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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This is a reissue of my third novel, originally published in 1996 under the title: Days of Bread and Roses under my original name, Helene Wiggin. I wanted to commemorate a hundred years since women were first given the vote in 1918. Although most women were not eligible until 1928. Now that I am better known as Leah Fleming, I’m keeping life simple by sticking to that name.

The events and characters in this story are entirely fictitious and any mistakes in locations or dates are entirely my own. The recipes are ones I have gleaned from friends and family.

•   •   •

Women began campaigning for a vote in the nineteenth century. Suffrage societies in the cotton towns of the North of England joined together in 1897 to form the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) under Millicent Fawcett. Their colours were red, white and green. Activities were low-key, ladylike and law-abiding, delivering many tons of petitions to Parliament, raising awareness amongst all political parties about the many injustices against womankind. This peaceful approach was inevitably slow to progress.

In 1903 impatient members, such as Emmeline Pankhurst and her three daughters, broke away with their supporters to form the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU). Their colours were purple, green and white and their motto: ‘Deeds Not Words’. They attracted wide support around the country and moved their base to London. Nicknamed ‘Suffragettes’ by the Daily Mail in 1906, they took a more militant approach which was high profile, daring and used civil disobedience as a weapon.

The split between the law-abiding Suffragists and these ‘Panks’ was bitter and long term, especially when the press lumped them all under the same contemptuous title of ‘Suffragettes’.



SOME USEFUL DATES




	1903

	Mrs Emmeline Pankhurst forms the Women’s Social and Political Union at her home in Nelson Street, Manchester.




	1905

	Demonstration in the Free Trade Hall in Manchester. Arrest of Christabel Pankhurst and Annie Kenney.




	1906

	General Election with new Liberal Government. Beginning of split between the militant ‘Panks’ and the ‘Suffs’.




	1908

	Anti-Suffragist, Lord Asquith, becomes Prime Minister. WSPU steps up militant campaign.




	1909

	Hunger strikes and forcible feeding of Suffragettes begins. Winston Churchill campaigns in Bolton, Preston and Lancashire in run-up to General Election of 1910. WSPU organise demonstrations.




	1910

	Liberals are returned. The Conciliation Bill is defeated. Militants resume violence, resulting in Black Friday assault and arrests after clashes with police at Westminster.




	1911

	Coronation Processions and truce. Second Conciliation Bill is defeated. WSPU responds with outbreak of window smashing.




	1912

	National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies supports pro Labour Candidates at by-election.
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Chapter One

‘Go on! Dare you, Seddon,’ sniggered the lads. ‘Give us a flash of your drawers!’ The aisle of St Anselm’s, Plover Street, stretched out before them like a hopscotch board of gaudy tiles. The Vicar was late and Standard Five was bored. The girl hesitated. ‘Cowardy cowardy custard, yer face’ll turn to mustard!’ the taunts continued.

She spun herself expertly down the aisle with ten cartwheels to the chancel steps and the class cheered. The Reverend Rowland Thompson chose that moment to emerge from the vestry behind his young daughter who carried a vase of garden roses. A flying clog caught the girl’s hand, sending the whole display into the air. A gobsmacked hush descended upon the congregation, followed by the crash of shattered crystal on the terracotta-tiled steps. The two girls collided together, falling in a tangled heap, pink-faced and breathless. The culprit scrabbled across the tiles, desperately hoping to undo the damage, picking up the shards of glass with raw fingers.

‘Here, let me help,’ whispered the Vicar’s girl as she knelt down beside her: a girl of her own age with bluebell eyes and golden braids hanging over her shoulders. ‘Don’t worry, it’s only a vase. Plenty more in the vestry.’

The Vicar stood over the proceedings like an avenging angel, booming, ‘You stupid girl! Desecrating God’s holy temple with such horseplay. Grace dear, leave her be! Let this creature clear up her own mess. What’s your name, girl?’

‘Phia, sir,’ spluttered the girl, close to tears.

‘Fire? What sort of name is that? None that I’ve baptised!’

‘It’s Sophia, sir, Sophia Seddon.’

‘Well, that’s not on my register, either. A Wesleyan, are we?’

‘No, sir, me dad don’t believe in it, sir!’ piped the girl, silencing any chatter.

‘Unbaptised, uncatechised . . . What will happen to you if you die? Has your father thought about that?’

Phia stood her ground. ‘Yes, Reverend Thompson. He don’t hold with any of it . . . says it’s rubbish, all of it. We’ve a bad enough time here without it going on for ever and ever, he says.’

