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  For my loving husband, Dennis




  







  One




  Sheffield, 3 September 1939




  Mary Sylvester switched off the wireless, the smell of warm Bakelite still lingering in the room as she glanced round the table at the worried faces of her three

  daughters.




  Peggy, the eldest, was the first to speak. ‘Oh, Mam – whatever are we going to do?’




  Hastily Mary dashed away her tears, hoping the girls hadn’t noticed. She smiled bravely. ‘We’ll cope, just like we always have done.’ But the smile, which she was

  striving so hard to keep, faded as she murmured softly, ‘Though what your poor dad would have thought, I don’t know. He fought in the last war and now it’s going to start all over

  again. All those brave young men slaughtered in the trenches and now we’re going to lose another generation of wonderful boys.’ She met Peggy’s steady gaze.




  Mary’s eldest daughter was the one who was most like her: curly brown hair, soft brown eyes and dimples in her cheeks when she smiled. And, more often than not, Peggy was smiling. But not

  at this moment. Not when they’d just listened to Mr Chamberlain telling the nation that Britain was now at war.




  The girls, of course, had no memories of the Great War – the war that had been supposed to end all wars. Peggy had been born in February 1918, when Mary and Ted had been married for nine

  months.




  ‘A honeymoon baby,’ the neighbours had cooed, but Peggy’s mother had muttered sourly, ‘Thank goodness it wasn’t early. I couldn’t have borne the

  gossip.’




  Ted Sylvester had arrived home severely injured early in 1917 and Mary, despite her mother’s foreboding, had insisted on keeping her promise to her fiancé and marrying him at

  once.




  ‘You’ll be nursing him for the rest of your life,’ Grace Booth had warned.




  ‘I love him, Mother,’ Mary had insisted. ‘And he says that my letters and the thought that I was here waiting for him were what kept him going through all the horror. I

  can’t let him down now, even if I wanted to. And,’ she’d added firmly, with more conviction in her tone than she was feeling inside, ‘I don’t.’




  Ted – fair-haired and blue-eyed – had been an outgoing, jolly chap before he’d marched to the Town Hall to enlist in the Sheffield City Battalion with the rest of his mates

  soon after war had been declared in 1914. He’d marched off with a jaunty step and a merry smile and Mary had been so proud of him – so proud of them all. But he’d come back a

  changed man; he was no longer cheerful, but sat for hours sunk in gloom, hardly speaking, scarcely seeming to notice anyone around him. But at least he had come back, Mary comforted herself. So

  many of his pals had not returned from the carnage on the Somme in 1916. So many Sheffield mothers, wives and sweethearts – even children – had been left mourning the loss of the men in

  their lives. Ted had survived all that, only to be wounded as soldiers on both sides faced another bleak Christmas, with no sign of an end to the war.




  ‘He’ll be better when you’re married,’ Ted’s mother had said when he was safely back in England. ‘When you’re in your own little house, he’ll be

  better.’




  ‘I – I don’t know whether we’ll be able to afford to rent a place of our own, Mrs Sylvester. I mean – Ted won’t be able to work for a while yet, will

  he?’




  ‘If I know my Ted, he’ll be back on his feet in no time.’




  Mary had stared at her future mother-in-law in amazement. Didn’t she realize the extent of the damage to Ted’s left leg? The surgeon had even warned that he might never walk again,

  but Ted’s mother resolutely refused to believe it.




  Mary bit her lip. ‘We might have to live with my mother and father for a while—’




  ‘Oh no. Not that. I don’t hold with youngsters living with in-laws. No, you need your own home. You’ll manage. You’re a sensible girl, I know that.’




  Mary was indeed ‘a sensible girl’ and frugal with her money. After their marriage, she kept her job in a city centre store, even though it hurt Ted deeply. ‘I should be able to

  look after my wife,’ he’d grumbled.




  ‘It’s – it’s only for a while, darling. Just – just until you’re well enough to work again. When you joined up they promised they’d hold your job for

  you at the bank, didn’t they?’




  ‘Pigs might fly,’ Ted had muttered morosely.




  ‘But you’re a wounded soldier, surely . . .’




  ‘And have you seen just how many wounded soldiers are wandering the streets, begging on street corners? A land fit for heroes! Don’t make me laugh.’




  Mary had bitten her lip, afraid to tell him that she already suspected she was pregnant. But soon she’d been unable to hide it any longer and the ‘few weeks’ living with her

  parents had turned into months and then into years.




  And they were still living in her mother’s house when another war began.




  ‘Does Gran know?’ Rose asked, bringing Mary’s wandering thoughts back to the present. ‘Where is she, anyway?’




  ‘Up in her room,’ Myrtle, the youngest and the quiet one of the three sisters, murmured. ‘She said she didn’t want to hear it. I’m surprised, though, because

  she’s a glutton for reading the newspapers or listening to the news.’ Despite the gravity of the situation, the family exchanged amused glances. Every evening there was a lot of

  ‘shushing’ from Grace when the news came on the wireless.




  ‘Don’t worry, love,’ Mary said. ‘Your gran will soon be out buying every newspaper that’s going. She’ll not miss a thing. She’s just shocked at the

  moment, I think.’ Mary could remember how her mother had followed the news avidly during the last war. She couldn’t believe that Grace would be any different this time around. Mary

  smiled at her youngest daughter. Myrtle, with ash-blond hair and hazel eyes, was, at fifteen, studious and conscientious. She was regarded as the clever one in the family. At least, that’s

  what her two older sisters told her constantly. ‘Thick as two short planks nailed together, me,’ Peggy would say cheerfully. ‘But you stay on at school and try for college or

  university, Myrtle. Just think how proud we’d all be.’




  And Rose would butt in too. ‘Then you can get a marvellous job and keep us all in our decrepit old age.’




  Myrtle would smile quietly and say nothing, but deep inside she hoped her sisters’ teasing would one day come true. She loved learning and next year she would sit her School Certificate.

  After that, she wanted to stay on into the sixth form and go on to further education. But now it looked as if her hopes and dreams might be shattered. The future would be very uncertain for all of

  them. She glanced around her family and was surprised to see Rose’s eyes gleaming. ‘Do you think they’ll be looking for women conductors to work on the trams?’




  Where Peggy was calm, level-headed and responsible, Rose, with unruly curly fair hair and bright blue eyes like her father, was outgoing and impetuous. When she set her heart on something she

  could be very stubborn, but her family loved her for her undying cheerfulness and her bouncy personality, even though her untidiness drove them all to despair. But she was the one who could always

  be relied upon to find a silver lining to every cloud. Even now, when they were frightened by the news and fearful of what was to come, it was Rose who could find a spark of hope in the darkness.

  Her one ambition had always been to become a conductress on the city’s trams, and now she might just get her chance.




  When rumours of an impending war spread, Laurence Bower, an inspector at the Crookes tram depot, had approached his superior, Mr Holmes. ‘I think we ought to start

  thinking about recruiting women to be conductresses. We had them in the last war. I reckon we’re going to need them again.’




  His manager had frowned. ‘Tram motormen and, I presume, conductors too will be reserved occupations. Do you really think there’s any need?’




