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Prologue


September 1938


‘I’m organizing a shooting party at Bletchley Park next weekend. Care to come along?’ The tall, middle-aged man with smooth, greying hair spoke casually as he packed the bowl of his pipe methodically.


The younger man blinked behind owlish spectacles. ‘Bletchley Park? Where’s that?’


‘About fifty miles north of London. In Buckingham-shire.’


‘A shooting party? Aren’t we a bit busy with all this talk of war being imminent?’ Almost as an afterthought he added, respectfully, ‘Sir.’


The other man took a moment to answer whilst he lit his pipe and gave a few experimental puffs, sending out clouds of smoke. Then he chuckled. ‘Our boss has acquired a country estate with the intention of running our intelligence activity from there, should there indeed be a war.’


‘What? He intends to move us – the whole of the Government Code and Cypher School – out of London?’


‘It’ll be a lot safer than being here. Our capital will – sadly – be a prime target for Hitler’s bombers. I doubt he’d see a country estate as being important.’


‘Unless he got wind of what was there.’


‘Then he mustn’t, must he? It will all be very hush-hush.’


‘You’ll expect everyone who works there to sign the Official Secrets Act?’


‘Naturally.’


‘And what about personnel? You’re going to need a lot more than we’ve got now.’


‘The plan is to trawl the universities for the brightest and the best. Mathematical geniuses. Expert chess players. Crossword puzzle addicts. You get the idea?’


‘What about translators?’


‘There are a lot of bright young women amongst the debutante class in our society, who have been to finishing school abroad. Some of them speak French and German fluently, I understand.’


‘But – but won’t they – chatter?’


The older man chuckled again. ‘They have been well brought up. They know how to conduct themselves in all sorts of situations. So the answer is, no, they won’t.’


‘And this – shooting party?’


‘Oh, that’s just a cover for us to check the place out – to see if we think it’ll work. We’ll only be there for a couple of weeks or so, but if war does come, we’ll be ready. So, are you coming?’


The young man’s eyes sparkled. ‘Try keeping me away.’









PART ONE


Mattie









One


Sheffield, September 1929


‘Don’t go near her. She’s got nits.’


‘And she smells.’


‘Her house is the dirtiest in our street. My mum won’t let me play with the Price kids.’


‘Lets the whole neighbourhood down, my dad says.’


Mattie walked on, her head down, as the taunts continued. School had only reopened the previous week for the autumn term. The long summer holidays had been an oasis of calm in the young girl’s tormented life, but now the nightmare was beginning again. She couldn’t remember a time when she had not been ridiculed and bullied by her peers. There was the usual gang of them, six or seven from her class, following her home from school. Someone pulled her plait and Mattie clenched her fists. She didn’t turn round to look, but she knew it would be Daniel Spencer, the acknowledged leader of the little gang. The worst of it was that he lived at the top end of their street and always seemed to be on the lookout for her, waiting at the end of their ginnel to waylay her.


‘We had games today,’ one of the girls said. ‘She’s got cardboard in her shoes.’


‘And her vest has got three holes in it,’ said another. ‘I wouldn’t be seen dead in a vest like that.’


‘And her dad’s a tea leaf.’ This was from Arthur, a boy whose family had recently moved north from London. Arthur – pronounced by the boy himself as ‘Arfer’ – was something of a novelty to the Sheffield school children and his new classmates revelled in learning the cockney rhyming slang he used. No doubt to show off in front of the newcomer, Daniel yanked her plait again, harder this time so that it pulled her head backwards. Mattie felt tears smart her eyes, but she wouldn’t let them see her cry. Never in a million years. She would have run, but he was still holding her hair. Something snapped inside the ten-year-old girl. She swung her right arm round in a wide arc. Her fist connected with his nose and she heard a satisfying crunch. There was a brief moment of stillness as they stared at each other before Daniel yelped, let go of her hair and put his hand to his face.


Mattie turned and ran.


She reached the street where she lived and ran pell-mell down the road, almost to the very bottom, skidding to turn sharply left and into the alleyway – the ginnel – between her home and the next terraced house. She pushed open the wooden door into the yard, crashing it back so that it shuddered on its hinges. Taking refuge in the privy at the end of the yard, she pushed the bolt into place and sent up a silent prayer of gratitude that it had been unoccupied. She leaned against the closed door, breathing in the fetid air, but at least she was safe – for the moment.


It seemed an age until she heard raised voices coming nearer and nearer, and then the yard door crashed open again and the shrill voice of Daniel’s mother, Bella Spencer, was now far too close for Mattie’s comfort. The girl peeped through the gap in the wooden panels and saw the large woman pounding on the back door of the house.


‘Elsie Price,’ she shouted. ‘Come and see what your little bitch of a daughter has done to my Daniel.’ She paused for a moment and, when no one appeared, she bellowed, ‘Get out here now, else I’m coming in.’


The door opened slowly and Mattie could just see her mother standing there, a cigarette dangling from her lips, her eyes screwed up against the smoke.


‘W’as all the noise about?’ Elsie’s voice was slurred and she leaned against the door jamb for support.


Mattie closed her eyes briefly and groaned inwardly. Her mother was drunk again in the middle of the afternoon. Mattie opened her eyes and peered through the gap once more.


‘Gi o’er, Mum. It’s not Mattie’s fault. I pulled her hair.’


‘Tha’s no reason to break yer bliddy nose.’


In the darkness of the privy, Mattie blinked. Daniel Spencer sticking up for her? Saying she wasn’t to blame? Wonders would never cease.


‘’Sides,’ Daniel went on and this, Mattie thought wryly, was probably nearer the reason why he was trying to prevent his mother having a full-blown row with her mum. ‘Their Joe’ll batter me into the middle of next week when he finds out.’


Mattie pressed her hand to her mouth to stop the giggle. There wasn’t much fun or laughter in the girl’s life, but the thought of her older brother, Joe, always brought a smile to her lips. He was her champion – her protector – even from their own father now and again. At thirteen, he was already stronger than their puny father and he dared to stand up to Sid Price’s fists. In a year’s time Joe would be leaving school, but already he took any part-time job he could find outside school hours – usually amongst the market traders – to bring a few extra shillings to the starved household of two adults and five children. But he was sharp enough not to hand the money to either of his parents for it to be spent on booze or fags. Instead, Joe brought food home. Saturday night was eagerly awaited by all the family when Joe scoured the market stalls for cheap food being sold off at the end of the week. Several of the stall holders for whom he worked often gave him the leftovers that they had no chance of selling. Sometimes, if he’d had a good week, Joe brought home fish and chips and the family ate like kings. Even their father, Sid, waited for Joe to arrive home on a Saturday night before going to the pub.


‘Leave it, Mum. Please.’ Daniel was still pleading with his mother.


‘I won’t leave it, our Dan. That little firebrand ought to be taught a lesson and if—’


‘W’as going on here?’


Mattie froze as she heard her father’s voice and the sound of bicycle wheels coming across the yard towards the shed next to the privy. She heard the rattle as he flung it against the wall and emerged again into the yard.


‘Oh aye, Sid. Another of your little acquisitions, is it?’ Bella said sarcastically. ‘What poor sod’s lost ’is bike this afternoon, then?’


‘Mind yer business, yer nosy old bat. And stand aside, will yer? I want me tea.’


Bella sniffed. ‘I doubt there’ll be much on t’table, Sid.’


‘What d’you want, anyway?’ Sid asked.


‘Your brat of a daughter, that’s what. Just look what she’s done to my Daniel. He’ll not be able to breathe if it swells much more.’


There was a short silence when Mattie guessed her father was assessing the damage she’d caused to Daniel’s nose.


‘Get some ice on it,’ was his only comment.


‘Ice? Where d’you think I’m going to find ice?’


‘Trout’ll let you have some. He’s always got plenty.’ ‘Trout’ was Herbert Troughton. He was a fishmonger two streets away.


‘An’ you think that’ll put everything reet, do you? Well, it won’t. Wait till ’is dad sees his face. He’ll be round ’ere, Sid Price, so you’d better watch out.’


‘Oh I’m quivering in me boots,’ Sid said and pushed past his wife, who was still being propped up by the doorway. ‘Where’s me tea, woman?’


With an exasperated shake of her head, Bella wagged her finger at Elsie. ‘I feel for you, Elsie love, I really do, but just sometimes, I could shake you. You’d better get that lass of yours sorted out else she’ll be getting herself into trouble.’