Out popped Wilf Seddon’s heresies like bullets from a gun. She was for it now.

The Vicar plumped up his ruffled feathers and addressed the congregation. ‘Behold a little heathen in our midst, a product of free thinking and Socialism, a defiler of God’s Temple. Is this what we breed in Plover Street School? Is this what Miss Norris teaches Standard Five? Who need plough the Mission field when such a harvest is at our door?

‘So, Miss Sophia Seddon, how do you intend to make reparation for this destruction?’

‘Yer what?’ replied Sophia, blood dripping from her fingers on to the grubby pinafore skirt of her cotton overall. ‘Sorry, Vicar.’

‘So you should be, silly girl. I want to see you in church every Sunday in Lent or I will pay your father a visit and ask him for a replacement crystal vase.’

‘But, Papa, she’s bleeding. Come with me,’ ordered his daughter, grabbing Phia by the wrist and dragging her into the vestry parlour to clean her fingers under the tap. It was a musty-smelling, panelled room, dark and cluttered with vestments hanging eerily on hooks.

To Phia’s untutored eye, the only brightness shone from Grace Thompson, dressed like a picture-book princess, straight from the pages of Girls’ Own. Her cream calico dress hung loosely from a dropped waist and box-pleated skirt to mid-calf, and from under it peeped white cotton socks and the shiniest patent leather ankle-strapped shoes. Not for her Cissie’s clomping hand-me-downs, scuffed and shabby. These were delicate shoes from an expensive catalogue. It was worth torn fingers to be so close to this creature from another world; a world where roses bloomed in the highwalled Vicarage garden instead of being nicked from the park and stuck in a jam jar.

‘Thank you, miss,’ said Sophia.

‘Thank you for cheering up the Catechism class.’

‘Are you being confirmed then?’

‘I expect so. Will you come to church?’

‘I might. What’s it like?’

‘Come and see,’ replied Grace Thompson as she rummaged under her skirt for a handkerchief, winding it tightly around the cut fingers. ‘There, that’ll see you home. Your mama can bandage them properly then.’

‘I haven’t got a mother. She died when Ethel were born . . . but there’s my dad, Gran and Cissie, Jack, Walter and Ethel.’

‘Goodness! How do you all fit in? There is only Papa and I in the Vicarage but Aunt Calvert comes to stay in the holidays.’

‘So you’ve got no mam either?’

Grace shook her head. ‘She was ill. I don’t remember . . . It was a long time ago.’

‘Grace, hurry up, child, and join the class!’ The Vicar stood at the door, glowering.

‘See you on Sunday then, Phia?’ The two girls smiled as he unlocked the vestry door and half-pushed the culprit out into the weak sunshine of a February afternoon.

‘Now, Grace, I don’t want you mixing in the street,’ he said, turning back to his daughter. ‘That girl spells trouble!’

‘But, Papa, I thought you wanted me to be a missionary?’ she said, smiling sweetly as she placed the roses in another vase.

•   •   •

Phia sped along the sunless side of the street, past the regiments of red-brick terraced houses flanking the cobbled road, saluting St Anselm’s Parish Church as it rose from their ranks like an over-decorated general. She was too excited even to leap over the bogeymen lurking under the cracks in the flagstones.

Grace . . . Grace Thompson. I bet she has two Christian names . . . Grace was such a beautiful name, not rough like the names on the Board School register. All the Bessies, Berthas, Aggies and Ellens: names fit for cart horses. Grace sounded so refined, so dignified, so inspiring. She was going to need a bit of inspiration herself to get to see Grace Thompson again.

Sophia dawdled down the back entry to number nine, pausing to watch puffs of blue smoke drifting from behind a loose brick in the privy. Dad was home early, locked in the lav for a quiet smoke. He knew the score on baking days. If he put his pipe across the doorstep, Gran would yell, ‘Get that filthy thing out of my clean house, Wilf Seddon . . . We’ve enough fumes from that load of dust, what Mr Higson carts round on his wagon as coal.’

This was the only order Dad obeyed. Mam had never liked the smell of baccy either. Still it was Friday night and that meant billiards and darts at the Spindlemaker’s Arms, so he would be in a good mood. The girl loitered in the yard.

‘Dad?’

‘Yes, our Phia.’

‘Why did you call me Sophia?’

Wilfred Seddon sucked on his pipe and smiled to himself. ‘I thowt you’d need some sense, being a lass. As I recall, the name’s summat to do wi’ being wise . . . What’s brought all this on?’