  Laurence had shrugged. ‘You know how it was last time. There’ll be a lot of the younger men wanting to volunteer. Are you going to stop ’em?’




  Mr Holmes had looked thoughtful. Then he’d sighed. ‘I suppose not. If they want to go, then I suppose we’ll have to respect their wishes. But I’m not sure the Transport

  Committee will agree to us taking on women before we really need to.’




  Laurence, who was on good terms with Mr Holmes, smiled. ‘If I was you, I’d think about getting a few girls trained up ready and worry about “permission” afterwards. The

  bosses’ll be panicking the minute war’s declared and only too happy to find you’ve jumped the gun. Women will be drafted into all sorts of occupations that the men leave behind

  when they either volunteer or are called up. You mark my words.’




  ‘Have you anyone in mind?’




  ‘Oh yes,’ Laurence had said airily. ‘There are one or two in the canteen who’d make excellent clippies.’




  Now Peggy smiled at Rose as she told her, ‘Mr Bower’s already asked me if I’d like to train to be a clippie if war was declared.’




  Rose’s eyes widened. ‘And?’




  ‘I said I would.’




  ‘Oh! How wonderful!’ Rose clapped her hands. ‘I’ll ask him tomorrow if he’ll take me on.’




  ‘I think he’s got enough recruits at the moment. They’re training fifteen to start with, he said.’




  Rose’s face fell, but only for a second. ‘But when all the fellers start leaving, he’ll want more then, won’t he?’




  ‘I – suppose so.’




  ‘And then, he won’t be able to refuse me, will he?’




  To this, no one answered. Only Grace was heard to mutter sagely, ‘It’s an ill wind . . .’




  







  Two




  Grace Booth’s house was on a street leading downhill from Northfield Road. The front door led into a small hall, with the best front room to the right. Straight ahead,

  beyond the foot of the staircase, a door opened into the living room, where the family spent most of their time. It was the warmest room in the house with a fire that burned constantly in the

  range. And, although there was a modern gas cooker in the back kitchen, Grace still liked to use the range oven for baking. In one corner of the living room beneath the space left by the stairs on

  the other side of the wall, a door led down into the cellar, where coal and coke were kept, delivered through a chute from the street. Beyond the living room was the kitchen with a deep white sink

  and draining board with a blue-and-white check gingham curtain covering the shelves beneath it. Beside that was the gas cooker. The family still used an outside lavatory – known to all as the

  ‘nessy’ – in the small back yard, which led to a communal yard backed onto by several houses. Upstairs, there were two bedrooms and a bathroom on the first floor. Grace had the

  best bedroom at the front of the house. This room was distempered in blue and the wooden bedstead was covered with a blue satin eiderdown to match the walls. Mary and Peggy occupied the two single

  beds in the back bedroom and up another flight of narrow stairs was the attic bedroom decorated in pink, which Rose and Myrtle shared. In comparison with many of the houses in the city, it was a

  spacious, well-kept home, but with five grown-ups it could still feel crowded at times. The favourite room for each member of the family was, perhaps, the bathroom, where they could wallow in the

  deep white bath and lock the door against the commotion of the house for a while.




  Grace had moved into the house as a young married woman and had lived there ever since. Her husband, Daniel, had been employed at various banks in the city after leaving school and had worked

  his way up to be chief cashier at the Yorkshire Penny Bank Ltd by the time he retired at the age of sixty. While he was there he had nurtured several young men and set them on a promising career.

  One of them had been Edward Sylvester, known to all his family and friends as Ted. Ted had been a diligent pupil under Mr Booth’s tutelage and Daniel, having taken a real liking to the young

  man, had no qualms in inviting him to his home. There, of course, Ted had met Mary and, if such a meeting and what followed had been what Daniel had hoped for, then his aspirations were realized

  when Ted and Mary began courting.




  Grace was not keen on the match. She had planned to keep her only child under her thumb. Now Mary’s marriage might thwart Grace’s plans for being cared for in her old age by her

  daughter. But Grace could be devious and manipulative when it suited her and the Great War had played into her hands. It suited her to suggest that the young couple should live with the Booths.

  Daniel, after he’d retired, doted on the three baby girls, proudly wheeling them out in the cumbersome, second-hand perambulator around the streets where they lived. It was while he was out

  with six-month-old Myrtle in the pram one freezing December morning in 1924 that he suffered a fatal heart attack. The screaming baby, tipped over in the pram as Daniel fell, alerted passers-by and

  they rushed to help.




  ‘I know him,’ Mrs Parkinson, running out from her house, told the gathering. ‘It’s Mr Booth. Him ’as used to work at t’bank. He lives in t’next street.

  Oh poor, poor man. There, there, my little love.’ The woman had turned her attention to the wailing child, sensing that there was no more any of them could do for the man until an ambulance

  arrived.




  ‘D’you know where he lives then?’ one of the men asked. ‘Because if you do, I reckon you’d best take the child home and tell his folks.’




  ‘Aye, I will. Mary’ll come.’




  ‘Who’s Mary? His wife?’




  ‘No, his daughter. Mother of t’ little ’un here.’




  ‘Then you’d best fetch her.’




  ‘Has anyone sent for an ambulance?’




  ‘Yes,’ another man, panting from running, said, ‘I’ve just phoned from the box on the corner.’




  ‘It’ll be a while.’ The first man looked around at the gaping faces. ‘Can anyone fetch a blanket out? Keep him warm – just in case there’s any chance . .

  .’ His words petered out. They could all see that there was little hope for poor Daniel. No one there was qualified to pronounce him dead, yet they all feared the worst.




  ‘He’s a gonner I reckon,’ the man, who’d asked for the blanket, said as he laid it gently over Daniel. ‘But we’ve got to try.’




  Mary came running, flinging herself to her knees beside her father. ‘Oh, Dad, Dad!’ She felt his cheek, but it was icy cold. She looked up, pleading with the faces above her.

  ‘Can you carry him? Bring him home?’




  ‘Best wait for the ambulance, love.’




  ‘Oh, but—’ Mary had begun to protest, but at that moment they heard the clanging bell of the ambulance and real help was at hand.




  Having found out where they were taking him, Mary sped home pushing Myrtle, who, sensing something dreadful had happened, was still crying. Ted met them at the door.




  ‘Dad’s collapsed in the street,’ she panted.




  ‘We guessed that,’ Grace snapped from behind Ted. ‘How is he?’




  Mary hesitated. ‘He – he doesn’t look good, Mother. The ambulance’s taken him to the Royal.’




  Grace had shaken her head impatiently. ‘I told him not to go out. Too cold for the baby, I said, but would he listen? No. Just because she was yelling and wouldn’t stop and he

  thought he could get her to sleep. And now I suppose he’ll expect me to go traipsing to the hospital.’




  ‘I’ll come with you, Mother—’




  ‘You can’t leave me with the kids,’ Ted protested, limping back to the chair by the fire.




  ‘Peggy’s at school and if I feed and change Baby before I go—’




  ‘I can’t handle Rose. You know I can’t. She’s so wilful and naughty.’




  ‘She’s spoilt. That’s the trouble with that little madam.’ Grace nodded sagely. ‘You let your father spoil her, Mary. You—’




  ‘I’m not getting into an argument about that now,’ Mary snapped, anxiety making her unusually short-tempered.