Her temper was dying a little now. Kids will be kids, Bella thought, and lads’ll always fight, but it had shocked her to hear that it had been Mattie Price who’d inflicted such damage on Daniel. A straightforward fight between two boys was one thing; this was quite another. She turned and gave him a little push. ‘Come on with you, then. Let’s go round to Trout’s.’ As they left the yard she raised her voice. ‘If you can hear me, Mattie Price, you just watch your step in future else I’ll tan your backside for you.’


With a slam of the yard door they were gone, and Mattie breathed a sigh of relief and escaped from her putrid, self-inflicted prison. She entered by the back door, tiptoed through the scullery and tried to sidle past her father sitting at the table in the kitchen.


‘You watch your step, girl,’ he muttered, though he did not turn his head to look at her. ‘I’ve enough trouble with the neighbours as it is. And don’t touch them things under your bed either. Keep your nose out.’


Mattie fled upstairs to the attic bedroom. She shared a bed with her younger sister, Nancy, whilst Joe and Lewis shared another. Between the two beds hung a moth-eaten brown curtain in a half-hearted attempt to separate them. The baby, Toby, still slept in a drawer in their parents’ bedroom, but no doubt he’d soon be put in the battered cot in the corner of the attic room. Their home was a one-up-one-down house, next but one to the end of a street of terraced houses. Only the addition of a scullery added a little more room to the overcrowded house. Across the yard was the privy and a shed which housed a copper for boiling laundry and a sink for washing clothes by hand. A tin bath hung from a hook on the wall, though it wasn’t in use every Friday night as were the baths of most of the families in their street.


‘Mucky lot, them Prices,’ was the general opinion of their neighbours who, though poor, were proud and good-living folk. ‘Bit o’ soap and water doesn’t cost much.’


‘I dread to think what them kids are going to grow up like.’


And heads would nod sagely.


Mattie crept into bed. Her tummy was rumbling with hunger but she daren’t go down and ask for something to eat. The meagre tea set before her father – bread that was already going mouldy and a piece of hard cheese – was enough to tell her that there wasn’t much food in the house. Today was only Friday, but there was a slight chance that Joe might bring something home later . . . She snuggled down beneath the one blanket, worn thin with age and use, and old coats that made up the children’s bedcovers. There were three pillows with black and white ticking, but no pillowcases or sheets.


Mattie, exhausted by the struggles of her daily life, fell asleep. Friday night. Two whole days without the taunts and the bullying . . .









Two


On the Monday, Mattie arrived early at school. During playtimes, she hid in the cloakroom and at the end of afternoon school, she loitered in the classroom, sitting at her desk with a maths book taken from a shelf in the bookcase at the back of the room. Books about sums and puzzles of any kind fascinated her. She read and devoured them as other children read story books. She enjoyed all the subjects Miss Donaldson taught her class of mixed ages and abilities. Mattie loved hearing about faraway places and dreamed of one day visiting them. She liked history and learning about how people had lived in the olden days. Some of them, she thought wryly, had had better lives than she had now. And she liked words, especially the ones which were long and difficult to spell and pronounce, but arithmetic was Mattie’s favourite subject.


The classroom door opened and her teacher came back into the room.


‘Hello, Mattie. You still here?’ The kindly young woman didn’t add the obvious jocular phrase, ‘No home to go to?’ She was well aware of Mattie’s home life and she’d even heard about the tortuous journeys to and from school that the girl suffered.


‘Yes, miss. D’you mind?’


‘Not at all, Mattie. Are you waiting for Joe?’


Mattie shook her head. ‘No. He always goes to—’ She hesitated, unwilling to say ‘work’. She wasn’t sure at what age a boy was legally allowed to work. She didn’t want any kind of authority arriving at their door to make enquiries. If she were the cause of such a visit, her father would undoubtedly give her a good hiding. Though what was ‘good’ about it, Mattie could never understand. ‘To the market after school,’ she added now.


Patricia Donaldson perched herself on her high seat behind the tall desk from where she viewed all her class. ‘I’ve some marking to do, so you can stay here until I go home, if you like.’ She opened the first exercise book, but her glance went back to the bent head of her pupil and she chewed her bottom lip thoughtfully. Every so often Mattie scratched her head. Patricia hoped the poor child hadn’t got nits yet again. Only the previous evening she had been talking to her brother about the girl. Hugh Donaldson was a professor – one of the youngest – at the city’s university, which had been founded in 1905. Patricia and Hugh still lived together in the family home. Their parents had died and the house had been bequeathed to them jointly. They’d both been born in Sheffield and had lived on the outskirts of the city all their lives except for the time they had been away at university or, in Patricia’s case, teacher training college.


‘She’s such a bright kid,’ Patricia had told him over their tea, ‘but her home life is appalling. Her father is reportedly a thief and her mother is drunk most of the time, though how she gets the money for it, God alone knows. Poor Mattie doesn’t stand a chance of getting the further education that would help her fulfil her potential.’


‘And you think she’s got potential?’


‘Oh I do. She’s the cleverest child I’ve ever come across.’


‘Presumably she’ll leave school at fourteen.’


‘Before, I’m guessing, if her father has his way.’


‘He’ll have to be careful he doesn’t run up against the law if he takes her out of school illegally.’


Patricia sniffed and said tartly, ‘I don’t think that would bother him. He seems to escape the law with remarkable facility.’


‘So you don’t think there’s any chance of her being able to go to the girls’ secondary school?’


Patricia gave a most unladylike snort of derision. ‘Even if she got a scholarship, was provided with the uniform and all the books and equipment needed, there’d be no way her parents – her father in particular – would allow it. He wants her earning money as soon as possible. Her brother, Joe, is thirteen. He already works at the market outside school hours helping the stall holders. His form teacher, Anthony Carter, says he falls asleep in class quite often.’


‘Is he bright too?’


‘A good average, Anthony says, but the lad has ambitions. He wants to join the army.’


‘To get away from home, I expect. It’s the best thing he could do. Life in the army would probably be the making of him. He’s not following in his father’s footsteps, though, is he? Becoming involved in criminal activities, I mean?’


Patricia shook her head. ‘Not as far as I know. Evidently, the market traders think very highly of him. At the end of the week he’s given any perishable food that’s unsold and won’t be saleable at the next market. I expect it’s what keeps his family going, if truth be told.’


There was silence between them as they finished eating. When Patricia served coffee, Hugh said tentatively, ‘He won’t – the father, I mean – involve the little lass in his thieving ways, will he?’


‘I would hate to accuse any father – however reprehensible he is in many ways – of anything like that. But I will keep a close eye on her whilst she’s in my class and maybe have a quiet word with her next teacher too.’


Now, as Patricia regarded Mattie’s bent head, the marking forgotten for the moment, she recalled the conversation with her brother and also what she had heard this morning in the staffroom about the fracas between Mattie and Daniel Spencer on Friday after school. She understood exactly why Mattie was lingering in the classroom with her books and puzzles; it was the child’s haven.


They both worked quietly for half an hour until Patricia closed the last exercise book and laid down her red pen. She stood and walked to where Mattie was still engrossed in her books. Patricia sat down on the child’s chair next to her and leaned across to see what Mattie was writing on scraps of paper. She was copying sums from the open textbook and then working out the answers. The teacher wasn’t really surprised to see that the book was one used by children at least two years older than Mattie.


‘I have to go home now, Mattie, and the school cleaners will be wanting to do this room. I’m sorry, but we have to leave.’


Mattie glanced up and smiled at her. Patricia was startled. How pretty the child was when she smiled, which sadly wasn’t very often. Her cheeks dimpled and her green eyes, which usually looked so sad, lit up.


‘Would you like me to mark your sums?’


‘Only if you’ve time, miss. I did struggle a bit with the last two, but I think the rest are right.’


She gathered the scraps of paper together and handed them to the teacher. Patricia glanced through them, nodding as she finished reading through each one, until she came to the last page. ‘Ah yes, now here’s where you’ve gone wrong, Mattie, but these are problems; something we’ve not learnt in class yet.’


‘No, miss. I read the explanation in this book, but it was a bit hard to understand.’


‘Let me show you.’ Swiftly, Patricia explained the workings of a mathematical problem. When she finished, Mattie beamed. ‘I understand it now.’


‘Would you like to take this book home with you and try some more?’


