baking.’


‘Give her me love . . . see you later.’ With this, Elsie closed the door behind her. 


Feeling relieved after her visit to the lav, Elsie found her brothers sitting cross-legged on the rag rug, eating their porridge. She didn’t like to disturb them, but didn’t want to go and fetch the bread herself, as Mrs Wright was like her husband – one for keeping you talking whenever she spotted you. Cecil went without grumbling, the thought of fresh bread being a good incentive. 


Her own porridge went down well, even though it was lumpy, as Cecil hadn’t stirred it, as she was always telling him to. But then although he was good in many ways, he thought himself too big to carry out women’s work. 


He’d refilled the kettle, though, and it was now filling the air with its shrill whistle. Elsie tipped the dried-out tea leaves from the cup she’d made last night into the teapot and poured boiling water onto them. She knew there wouldn’t be much strength in the tea, but she had a drop of milk and some sugar, so that would improve the taste. Handing Bert half a mugful, she ruffled his blond hair. He looked up and his lovely blue eyes shone with love for her. 


‘When we go, you’re not to leave this room, mate. Don’t go outside, and don’t move the guard from the fire. Just wait in here till Mum gets up, or go and lie with her. Now promise me.’ 


‘I promise, Else.’


‘Good boy.’


None of her siblings looked like her, but then they all had different fathers. And none of them knew who their fathers were. Jimmy stood in complete contrast to Bert’s fair looks, as he had dark hair and almost-black eyes, and his skin was an olive shade. Cecil was different again, with his sandy-coloured hair, though he did have their mum’s lovely hazel eyes. Cecil didn’t look like Mum, though, but Elsie did. She had red hair and her mum’s features, but her eyes were a dark brown, though a lighter shade than Jimmy’s. 


Even her gran hadn’t been able to give Elsie a clue as to who had fathered any of them.


But in Elsie’s and her brothers’ eyes, this wasn’t their mum’s fault. Yes, she had many failings, but they all adored her. She was always funny and kind. She’d help anybody and often brought one of the women from the street in for a warm-up and a bite to eat, and she did her best to provide for her family. Sadly, though, Mum was often lonely. Her only friends were the other prostitutes, because the women living around here were wary of her and didn’t approve of her way of life, probably thinking they’d be looked on as being the same as her if they mixed with her, or they were afraid of losing their husbands to her.


Often Elsie would see her mum just staring into space, holding a fag, but not smoking it. At those times a tear would trickle down her cheek, but she’d wipe it away before more could follow, and Elsie would give her a hug, without asking what was wrong. She’d long since learned that Mum wouldn’t tell her, because she never spoke about her life.


Elsie knew, from her gran, that her mum had worked at the jam factory when she was a girl, but had lost her job when she became pregnant and morning sickness made her late for work. Her place was taken by one of the women who stood at the gate hoping to be set on. Mum had a hard time of it after that, as she married her boyfriend, who, although he wasn’t the father of her child, said he’d take her on. But he’d become bitter and violent soon after they were wed. Then, not long after Elsie was born, he took his own life.


The action of pouring a mug of tea for her mum stopped Elsie brooding on who her father was – something she often did when she was thinking everything over, as she was doing this morning. 


Bert joined her as she was going through the door to the bedroom. ‘I wanna be with Mum on her bed, Else.’ 


‘All right, buggerlugs, come on then.’ Glad at this turn in events, Elsie felt safer leaving Bert in bed with Mum, even if she was fast asleep. And besides, the fire was dying down and he’d get cold after a while in the living room. This thought prompted her to call out, ‘Cess, bank the fire up with some slack, there’s a good ’un. It’ll be burning through then by the time Mum gets up.’ 


With her free hand Elsie shook her mother. 


‘Mum. Mum, we’re going now – here’s your mug of tea.’ 


Groaning as she stirred, Mum didn’t open her eyes. ‘Ta, darlin’, put it on the floor.’


‘Bert’s here to sit with you till you get up, Mum. He’s had his breakfast, and there’s half a loaf of bread left that Mrs Wright baked – it’s in the pantry, so you can have some of that. We’ve all got some to take with us.’ Still her mum didn’t respond with more than a nod. ‘Have you any money, Mum, so that I can call at the butcher’s tonight and get a bag of bones to boil up?’


Her mum turned over and pointed to her bag. ‘In me purse. I had a good night. Leave me some to get me fags with, Else, there’s a darlin’.’


Elsie sighed. What Mum called enough to get her fags would probably be most of what she had. But she was surprised to see a lot more than usual in her mum’s purse. 


When she went to kiss her goodbye, Mum was properly awake at last. She giggled and ruffled Elsie’s hair. This brought joy to Elsie. ‘You’re happy, Mum?’


‘I am, me darlin’. For more reasons than having enough money to have a night off. And I might have a few of them now. Things could look up a bit for us, me darlin’.’


Her arms opened and Elsie went into them. Her heart warmed. There was nothing like a hug from her mum to make her feel better about the world – that was, if she held her breath and didn’t take in the stale alcohol and baccy fumes. 


As she let go of Elsie, Mum pulled Bert to her and tickled him, then looked up with a smile on her face, which made her seem beautiful. Her hazel eyes were the largest Elsie had ever seen and, despite not always looking after herself, Mum had skin that was soft and a lovely creamy colour, which was enhanced by her freckles. 