  Both Grace and Ted stared at her, but she lifted her chin and returned their glares. ‘When Dad might be – might be—’ With a sob she turned away. ‘I’m going to

  the hospital whether you like it or not. If you’ve any bother, get Letty from next door. She’ll help with Rose.’




  And with that Mary squashed her hat onto her head, wound the thick woollen scarf around her neck and turned to her mother. ‘Are you coming or not, Mother?’




  Grace stared at her for a moment and then dropped her glance. ‘You go. Find out how he is. I’ll go this afternoon – at visiting – if . . .’ She turned away, her

  attention caught by Rose. The four-year-old was climbing on to a chair and reaching across the table towards a jug full of milk.




  ‘Get down, you naughty girl. You’ll spill the lot.’ Grace smacked the child’s bare leg and Rose began to howl. Ted, in his chair, closed his eyes and groaned. With a sigh

  and a shake of her head, Mary left the house. It was over a mile to the Royal Infirmary from where they lived, but Mary walked quickly along Springvale Road, now and again taking little running

  steps in her anxiety about her father. Arriving at the hospital breathless and agitated, it took a while for her to find anyone who could tell her what had happened to him, but at last she was told

  by a sympathetic sister that the man, who’d been brought in after collapsing in the street, had been dead when he’d arrived.




  ‘I’m so sorry, my dear, and I’m afraid that we’ll have to ask you to identify him.’




  Mary shuddered and bit her lip, but nodded bravely. She was trembling as the sister led her to where her father lay. He looked surprisingly peaceful – as if he was just asleep. She fancied

  that at any moment he might open his eyes and smile up at her. But poor Daniel would never again smile gently at his daughter and lovingly dandle his granddaughters on his knee. Or take them for

  walks. If only he hadn’t gone out that bitterly cold morning. Grace had been right and now Mary knew she’d never hear the end of it.




  And she was right, for Grace’s first words on hearing that her husband was dead were to lay the blame. ‘If he hadn’t been wheeling out your crying baby, he’d still have

  been here. And now what are we supposed to do with three screaming brats and an invalid?’




  ‘Peggy’s no trouble, you know she’s not, and the baby’s a good little thing – most of the time.’ Mary hesitated to say anything about her middle daughter.

  Rose was a handful, there was no denying it and Grace certainly wasn’t going to. She sniffed and muttered, ‘But that Rose makes up for it. Well, I’ll tell you something, Mary. Now

  he’s not here to spoil her any more, she needs taking in hand and if you won’t do it – then I will.’




  With that, Grace had turned away and retreated to her bedroom, leaving Mary to make all the necessary arrangements for Daniel’s funeral.




  It was a sad day. Tears streamed down six-year-old Peggy’s face and even Rose, at four, seemed to realize that her beloved Grandpa wasn’t coming back. She cried loudly standing at

  the graveside and refused to be hushed.




  ‘Funerals aren’t the place for young children,’ Grace told Mary tartly. ‘You shouldn’t have brought them.’




  Only a few months later, in the summer of 1925, Ted’s war wounds, which had never healed properly, became infected and he died of septicaemia five days before Rose’s fifth birthday.

  Mary mourned the loss of the man her husband had been before the war, but he had come back so very changed and had suffered so much that she couldn’t help feeling a sense of relief that he

  was now at peace. So, the household became a family of women with no man to influence the growing children or soothe the inevitable tensions between Grace and Mary.




  They settled into a routine. Mary returned once more to her work at a department store in the city, leaving a reluctant Grace to look after the baby. Myrtle was a placid child and Peggy biddable

  and, at seven coming up to eight, did her best to be helpful about the house.




  Trouble only erupted when Rose came home from school.




  







  Three




  The three girls grew at an alarming rate and the furniture, which Grace had bought during the early years of her married life, soon began to look shabby. But she was not going

  to replace it whilst three young children rampaged through the house. Besides, there was little money for such luxuries as new furniture, but as the children grew older and more respectful of her

  belongings, Grace managed to pick up second-hand furniture in auction sales. Dressed in her dark coat and felt hat, she loved the excitement of bidding for a piece and winning. In the living room,

  where the family spent most of their time, two easy chairs were set either side of the range, which Grace resisted all attempts to have removed. The dining table and straight-backed chairs and the

  square of carpet – all had been shrewd purchases in the salesrooms. Even the wireless that stood on top of the sideboard, close to Grace’s chair, was second-hand.




  Between them, Grace and Mary redecorated the rooms when they needed it, hanging serviceable green wallpaper in the living room.




  ‘It’ll not show the smuts from the fire as much as a pale wallpaper would,’ Grace had decreed.




  ‘But we saw a nice beige wallpaper we could put in the front room. We don’t use that room much,’ Mary pointed out. ‘Only on special occasions.’




  Grace’s best front room had a three-piece suite covered in light brown moquette with a flowered motif. A crewel-embroidered fire screen stood in the tiled fireplace and a glass-fronted

  cabinet housed Grace’s precious china tea set, which had been a wedding present.




  ‘True,’ Grace had agreed, ‘though I like a fire lit in there now and again – specially in winter – to keep it aired.’




  Mary was thrifty with her money, but was hard pressed to keep her three daughters clothed and shod. By the time dresses, coats and shoes reached Myrtle, they were so worn that Mary often had to

  relent and buy new ones for her.




  ‘So I get all the hand-me-downs,’ Rose grumbled, ‘and Myrtle gets new ones like our Peggy.’




  ‘I’m not buying you brand-new clothes.’ Mary smiled. ‘They’d still be torn and dirty in no time.’




  ‘That’s true.’ Rose had to agree and she did so with a merry smile. Rose was the tomboy of the family. Always laughing and always in some scrape or other. She played football

  and cricket with the boys next door rather than with dolls and tea sets.




  ‘I don’t know why you let her run wild, Mary. That girl will come to a bad end, you mark my words.’




  So, whilst Peggy dutifully helped around the house and Myrtle, even from an early age, applied herself to her studies, Rose ran free. Peggy was of average ability academically, but she had no

  desire to stay on at school longer than the statutory leaving age. As soon as she could, she left school and found work in the tram workers’ canteen. Two years later Rose joined her and they

  worked side by side. The sisters were popular with their work mates and especially with the tram drivers and conductors, who flirted outrageously with all the canteen staff.




  But there was one, quieter than the rest, who seemed to have his eye on Peggy. Bob Deeton, with light brown hair and hazel eyes, was a solid, dependable young man, who’d been selected to

  train as a driver earlier than most and he came into the canteen regularly. He always contrived to have Peggy serve him, though at first he seemed tongue-tied, too reticent to strike up a

  conversation.




  ‘I reckon he likes you.’ Rose nudged her sister.




  ‘Don’t be silly. He’s never even asked me out.’




  ‘Would you go, if he did?’




  ‘I might.’




  Rose glanced thoughtfully across the room to where Bob was sitting eating his dinner. ‘Well, I would, if he asked me.’




  Peggy laughed. ‘Don’t be daft, Rose. He’s not your sort. Far too quiet for you.’




  ‘He’s shy, that’s all.’ Rose defended the young man. ‘I like that. I’m fed up of all the flirting that goes on here.’