For a moment Mattie looked longingly at the book, but then she shook her head. ‘I’d better not, miss. It – it might get – lost.’


It was more likely, Patricia thought, that the girl’s father would sell or pawn it.


‘Very well, then.’


‘Could I stay here again tomorrow night after school and do some more?’ The hope in the girl’s eyes was touching.


‘I don’t stay after school every night,’ Patricia said, ‘but I’ll speak to Mr Musgrave and see what he says. All right?’


Mr Musgrave was the headmaster, a tall, imposing figure who rarely smiled. Mattie was a little afraid of him and kept out of his way as much as possible.


‘Will he – will he be cross?’


‘I wouldn’t think so for a moment. Mr Musgrave likes to encourage anyone who wants to learn.’


‘Even me?’ Mattie whispered, and Patricia’s heart ached as she said a little unsteadily, ‘Especially you, Mattie.’ More briskly, she said, ‘Now, I’ll walk a little way home with you, if you like. It’s not out of my way.’


Mattie thanked her. Her teacher wasn’t to know that the danger no longer lay on the walk home – all her classmates would have gone by now – but when she got to her own street, her nemesis might be waiting for her.


It was about a mile from the school to Mattie’s home and Patricia left her about halfway. ‘I have to go this way now, Mattie. Will you be all right?’


‘Yes, miss. Thank you. See you tomorrow.’


As she turned the corner at the top of the street where she lived, she could see a group of boys kicking a battered football. Few vehicles ever visited this street and so it was a relatively safe playground. Her brother Lewis was amongst them – and so was Daniel.


She wondered whether she should go on to the parallel street, walk to the bottom end and reach her home that way, but then she lifted her chin, squared her shoulders and marched bravely down the street, quickening her pace as she passed the Spencers’ house. As she drew level with the boys, Daniel detached himself from the game and came towards her. Mattie had the urge to run but, instead, she faced him, her fists clenched at her side. Her brother Lewis, a thin little boy of eight, ran across the road towards Daniel. ‘Don’t you hurt our Mattie, Dan. Joe’ll come looking for you.’


‘I won’t,’ Daniel shouted to him and then grinned at her.


Slowly Mattie let out the breath she had been holding and loosened her fists, but she continued to stare at him and to be ready for flight should he make a move towards her.


‘It’s all right, Mattie. I’m not going to pull your hair. I – I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry for teasing you.’


Mattie gaped at him. This wasn’t the Daniel Spencer she knew. Had her blow to his face damaged his brain? His nose was still swollen and turning purple now. There were even dark shadows under his eyes where the bruising was spreading.


In a small voice she said, ‘I’m sorry I hit you so hard.’


He laughed and then winced as if the movement on his face hurt a little. ‘But you’re not sorry you hit me?’


Mattie lifted her chin. ‘You shouldn’t have pulled my hair. That hurt too.’


Daniel nodded. ‘I won’t do it again.’


Mattie grinned. ‘Not till next time.’


‘No, I mean it. I won’t.’


‘Pigs might fly.’


They stood staring at each other. Two ten-year-old kids locked together in the poverty of one of the poorer areas of the city.


‘Is your mum still mad at me?’ Mattie asked.


‘Don’t worry about her. She’ll forget about it once the bruise has gone. ’Sides, she’s got more to worry about than me getting into a fight.’ He bit his lip and then burst out. ‘Me dad got laid off on Friday.’


‘I’m sorry.’


Daniel’s father, Rod, was known to be a hard worker at the steel works, but in these difficult times, people were getting laid off. He wasn’t the first and even the children knew he probably wouldn’t be the last.


Mattie pulled in a deep breath. ‘I’ll go and see her.’


‘Who?’


‘Your mum.’


Daniel tried to pull a face, but winced again. ‘I wouldn’t. She’ll smack your legs.’


Mattie shrugged. ‘Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had my legs smacked.’


She turned and marched purposefully back up the street towards the passageway between the houses leading to Dan’s home before her courage deserted her.


Bella Spencer was in her backyard, standing with her arms on the top of the fence chatting to her neighbour. Both women turned towards Mattie. There was a moment’s surprised pause before Bella said, ‘And what have you to say for yourself, Mattie Price?’


Her legs were trembling, but Mattie spoke up, her words coming out in a rush. ‘I’m sorry I hurt Dan’s nose, but he pulled my hair and that hurt.’


‘Oh so you’re a little tell-tale now, an’ all, are you?’


‘No, I’m not,’ Mattie said quietly. ‘Dan told you himself what he’d done when you were shouting at my mum.’


Bella’s eyes narrowed. ‘Has he done it before?’


Mattie held the woman’s gaze, realizing she could be walking into a trap. To answer would, indeed, be telling tales. She pressed her lips together and remained silent.


Bella sighed and moved away from the fence. Her neighbour, Aggie, turned towards her own house, but not before saying, ‘She’s got some guts to face you, Bella. I’ll give her that.’


Now Bella stood before Mattie, looking down at her. Bella Spencer was a big woman in all ways. She was tall and somewhat overweight and both her children – and probably her husband too – were in awe of her. Her greying hair was short and she was never seen without her overall except when she went shopping. Then she wore a black coat and a black felt hat. She was formidable in many ways with a quick temper, but she also had a kindly heart and would help her neighbours if they were in trouble. She had often helped the Price family in the past and Mattie wondered if she had caused Bella to turn her back on the most needy family in the street in the future.


‘Aye well, love, you haven’t got it easy, have you?’ Her tone was gentle as she bent towards Mattie. Volatile though she was, Bella never bore a grudge for long and certainly not towards a child. ‘Tell you what, you come round to our house after your tea and I’ll wash your hair with my special shampoo, because if what our Jane said is true, the nit nurse is visiting your school tomorrow and we wouldn’t like her to find anything nasty in your hair, now would we?’









Three


‘Now, bend your head over the sink. This’ll get rid of t’little blighters.’


Bella scrubbed hard at Mattie’s head with strong fingers, soaping and rinsing in turn. Three times Mattie submitted silently to her ministrations. When Bella was done, she sat Mattie in front of the kitchen range and combed her long hair. ‘Now we’ll dry it. First with a towel and then you can sit here in front of t’fire with Jane and both dry your hair. You know, love, t’isn’t my business, I know, but you’d be much better with short hair like Jane’s. It’d be so much easier to keep it clean. And it’s such a pretty colour when it’s washed. Auburn with reddish tints in it, an’ there’s a bit o’ curl in it, an’ all.’


‘I don’t think Mum would let me have it cut.’


Bella sniffed and muttered, half to herself, ‘She mebbe wouldn’t even notice.’ She sat down in the battered easy chair at the side of the hearth and picked up her knitting. Mattie glanced at the garment Bella was creating; it looked like a pullover for Daniel. The two girls sat side by side, their heads bent forward to dry their hair. They didn’t speak to each other; not because they were unfriendly, but Jane, at two years younger than Mattie, was a little in awe of her. And Mattie? Well, she kept herself to herself at school and in the street. She rarely played outside with the other children even though her brother, Lewis, and even six-year-old Nancy, ran riot with the other local children. But for Mattie, the walks to and from school were torture enough without asking for trouble nearer home. When not at school, she did jobs about the house. Not only did it help her mother but it also gave her an excuse not to go out.


When Nancy begged, ‘Come and play, Mattie,’ she would say, ‘I’m too busy. There’s the baby to mind. Mum’s not well again.’


She washed the pots in the deep sink that had once been white, but was now cracked and stained. She tidied the kitchen and scrubbed the floors and, on Saturdays, she lit the fire in the copper in the shed across the yard and washed and mangled her father’s shirt and those of her brothers. Then she would wash her own blouse and Nancy’s too, but she dare not wash their underwear. It was already too holey and would most likely disintegrate if exposed to too much soap and water. She washed the baby’s nappies, wrinkling her nose at the dreadful smell. Even Mattie was amazed at how little Toby could thrive in such a hovel. He was a happy, placid little chap. But then, she thought, Joe always made sure to bring home milk for him before anyone else.


When Mattie arrived home after having her hair washed at Bella’s, her mother was sitting by the cold range, with the baby on her lap.


‘Mum,’ Mattie stood on the hearth in front of her, ‘can I have my hair cut?’