Elsie smiled back. ‘Well then, I’ll get pie and mash for supper, shall I? Ma Baker comes into the factory at dinnertime to get everyone’s order now, as she says she can’t be doing with the rush.’


‘That old hag. She more than likely wants to make sure it’s her as gets the business, and not Curly down the road from her. Go to him, Else – he makes lovely liquor. Ma Baker’s pie ain’t got no taste.’


Curly, a big black man, owned a pie-and-mash shop at the end of their road. Elsie didn’t want to give a thought as to how her mum knew he made good liquor – the parsley-flavoured sauce they all liked with their mash – so she didn’t ask. 


A lot of whites wouldn’t go to Curly’s shop, though she knew he did well among his own people, as he also made hot and spicy dishes, which they loved. It wasn’t that he wasn’t liked, as he was a lovely man, always happy and grinning and making everyone laugh, so it was hard to fathom why people wouldn’t eat his food. 


‘All right, Mum. Curly’s it is. If I see him when I walk by on me way to work, I’ll order them ready, then it won’t be too late for little Bert to eat.’


‘That’s good, darlin’. We’ll have a grand night: pie and mash and cocoa. I won’t get any gin, I promise, and you can play the piano, cos I’m going to get that out of hock today. And I’ll ask Ronnie to get one of his men to bring it home on his dray, and to drop some coal off, too; he owes me a bag or two. I don’t know why I bother with him half the time. Something for nothing, that one.’


Ignoring this, Elsie released the deep breath of happiness she’d taken in, on hearing about the piano. ‘Oh, Mum, you only pawned it? I thought you’d sold it.’


‘No, I wouldn’t sell me ol’ mum’s piano. She held on to that through thick and thin, and I’ll do the same. Besides, it’s your piano now.’


Wanting to clap her hands with the glee she felt, Elsie hugged her mum. ‘You’re the best mum in the world, and I love you.’


‘Well, that’s a thanks an’ a half, Else.’ 


‘I’ve missed playing so much. Ooh, I can’t wait for home time, but I’d better get going now.’


‘Yes, get off now, me darlin’. And ta, Else, for all you do. And no more worrying about the next few weeks – we’re going to be all right, girl.’


Elsie skipped towards the door, her mind too full of what was happening that evening to wonder why her mum sounded so positive. But once outside, the October chill made her pull her shawl around her against the onslaught of the wind, and she soon caught up with Jimmy and Cecil. For no matter what tonight was going to bring, there was the toil of the day ahead to get through first.











Chapter Two


Elsie


They hadn’t gone far along Long Lane when Dot appeared from the next tenement block. 


‘Morning, Dot . . . Oh, Dot, look at your face! Your dad been at you again, mate? What for this time, eh?’


A tear dripped off Dot’s eyelashes. 


‘Come here, love. Let’s give you a cuddle.’


Dot was like a sister to Elsie. When Dot hurt, she hurt. They’d been mates all of their lives, even though their mums didn’t speak to each other – another thing Gran couldn’t throw any light on, as she’d said that Mum and Beryl Grimes had been inseparable as young girls. 


‘What set him off this time then?’


‘I don’t know, Else. It don’t take much. Something to do with me boots being left near the door. But I always leave them there, ready for when I come outside – as me mum does with hers. He said they were in his way, just as I am. And . . . and he called me a bastard again. Me mum didn’t say anything, even when he hit me and sent me flying. I – I don’t reckon as she loves me, Else. I’ve never felt that she does. I always feel in the way and can never please her.’ 


Elsie had heard this so many times along the years and knew it to be the truth. She could think of nothing to say as she let go of Dot and they walked along towards Staple Street. Dot’s parentage was another subject that had always given the gossips fodder, because her mum had become pregnant not long after Elsie’s mum; she’d married her boyfriend of the time, but it was said he’d got drunk one night – as he often still did – and had cried, saying that his girlfriend was up the duff and he hadn’t touched her. This was believed more as each year passed and no other children were born to the couple. 


‘When I’m ready, I’ll sort your dad out for you, Dot,’ Cecil said. ‘I’m training meself to be a boxer. Mr Wright helps me with me technique; he used to box in the army and he’s got medals for it.’


‘Ta, Cess.’


Elsie didn’t tell Cecil off for boasting in this way, as she secretly hoped he would beat up Dot’s dad. Instead she added her pennyworth to cheering up Dot. ‘And you can come to ours for tea tonight. We’re having pie and mash! How about that, mate, eh? Warm the cockles of your heart, that will. I’ve got the money and I’m going to order it from Curly as we go. It’s all down to me mum having a good earner last night.’


‘Sounds lovely, Else. But Curly’s?’


‘Yes, why not, eh? Me mum likes his pies best, and she did the hard work to earn the money for it.’


Dot shrugged. She was never one to argue the toss. 


Feeling guilty at having snapped at her friend, Elsie linked arms with Dot and snuggled up close to her. 


Cess lightened the moment. ‘Anyway, to top that, Elsie’s going to play the piano! Mum’s rich enough to get it delivered back home today. And you can share me pie and mash with me if you want, Dot.’ 


Dot smiled at Cecil, and Elsie saw him blush. She knew he was sweet on Dot, and somehow him being a year younger than her didn’t matter. Cecil was taller than Dot, and looked and acted older than his years. 