  Peggy gaped at her. ‘But you love the banter. I’ve heard you giving back as good as you get.’




  ‘Well – yes, I suppose I do, but I realize it’s all insincere. If I was to take any one of them seriously, they’d run a mile. No, Bob’s nice. He’s kind too.

  Have you seen how Mr Bower always puts the young trainee conductors with him? That’s because he knows Bob will look after them and help them.’




  Peggy chuckled. ‘I think it’s you Bob ought to ask to go out with him, not me.’




  Rose shrugged. ‘It’s not me he’s interested in.’




  Peggy could not fail to hear the note of wistfulness in her sister’s tone.




  Slowly, as time went on, Bob plucked up the courage to ask Peggy to go out with him. At first she refused him gently, but the young man was nothing if not persistent and the

  invitation was repeated every Saturday he was not on duty. For a while Peggy still resisted. But, in the end, her excuses sound lame even to her ears. At last she said, ‘Yes,’ and Bob

  almost danced around the canteen with delight.




  ‘Hello, Bob,’ Rose greeted him, when he arrived to take Peggy out for the first time. ‘Come on in. She’s still upstairs titivating, making herself beautiful for

  you.’




  ‘She’s already beautiful,’ Bob said gallantly.




  ‘By heck, you have got it bad,’ Rose teased as she ushered him into the living room. Myrtle was seated at the table, her schoolbooks spread around her. Mary was sitting with a pile

  of darning on her knee and Grace, closest to the fire, was reading a newspaper. The older lady was small and wiry. At home, she was always dressed in her pinafore, with her grey hair pulled

  severely back from her face into a bun in the nape of her neck. She wore round steel-rimmed spectacles, behind which her sharp, pale blue eyes missed nothing. In contrast, Mary took her pinafore

  off as soon as she’d finished the household chores. Her hair was cut short, with curls and waves close to her head and nothing – except the smart, close-fitting hat worn at a jaunty

  angle when she went out – was allowed to cover her hair.




  ‘This is our mam.’ Peggy gestured towards Mary and then nodded towards Grace. ‘And this is Gran. Don’t take any notice of her, her bark’s worse than her

  bite.’




  Bob shook hands politely with the two women and sat down in the chair which Rose pulled out for him.




  ‘Like a cuppa, Bob?’ Mary asked, half rising from her chair.




  ‘No, no, please don’t trouble, Mrs Sylvester. We’ll be off as soon as Peggy’s ready.’




  There was an awkward silence for a moment, whilst Mary bent over her sewing, Grace rattled her paper and eyed the young man over the top of her round spectacles. ‘Been working there long,

  young man?’




  ‘I started in the repair shop until I was old enough to train up to be a driver.’




  Grace grunted and shook her paper again. ‘Mm.’




  There was another awkward silence before Rose, trying to fill the gap, asked, ‘What are you going to see?’




  ‘I don’t know. Whatever Peggy wants.’ Bob hesitated a moment before saying generously, ‘You can come with us, if you like.’




  Rose threw back her head and laughed. ‘What? Play gooseberry? No, no, I wouldn’t do that to you, Bob.’




  At that moment, there was a noise on the stairs and Peggy came into the room.




  ‘Guess what?’ Rose teased saucily. ‘Bob’s asked me to go with you.’




  Peggy smiled and nodded. ‘That’s fine. Hadn’t you better get your coat then? It’s time we were going.’




  For a moment Rose looked startled, then she spluttered with laughter. ‘’Course I’m not coming. Get on with you,’ she added, shooing them both out of the room, but as the

  door closed behind them, Rose’s merriment faded. Had she imagined it or had there been a look of disappointment on her sister’s face when Rose had refused Bob’s invitation? But

  then she shrugged off the thought and turned to go up to the attic bedroom she shared with Myrtle to play records on the wind-up gramophone.




  As she put her foot on the bottom step, Grace’s voice from the living room reached her. ‘Rose, there’s the washing up to do.’




  







  Four




  ‘I need some help with the blackout when you get home tonight,’ Grace warned them all at breakfast the morning after the Prime Minister’s sombre announcement.

  ‘I’m not climbing up stepladders and on chairs at my age.’




  As Mary had predicted, once Grace had got over the initial bewilderment as to how and why the governments of all the countries involved had been so foolish as to allow another war to come about,

  she threw herself into organizing her own ‘home front’. Now she accepted that, as more than one journalist had already suggested, the armistice in 1918 had not really ended the Great

  War. The intervening years had merely been an extended truce. But now the dictator who’d risen to power in a demoralized Germany and was invading country after country with his jack-booted

  army had to be stopped.




  ‘Your mother’s going out today to get the blackout material, and Tom from next door has given me some wooden battens and plaster laths in case we need to make frames for the windows

  instead of curtains. I should have got it organized before this,’ she muttered, more to herself than to the others. ‘But I just didn’t want to believe it was really

  coming.’




  Mary was dressed smartly for going into town. She allowed herself few clothes; what money there was had always gone on her daughters, but those she had were of good quality and lasted well.

  Today she wore a beautifully tailored Scotch tweed to fit her slim figure. It had a skirt with wide, stitched-down pleats and a jacket with breast and hip pockets and she teamed it with a pink silk

  blouse. As she pinned her broad-brimmed hat into place, she said, ‘I must get some extra non-perishable food in. The government said we could.’




  But Grace shook her head. ‘You’ve left it too late. That was back in July. We can’t do it now the emergency has started.’




  Mary looked crestfallen. ‘Oh dear, it seems we’ve all been burying our heads in the sand, hoping it would go away.’ She sighed. ‘I’ll just get one or two bits extra

  then, shall I?’




  ‘Don’t forget the blackout material for curtains and you can get thick brown paper from the stationers to make the frames.’ Grace issued her orders. ‘And get me the

  Daily Sketch. There’s bound to be picture of the King. And I want to see who’s in the War Cabinet. I just hope Winston’s back at the Admiralty.’




  Rose winked at her mother. Gran was back on form.




  ‘Bob’ll help us with the blackout,’ Peggy said, as she and Rose were about to leave for work. Peggy had been going out with Bob for just over two months and the family were

  used to his visits. ‘I’ll ask him to come round tonight, shall I?’




  Grace shrugged. ‘If you like, but he’ll have to help his mam with hers, won’t he?’




  Bob Deeton lived with his widowed mother and Peggy had told them that she relied a great deal on her son. ‘I don’t know what’ll happen if he ever leaves home,’

  she’d said with a wry smile. ‘She’ll fall to pieces, I reckon.’




  The family had exchanged amused glances wondering if they should read more into Peggy’s words than she was saying.




  That evening, despite the seriousness of the task and all that it implied, there was great hilarity in the living room. Even Grace smiled as she watched Rose wielding a saw, cutting up battens

  and laths into the required lengths to make frames to fit each window in the house. Then she picked up the hammer and began to join the pieces together with nails.




  ‘Ouch!’ she cried and sucked her thumb. ‘I thought you said Bob was coming to help, Peg?’




  ‘He said he’d try,’ Peggy said, ‘but his mother is panicking about getting their blackout up. She’s a real worrier. Here, let me have a go.’ Rose gladly

  handed over the hammer.