‘Dad,’ she continued, ‘can I join the Sunday School?’

‘What the hell do you want to go God-botherin’ for? Haven’t I told you it’s a load of tripe?’

‘Yes, I know that, but I’m not getting much schooling, what with mindin’ Ethel and helpin’ Gran on wash days. I hear they do reading and writing there as well. I could do wi’ some practice. And you do say never miss a chance of free learning, don’t you, Dad?’

Silence from the throne.

‘Aye . . . well, go on then,’ he replied. ‘Reckon I named thee right enough.’

Sophia grinned to herself. That was the first hurdle over. Now to tackle the second.

•   •   •

The smells wafted through the yard, better than Warburton’s bakery. The table was laden with trays of currant buns, railway slice and Eccles cakes (fly cemeteries, Jack called them, to put you off your share); a mouth-watering display of untouchables. In the side oven the first of the barm cakes and over bottom bread tortured nostrils and belly.

Bun Gran drew up her wrinkled face into one of her stringbag looks of disapproval. ‘Where’ve you bin till this time, lady? Park larkin’? Look at you, like Madge Wildfire! I needed you to take Ethel out of my hair. She’s twined all afternoon, Phia. How’ve you got blood all over yer pinny? And you can get yer thievin’ fingers off my bakin’. Stop pickin’!’

‘Sorry, Gran, but I got in a bit of bother in the Vicar’s class.’ Sophia held up her fingers for sympathy. ‘Look, the Vicar’s daughter bound them up with her hanky. Can I wash this for Sunday church? See, it’s real lace with her initial embroidered in the corner. “G” is for Grace. She was ever so kind.’

‘Is she yon pale-faced stick o’ a lass, the one as looks as if she needs a square meal inside her? I’m surprised Parson lets her mix with Board School kiddies. ’Er who cleans up at the Vicarage says she’s right chesty and he don’t want her pickin’ up germs and thick vowels. She goes to some fancy school up town, away from all the smoke and fumes of the iron foundry.’

‘She’s goin’ to be my friend so I must get this washed.’

‘Well, soak it in a pan with cold water and salt to get the blood stain off. You can boil it up later if there’s enough fire left. I’m not puttin’ no copper to boil for one lace hanky. It can wait while Monday when we do the wash, and you can collect Walter and Ethel from next-door’s yard. You’ll ’ave to mind her bairns tomorrow.’

Millie Walker, affectionately nicknamed ‘Bun Gran’, wiped her floury brow and pitched into her last batch of dough with sturdy arms, bending her cottage-loaf shape, with its round bosom and ample hips, to the task. When her daughter had died in childbirth she’d come to the rescue, leaving her own hearth to keep house for them all. Now she was feeling every one of her sixty-five years.

‘Can I knock back the bread for you?’ Sophia loved punching her fists into the warmth and stickiness of the dough and sitting by the fender turning the bowl. Bread was mysterious, rising secretly under its cloth, lumpen and lifeless at first then puffed up ready to bake.

‘Not with them fingers, you can’t. Beat the rag rug or donkey stone the front doorstep. We’ll not have anyone in Plover Street say I keep a dirty house. Not like them slopers next door. I don’t think she cleans her nets from one spring to the next.’ Gran bashed into the dough. ‘Mind on, our Phia, you don’t get good bread without a hard knockin’ back. The more you bash, the higher it rises. So work hard at yer lessons, young lady, and perhaps you’ll rise like bread!’

‘Got top marks again for composition. Miss Norris says my essays are a revelation. Can I stay on . . . do proper lessons? Miss Norris says I could be a Pupil Monitor. I don’t want to go into Berisford’s Mill, I want to be a teacher like Miss Norris.’

‘Ada Norris has no right to put ideas into yer head. It’s all right for her, being an only child and no oil painting either. Her dad could afford to give her an education. She’ll not tempt any curate with yon squashed face of hers! But education’s not for the likes of us in Plover Street, and certainly not for a harum-scarum flibbertigibbet like you, so don’t get yer hopes up. Any road, it’s yer dad who decides. Berisford’s Cotton Mill is good enough for Cissie. Why should you be different, my lady?’

‘Cos I’m a clever clogs, so sharp I’ll cut myself! You’ve told me that a hundred times. It’s not fair to shove me in the mill. I’ll shrivel up with boredom.’

‘Boredom? Where do you get such words? No one is ever bored in a mill. Just ask Cissie. She’ll soon put you straight.’ Gran sniffed the range and flung back the black-leaded door in a flurry. ‘Look! Your day dreams nearly burnt the bread.’