Elsie blinked and tried to focus on her daughter’s face. ‘Cut your hair?’ she repeated. ‘Whatever for? It’s pretty hair.’ She touched her own prematurely greying hair saying wistfully, ‘I had hair like yours once.’


‘It’d be easier to keep it . . .’ Mattie hesitated over what word to use. She didn’t want to upset her mother. Elsie was prone to fits of weeping and wailing if something upset her, which usually ended with Sid smacking her across the face. So Mattie finished her sentence lamely with the word, ‘Nice.’


‘Get me a drink, love, will you?’ Elsie said. ‘There’s a bottle in the copper in the wash house. Don’t let your dad see it though. Just a little nip, Mattie love. Just to steady me nerves.’


Mattie sighed, took a cracked mug from the kitchen and crossed the yard to the shed. She opened the door a little way, but it came up against something hard. There was just enough room for her to squeeze in but she couldn’t get to the copper now that two bicycles stood in front of it.


She put the cup down and grasped the nearest bike and tugged at it. Then she tried to manoeuvre it so that she could get to the copper.


‘What d’you think you’re doing?’


Mattie jumped and let go of the bike so that it crashed back against the other one. At the same moment, her father smacked her on the side of the head. ‘I’ve told you to leave my things alone.’


‘How can I get to the copper to do the washing?’ she retorted, rubbing the side of her head.


He laughed, but the sound was without humour. ‘Washing? More likely to be after the bottle she hides in there.’ Mattie felt colour suffuse her face. ‘Aye, I thought so. How she gets it, I don’t know.’ He glared at her. ‘D’you get it for her?’


‘No, Dad, I don’t.’


‘Is it Joe, then?’


‘I don’t think so. He always brings food home.’


‘Must be that little tyke Lewis, then. I’ll have words with him.’


Mattie trembled for her younger brother. She knew only too well what her father’s ‘words’ were. But for now all he did was nod towards the copper. ‘Leave it where it is. If she wants it, she can fetch it ’erssen.’


‘Now then, let’s have a look at you.’ Nurse Burton, the ‘nit nurse’, was a young woman in her thirties. Mattie had seen her once before and that time the nurse had found ‘the little blighters’, as Bella called them, in her hair. Gently, the nurse unwound Mattie’s plait and parted her hair into sections, searching the scalp for tell-tale signs. After a few moments, she declared, ‘No, all clear, Mattie. And your hair is nice and clean. Strangely, though, head lice like clean hair the best. That seems funny, doesn’t it? But you’re fine this time.’ She paused and then added, ‘My notes tell me that you did have a problem last time I visited.’


Mattie was an honest child. She took a deep breath. ‘I did have them, nurse, but a lady in our street washed my hair last night with what she calls her special shampoo. And they’ve gone.’


‘Ah, I see,’ Nurse Burton said. ‘You know, it would be so much easier if you had short hair. It’s so difficult to get them out of long hair. Your neighbour has certainly done a good job, but it’s likely you might get them again.’


‘That’s what Mrs Spencer said. That I should have short hair, I mean, but Mum doesn’t want me to have it cut.’


The nurse was very tempted to say, ‘Then she should help you look after your hair better’, but she bit back the words and instead said kindly, ‘Couldn’t you explain to your mum what’s happening? Perhaps she would agree then.’


‘I’ll try,’ Mattie whispered.


Mattie stayed late after school each afternoon. It wasn’t so much now that she was trying to avoid the taunts and the name-calling, but that she actually enjoyed the quiet of being in the classroom on her own and being able to choose books to work on or to read.


‘It’s all right for you to stay after school whenever you want to, Mattie,’ Patricia Donaldson told her. ‘I’ve cleared it with Mr Musgrave. Help yourself to whatever books you want and you can get paper out of the store cupboard – and, if you’d like your work marked, leave it on my desk and I’ll have a look at it.’ Mattie had beamed and Patricia marvelled again at the change in the child when she smiled. ‘You must leave when the cleaners come to do this classroom. That’s all.’


Mattie had been working peacefully for half an hour, struggling to understand the concept of algebra in a maths book that was meant for pupils two or three years ahead of her, when the door opened and the headmaster came in. Mattie felt a twinge of panic. Was she in trouble? But the usually dour man was actually smiling and Mattie’s heartbeat settled back to its usual rhythm.


Ben Musgrave cultivated the severe look deliberately to give him the gravitas he believed his position needed. He found that it propagated the idea that he was a strict and formidable headmaster amongst his pupils and even his staff. He rarely had to inflict corporal punishment; a mere look from Mr Musgrave’s stern face would quell the naughtiest child. But even those in awe of him recognized that he was always fair. Faced with an altercation between pupils, or even between pupil and teacher, he would always listen to each side of the argument and then adjudicate impartially. No one could ever accuse him of being biased.


‘Hello, Mattie,’ he said, still standing in the doorway of the classroom. That was another thing that made everyone like him, even if they were a little in awe of him; he knew every child and member of staff – including the non-teaching staff – by name and he made it his business to know something of their background and home life too. And so, as he moved into the room and sat down in front of Mattie, he knew all about her, even more since his talk with Patricia the previous day.


‘Miss Donaldson says you’re doing very well in all your lessons but that your favourite is maths. Is that right?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Would you like to show me what you’re doing?’


Mattie turned the textbook towards him and then showed him her jottings on the scraps of paper. He studied them carefully.


‘Very good, Mattie. Very good indeed, but just a couple of points. What is that figure there?’


‘It’s a seven, sir.’


‘Ah, now, you need to write your figures more carefully. That could be mistaken for a one and in an examination it could be marked as incorrect even though, in fact, it is quite right. Now, let me show you how the Europeans write a seven.’ He took up her pencil and wrote a number seven with a line through the downward stroke. ‘See,’ he said, turning the page towards her. ‘Now, it can’t be confused with a one, can it?’


‘No, sir.’


‘And now I see that those figures are both sevens, then all your sums are correct.’ He smiled at the solemn-faced child. ‘Well done, Mattie. Now, is there anything I can help you with? Before I became headmaster of this school, I was a maths teacher at a secondary school.’ He leaned a little closer as if imparting a confidence. ‘It was always my favourite subject too.’


‘Well,’ she said hesitantly, hardly able to believe that Mr Musgrave was taking such an interest in her. ‘I’ve been reading in this book about algebra, but it’s very difficult to understand.’


‘Ah, yes, now, you’re right, it is, but once you get the hang of it, Mattie, it can be fascinating. Here, let me explain.’


They spent almost another hour, their heads bent together over the book, until one of the cleaners tapped tentatively on the door.


‘Oh sorry, sir, I thought it was just the little lass still in here. We can come back . . .’


‘No, no, Mrs Kemp. Come in. We ought to finish anyway.’ He glanced at his wristwatch. ‘My goodness, I didn’t realize it was that time already. I hope your mother won’t have been worried, Mattie. Off you go. Quickly now.’


Mattie smiled thinly but didn’t tell him that it was unlikely her mother would even notice that she had not come home from school. It would have sounded very disloyal. She returned the books to the shelf and tidied her papers.


‘Good night, Mr Musgrave, and thank you for helping me. Good night, Mrs Kemp.’


As the two adults watched the child go, Mrs Kemp murmured, ‘Poor little scrap and such a nice, polite kid too. I’m not one to gossip, Mr Musgrave, as you well know. The parents of most of the kids who come to this school are struggling in these difficult times, but that child has a harder time than most.’


The headmaster nodded. ‘Yes, Mrs Kemp, I do know. And the irony of it is that the child is bright – very bright – but it’s unlikely she will have the opportunity to reach her potential.’


‘Unless, of course, sir,’ Mrs Kemp said quietly, ‘you were able to do something to help her.’


‘Mm,’ Ben Musgrave said, his gaze still on the door through which Mattie had left. ‘I will certainly give the matter some thought.’


There was silence between them for a moment before Mrs Kemp cleared her throat and said hesitantly, ‘If you’ll excuse me, sir, I must get on.’


Mr Musgrave jumped, startled from his reverie. ‘Of course, Mrs Kemp. I’m so sorry to have held you up.’


The headmaster returned to his office, where he sat for some time, deep in thought.









Four


Mattie ran home, not because she was afraid of being in trouble for being late, but because she felt the exhilaration of having learnt something new. She ran and skipped her way home. Algebra. The very name sounded something far beyond her comprehension. And yet it wasn’t. The way Mr Musgrave had described it all to her was perfectly clear. Now she had something else to fill her mind with and to take her away from the hardships of her daily existence.