But then Dot was tiny – dainty, and pretty, too, with her mound of dark curls and eyes the same colour as Elsie’s. Dot didn’t resemble either of her parents, which fuelled the probable truth of what her dad had told everyone in the pub that night. But to Elsie, having made his decision to take Beryl on, Mr Grimes should have got on with it, and not got all bitter about it and made Dot’s life a misery. She’d felt glad many times that the man her mum married had gone forever – not only because she knew that he knocked Mum about, but because she was sure he’d have acted the same way to her as Dot’s dad did. 


As they came up to the shops that lined the road on the corner of Long Lane, they saw Curly outside his cafe, sweeping the path, although Elsie wondered why he was doing so, as the wind swirled the rubbish straight back where it had been.


‘Good morning, me rays of sunshine.’ His mouth stretched into a wide grin, showing his lovely white teeth as he called this out to them.


Dot dodged behind Cecil, and Elsie heard her say, ‘Walk on, Cess.’


‘What?’


‘Come on.’


Cecil walked on with Dot. Embarrassed, Elsie hurriedly gave her order, and the money to pay for it, to Curly. 


‘Don’t worry about that, Missy. That’s not Dot’s way; that’s her dad scaring her. Me and him don’t see eye-to-eye. Now, Missy, your order will be ready and waiting. But mind you return me bowls to me, as some don’t and I’m out of pocket then.’


‘I will, Curly. See you later, eh?’


When they reached Staple Street, Jimmy, who hadn’t said a word, turned to go into the shop that occupied the whole of the corner of Long Lane. He looked so miserable that he wrenched Elsie’s heart. 


‘I’ll see you later, Jimmy. You’ll be all right, mate. Keep that scarf around your neck.’


Jimmy gave a half-hearted wave and Elsie wished she could send him back home, but that wasn’t an option – Mum had found new fortunes before, but these had come to nothing before too long, so Jimmy would have to carry on until they were sure they could manage without his job. 


As they turned the corner, the smell of different foods, and the stench from the leather factory, assaulted her nostrils. Bermondsey had a great intensity of food factories, producing jams, pickles, cakes and pies, and was known as ‘London’s Kitchen’. And this was besides housing umpteen other factories, distilleries and mills. 


Elsie felt mixed emotions assail her, for although she was thankful to be part of the workforce, she hated the conditions that she worked under. And in particular the busiest weeks of the summer when you never knew, as you entered the factory, what time you would leave it. Sometimes she and Dot had still been working at nine o’clock at night.


But the surge of bodies jostling around her took these thoughts from her, as they were caught up in the throng of folk calling out to one another, their boots clattering on the pavement against the backdrop of the clip-clopping of horses’ hooves, the grinding of carriage wheels and the smelly, noisy engines of motor vehicles as their drivers wove in and out of the crowd. All of them had one aim: to get to the factory where they worked on time – the workers on foot, the bosses in their carriages or cars.


Usually this was the point in her journey when Elsie’s heart dropped, as she dreaded the day ahead, but not today; nothing could daunt her today – she had her pie, mash and liquor to look forward to and, best of all, she’d have her piano back. Life didn’t get much better than that. 


But even the excitement of the coming evening didn’t help, as the daily grind got under way. Clocking-in and getting to your allocated station was the first scramble of the day. For Elsie and Dot, that was jam jar washing. A back-breaking task.


Steam filled the tiled sluice room, where large tubs of boiling water bubbled on one side. Elsie scooped a bowlful from the largest tub and carried it to the sink. Tipping it over the jam jars that stood in rows of four, six deep, she rolled up the sleeves of her overall, which were constantly unravelling, and, lifting the skirt of her pinny, wiped her sweating brow with it. Her back ached; and the wet, sticky rag in her knickers chafed her thighs, rubbing them red-raw. Trying to ignore the discomfort of that, and of wanting a pee, she plunged her hands into the thick rubber gloves and began the task of brushing the jars and standing them upside down on the draining board, building row after row of them until she had a pyramid. 


Being so hot, the jars dried very quickly, and Elsie was able to tray them and stack them into boxes, then load them onto trolleys for the carrier to haul into the main part of the factory to be filled with jam.


The washing of the jars was one of Elsie’s least-favourite jobs, second only to her most hated task of sorting out the boxes of fruit. After discarding the rotten fruit, the topping and tailing of the berries caused blisters on your fingers, and the juice that seeped into your broken skin stung until it brought tears to your eyes.


With a batch of jars stacked ready, Elsie straightened her back and tucked a stray curl into her mob cap. As she did so, she caught sight of Chambers, the foreman, leering at her. He immediately covered it up by bawling her out. ‘What’re you messing about at, you useless article? Get on with it or you’ll find yourself out of the gate!’


As Elsie hurriedly turned away, she saw Dot struggling to lift a full crate of jars. She willed her to manage it, as she daren’t go and help her. Chambers meant every word when he threatened them, especially if he thought them incapable of doing their job.


Somehow Dot found the strength and swung the crate onto the trolley. Elsie saw the tears running down her sweat-reddened face, but had to wait for Chambers to leave the room before she could go over to her friend. As soon as he did leave, Elsie stopped what she was doing and hurried to Dot’s side. ‘Are you all right, luv?’


‘Me back’s killing me, Else.’


‘Look, once you’ve got a crate loaded, swap places. I’ll lift them onto the trolley for you while you carry on washing my jars, eh?’


‘Ta, Else, but don’t get into trouble on my account.’