‘Just like King Alfred,’ came the reply.

‘Enough of your uppity nonsense. People like us are here to keep the numbers up, so no more fancy notions. Make yerself useful for a change.’

Phia slipped a bun deftly into her pocket and skipped out into the back yard with a grin. On Sunday she intended to meet Grace Thompson properly.

•   •   •

‘All dolled up like a dish of tripe’ was the verdict on Sophia’s Sunday appearance. She curled the frills around her best cotton smock with the goffering iron, polished her clogs above their station, tortured her thick brown hair into rag-rollered corkscrews. Cissie gave her a piece of pretty off-cut ribbon to tie back her curls in the fashion of the Royal Princesses, as stamped on their biscuit tin.

‘You’ll do,’ said Bun Gran grudgingly, reluctant to admit that the girl paid for dressing up, with her raisin-coloured eyes, glossy chestnut mane and square little body, just like her poor departed mam’s. ‘You know I don’t hold with all them smells and bells! Religion should be plain, not fancy. St Anselm’s is definitely fancy. That Reverend Thompson is a right one for dressing up the church and himself, and not above poaching from the Wesleyans given half a chance! But mind you behave yerself. We may be working folk but the Seddons can hold their head up to anyone in this street.’

The girl stuffed the lace hanky into her pocket and headed out of the front door, listening to the five-minute bell tolling from the soot-blackened church tower. She took her place amongst the rows of scholars penned in pews by the side of the Lady Chapel, swinging their legs, bashing the oak panels, poking their noses and wiping off snot on the hassocks. She scanned the pews for the outline of Grace Thompson and saw her sitting in the front row.

A shaft of dusty sunlight bathed Grace’s head like a halo; a band of silk flowers was swathed around her bonnet and cascades of blue satin ribbon tumbled nonchalantly down her back. Miss Grace Thompson looked just perfect. Phia recognised the satin ribbon from the trimmings stall in the open market. Even if she minded all the kids in the street for a week to pay for a yard or two, it would never look smart on her bashed-up straw hat. Only its shabbiness would be enhanced.

The service was boring. What a relief when they were turfed out before the sermon, row by row. A truculent toddler refused to budge from the front pew and Sophia could see Grace struggling to cajole the child and subdue its wails. She shot forward and grabbed the toddler. ‘Give her here, miss . . . Annie Thornber’s a right pain.’

‘Thank you,’ said the other girl with relief. ‘So you came after all?’

‘Yep. Thowt I’d give it the once-over. What do I do next?’ she whispered, conscious they were holding up the other children.

‘Well, you go to Bible Study in the Church Institute room.’ Grace pointed to the building tucked in a corner behind the school yard. ‘I have to look after the tinies in the Infants’ Hall with the other ladies till we go back in again.’

‘Back in again?’ gulped Sophia.

‘Yes, of course, for Communion. We just bow our heads for the Blessing until we’re confirmed.’

Sophia knew all about Confirmation Sunday. That was when the ones who had stuck out the classes were draped in borrowed lawn veils and white frocks, swanking their finery along the street like fairy queens. Not that they were as grand as the Catholic girls from St Peter and Paul’s who paraded in long bridal dresses, necks adorned with gold crucifixes, and covered from head to toe in cobweb lace. Now they were something to gawp at. Even Kitty Kelly, who was a right cow, looked like a Vestal Virgin from a distance. Gran said that the Kellys went hungry for weeks, pawning their souls to see Kitty done up properly. No, a St Anselm’s confirmation was a poor second and Bun Gran certainly wouldn’t abide any dressing up.

As they walked slowly to the vestibule door and the parting of their ways, Sophia took a deep breath. ‘Do you need an extra hand in there? Annie can be a tartar when she’s got a mood on.’

‘Are you sure? It’s awfully kind of you to offer. I’m not very good with them.’

‘Don’t you bother. I know them all and can soon sort them out. I push them out in the wash-day cart often enough, Miss Thompson.’

‘Do call me Grace.’ She held out her hand formally.

‘And I’m Sophia . . . Seddon.’ Phia was not going to give her street name. It was so common. ‘It’s a bit stiff and starchy.’

‘Then I’ll call you Sophie, if you like? Don’t you think it sounds soft round the edge – soft as kitten fur?’ said Grace with a smile.