‘Where’ve you been till now?’ her father demanded harshly as she stepped in through the back door. ‘Lewis and Nancy have been home ages.’ He smirked. ‘Goody two-shoes been kept in, have you?’


Mattie had to think quickly. She daren’t tell her father – or anyone at home – the real reason she now stayed behind at school. ‘I’ve been playing, Dad.’


Sid glowered. ‘You’ve no time to be playing. Your mum needs help.’ He jerked his thumb towards the ceiling. ‘Can’t you hear that little bleeder squealing?’


‘Mebbe he’s hungry.’


Her mother spoke up from her chair near the cold range. ‘I’ve just fed him.’


‘Then – then mebbe he needs winding – or changing.’


Elsie shrugged as if she neither knew nor cared.


‘Are there any clean nappies?’ Mattie asked. Nappies were rather a grand name for the rags that served that purpose in the Price household.


‘No. There’s a bucketful in the shed need washing, but I can’t get to the copper for bikes.’ Elsie cast a resentful look at her husband. ‘How am I expected to cope if I can’t even get to the copper?’


As if you’ve tried, Mattie thought, but Sid was not so reticent. ‘Can’t get to your stash of booze, more like.’ He heaved himself to his feet. ‘You see to him,’ he said to Mattie, gesturing again towards the ceiling, ‘and I’ll move the bikes, but just you mind you don’t breathe a word about them. Not to anyone. You hear me?’


‘Yes, Dad.’


When she’d settled the baby, she tackled the dirty nappies, screwing up her face against the smell. She left them in a bucket just inside the shed. She’d hang them on the line strung across the yard before she went to school tomorrow.


‘Mum.’ Once again Mattie stood in front of her mother, the following afternoon after school. She had stayed for a short while, but had been careful not to be as late again. But today, her father was out anyway. ‘Mum, can I have my hair cut? The nit nurse said it would be a good idea.’


Elsie glared at her. ‘Did she now? And what business is it of hers?’


‘She – er – she has to be sure we haven’t got nits.’


‘And have you?’


‘Not this time, but I did have last time she came to the school.’


‘So there’s no need to cut your hair now, is there?’


‘Well – no – but . . .’


Elsie was frowning and Mattie felt a quiver of fear. That look was sometimes a prelude to an outburst of booze-fuelled temper. ‘But what?’


Mattie pulled in a deep breath. ‘It’d be easier to keep it right.’


With a sudden swift movement that belied her normal lethargy, Elsie grabbed Mattie’s plait and pulled it towards her, making the girl twist round. ‘Mum, you’re hurting.’


‘I’ll hurt you, you ungrateful little sod.’ Still holding the plait, Elsie stood up and reached for a pair of scissors from the mantelpiece above the range. Then she hacked off the plait just below the level of Mattie’s ears.


‘There. That suit you? Now get up to bed and stay there. I don’t want to set eyes on you again tonight.’


Mattie stumbled up the stairs, fighting back the tears. She wouldn’t let her mother see her cry; she wouldn’t let anyone see her cry, but her head still hurt and the humiliation cut deep. She’d wanted her hair cut short, but not like that, not savagely hacked off with no proper trimming of the ends. She’d be a laughing stock at school tomorrow. As if I’m not already, she thought ruefully. She buried her head beneath the pile of old coats until one by one her sister and brothers came up to bed. It was dark by the time Joe tiptoed into the room. It was him she’d been waiting for. She idolized her older brother; he looked out for her. He looked out for them all. Mattie eased herself out of the bed and stood at the end of the curtain separating the two halves of the room.


‘Joe,’ she whispered.


He held the candle he carried high to look at her. ‘You all right, Mattie?’


‘No. Look.’ She pulled at the end of her hair. ‘Look what Mum did.’


Joe came closer. ‘Why’d she do that?’


‘I – I asked if I could have my hair cut. I get nits, Joe, and the nurse that visits the school said it’d be better if I had shorter hair, but when I told Mum she got mad, grabbed the scissors and just – just cut the plait off.’


‘Poor Mattie,’ he said and the genuine sympathy in his tone made tears well in her eyes again. ‘She only gets a bit lairy when she’s been drinking too much. Look, get up early in the morning – when I get up – and I’ll see what I can do with it before I go to the early market.’ Mattie knew that Joe could sometimes get an hour or so’s work in before school, helping the farmers from the countryside unpack and set out their stalls with locally grown produce. It was they who often said, ‘Come back this afternoon, lad, when we’re packing up. There’s bound to be a bit o’ summat not worth the bother of us tecking home.’ Several of them knew Joe’s family circumstances and none of them liked to hear of bairns going hungry because of a feckless father. ‘Try to get some sleep,’ Joe said now. ‘And don’t worry. We’ll sort something out.’


Mattie flung her arms round his waist and hugged him hard. ‘Oh Joe, I don’t know what I’d do without you – what we’d all do without you.’


He patted her shoulder awkwardly. ‘Get back into bed, Mattie.’


She climbed back in carefully so that she didn’t disturb Nancy. Joe pulled the coats over her.


She snuggled down. She felt better now Joe was here. Things were always better when Joe was here.


The following morning her classmates stared at her, but, surprisingly, no one pointed a finger and laughed. Earlier, Joe had done his best to trim the back of her hair and Nancy had given her two of her slides to hold it back behind her ears. Nancy had always had shorter hair; blonde curls which, if washed regularly, would have been very pretty. As it was, her hair was always greasy and unkempt.


In the dinner break, Dan whispered, ‘Come to our house tonight, Mattie. My mum’s a dab hand at cutting hair. She does all ours. Even me dad’s.’ He’d been much nicer to her since their altercation and she saw now that the bruising on his face was fading. ‘I’ll walk home with you, if you like,’ he added.


Mattie gaped at him. She wondered if he was planning something horrible to pay her back. She bit her lip but nodded agreement. She’d just have to take that risk.


As they left the school later that afternoon, Dan walked beside her, whistling jauntily, his hands in his pockets. Mattie glanced behind her once or twice, wondering if the other kids were following them, but there was no sign of anyone.


‘It’s all right, Mattie, they won’t tease you while you’re with me.’


Mattie swallowed, still unsure whether to believe him or not. He’d always been the ringleader amongst her tormentors. She glanced at him. Dan was tall for his age with dark brown, wavy hair and deep brown eyes. He was quite good-looking, she supposed, but not as handsome as Joe, who had fair hair and bright blue eyes. In Mattie’s estimation no one was as wonderful as her brother.


When they reached the top of their street, Mattie began to breathe more easily. He could hardly do much to her now that they were so close to both their homes.


‘Come on in. Mum won’t mind.’


He led the way down the ginnel and into the Spencers’ backyard. Bella was just gathering her day’s washing off the line.


‘Now what have you two scallywags been up to? Not fighting again, I hope.’


Dan grinned. ‘No, Mum. Me and Mattie aren’t going to fall out anymore. We’re mates now, aren’t we, Mattie?’


Mattie smiled weakly whilst Bella looked up to the sky as if searching for something. ‘I’m looking for flying pigs.’


‘No, I mean it, Mum. ’Sides, I want to keep me nose the shape it is.’


Mattie hung her head.


‘I’m only joking,’ Dan said. ‘You’ll have to get used to me teasing you now and then, but it won’t be nasty anymore. I promise.’


‘Oh, now it’s all coming out, is it?’ Bella said. ‘Been unkind to her, have you?’


‘All of us were.’


‘I’ve told you before, Dan,’ Bella said sternly, ‘you don’t have to follow what others do. That’ll get you into trouble.’


The two youngsters glanced at each other. Dan certainly wasn’t going to admit that he’d been the ringleader. There was pleading in his eyes; please don’t tell her. Mattie gave a little shake of her head that only he saw. Dan smiled again and said, ‘Come on in and let’s show Mum your hair.’


‘Hair?’ For the first time Bella noticed the absence of Mattie’s plait. ‘Whatever’s been happening? The kids didn’t do that to you, did they, because . . .?’


‘No, Mrs Spencer. It was my mum.’


For a moment Bella stared at her, then her face softened. ‘Come on in, love, and tell me all about it.’


‘Right,’ Dan said, ‘I’m off out to play footie.’