  Lastly they stretched several sheets of brown paper over the frame, pinning it in place. A lath nailed diagonally across the back of it held the frame rigid.




  ‘How are you going to fasten it in the window frame?’ Myrtle asked. ‘It won’t just balance there. It’ll fall out.’




  ‘Aha,’ Peggy said triumphantly. ‘I thought of that today and asked Bob how to do it. He told me to get these – ’ she picked up a paper bag she’d put on the

  sideboard when she came in from work – ‘cupboard door fasteners. We’ve to screw one of these to each corner of the window frames and they’ll hold the blackout frames in

  place.’




  ‘Holes in my window frames?’ Grace was scandalized.




  ‘It’s the only way, Gran. I’m sorry.’




  ‘That Hitler’s going to have a lot to answer for before this is over,’ Grace muttered, but said no more. It had to be done.




  Peggy and Rose were struggling upstairs with a completed frame, giggling so much that they were in danger of dropping it, when a knock sounded on the front door.




  ‘That’ll be Bob, I expect.’




  ‘Don’t let go, Peg. I’ll drop it. Shout to Myrtle. She’ll let him in.’




  But when Myrtle opened the door, a man she didn’t recognize, dressed in an unfamiliar uniform, was standing there.




  ‘Hello, love. My name’s Joe Bentley. I’m the air-raid precautions warden for this area. You’re showing a light at the back.’




  ‘Oh – er – yes. Sorry. We’re just putting up the blackout.’ Myrtle opened the door wider and indicated her two sisters halfway up the stairs.




  ‘It should have all been up earlier than this.’ Joe hesitated. He was a friend of Tom Bradshaw, who lived on the corner next door to the Booth household. They often played darts

  together on a Saturday night in their local pub. He knew all about Tom’s neighbours from bits he’d overheard Letty Bradshaw telling his wife as they sat together drinking a half of

  shandy. There was no man in this house, Joe remembered, and though the girls were doing their best, it must be difficult, he thought, without a handyman around the place.




  ‘Tell you what,’ he said, removing his helmet and stepping through the door. ‘Let me give you a hand. We’ll have it all up in a jiffy.’




  As Myrtle closed the front door, he nodded towards the stained-glass panel in the upper half. ‘You’ll need a curtain across this an’ all, love.’




  Within an hour, Joe had helped put up frames or curtains over every window and all light showing from the house was successfully blotted out. As he left, with their effusive thanks still ringing

  in his ears, he reminded them, ‘You’ve done a grand job, ladies, but don’t forget a curtain for this door.’




  ‘We’ll do it right away, Mr Bentley,’ Mary promised.




  ‘And whilst you’ve got your saw handy, Rose,’ Grace said, ‘you can cut me a piece of that lath about a foot long and then mark it from one end at five inches.’




  ‘Right-o, Gran. What’s it for?’




  ‘The bathroom. From now on that’s the depth of water we’re allowed to have. I don’t want anyone painting a black line round my bath, thank you very much.’




  ‘Five inches! That’ll hardly cover my—’




  ‘Thank you, Rose, that’ll be enough of that. And another thing – we’ll have to share bath water.’




  Now four pairs of eyes stared at her.




  ‘Well, if you’re thinking I’m getting into the bath with either Peggy or Myrtle, you’ve got another think coming,’ Rose said firmly.




  ‘Don’t be silly!’ her grandmother snapped. ‘Not taking a bath together – just using the same water like we used to do in the old days. Children first, then

  mother and, lastly, father.’




  ‘That’ll be me in first then,’ Myrtle said happily, adding with a smirk, ‘and you last, Gran.’




  Grace glared at her and sniffed. ‘I was thinking you three girls could share one lot of bath water and me and your mother another. I’d go first, of course. It is my bath and my

  water.’




  ‘Of course, Gran,’ the three girls chorused and avoided looking at each other in case they should burst out laughing. Grace frowned, but said nothing, whilst Mary turned away to hide

  her smile. After years of being reminded that she and her family were living with Grace under sufferance, she felt as if she now had three allies. Well, at least two in Peggy and Rose. She

  wasn’t too sure about Myrtle; she and her grandmother often shared a joke at the expense of the others.




  ‘What are these, Gran?’ Myrtle asked on the following Saturday morning when there were only the two of them left in the house.




  ‘A luggage label with your name and address on it. Everyone’s got to carry them until we all get our identity cards.’




  Grace had taken charge of all the public information leaflets that were being issued. She listened carefully to the announcements on the wireless and, when she went out shopping, she read all

  the posters that were appearing around the city.




  ‘Identity cards?’




  ‘Yes, we’ll get them in about a month’s time. But until then you carry this.’ Grace handed a label to her. ‘I’ll leave these on the table for the others when

  they come in.’




  Myrtle eyed her suspiciously. ‘I thought these were only for kids being evacuated?’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘You’re not thinking of sending me away after all, are

  you?’




  ‘Only if the bombing got really bad here.’




  Myrtle’s eyes widened. ‘It won’t, will it? Not in Sheffield?’




  ‘Nothing’s happened yet as they expected, Myrtle. London’s still expecting to be bombed any day and then the enemy will target other major cities. And, don’t forget,

  we’re a major industrial city and much of our output from now on will be for the war effort, I’ve no doubt. And you just be careful in this blackout, Myrtle. It’ll soon be almost

  dark by the time you get in from school and—’




  ‘Coo-ee – anybody home?’ A voice sounded in the yard followed by a knock and then the sound of the back door opening. Grace groaned. ‘Not her, again. She’s been

  round twice today already.’ She raised her voice. ‘Come in. Make yourself at home.’ She dropped her voice as she muttered, ‘You will anyway.’




  Letty Bradshaw – dressed as always in her pinafore, her hair covered by a headscarf folded into a turban – lived next door in the corner house of the terrace with her husband, Tom,

  and her family. She’d given birth to five boys. Her eldest son, Walter, was married and lived in Walkley and now worked in the steel industry. The second, Simon, had joined the navy and was

  somewhere at sea. The third, Albert, known as Bertie, was living in lodgings in London and was ‘summat in the city’, as Letty, with pride and something akin to awe in her tone, told

  anyone who would listen. Only the two youngest, Sidney, aged ten, and Jimmy, aged eight, now remained at home. They were the tearaways of the street and any pranks were always laid at their door

  whether the boys were guilty or not. They were often spanked by their father, whilst still protesting their innocence of a particular misdemeanour.




  Tom was not fooled. ‘Happen tha’s done summat else, though, that ah don’t know about,’ he would say and the boys would grin, knowing full well that there was plenty of

  mischief their father didn’t know about. They would take their punishment like the men they would one day be.




  ‘Can I borrow a cup of sugar, love?’ Letty began, almost before she stepped into the living room.




  ‘You can and you’re welcome,’ Grace said. Whilst Letty irritated her almost beyond endurance at times with her gossiping, Grace was shrewd enough to know that in the coming

  months – maybe even years – neighbours would need each other. And Tom Bradshaw – big and burly and strong – was the nearest male that the Booth household had. But with him

  came his wife. So Letty had to be tolerated. And Grace realized that with five boys, one already in the navy, Letty would have her own anxieties to face.