‘Suits me nicely.’ Sophie almost purred with pleasure. She watched the young children sitting on diminutive chairs whilst the pianist, Miss Bowker, played hymns. An offering bag was handed round to relieve them of any coins, but little was plopped into the velvet pouch. Sophie felt a beetroot blush rising from her neck. No one had warned her about a collection. The pouch bobbed closer.

‘Don’t worry about the Offering,’ said Grace as she whipped up the bag, plunging it into the next row. All too soon the class was dismissed towards the porch. ‘We can skip the next bit, if you like. Nobody will notice.’ The Vicar’s daughter pointed towards the cemetery gate. ‘Come and see my favourite graves. I collect names. Come on, hurry!’

They scampered over the turfed mounds, picking out weathered lettering from the lichen-encrusted headstones.

‘Look! My favourite . . . “In Memory of Christmas Day and his beloved wife, Mary”. Isn’t that romantic, to be called Christmas?’

‘Not if they read the school register every day. I bet he got teased summat rotten,’ Sophie argued.

‘Do you really think so? I never thought about that.’

‘I didn’t mean to spoil it for you,’ she replied. ‘Let’s find some more. I think my mam is buried here but it’s hard to tell now.’ Sophie found herself talking about Mam and all the chores she herself now had to perform.

The other girl nodded encouragingly. ‘My mama died when I was little. I can’t remember her very well but Papa says she’s an angel in Heaven now, watching over me. Do you think she’s watching us now?’ Grace moved closer. ‘Aunt Calvert is kind but ever so strict.’

‘So’s my gran.’ They both giggled.

‘You know, you ought to get your brothers to help you do your jobs,’ said Grace thoughtfully.

‘Never! They’d never . . .’

‘If they were my brothers, I’d make them. Otherwise it’s not fair!’ Grace leaned forward with a new intensity behind those blue eyes; so deep, so determined. Sophie, in all of her eleven years, had never considered whether it was fair that she should have to darn socks while Jack and Walter went out to play in the street. This creature from behind the Vicarage wall was indeed remarkable.

‘I’ll see you next week then. I’ll show you the owl’s nest in my garden,’ ordered Grace as they strolled on to the path where the congregation lingered by the porch, talking to a tall woman in a beaded black cape who eyed them both keenly.

‘Where have you been, Grace dear? Loitering in the damp? You missed the Blessing.’

‘I felt a bit faint again and we thought the fresh air might help. Didn’t we?’ Sophie bowed her head.

‘Who is this?’ Aunt Calvert asked.

‘My new friend, Sophie Seddon,’ came the reply.

‘Do you think that’s wise, dear?’ her widowed aunt sighed. ‘I’m not sure your father . . .’

‘Oh, but I do. And can she come for tea?’


Chapter Two

‘Take your feet off the wall and walk on yer hands like me!’

‘Look, I’m doing it!’ Grace yelled back to Sophie as she launched herself off the privy wall, out into the cobbled back street. Her flannelette and lace-edged petticoats, tucked decorously into her garter tops, soon flopped over her face, blinding her bulging eyes, distracting her from her efforts to catch up with Sophie’s own flotilla of grubby cottons sailing up the alley.

Life had taken a topsy-turvy turn for the better since Sophie Seddon had cartwheeled into her sedate existence. Plover Street was no longer a drab, forbidden territory but an exciting wonderland of back ginnels and snickets, winding around the dark mysterious monolith of Berisford’s Mill which they had christened ‘Dragon Castle’.

If Aunt Calvert ever guessed what she got up to these days . . . How she sneaked out of the garden through a gap in the laurel hedge, conveniently widened, and disguised. How she raced through the recreation ground along dusty cinder paths to meet her friend after school and share a ha’p’orth of chips in a newspaper parcel: squidgy chips, piping hot, doused with vinegar and salt. Afterwards the grease coated her fingers for hours with the sweet memory of this disobedience. Eating in public was unheard of in Vicarage polite society, a punishable offence. Yet, doing so hidden under rows of flapping washing, listening to the Seddon goings on at number nine, planning assaults on Dragon Castle, was the highlight of her week.

Sophie was always dreaming up some scheme like fishing for sticklebacks in the canal or hunting for frog’s spawn whilst pushing a truckload of wash-day orphans, all curious to poke their fingers into the gooey jelly. The babies went home that day soaked through but happy and still in one piece. And now they had plotted their most daring escapade: to explore Dragon Castle, storm the Dragon’s belching chimney lair and rescue the fair Cicely Seddon from her weaving loom!