‘I won’t. We’ll keep an eye out for Chambers. But as long as the work’s being done, he’s got nothing to complain about, has he?’


Elsie’s own back ached and her stomach dragged, causing her pain that she couldn’t bear at times, but Dot needed her, and that was all she cared about. 


Lifting the fourth crate of the last hour creased her in two. Losing her grip on it, Elsie stumbled and almost fell, as it slipped from her and crashed to the ground. The room fell silent as women stopped what they were doing to stare. Elsie looked down in horror as broken glass surrounded her feet, and the tingling stings of cuts to her legs made her wince. Lifting her skirt, she stepped over the shards, hearing those she couldn’t avoid crunch under her shoes. 


Dot was by her side in a flash. ‘Get back to your own station, Else. I’ll take the blame. It’s my crate.’


‘No. Chambers ain’t heard it. Come on, let’s clean it up as quick as we can – we might get away with it.’


‘I’ll help you, girls. You go and fetch the broom, Dot. Come on, Elsie, help me pick out the jars that aren’t broken. And cheer up, girl. Worse things happen at sea.’


‘Ta, Lucy.’


Elsie didn’t know much about Lucy or where she lived. A lanky young woman who never put an ounce on, no matter how much she ate – and she was known for always putting something in her mouth – she was also generous, for if she thought someone was hungry, she’d share what she had. She was liked and, Elsie would say, respected by everyone, for the way she would fight the corner of anyone being put upon, and the way she tried to make a difference to the conditions they worked under. Chambers labelled her an agitator and did all he could to trip her up, so that he could sack her, but Lucy was too clever for him.


From what Elsie did know of her, Lucy lived alone. The talk was that her elderly parents had died in poverty, even though she’d done her best to keep a home going for them. 


The general feeling was that Lucy was a born spinster, as she hadn’t much in the looks department. Her face was sort of pointed, with her nose jutting out and looking too big for her other features. She didn’t help matters by scraping her hair back off her face and coiling it into a tight bun at the nape of her neck. She was what you would term ‘worldly-wise’. Folk turned to her for advice, and Lucy had a kind of magnetism when she spoke out, as she often did about the National Federation of Women Workers – a union formed to improve the lot of female workers. But although they listened intently and hung on Lucy’s every word, not many of the women took up her plea to join the union. Elsie liked the idea, but, like the rest of them, felt the penny-a-month fee was too much for her. 


‘There, that’s done, and it’ll soon be dinner break, girls. Get back to your stations. I doubt Chambers’ll even know anything happened.’


‘Ta, Lucy. You’re a good ’un.’


When the bell went for their dinner break, Elsie had never felt more relieved. ‘Dot, go to the canteen – I’ll be with you in a mo.’ Pushing her way through the crowd of women heading for the lav wasn’t easy, but the magic whisper of having the curse let Elsie get to the front.


Feeling less in pain now, and more comfortable, having relieved herself and managed to change her sodden rag, she made her way to Dot.


‘I bought a mug of tea between us, Else – it’s all I could afford. Have you got anything to eat?’


‘Yes. I’ve a doorstep of bread, ta. So you can eat all your own sandwich, love.’


As they munched away, Elsie thought of the coming evening and her spirits lifted, so much so that she burst into song – ‘Heaven Will Protect the Working Girl’, a song about the kind of work her mum did, but still poignant to everyone here. Someone joined in, and before Elsie got to the end of the second verse and on to the chorus, all of the girls were belting out:


‘From temptations, crimes and follies,


Villains, taxicabs and trolleys,


Oh, heaven will protect a working girl.’


‘Ha! What d’you reckon, Ada? Is there a God?’


‘I’ve not seen much of him lately, Gladys, unless it were that beggar who pinched me bum the other night in the pub. He offered me a bountiful grace by way of a feel around the back after closing, but I hit him where it hurt. And when he got up, he didn’t have no halo, I can tell you, but he did have two red eyes.’


This sent the women into a fit of giggles, and then moans, as the bell rang and they all piled back into the factory. 


For Elsie, the afternoon passed quickly, as her stomach ache eased and she got into the swing of the jar-washing. But she couldn’t wait for home time.


‘Listen up, everyone.’ Dread entered Elsie, on hearing this. Chambers stood in the doorway, a list in his hand. ‘No one is to leave until we have another six crates full. We’ve a rush job on, and you haven’t kept the fillers going. So get on with it, and no slacking.’


Elsie’s heart sank. She could almost taste her pie and mash, and her fingers were itching to play the piano. 


‘Come on, girls. Six crates won’t take long if we put our backs into it.’


‘Says you, Lucy. Me back’s killing me, and I can’t put it into anything.’


‘You’ll be all right, Dot. Let’s work in the team way that I’m always on about. Elsie, you fetch the box of dirty jars – them returns near the back door – as I noticed a few had been rinsed. You get an empty crate, Dot, and I’ll get the boiling water. Then as I wash them, you two pack them; they’ll be dry by the time they get to the fillers.’


In no time the three of them had done three crates and were helping the other women with the crate that each had on the go. Ada protested at the method, but when she saw how quickly the job was done, she soon mucked in.


‘There! Seven o’clock – not bad. Though I might stay longer and help the fillers, but you all go home. I’ve nothing to hurry home to.’


‘Ta, Lucy. And you should talk to Chambers about your method, as that were far quicker and easier.’