  ‘“Needs must . . .”,’ Grace could often be heard to mutter under her breath on various occasions and putting up with Letty Bradshaw was one such.




  ‘But,’ Grace went on now, ‘we might not be able to oblige for much longer.’




  Letty gaped at her. ‘Eh?’ Then she spotted the little pile of luggage labels on the table and the one Myrtle was holding. ‘Tha’s not goin’ away? Not bein’

  evacuated?’




  ‘No, no, but we’ve all got to carry these until we get our identity cards. And in another month or so – November they say – we’ll get our ration books.’




  ‘Ration books?’




  ‘That’s right. A lot of foodstuffs will be on ration and I’ve no doubt sugar will be one of them. So that’s why I say you’re welcome to a cupful now, but soon

  we’ll all be going short.’




  ‘Eh, tha’s a mine of information, Mrs Booth. Who needs t’ papers or t’ wireless when tha’s around? An’ wait till I tell my Tom he’ll ’ave to stop

  ’aving sugar in his tea. He’ll not like that.’




  ‘Then he’ll have to lump it, Letty, just like we all will. Myrtle, get Letty a cup of sugar, love, will you? I’ll have to sit down. I’ve been on my feet all day.’

  Grace sat down in her armchair and eased off her shoes. ‘Queuing’s getting bad already.’




  ‘Hast tha had a stirrup pump and a shovel delivered?’ Letty asked, sitting down uninvited as if settling down for a nice long chat. Grace glared at her but said nothing, whilst

  Myrtle hid her smile.




  ‘We have. I’ve put them down the cellar.’




  ‘What a’ they for?’




  ‘If we get incendiary bombs.’




  ‘Oh, my lor’,’ Letty cried and fell back in the chair. ‘It’s really goin’ to ’appen, Mrs Booth.’




  Soberly Grace looked at Letty and was the gentlest she’d ever been with her exasperating neighbour. ‘I’m afraid it is, Letty.’




  ‘Oh, Mrs Booth,’ Letty said, with tears in her eyes as the thought that had already struck Grace came into the woman’s own mind. ‘What’s goin’ to ’appen

  to my lovely boys?’




  







  Five




  On the following Monday Myrtle came home in a panic. ‘What am I going to do? They might close our school. They’re shutting all the elementary schools until further

  notice.’




  Grace looked up over her glasses. ‘Whatever for?’




  ‘Because they say there aren’t adequate air-raid shelters. If they do, we’ve to go to each other’s houses for a bit until they get something organized.’




  ‘And how long’s that going to last?’ Grace had visions of hordes of unruly schoolchildren crowding into her best front room.




  ‘I don’t know, but they won’t be able to teach us properly like that.’




  ‘Quite right, Myrtle,’ Grace readily agreed. ‘I don’t want a gaggle of your classmates here. If you need to see a teacher, you go to wherever they are.’




  ‘It won’t be ideal, but it’ll be better that you’re safe,’ Mary put in. ‘You can study at home until they get some shelters organized.’




  ‘But they said it might be a whole term.’




  ‘It’s not the end of the world.’




  Myrtle glared balefully at her mother. It seemed like it to her.




  Peggy completed her training and became a fully fledged clippie. She loved her new job, especially dealing with the awkward customers, whom she cajoled into good humour with a

  smile and a cheery word. Even the prospect of standing on a cold and draughty platform when winter came, punching tickets, giving change with frozen fingers and working the late shift: none of it

  fazed Peggy. And Laurence Bower had teamed her with Bob. He knew that the couple were walking out together, but as long as ‘love’s young dream’ didn’t get in the way of

  their work, then he was happy to play Cupid; a rather old and bullish one at times, Laurence realized, but even he had a softer side that not all of those under his charge saw very often.




  From the beginning, when Peggy came home in her uniform and regaled the family with stories of the training and her first days as a clippie, Rose was even more determined to join her.




  ‘We’ve already been warned that it’s bitterly cold in winter and boiling in summer,’ Peggy warned her. ‘It’s dirty and dusty – and you wouldn’t

  believe the trouble we’re likely to get from passengers sometimes. And by the end of an eight-hour lump – that’s what they call a shift – my feet are killing me.’




  ‘But you love it, don’t you, Peg?’




  Peggy’s eyes had sparkled and she couldn’t deny it. ‘Yes, I do.’




  ‘Will Bob have to go? You know, be called up?’




  As the first volunteers were disappearing from their neighbourhood and even one or two men from work had gone already, Rose asked the question.




  Peggy shook her head. ‘He says not. Mr Bower saw a list published in The Times in January—’




  Rose gasped. ‘You mean they thought there was a war coming back then?’




  Grace, overhearing, sniffed. ‘Of course it was always coming. It never really ended last time. That’s what the papers say, anyway. And we’ve had leaflets already telling us

  what to do if there’s an invasion.’




  ‘You shouldn’t believe all you read in the newspapers, Mother,’ Mary said mildly as she glanced up at Peggy. ‘Go on, dear.’




  ‘Nobody listens to me,’ Grace muttered and then clamped her lips together as if determined to say no more.




  ‘Mr Bower kept the list,’ Peggy went on, ‘just in case it came in useful, and it includes tram motormen, so he thinks at least they’ll be exempt.’




  But Grace’s efforts to remain silent didn’t last many minutes. ‘Unless they volunteer, of course. And you know what fools men are.’ She glanced up at Mary, silently

  reminding her that her husband, Ted, had been a gallant volunteer, but look where that had landed them all. ‘You mark my words, they’ll all go flocking to get themselves killed and

  we’ll be left with silly young girls to drive our trams.’




  Rose’s eyes widened. ‘Do you really think so, Gran?’ She clapped her hands. ‘Oh, I do hope you’re right. I’ll ask Mr Bower in the morning and get my name put

  down.’




  The family all laughed at Rose’s enthusiasm, not taking her seriously for a moment, but the very next day Rose cornered the inspector when he came into the canteen.




  ‘Mr Bower, if a lot of the drivers leave, will you be training up women to take their place, because if so I’d really like to be considered?’




  ‘Whoa, whoa there, Rose. Hold your horses, love.’ He peered at her closely. ‘I thought you wanted to be a clippie like your sister.’




  ‘I did – I do, but learning to drive a tram would be so much more exciting.’




  ‘It’s not about excitement, Rose. It’s about keeping our passengers safe.’




  ‘But will you be training girls?’




  Laurence shook his head. ‘I really don’t know yet, lass. Management haven’t said owt.’




  ‘But if they do – please, Mr Bower.’ She pretended to pout, but her eyes were full of mischief as she said, ‘You know I always give you an extra spoonful of your

  favourite mashed potato.’




  Laurence Bower wagged his forefinger playfully at her, trying hard to keep a stern expression on his face, but failing miserably. ‘Don’t think extra helpings are going to coerce me

  into giving you a new job. You’re a bad ’un, Rose Sylvester. A real bad ’un.’ Now he was grinning broadly, but then his smile faded and he became serious. ‘I know you

  want to be a clippie like your sister. She’s a good lass, bright and excellent with money. At the end of the day, her ticket takings are rarely wrong and she’s calm in a crisis. We get

  a few awkward customers, y’know, but she can handle them.’