When Mattie had finished explaining what had happened, Bella said kindly, ‘Sit down on the stool and I’ll see what I can do with it.’ As she combed Mattie’s hair and then began to wield her scissors, Bella said, ‘I would’ve loved to have trained to be a hairdresser, but the wages for a trainee were pitiful and I needed to earn money like we all did, I suppose. There . . .’ She stood back to admire her handiwork. ‘We’ll give it a wash now and see how it looks, shall we?’


Half an hour later, Bella was rubbing Mattie’s hair vigorously with a towel to dry it. Then she combed it again. ‘Oh Mattie, now you haven’t got that long plait dragging it down, it’s all wavy. Just look in the mirror.’


Mattie stared into the big mirror hanging over the mantelpiece. She didn’t recognize herself. It was her thin little face with big eyes staring back at her, but now it was framed by a mass of auburn waves falling almost to her shoulders.


‘You’ve got really pretty hair, Mattie.’ Bella hesitated and then added, ‘You’re welcome to come here each week to wash it if – if it’s – er – difficult at home.’


‘That’s very kind of you, Mrs Spencer, but I – I don’t want to be a nuisance, specially if – if . . .’


‘If what, love?’


‘Well, erm, you’ve got your own problems.’


Bella frowned for a minute and then, her face clearing, said, ‘Oh you heard my Rod got laid off, did you?’


Mattie nodded.


Bella smiled, ‘Well, I’m pleased to say he’s found a job with one of the little mesters, on’y a couple of streets away. He used to work in t’cutlery industry years ago before he went to one of t’steel works. He’ll soon pick it up again. His pay won’t be as good, mind you, but at least he’s got a job.’


Mattie nodded. She would have loved to have confided in Bella, but she was not going to be disloyal to her own family. Up and down their street Sid Price was known as ‘a wrong ’un’, but she wasn’t going to be the one to confirm or deny it.


Some things were best kept secret.









Five


‘So, Miss Donaldson,’ Ben Musgrave sat behind his desk, leaning his elbows on it and steepling his fingers, ‘what can you tell me about Mattie Price? Can you tell me a little more about her home life?’


Patricia sat down in front of him and sighed. ‘It’s pretty appalling, from what I know. The father doesn’t work and the mother hits the bottle on a regular basis, though where she gets the money from, I don’t know. The kids are often hungry. There’s only the eldest boy, Joe, who keeps the family together.’


‘Ah yes, Joe Price. I know him. He’s a good worker at practical subjects, I understand.’


‘So Anthony – Mr Carter – says.’ Patricia referred to the boy’s form teacher and went on to repeat all that she’d told her brother during their recent conversation about the Price family.


‘We must do what we can to help him get into the army when the time comes – if that’s what he wants,’ Ben said, ‘but my main concern is how to help little Mattie. Her ability for her age and – I have to say it – her background is amazing. It would be a travesty if she didn’t get a proper chance in life. But for the present, we’ll carry on helping her outside of school hours, if you’re happy to do that.’


‘Of course, anything I can do. Have you seen her recently?’


Ben shook his head. ‘Not for a few days. Why?’


Patricia smiled. ‘She’s had her hair cut short. She looks like a different child. Oh, she’s still dressed in rags and as thin as ever, but she looks so much happier and I think the bullying has stopped.’


‘Bullying?’ Ben frowned. ‘I didn’t know about that. I won’t have that in my school.’


‘It was mainly on her way home, so there wasn’t much we could do.’


‘Did she tell you that?’


‘No. That’s one thing about Mattie, she doesn’t tell tales.’ Patricia went on to tell him about the altercation between Mattie and Dan that she’d heard about. ‘It’s incredible, but he’s her champion now and seems to hold sway over the other kids. At first, I think she stayed behind after school to avoid the teasing, but now she stays because she’s eager to learn.’


‘Then we must do all we can to help her to.’


Mattie was indeed much happier, but life was still tough. It was she and her brother, Joe, who held the family together. Whilst Joe worked outside school hours and brought food home, Mattie did her best to keep the house clean and the family’s clothes washed. Usually, her father disappeared for most of the day, but just sometimes he would stay at home taking a bicycle to pieces in the yard, cleaning and painting it. That bike would then disappear to be replaced by another in need of repair. In wet weather, he would bring down the curious items from under the children’s beds in the attic room and sit at the kitchen table assembling them into a wireless. But there was never one for the family to enjoy; the completed sets disappeared too, just like the bicycles. Elsie, always more nervous when Sid was at home, spent most of her day sitting by the hearth, rousing herself only to attend to the baby, Toby. Surprisingly, he was a chubby, healthy child, always beaming and rarely crying unless he was hungry or needed changing.


The other two children, Lewis at eight and Nancy at six, spent most of their time away from the house; playing in the street or venturing further away to the nearest park or playground. They appeared at mealtimes – even when there was little to eat – and at bedtime. But neither of their parents worried where they were or ever asked what they were doing. At least, not until the day that Mr Wilkinson, from the corner shop in the next street, appeared in their yard, grasping Lewis’s left ear firmly between his strong finger and thumb.


‘Ouch, you’re hurting.’


‘I’ll hurt you, you little sod. Think you can steal from me, do you?’ He stopped when he saw Mattie pegging out washing on the line, but he did not release Lewis. ‘Where’s your dad?’ he asked Mattie harshly.


‘Out.’


‘Aye, I bet he is.’ His tone was laced with sarcasm. ‘And your mum?’


‘In the house, but . . .’


‘Right, then. I’ll have a word with her.’


‘Oh I don’t think—’ Mattie began, but Mr Wilkinson was already marching towards the back door, dragging his captive with him. 


‘You there, Mrs Price. I need a word . . .’ He opened the door and went inside without waiting for an invitation. Mattie hurried after him.


Elsie looked up startled. She was cuddling Toby, but Mattie noticed that there was a half-empty bottle of whisky on the floor beside her chair. She sighed inwardly; Dad must have been spending more time at home and upsetting her mum.


At that moment, Mr Wilkinson’s beady eyes spotted the bottle too. ‘Ah,’ he said triumphantly. ‘So today’s not the first time this little varmint has stolen from my shop.’


Elsie frowned and glanced at Lewis, but her eyes were glazed over and, when she spoke, her words were slurred. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr Wilkinson.’


‘Well, I’ll tell you.’ At last, he released his grip on Lewis but before the boy could escape entirely, the shopkeeper smacked him sharply on the side of the head. ‘He’s been stealing from my shop, probably for a while. I knew me stock was disappearing, but I couldn’t catch the criminal. But, this morning, I did. Red-handed. Picking up a bottle of my best whisky from the shelf as brazen as you like. Oh, he thought he was being clever, waiting till I’d gone into me storeroom at the back of the shop, but I came back a bit quicker than he was expecting and saw him. Now, I’m not one to cause trouble for folks in this neighbourhood. I’ve me living to make, so I need to keep folks’ good will. So, if you give me the money for one bottle—’ he nodded towards the bottle on the hearth – ‘because I can see that’s one of mine, then we’ll say no more about it, except that I don’t want to see him in my shop anymore. His brother, Joe, or young Mattie here, yes, but not this little tyke.’


‘I haven’t got the money, Mr Wilkinson, but I’ll send Joe round tonight before you close.’


‘Aye well, see that you do.’ He turned once again towards Lewis. ‘And as for you, I’ll be warning all the shopkeepers around here, so don’t think you can go nicking from them instead.’


He turned and marched out of the house, indignation in every stride.


‘Oh Lewis, you shouldn’t go stealing. We don’t want a thief in the family.’


Mattie and her brother exchanged a wry glance and, if it hadn’t been so serious, Mattie would have giggled. Where on earth did their mother think all those bicycles and wireless parts that Sid brought home came from? Later, in their bedroom, Mattie remonstrated with him.


‘Lewis, you mustn’t go stealing anymore.’


‘I’ll go further away from round here. Into town, mebbe.’


‘That’s not the point. It’s wrong. You’ll get caught.’


Lewis shrugged. ‘No, I won’t. I’m quick.’


‘Not quick enough for Mr Wilkinson.’


Lewis grinned. ‘It’s taken him months to catch me, Mattie. I’ve had a lot more than just one bottle off him.’


Mattie groaned. ‘Don’t you see? You’ll end up in prison.’


‘They don’t send kids to prison.’