‘He won’t listen. You know what he’s like. But we can work in that way whenever we think we can get away with it, if you’re all in agreement?’


As the women filed out, some said they would, but most said they’d only do it if it was overtime, as Chambers would have left by then. Elsie wondered at this. And at the way everything had to be done as it had been for years, when there were better ways. But to be relieved at last, after twelve hours of slog, was enough for now. She’d more to do than put the world to rights. 


Grabbing her coat and helping Dot on with hers, Elsie took Dot’s hand and made for the door. Taking a deep breath, she said, ‘Fresh air at last, Dot.’


‘Ha, you sure about that? Me throat’s full of smog. But I don’t care – we’re done for the day, and me legs have a new lease of life. Let’s run to Curly’s and, while you pick the tea up, I’ll nip home and let me mum know that I’m coming to yours.’


‘She won’t stop you, will she, Dot?’


‘No. She’ll be glad to have more of what she’s cooked to give me dad, and to have me out of the way. I think he treats her better when they’re on their own.’


When they turned the corner, they found Cecil waiting for them. ‘You’re late.’


‘We’ve done overtime – not that we’ll be paid for it, but we had no choice. You go on, Cess. You’re quicker than me. Run to Curly’s, and I’ll meet you at home, eh? Me feet and back are killing me.’


‘All right. See you in a mo. And you, Dot.’


As Cecil left her, so did Dot. Elsie noticed that Dot could move all right now, and smiled to herself as she saw her catch up with Cecil and watched them hurry along together. Digging her cold hands into her coat pockets and putting her head down, Elsie forgot her tiredness – her only thought was to reach home as fast as she could.


Mum had the little flat looking lovely when she arrived. And, joy of joys, the piano was back in its old place. 


‘Oh, Mum, I can’t believe it. And a cabinet!’ 


Bert and Jimmy were so caught up in the excitement of it all that they ran at her and nearly knocked her over. Ruffling Jimmy’s hair and kissing his cheek, Elsie bent down and picked up Bert. His little arms squeezed her and his lips planted a wet kiss on her face, but she didn’t mind and held him tightly to her.


‘I missed you, Else.’


She couldn’t answer as her heart swelled. Her mum was now telling her, ‘Sorry it’s not Granny’s old cabinet, luv, but this one was in the pawn shop and up for sale for a shilling, so I told him to put it on the dray for me. The china looks nice in it, doesn’t it?’


‘It looks lovely.’ Elsie admired the glass-fronted dark-wood cabinet and suddenly she felt she had a home again. A real home, with a crackling fire and furniture. She twizzled round, making Bert squeal with laughter. It was then that she caught sight of another item. ‘An armchair! Oh, Mum, a chair as well.’


‘Ha, I thought you’d never notice. It don’t match the sofa, but it were cheap. So yes, I bought that too, and still have some money left. Anyway, it means that none of us need sit on the rug, unless Phyllis and Rene come to see us. Now, the pie and mash, where are they? I thought you’d never come.’


The door opened and the delicious smell that wafted in answered Mum’s question. 


The next few minutes were taken up with everyone scurrying around, laying the table and dishing out the food. Giggles filled the room, and Elsie thought she’d never felt happier. But then, with her belly full, she felt an even greater happiness as she sat down to play the piano and they all sang along. 


Her cares left her and her heart swelled. Especially as Bert decided that he wanted to play and climbed on the piano stool with her. What he did surprised them all, as his little fingers soon found a rhythm and Elsie knew that, like her and their gran, Bert had a natural talent. She would make it her mission to teach him. Who knew – one day it might lead to bettering his life. She hoped so. She hoped that Bert, Cess and Jimmy would all have a better life than this one to look forward to.













Chapter Three 


Millie


‘Millicent, you really are a headstrong girl – and often not to your own good! I forbid you to go anywhere alone again, and especially not near St George’s churchyard gardens! Your father was mortified to be passing by on his way from the factory and see you stop to help that woman with her shopping. What on earth were you thinking of, mixing with such people? You are meant to be a lady.’


‘I didn’t do anything unladylike, Mama. The woman had a child in a pram and a toddler and she was trying to carry a bag, which didn’t contain shopping by the way, but coal. Coal that she’d collected from the merchant, as she couldn’t afford to have a delivery.’


‘None of that was your concern. You shouldn’t have been there in the first place; but as you were, you should have passed on by.’ 


‘I’m sorry. I needed to escape for a while. And then when I saw her, I couldn’t leave her to struggle – she was exhausted. So I helped her to her home, Mama, which was a flat in a block and she only had one bedroom for all five in her family. And do you know what? I found out that her man is out of work, and she had just finished her shift working in Papa’s factory and had collected her children from her mother’s. Is that why Papa didn’t stop when he saw me? Was he ashamed that I would find all this out, if the woman acknowledged him as her boss? Well, I found out anyway, and I am appalled. If she works the hours she does, why can’t she afford to have coal delivered?’


‘You did what? Millicent, are you mad? You drove your horse and trap into the slums?!’


‘They are not slums. Her flat was very clean, and all the others looked so, too. Well, most of them. I can’t believe you are more appalled about me going there than you are about the terrible poverty our workers live in.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I care, but we don’t know their circumstances – maybe they spend their earnings on drink, or at least their husbands do. But there is nothing we can do about it. Berating your father and upsetting him, by acting the way you have, won’t change things; it will only spoil your chances and goes against everything we are planning for you. We have spent hundreds of pounds preparing you for a gentle life.’