  He regarded Rose thoughtfully. He was already on the lookout for a new batch of recruits. Maybe he could take a chance on Rose. ‘Look, I tell you what, I’ll see if I can get you on

  training up to be a clippie.’




  ‘Oh, Mr Bower, thank you.’ Rose flung her arms around his neck and kissed him soundly on the cheek.




  ‘ ’Ere, steady on, lass. What if someone sees us?’




  Rose giggled deliciously. ‘Well, it wouldn’t be the first bit of scandal in the depot, would it?’




  Now that women were being trained as conductresses, rumours were always rife about tram drivers and their clippies getting a little too close to each other. But when you thought about it, Rose

  said, they spent more hours with their work colleagues than they did with their families. And look at Peggy and Bob, though at least neither of them was already married.




  Laurence found himself smiling; you couldn’t help it for long when Rose Sylvester was around. For a lot of reasons she’d make a good clippie, and her passengers would love her. He

  just dreaded the moment when her ticket takings would be counted each night! Now, though, he chuckled. ‘Well, there’s never been any gossip about me and I don’t want there to be,

  even though I’m a widower and thought to be fair game by some of the older women. So keep your kisses for your boyfriend, there’s a good lass.’




  ‘Haven’t got one, Mr Bower,’ Rose said cheerfully.




  ‘I can’t believe that. I’spect you’re keeping them all at arm’s length until Mr Right comes along, eh?’




  Rose stared at him and the smile faded from her face.




  ‘What? What have I said?’




  ‘N-nothing,’ Rose stammered, but he had. Mr Right, he’d said. And now the full force of the truth hit her like a sledgehammer. Mr Right – her Mr Right –

  had come along.




  The only problem was – he was in love with her sister.




  That night, in the single bed set close to Myrtle’s in the small attic room, Rose lay awake staring into the darkness, trying to come to terms with her devastating

  realization about her feelings for Bob Deeton. He was so kind and caring. He was good-looking too – at least Rose thought so. With light brown hair and hazel eyes. He had a stray curl that

  flopped onto his forehead and Rose longed to stroke it back into place. She even found his shyness endearing. He was nothing like one of those conceited, full-of-themselves young men and she liked

  that. But he wasn’t hers, he was Peggy’s, and so Rose must treat Bob like the brother none of them had ever had. She’d laugh and joke with him but she’d be careful never to

  let him – or anyone else – see how much she cared for him.




  It wasn’t going to be easy, but she’d do it. For her sister and for him. If Peggy was the one he wanted, then she just hoped her sister would make him happy. Instead, Rose vowed,

  she’d give up all thoughts of Bob Deeton and concentrate on being the best clippie Mr Bower had ever had.




  ‘I won’t have to have a medical, will I, seeing as I already work for the company?’




  ‘I think it would be best, Rose,’ Laurence Bower said. ‘It’s a very different job from working in the canteen.’




  Rose shrugged. She was confident that she would pass A1. She’d rarely had a day’s illness in her life, except for the usual childish complaints in her school days. Since she’d

  started work she’d never taken a day’s sick leave.




  The doctor was a dour man, who spoke little and when he did it sounded as if he was permanently angry.




  ‘Have you brought another woman with you as chaperone?’ he asked when Rose entered the room where the medical inspections were being held.




  ‘Eh?’ Rose blinked in surprise and then she smiled impishly. ‘It’s all right, Doc. I don’t mind.’




  ‘But I do,’ he snapped. ‘I don’t want some foolish young woman making a complaint about me.’ Rose opened her mouth to protest angrily, but he ignored her and went

  to the door, opened it and asked the secretary seated outside to come in. The woman was clearly embarrassed, but did as she was asked, standing awkwardly in the corner whilst Rose was examined. The

  doctor listened to her chest, speaking only to say, ‘Breathe in’ or ‘Breathe out.’ He tested her sight and her reflexes. He examined her feet closely and then weighed and

  measured her.




  ‘You may get dressed,’ he said curtly as he sat down at his desk, picked up his pen and began to write. When she was ready he merely nodded and said, ‘You may go.’




  ‘Have I passed?’ Rose asked eagerly.




  ‘You’ll be informed,’ the doctor said stiffly. Rose left the room, raising her eyes skywards as she passed the woman now seated back at her desk. The woman smiled and gave the

  tiniest of nods to show that she understood and empathized. Rose went back to the room where eight other women who had also applied to become clippies were waiting for their turn to be

  examined.




  ‘He’s an old goat,’ Rose said, as she sat down beside a girl who didn’t look old enough to have left school, let alone become a tram conductress. She looked nervous and

  agitated, twisting her fingers together in her lap. Rose took pity on her. ‘Like me to come in with you? He seems to want another woman there when he’s examining someone.’




  Relief flooded the girl’s face. ‘Oh, would you? My husband would have come, but he’s away in the army.’




  Husband! Rose nearly fell off her chair and before she could stop herself, the words were out of her mouth. ‘You’re married?’ Nor could she stop the surprise in her tone. The

  girl must have been used to such comments, for she smiled shyly and said, ‘I’m older than I look. I’ll be twenty next month. We – we got married in April this year.’

  Now she looked away, as if embarrassed, and avoided meeting Rose’s gaze. Instead, she murmured, ‘My name’s Alice. Alice Wagstaffe.’




  ‘And I’m Rose Sylvester. Pleased to meet you.’




  When Alice was called in to see the doctor, Rose got up too and followed her in. ‘I thought I’d save the secretary the trouble of coming in again.’




  The doctor glared at her for a moment, grunted something unintelligible and then got on with his examination of Alice, ignoring Rose completely.




  ‘Phew!’ Alice said, as they stepped out of the room a little while later. ‘Thank goodness that’s over. But now we’ve got the mental tests to get through.’




  ‘They’ll be dead easy,’ Rose said confidently as the nine women were taken to a large room, where the secretary was waiting for them. She smiled as the applicants filed in.




  ‘My name is Mrs Kerr. Please sit down.’ She waved towards the chairs set around a large table in the centre of the room. Then she handed out sheets of paper and pencils.




  ‘Write your name at the top, please.’ She sat down at the end of the table and began to read out sums, giving only a short space of time between each question.




  ‘156 tickets at 71⁄2 pence . . . 67 at a ha’penny . . . 942 at 21⁄2 pence . . .’ There were twenty such sums to do quickly. Rose was the first

  to finish and sat with her arms folded. She felt as if she was back at school and looked up expectantly for the teacher’s praise, but more sums were to come. Additions, subtractions and more

  multiplication. When all the candidates had done as many as they could manage, the woman collected the papers, smiled at them briefly and left the room, saying, ‘I’ll be taking each one

  of you individually for an interview. Please wait here until you are called.’




  ‘By ’eck,’ a middle-aged woman said as the door closed. ‘I didn’t reckon on all this. I couldn’t do them sums for toffee. What about you lot?’




  One or two others nodded agreement, but those who had found the arithmetic tests quite easy – Rose amongst them – said nothing. They didn’t want to sound boastful. One by one

  they were called out of the room and were away for about ten minutes. When Rose’s name was called, she followed Mrs Kerr into a smaller room. Behind the desk, set in the centre of the room,

  sat a man of about forty dressed in an inspector’s uniform. Mrs Kerr introduced her. ‘Mr Marsden, this is Miss Rose Sylvester.’ Then she gestured towards the chair where Rose

  should sit, turned and left the room, closing the door quietly behind her.