‘No, but they send ’em – somewhere.’ Mattie’s knowledge on the subject was vague, but she knew the young boy would not escape punishment of some sort if he was caught.


But Lewis only shrugged. ‘Then I’ll mind they don’t catch me. There’s plenty of shops in town. I don’t need to go to the same one for weeks.’


‘Oh Lewis, please don’t.’ But the boy was deaf to her pleas.


‘I’m not a tell-tale normally, Joe,’ Mattie whispered late that night. ‘But this is serious. Lewis has been stealing whisky for Mum from Mr Wilkinson’s shop.’


‘Don’t worry, Mattie. I know all about it. I’ve tried to talk to him time and again, but he won’t listen. I reckon we’ve got another thief in the family.’


He watched Mattie’s stricken face in the flickering candlelight. He touched her arm. ‘You just look out for yourself. You’re clever, Mattie. You could really go places, if only you had the chance.’


‘Miss Donaldson . . .’ Ben Musgrave approached her in the staffroom during the dinner break. During school time the teachers always called each other by their surnames. One or two might use Christian names outside school, but no one ever called the headmaster anything but ‘Mr Musgrave’. ‘I’ve spoken to my colleague who is headmistress at the girls’ secondary school about Mattie Price.’ A small smile quirked his mouth. ‘She’s intrigued.’


Patricia raised her eyebrows quizzically. ‘But is she “intrigued” enough to want to help her?’


‘I’m hoping so. She wants to meet Mattie.’


‘Oh dear.’ Patricia’s face fell.


‘Is that a problem? I thought you said she looked much better since she’d had her hair cut.’


‘I did – she does. But – but her clothes . . .’


Ben’s smile widened. ‘Oh, I think I can sort that out. My wife is involved in various charitable organizations which hold regular jumble sales . . .’


Patricia opened her mouth to protest, but he held up his hand to forestall her. ‘Don’t worry. Some of the stuff is quite good quality and Mavis would wash it and alter it to fit the girl, if necessary.’


Then Patricia remembered: Mavis Musgrave was the domestic science teacher at the very school Ben was talking about. And she taught sewing and simple dressmaking too. Ben and Mavis Musgrave were in their mid-fifties and had never been able to have children of their own. Patricia wasn’t sure whether being a teacher amongst children all day helped or not. In her case – she was one of the many young women doomed to spinsterhood by the Great War – it did help. She loved all the children she taught and they were a great solace to her – even if they were only ‘on loan’ for a few hours each school day.


Patricia beamed. ‘Oh, that would be so kind of her. And of you, too, to take such an interest in Mattie. She just deserves a chance, that’s all.’


‘Then she shall have it.’ Ben paused and then added, ‘But you still look worried.’


‘I am because even if we managed – somehow – to get her a place there, I don’t know what her family will say – or do.’


Mattie didn’t know what to do. When Miss Donaldson had told her that the headmistress of the girls’ secondary school wanted to interview her, she stared at her teacher open-mouthed. ‘But – but – why, miss?’


‘It’s nothing to worry about, Mattie, I promise. She’s coming here next Monday after we finish school and she’ll see you in Mr Musgrave’s office.’


‘But – why?’ Mattie asked again. ‘I mean – I can’t go to her school.’ She paused and then added so wistfully that it almost broke Patricia’s heart, ‘Can I?’


‘The truth is, Mattie, I don’t know. All I know for now is that Miss Parsons wants to meet you.’ Patricia hesitated briefly before adding carefully, ‘Do you think you’d be able to wash your hair the night before?’


Mattie thought quickly. Mrs Spencer had said she could go to their house to wash her hair and she’d even said Mattie could have a bath there if she wanted. And oh, how she wanted to now. But then she glanced down at the grubby, ragged dress she was wearing. ‘I don’t have any other dress than this one, miss,’ she said in a small voice.


‘Don’t worry about that. I’ll be bringing something on Monday for you to wear.’


Mattie didn’t stay after school; she ran all the way home, though it was not to her own house she went first, but to the Spencers’ at the top of the street.


‘Hello, Mattie love. What brings you here? And where’s Dan?’


‘I – I didn’t wait for him. I wanted to see you on your own.’


Bella laughed loudly. ‘Ooo, secrets, is it? Go on, then, love.’


Swiftly, Mattie explained what Miss Donaldson had told her. ‘She said she’s going to bring me something better to wear on Monday if I could wash my hair and – and maybe have a bath too. I just wondered if . . .’ Her voice faded away, but Bella understood.


‘Of course you can. You come up on Friday evening about seven. I’ll even ask Rod if you can have first dip. He’ll not mind for once.’


It was the custom in many households that on bath nights in the tin bath in front of the range, the man of the household had first turn in the clean, hot water, followed by his wife and then any children from the oldest to the youngest. The Spencers only had the two: Dan and Jane.


‘I always wash my hair and Jane’s at the sink in the scullery,’ Bella explained. ‘By the time we get to the bath the water’s that murky, we’d be putting more dirt in our hair than we’d be washing out. So, we’ll do yours along with ours. Yours doesn’t take much drying now, does it?’


Mattie shook her head, her eyes shining. ‘No, it doesn’t. Thanks to you.’


Bella touched the girl’s cheek in a tender gesture. She was becoming quite fond of Mattie even though she had no time for the rest of the Price family, except perhaps Joe. Years ago, she’d been friendly with Elsie, but now she was irritated by the woman’s lack of spirit to stand up to her husband. And the neglect of her children disgusted the maternal Bella.


‘See you Friday night, then, Mattie love.’









Six


Once the two girls had washed their hair with Bella’s help and had had their bath, the three women went up the stairs to the bedroom where Bella and her husband slept whilst Rod and Dan bathed in turn in front of the range. For once, Jane too had been allowed to bathe before her dad.


‘Come on in and let’s get your hair dried,’ Bella invited and Mattie tiptoed into the room, almost afraid to intrude. She stopped in the doorway and stared in amazement. Sturdy, mahogany furniture – a wardrobe, dressing table and washstand stood against the walls, whilst in the centre of the room, its head against one wall, was a double bed and on the top was the most glorious sight; a pink, silk eiderdown.


‘Oh,’ Mattie breathed.


‘Come on, love. Water’s dripping down your neck.’


Slowly, Mattie moved into the room to sit on the stool in front of the dressing table, but her gaze was still on the pretty bedcover.


‘My mum and dad bought me that when I got married,’ Bella explained.


‘It’s beautiful,’ Mattie breathed. Now she glanced around the rest of the room. The furniture gleamed, polished every week by a house-proud Bella. In the centre of the floor was a square of carpet. True, it was a little threadbare in places, but to have a carpet in a bedroom at all seemed the height of luxury to Mattie. In their house, there were no floor coverings of any sort, not even a hearthrug in front of the range, just bare stone slabs.


Bella stood behind Mattie, rubbing her hair dry with a towel, whilst Jane dried her own.


‘Have you always lived in this house?’ Mattie asked Bella.


‘Since I got married, yes. Before that, I lived with my parents in the next street – the one where Mr Wilkinson has his corner shop.’


At the mention of the shopkeeper, Mattie shuddered. She wondered if Bella had heard about Lewis.


‘My dad was a little mester with a workshop only a few streets away,’ Bella went on.


Mattie knew about the ‘little mesters’ of Sheffield, skilled workers in the cutlery industry. They were self-employed, working at various processes, usually as an outworker for a larger firm. It was with one of these that Mr Spencer had now found work.


‘And I was a buffer girl at one of the factories.’


Mattie knew what they were too. Girls and young women who polished the cutlery until it shone.


‘I’m going to be a buffer girl when I grow up.’ Jane, usually so quiet and shy, piped up. ‘I’ll learn the trade in a factory but one day I’ll own my own buffing workshop and have lots of girls working for me. You can come and work for me, Mattie, if you like. I’d always find you a job.’


Through the mirror, Bella winked at Mattie. ‘Our Jane has grand ideas, but it’s good to have ambition, isn’t it, love?’


Mattie nodded, but couldn’t think of anything to say. Who would ever want to employ her? A member of the notorious Price family? Perhaps it would take someone like Jane, who could see beneath the surface, to even think of employing her.


‘There you are, all done,’ Bella said, with a final gentle touch of Mattie’s springy curls. ‘You’ve got such pretty hair, Mattie, just like your mum’s when she was your age.’


Mattie turned to her in surprise. ‘You knew my mum then? When she was ten?’