‘Oh, Mama, why does all of that mean so much to you? Why can’t you think of my happiness? Much as you both want me to progress in society, it isn’t going to happen. Yes, you can afford to send me to schools that aristocratic girls attend, but that doesn’t make me one of them. I am still the daughter of a self-made man from the North of England. And as such, I am often ridiculed. But for Bunty, I wouldn’t have any friends at all. And even she stops short of inviting me to her home. So where do you think I am going to meet someone who will elevate my standing?’


‘Lady Barbara – not Bunty! And she may do one day, my dear. Most of the aristocracy are short of money and need to marry rich girls. With you being that, besides being beautiful and educated in their ways, it is very much a possibility that one of them will offer for you.’ 


‘Oh, Mama, please try to understand. It won’t happen. You just don’t seem to care how unhappy I am, and how lonely. And that will only get worse in the future. I don’t want to go to the finishing school you have put me down for. I know Bunty is going to be there, but she cannot save me from the snide remarks and humiliation that I suffer at the hands of the other girls; and from the teachers, which is sometimes worse. They have the attitude that I should be aiming at what they are doing, as upper-middle class or poor aristocratic women: teaching, not looking to progress to a higher class than my own.’


‘Exactly! That proves my point. They cannot find husbands because they haven’t the wealth to attract them – and that’s what it takes to rise in the world. Anyway, that isn’t what they think; that’s your imagination. If they are offhand with you, it is more likely because they know you stand a chance, and they don’t. You are much wealthier than any of those women.’


‘Yes, I am. Papa’s success has made us one of the richest families in the country, but do you know what Bunty said to me? She asked if I would one day consider being her live-in nanny-tutor, if I remain a spinster!’


Mama looked shocked, then lowered her head and her expression became a little sad. She often looked this way, leaving Millie to wonder at what problems she might have that she didn’t know about. 


The low autumn sun shone through the window, its rays highlighting her dark hair and her lovely pearl-like skin. Millie knew that she took after her mother in these, but in every other way she looked like her father. She had his dark-brown eyes, though she’d often wished she had her mama’s liquid-blue ones. And her features were more her father’s, too. 


After a moment Mama recovered. ‘Things will change. I know they will, and you need to be ready for when they do. You must not behave in the way you have ever again, Millie.’ On a deep sigh she continued, ‘And now you’ve given me a headache. Go to your room. Your father will have to deal with you when he returns. I’m sure he will have plenty to say on the matter. You’ve disappointed me, Millicent.’


At nineteen years old, Millie considered herself a grown woman – far too grown-up to be sent to her room. She stormed out of her mother’s sitting room, making sure that she slammed the door hard, to mark her contempt. 


Barridge, their butler – a man in his fifties, who had been with them for as long as she could remember and was a good sort – jumped. He made a little noise that sounded like a muffled scream, then turned it into a cough. ‘I beg your pardon, Miss Millicent.’


Millie couldn’t stop to give him her pardon as she ran to her room, giggling. She had only just entered her bedroom when there was a knock on the door. ‘Who is it?’


‘Ruby, Miss.’


At Millie’s bidding her to, Ruby, her maid, confidante and friend – the only one who kept her sane – came through the door, immediately dropping any formal address. ‘Eeh, me lass, how did you get on?’ 


‘Oh, you know Mama, Ruby. But it’s not all over. She said she is going to tell Papa to deal with me.’


‘Well, that’s all right then. You’ve got him wound round your little finger.’


‘I may not have in this. And in some ways I think Mama may be right about me taking a risk going to the tenement blocks alone. I was scared, Ruby. I got a lot of hateful looks, and one man spat on the pavement in front of me.’


‘Eeh, I’d have pasted his lugholes for him, Miss. But aye, I reckon as you did do wrong. You should have told me you were going further than the green behind the house. Your father could sack me for not accompanying you.’


Millie sank down on the stool in front of her dressing table. What have I done? ‘I’ll talk to him, Ruby, I’ll make sure everything is all right for you, I promise. I don’t know what got into me. I was riding around and suddenly had this urge to go further. I knew I was doing wrong, but that made it all the more exciting.’


‘I knaw, lass. You don’t have a lot of fun – I’m not blaming you. But let’s hope there’s naw consequences that we can’t handle, eh?’


‘There already are. I can’t get it out of my mind how those people, who work such long hours, have so little. And Papa is to blame! I want to help them, and I know I won’t rest until I do. So, you see, I’ve unsettled myself, when I was making do with my lot and getting on with it all. Who am I to complain about my life, Ruby? I feel selfish and spoilt and . . . well, I want to change that, and I can’t.’


‘Eeh, don’t blame yourself for them things, lass. You’re none of them. I’d not even say spoilt, as you’re forced to do stuff you don’t want to. You’re a kind-hearted, lovely young lady, and all of us downstairs love you.’


Millie felt her heart swell. To have the love of those who called themselves ‘the downstairs staff’ meant a lot to her. ‘Thanks, Ruby – at least someone does.’


Ruby grinned. A little older than Millie, she had a lovely round face. Her cheeks dimpled when she smiled and her eyes were a soft brown. Her uniform of a light-grey frock buttoned up at the front and a small white pinny suited her well, as she had what was termed an ‘hourglass’ figure. 