  The man didn’t smile at her, but his voice was deep and pleasant as he said, ‘Just a few questions, Miss Sylvester. We usually set a written questionnaire, but because of the urgent

  need for staff we’ve had to cut out some of the usual tests. We need to speed up the process. Do you still live at home?’




  Rose explained the circumstances of her family life, ending, ‘My sister, Peggy, is a clippie.’




  He gave a brief nod, but made no comment and Rose felt a little foolish. Perhaps it had sounded as if just because her sister was already employed as a conductress she thought that she too

  should be taken on. For a moment Rose was flustered as she added quickly, ‘What I mean is I know what the job entails, the shift work and such.’




  ‘Of course. And you work in the canteen, so you already know a lot of the drivers, don’t you?’




  At the thought of Bob Deeton, Rose felt sudden, unexpected tears prickle her eyes. ‘Yes,’ she said huskily. ‘I do.’




  ‘Then I think you’ll do very nicely, Miss Sylvester. I’m putting you forward for training and, subject to you doing well on the course, we’ll be pleased to take you

  on.’




  Rose stood up and held out her hand. ‘Thank you, oh, thank you. I’ll not let you down.’ The man seemed a little startled by her effusive thanks, but he shook her hand and, at

  last, gave a little smile.




  As Rose rode home on the tram, she watched the clippie. She’d paid little heed before, but now her eyes followed the girl’s every movement and she listened to the merry banter

  between the conductress and her passengers. That, of course, would be no problem for the ebullient Rose!




  She alighted at the tram stop on Northfield Road and ran down the hill towards her home. She burst into the house and danced round the kitchen table, grabbing hold of Peggy and whirling her

  around too, singing, ‘I’m going to be a clippie – I’m going to be a clippie.’




  When they’d collapsed against each other, laughing and breathless, and Rose had calmed down a little she told Peggy, Grace and Mary all about the medical, the arithmetic test and her

  interview. ‘And I’m to report tomorrow morning for training.’




  ‘Well done, Rose. It’s what you’ve always wanted.’ Rose’s expression sobered. ‘It is, Mam, but I do realize that, if it hadn’t been for the war, I might never have been taken on. Mr Bower doesn’t think I’ve the

  makings of a good clippie, but I think his hand’s been forced by the urgent need for more drivers and conductresses.’




  ‘Well.’ Mary smiled. ‘You’ll just have to prove him wrong, love, won’t you?’




  







  Six




  When Rose stepped into the training room the following morning she found several of the girls and women who’d been interviewed at the same time as her already there, but

  there were others too whom she had not seen before. Obviously, there had been more interview sessions and now they’d come together for training. There were twenty in all. Most of them were

  young, but there were a few older married women who were there to undertake war work.




  ‘Rose?’




  She turned to see the young woman she’d met the previous day, Alice Wagstaffe. ‘Oh, how lovely. You made it too then.’




  Alice nodded shyly and bit her lip. ‘To my surprise, yes.’




  ‘Why do you say that?’




  ‘Well, I – er – I’ve not been well lately. I thought I’d fail the medical for a start – ’ she smiled faintly – ‘but here I am.’




  Rose linked her arm through the other girl’s. ‘You’ll be fine. Look, we’ll sit together.’




  They sat down at the desks and as Mr Marsden, the inspector who’d interviewed them, entered the room, the other women found places too. Rose glanced around the walls at the posters and

  pictures of trams, but then Mr Marsden’s voice brought her attention back to him and their instruction began. Firstly, he explained that their period of tuition was to be half the time they

  usually gave trainees. ‘The war had impelled us to make changes,’ he said, as he walked between the rows of desks, handing out a book of rules to each of them. ‘It would therefore

  be helpful if you could do some work at home.’




  The rest of that first day was spent with the inspector going through the rulebook, explaining the reason behind each regulation and its level of importance, but above all, he said, the comfort,

  welfare and safety of the passengers were paramount.




  ‘The most difficult thing,’ Mr Marsden explained seriously, ‘is to deal with those members of the public who, shall we say, can be confrontational. Employees of the company

  must at all times remain patient, avoiding arguments and yet at the same time maintaining firm control of any situation. It isn’t easy.’




  ‘A good clip round the ear,’ someone muttered, ‘is what they need. I thought that was why we were called “clippies”.’




  Smothered laughter rippled around the room and even Mr Marsden’s lips twitched; he couldn’t have failed to hear the remark. But after that any tension there had been in the room

  evaporated and even Alice, sitting nervously beside Rose, seemed to relax.




  ‘My head’s spinning,’ Rose said as the day ended and they trooped out of the training room. ‘Let’s go to the big canteen and get a nice cup of tea. It’s where

  I used to work.’ She lowered her voice. ‘My mates will find us one.’




  They entered the canteen to be greeted with good-humoured jeering from the girls serving meals, copious cups of tea and cakes. ‘Here she comes. The traitor.’ But Rose only grinned

  and led her new friend to a table. ‘Two teas, miss, please,’ she said loftily.




  ‘Huh!’ Sally, up until the previous day her work mate, laughed. ‘The cheek of the besom. What d’you think I am, Miss High ’n’ Mighty. A waitress?’ Rose

  and Sally fell into fits of giggles. She came to the table and put her hand on Rose’s shoulder. ‘’Course I’ll get you some tea. We’re all pleased for you, ’cos

  we know it’s what you’ve always wanted, but we’ll miss you. This place won’t be the same without you.’




  ‘Thank goodness,’ someone called from behind the serving counter, but Rose knew it was only banter. When Sally brought the tea, there were three cups on the tray. ‘Mind if I

  join you? I want to hear all about it. I’m thinking of applying myself.’




  ‘Oh do, Sal,’ Rose urged. ‘You’d love it.’




  For the next half an hour the three girls chatted. ‘I’ll have to go,’ Sally said reluctantly at last. ‘Be seeing you and good luck.’




  As they walked out Rose asked, ‘You said you’d been ill, Alice. Are you sure you’re quite better because you do look a little pale? This job’s not going to be easy, you

  know.’




  ‘I’ll be fine. It – it’ll take my mind off things.’




  ‘Oh – your husband being away, you mean?’




  ‘That – and . . .’ She hesitated and then, taking a deep breath, confided, ‘I had a miscarriage two months ago. I’m fine physically, the doctor says, but it’s

  – it’s just taking me some time to get come to terms with it. I – we – so wanted a baby. And now . . .’ Her voice trailed away.




  Rose squeezed Alice’s arm, but didn’t quite know what to say. She could only guess at the devastating hurt the girl was feeling. The hectic working life of a clippie would certainly

  take Alice’s mind off her sadness, but Rose was worried that, despite what she’d said, the girl wasn’t yet physically fit enough. The days would be long and hard, standing on the

  draughty platform of a city tramcar, wrestling with a swaying vehicle, locking horns with truculent passengers and making sure the correct tickets were issued and the right amount of money

  taken.




  But Rose couldn’t wait to get started!
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