‘We were at primary school together and were friends. We used to go to each other’s homes for tea sometimes.’


Mattie gaped. She’d never been asked to anyone’s house for tea and certainly she’d never been able to invite a friend to her home. That’s if she’d had any friends.


‘What – what was she like?’


‘Very pretty and her hair was the same colour as yours – and curly too. She was always so lively and such good fun.’


It didn’t sound like the same person, who now sat all day by the cheerless grate in the uncared-for house.


‘And she was clever too. She went to the girls’ secondary school.’ Bella sighed. ‘Then, when she left school, she got a job in an office. A really nice job, you know. But she wasn’t there long. Such a shame. She could really have made something of herself if she hadn’t got mixed up with Sid Price and got pregnant.’


‘Pregnant? Before she was married?’


Bella stared at Mattie for a moment, mortified that she had let her tongue run away with her. The girl was so grown up for her age that Bella had completely forgotten she was only ten. Still, it was done now, so Bella took a deep breath and went on, ‘’Fraid so, love, but they did get married just before Joe was born, though I reckon she’d have been better to have brought the bairn up herself. All her friends – and she had a lot in those days, Mattie – would have stood by her. Trouble was, her parents wouldn’t. They threw her out, so she hadn’t any choice, really.’


‘How – how awful.’


‘You wouldn’t do that to me, Mum, would you?’ Jane asked. ‘If I got pregnant.’


Bella scowled. ‘No, lass, I wouldn’t, but that doesn’t mean I’d be happy about it, so you’d better just watch yourself.’


‘Do my grandparents still live around here?’


Now Bella seemed wary, as if thinking she’d already said too much. ‘To be honest with you, love, I don’t know, because when that happened they moved away to the outskirts of Sheffield. Totley way, I heard say.’


‘Did – did Mum ever see them again?’


Bella shook her head. ‘You see, Elsie was an only one and they’d doted on her. So her getting pregnant was a bitter blow for them. Besides, her dad had never liked Sid Price. He couldn’t abide the fact that Sid wasn’t in uniform. All the lads had volunteered at the outbreak of t’war. Sid reckoned he was refused on medical grounds, but we all thought he’d skived the conscription somehow. You can get all sorts of forged documents if you know the right people. Anyway, your granddad wouldn’t have him in the house and we all reckoned that’s what drove your mum all the more to Sid.’


Mattie thought about her father: a puny man with sharp eyes, a mean mouth and thinning greasy hair. Before she could stop the words tumbling out of her mouth, she’d asked, ‘But what did Mum see in him?’


Bella laughed wryly. ‘He didn’t always look like he does now, love, any more than your mum does. Oh no, back then he was quite a catch. He was good-looking, he dressed smartly and always seemed to have plenty of money to splash around. All the girls were after him and he played the field, but, I’ll give him his due . . .’ Bella always tried to be fair, but she sounded reluctant to be so now. ‘He did stand by your mum and marry her.’ She paused and then added bitterly, ‘More’s the pity for her.’ She sniffed contemptuously. ‘He even tried it on with me once, but I’d met my Rod by then and there was never anyone else for either of us. I was very lucky he came back from the war in one piece.’


Mattie thought about Rod Spencer, a big, cheerful man with broad shoulders and strong arms. He always seemed to be smiling and though his deep voice had frightened Mattie when she’d been younger, he’d always been kind to her. He still was, she thought now. Not many men would have given up their traditional place in the line for the bath to a scruffy little urchin from down the street.


‘Right, I’ll go down and see if the coast’s clear for you to go home, Mattie. Wait here with Jane.’


Minutes later, Mattie was scurrying through the kitchen trying not to glance at Dan sitting in the tin bath in front of the fire or at Mr Spencer standing at the kitchen sink, in only his trousers, his braces hanging down on either side and his chest bare. ‘Thank you, Mr Spencer. ’Night.’


‘’Night, love . . .’ Rod began, but Mattie had gone. He shrugged and asked, ‘What’s all this about, Bella?’


‘She’s got some sort of interview with the headmistress from the girls’ secondary school on Monday morning.’


‘Has she, indeed? You do surprise me.’


‘Oh no, Dad,’ Dan said, standing up and sloshing water over the side of the bath onto the cocoa matting. ‘Mattie’s clever. Cleverer than the rest of us put together. I reckon she deserves a chance.’


‘You sticking up for Mattie Price, our Dan?’ Rod teased his son. ‘Wonders never cease.’


But Dan only ginned.


‘I’m sure you’re right, lad,’ Rod went on, ‘but is she likely to get it with her background?’ His tone hardened. ‘I can’t see Sid taking kindly to that. Besides, how’s she going to get the uniform she’d need? He’ll never provide it.’


‘I reckon the church might help,’ Bella murmured. The Spencers were not regular churchgoers, but they attended a Sunday morning service at their nearest church now and again and Bella always helped out at fundraising events, especially jumble sales and the like.


Rod grimaced. ‘If you find her summat, he’ll likely flog it or pawn it.’


‘I’ll just have to take that chance. But if he does,’ Bella added grimly, ‘he’ll have me to reckon with.’


‘Now, Mattie,’ Patricia Donaldson said, as she led the girl to the headmaster’s study after school on the Monday afternoon. ‘Don’t be shy. Miss Parsons is very nice and Mr Musgrave will be with you all the time. And you like Mr Musgrave, don’t you?’


Mattie nodded. Her stomach felt as if it was tying itself into knots. She nodded and smoothed her hands down the pretty floral dress that Miss Donaldson had just given her to wear for this special occasion. It was the nicest thing she’d ever worn, though she realized she might not be able to keep it. The dress hung a little loosely on her thin frame, but with her face washed in the cloakroom and her hair brushed by Miss Donaldson, at this moment, she looked as good as anyone else in her class.


Patricia opened the door and ushered her pupil in with a gentle push. ‘Here she is, Mr Musgrave.’


‘Come in, Mattie. Please sit down.’


Mr Musgrave and Miss Parsons were both sitting behind the headmaster’s desk and Mr Musgrave indicated a chair in front of them. Her legs were trembling and Mattie sat down gratefully as Patricia left the room, closing the door quietly behind her. She glanced at them both and was heartened to see that the stranger was smiling at her gently. Cecily Parsons was slim with short dark hair, even features and dark eyebrows. She wore a navy blue skirt and blouse, black stockings and lace-up shoes. Mattie guessed she was probably a similar age to her mother, Elsie.


‘Don’t be frightened, my dear,’ she said in a soft voice that somehow strangely commanded attention. ‘Mr Musgrave has been telling me about you. I understand from him that your favourite subject is maths. Is that right?’


Mattie nodded and then realized she should answer politely. ‘Yes, Miss Parsons,’ she whispered. She regarded them both solemnly and suddenly her fears fell away. She felt she could confide in them. She felt they would not judge her for her background, but would assess her on her own merit. ‘I really enjoy working out problems like if a car travels at fifty miles an hour, how far will it travel in forty minutes – that sort of thing. And now algebra too. I didn’t understand it at first, but then Mr Musgrave explained it all to me and now I do. It’s almost like working out a code, isn’t it?’ She smiled suddenly and the two teachers in front of her were startled by the change in the girl’s face. It became animated; her eyes shone and her whole face seemed to light up.


‘And what other subjects do you like?’


Mattie wrinkled her brow thoughtfully. ‘All of them really, but my favourite is maths, then perhaps English. I like writing stories – fictional ones, that is.’


Miss Parsons’s eyebrows rose fractionally. That was a good word for a ten-year-old to use, she was thinking, and the girl obviously understood its meaning too.


‘And can you tell me what you’re learning in other subjects, such as history and geography?’


‘Kings and queens in history. We’re on Henry the Eighth at the moment. You know, if Jane Seymour hadn’t died, I don’t think he would have married his last three wives. She gave him a son and that was all he wanted really.’


They stared at her, astonished at her adult way of analysing.


‘And in geography, we’re doing capital cities in Europe and learning a little bit about each one.’


Miss Parsons nodded, leaned on the desk and linked her fingers together. ‘Now, Mattie, would you be prepared to take a test for us?’


‘What would I have to do?’


‘You’d spend a day at my school and sit in a classroom with me or another teacher with you. There may be one or two other children taking the test too, but I’m not sure how many yet. And you’d be given questions on various subjects to answer within a certain time.’
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