With Ruby’s reassurances making Millie feel happier, she rose and walked to the window. Her bedroom, in what Mama called their ‘London town house’, overlooked Burgess Park, which stretched around the back of their long garden and up to the Old Kent Road. A three-storey house, with the family rooms on the ground and upper floors, it had the kitchens and the housekeeper’s office, which was shared by Barridge, on the lower-ground floor. These rooms could be accessed by way of steps outside leading down to them, so that the staff didn’t have to traipse through the main house. Then there were the attic rooms, where the staff who lived in had their bedrooms. Ruby was one of those staff.


The stables at the very end of their garden opened onto the park, and Millie loved to slip through the gates on her horse and ride round the lovely lake. Today she’d wanted to practise driving the small trap that she’d been learning to handle for a few weeks now. She loved the feel of guiding the horse from her seat. It gave her more freedom than riding side-saddle. She’d never felt safe doing that.


‘If you’re all right, Miss, I’d better get on. There’s still a lot to pack, and the staff are all at sixes and sevens. Some of them are going to Leeds next week, and everything that’s going with them has to be ready.’


‘Yes, I’ll be fine, thank you, Ruby. At least we only have a few weeks left here, and then Christmas to look forward to, back home in Leeds, before we set sail for Belgium and that wretched finishing school.’


Millie loved Raven Hall, their sprawling country home on the edge of Ravensprings Park in Brighouse, a short drive from Leeds, although it felt like a different world from the busy northern city. 


Leeds was where her father had begun his first venture, buying a confectionary shop with the money his grandmother had left him. He’d only been nineteen at the time, and although reasonably well educated, he hadn’t had the benefit of coming from a business family because his father had been an engineer. But having a natural talent for reading the markets he dealt in, he realized that not many shops stocked jams and marmalades. And instead of buying in his stock, he employed an aunt who made lovely jams and preserves. 


It wasn’t long before he had to expand, as demand was high and he soon realized that his fortune lay in mass production. By this time he’d met Mama, a wealthy young woman born to elderly parents who had died and left her well off. With her money and what he’d made himself, Papa employed an agent who found a factory that was rundown and not producing to its full capacity. And so Swift’s Jam Factory was born in Bermondsey. 


Not that their name was Swift; they were Hawkesfields, from a long line of Hawkesfields hailing from the Leeds area. But Papa, when telling the tale of his rise, loved to relate why he picked the name Swift for his business. ‘My rise was swift, Millicent. I was swift to see the potential of jam production, swift to act on my hunch, and I swiftly snapped up an ailing business and turned it around!’ Then he would give his infectious laugh and she would end up in a fit of giggles.


She loved her papa; he always had time for her, and never, to her knowledge, lamented the fact that his only child was a girl. He had a charming way with him and made all the female staff giggle with his comments to them. And yet Ruby was wary of him and, yes, a little afraid – something Millie didn’t understand. And he didn’t make Mama happy, either. It was as if she tolerated Papa, but then was like a puppy being given a treat if he was particularly nice to her. 


Doubts began to form in Millie’s mind. Is Papa all I think he is? What about that poor lady today? My own papa was the cause of her poverty. 


A strong urge overcame Millie to find out more about the workings of her father’s factory and the conditions the workers had to endure. To this end, she decided to show an interest; to ask Papa questions and to be allowed to visit and be shown the process of making jam. That way, she would be able to see for herself and, hopefully, put her mind at rest.


It was at supper that evening that her father brought up the subject of Millie’s foolhardy trip. 


He’d greeted her in a cool manner, and they’d sat in silence while their first course of smoked-salmon pâté and buttered toast was served. He was sitting in his usual chair at the top of the table, his manner aloof, his slim, strong body held stiffly. Still dressed in his grey business suit, with a grey-and-silver striped waistcoat, he’d kissed Mama on the top of her head and apologized for not having had time to change. But to Millie, no matter what he wore, she saw him as a rakishly handsome man. Tall and elegant, he had dark-brown hair falling in soft curls to his ears and although he parted it in the middle, it always flopped over his forehead. His upper lip sported a neat moustache, and his dark-brown eyes reflected his every mood – and this evening they were seething with anger.


As the staff left the room, Millie felt her papa’s eyes on her. She looked up. ‘Papa, I know you are angry with me, but I am equally angry with you.’


‘What? Ha! Don’t try to turn the tables, young lady. You have behaved very badly today and I will be having words with your maid. How dare she let you go out alone? But you, Millicent, put yourself in danger and have given your poor mama the fright of her life.’


‘Ruby didn’t know; she thought I was riding around Burgess Park, as I had told her I intended to. I am sorry. I know I behaved foolishly. I didn’t mean to frighten you, Mama. I simply felt that I needed some freedom, and I took my chance, that’s all. In that I was wrong. But, Papa, what I did in helping that poor lady, I will not apologize for. I am fit and strong, and she was weak and very tired. I did the decent human thing and helped her.’


The bang of her father’s fist on the table made Millie jump. The anger in his face got her trembling. ‘You stupid girl! Have you no idea what these people are like? They are dirty, thieving scavengers! They want something for nothing. And they wouldn’t care what they did to get it – and that doesn’t include working for it. They are lazy, disruptive and uncouth. They don’t need your help, young lady; they need to be locked up in prison. Trying to keep up production, with them as my workforce, is a constant struggle. They want more, more, more – money, that is – but less work. How do they think I got where I am today – by being lazy? I worked fifteen or sixteen hours a day, and still do on many occasions. You don’t simply take what you want in this life; you work for it. They don’t know the meaning of the word.’


Although she was shaking, Millie had to make a stand. ‘Papa, why don’t I know all of this? Because you keep me away from the real world. And because you try to make me something I’m not.’


‘What is it that you are not? A well-brought-up lady with manners? That’s what I see. And I am not going to have this discussion with you about your life. I have heard it all from Mama, and I am appalled.’


Fired up now and unable to stop herself, Millie burst out, ‘No, that isn’t all I am. I am like a piglet. All you and Mama see is your advancement, through me. So you prepare me, you put me through agonies of unhappiness and loneliness for your own ends. Just as surely as the farmer fattens the piglet up for market, you are getting me ready for a non-existent marriage market.’ Out of control now, she felt tears springing from her eyes. ‘I hate you! I hate you both!’


Scraping her chair along the polished oak floor, Millie stood up. As she turned to run out of the room, she caught sight of her father’s astonished face. His mouth was gaping, his eyes almost popping out of his head. She’d got to the door by the time he spoke. He didn’t shout, but said on a sigh, ‘Please come back to the table, Millicent. It seems we have a lot to discuss. Through what you said to your mama, you have made me see how your life is. I am ready to listen to you.’


Millie turned and ran into her father’s arms. There she found the love she knew he felt for her, but rarely had time to show her. 


He stroked her hair. ‘Sit down, my dear. I listened to your mama, concerning which direction we should guide you in, and I shouldn’t have done. I want to hear what you want to do with your life, my darling daughter.’


Mama hung her head. She looked broken. Millie went to her side and put her arms around her, but her mother stiffened, leaving Millie feeling rejected. ‘Mama, I’m sorry that I can’t be what you want me to be. I’m Millie. Yes, Millie – not Millicent. Bunty always calls me “Millie”, and I like it. Millicent is the person you want me to be, Mama, but can’t you simply accept me as I am?’


Mama’s hand came on hers and patted it. ‘Sit down as your papa has bidden you to, Millicent.’


Papa surprised them both then by saying, ‘I like the name “Millie”. Yes, I think it suits you. I will call you that from now on.’


‘Richard!’


‘Richie! I was always known as Richie, until you insisted on using my full name. Well, from now on, I will only answer to Richie! Millie isn’t the only one rebelling today. I am, too. And while I am, I have made my mind up that Millie isn’t going to that silly school to learn to balance books on her head, but is going to do as I have always wanted her to – come and work with me and learn the jam-making business, so that one day she can take it over.’


‘No! Richard, are you completely out of your mind? I will not allow it.’


‘Richard may have been out of his mind, but Richie is not. Now may we please eat our supper? You and I will retire to your sitting room afterwards, Abigail, and have the talk that we should have had years ago. But prepare yourself, because things are going to change in our lives.’


Millie had never seen her papa like this before; he’d become someone very different from the father she’d always known. Poor Mama looks lost. Papa has always given her free rein when it comes to what happens to me and what direction my life should take. But somehow Millie couldn’t feel sorry for Mama, as she was too full of happiness for herself. At last I am going to be allowed to be me!


That happiness dissolved later as Millie lay on her bed, playing over in her mind all she’d heard her parents say to each other as she’d listened outside Mama’s sitting-room door. Most of it shocked her to the core. Nothing was ever going to be the same again.


Papa’s opening words had cemented the knowledge that she’d come to recognize earlier – Papa wasn’t all he seemed, and said things he didn’t mean, to suit his purpose. He’d begun his ‘talk’ with Mama by mocking her. 


‘Well, Abigail, are you going to loosen your corsets and become Abby?’


Millie had smiled at this, feeling in the first instance that Mama deserved to be brought down a peg or two; even the crudeness of it hadn’t offended her. But then her mama’s answer had shaken her. ‘There are enough women loosening their corsets for you, Richard.’


From then on, what she overheard got worse, as Papa had retorted, ‘I wouldn’t have had to ask them to, if you had been freer with yours, instead of banning me from your bed.’


‘That only happened after I found out about your infidelity. You humiliated me.’ Mama’s voice had trembled with emotion.


‘I have told you a hundred times, that girl threw herself at me. What you saw was me coaxing her to behave herself.’


‘Oh? Really? You were coming out of a kiss. And with my maid! Your hand was on her breast. Is that how you coax somebody to stop? I think quite the opposite.’


‘Look, Abigail, we have been over and over this, and it gets us nowhere. That shouldn’t have happened, but it did. Your unforgiving nature and lack of understanding about how a man can be led astray have driven us apart ever since, when we were so much in love when we first married.’


‘No, your action drove us apart. Yes, I know how men are. But there is such a thing as self-control, and not wanting to hurt the woman you say you love and have promised your life to. Didn’t that count for anything with you? I will never forgive you, never!’


‘And that is why I have to carry on my “infidelity”, as you call it. I had learned my lesson, Abigail. I had been flattered and had been very foolish and wrong, but that moment of weakness cost me a great deal more than it should have done – not only losing your love, which meant the world to me, but also my chances of having a son. It was your duty to try and give me a son to carry on my name, and to take my business into the next generation.’


‘Well, who knows how many sons you have out there! But I am not concerned with them; they are an insult to me, although it seems you have the idea that you can now use your only legitimate child, your daughter, for your own ends, and I implore you not to.’
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