‘Piece of cake!’ bluffed Sophie, her mind racing ahead to the perils of the porter’s gate or Hellfire Corner, afterwards avoiding the engine rooms with their Dragon’s breath and sussing out the warren of stone-flagged steps to the carding rooms and spinning mules, warp rooms, and finally the weaving sheds with their jagged-tooth rooftops. Cissie’s description of the place was drawn on a hanky like a secret map. For the captain of such a daring enterprise, Sophie was still vague as to her sister’s actual whereabouts amongst the hundreds of women working there, but undeterred by such minor details. The mission was their grandest scheme so far and Grace was happy to tag along.

‘I’m not goin’ to go and work in the mill and you certainly won’t, so why not have a secret recce just to see what it’s like? Miss Norris says we should always investigate matters. Investigate . . . is that one of them Latin words you learn?’

Grace rested her leg against a wall; her hands were filthy and pitted with blue-black cinders. ‘I’m not sure. I’ve only got as far as amo, amas, amat. I love, you love, he loves.’

Sophie wobbled as she walked on her hands. ‘Amo . . . amas . . . amat . . . I’m goin’ to learn Latin and French when I’m a teacher. Miss Norris knows Latin. She says Latin words are a better class of word. Our reccy ground is from Latin . . . recreation ground . . . and so are omnibuses. I bet there’s even Latin in the mill so we have to investigate.’

‘What if we get caught?’ asked Grace.

‘Not on your Nelly! Who’ll notice two more in a thousand? Any road, we’ll be in disguise.’

Grace’s hands gave way and she flopped on to the cobbles. ‘A disguise. How exciting!’

‘Wait here and I’ll get them. Don’t get too steamed up. We can’t go as pirates but this is the next best thing.’

Sophie uncurled herself, and once upright darted through the back gate into the whitewashed privy with its two wooden seats, scattering a cloud of buzzing flies as she pulled out a bundle of clothes stuffed behind the door. ‘I borrowed these from our Jack and Walter. They’re a bit big but who’ll notice? Try them on.’

‘I can’t wear these!’ Grace sniffed the oily, sweaty breeches covered in foundry dust, dropping them with disgust on to the cobbles.

‘Well, you can’t storm the citadel dressed in a blue serge skirt, cream blouse and school tie. A right advertisement for the High School if ever I saw one! Don’t be a spoilsport. Get yerself breeched up. I will . . . see!’ Sophie pulled off her skirt and flannel petticoat, tucking the old shirt into stiff trousers and loosening her wool stockings, drawing her garters down under her knees.

Reluctantly, Grace peeled off her uniform, folding it neatly into a pile. ‘What about my hair?’

‘Just tuck it under the flat cap. Hurry up, we’ve not got all day. Come on, you blushing rose!’ said Sophie impatiently.

‘Shut up, barm cake!’ giggled Grace, using their secret nicknames. ‘You should be the blooming rose. I’m only plain bread.’

‘Aye, a right white bloomer we have ’ere!’ Sophie pointed at her fine cotton drawers. They fell on to the two lavvy seats at the mention of bloomers, pounding each other and roaring with laughter.

‘Roses and bread – what a combination,’ gasped Grace.

‘Who said anything about combinations!’ More raucous giggling as they emerged dressed as lads from the privy, linking arms in anticipation of their great adventure. ‘Bread and roses, roses and bread . . . What does it matter so long as we’re friends?’

•   •   •

At the sight of the soot-blackened chimney towering into the clouds and the wrought-iron mill gates, Grace felt her courage fail and her heart tremble. They joined the hundreds of men and women returning for the afternoon shift. Mill girls in straw boaters, their aprons hidden under long woollen shawls, gathered in groups along the street like a clattering army on the march.

Perhaps this was not a good way to spend her extra school holiday, donated by the Governors of the High School for the Queen’s Jubilee, thought Grace. But it was the only chance both girls had to meet on a weekday and roam the streets before the big celebrations began in earnest; all the processions and choral concerts, parades, fun fairs, sports competitions and parties.

The mill flags hung limply and already the shop fronts in the streets were bedecked with bunting and loyal pictures of Her Majesty, looking stern and sad. The Girls’ High School had been practising choral anthems for the massed choir festival in the Queen’s Park. Papa would be walking his parish faithful along the streets to join the massed Sunday School parades with their patronal banners held high, Grace imagined, feeling the clogs chafing the backs of her heels and the scratchy breeches pricking her skin. How could people endure such coarse cloth? The two girls lurked at the corner shop, eyeing the black hands of the mill clock, waiting for the familiar hooter to summon the workers back to the den. When a gaggle of lads passed them by without comment, it felt safe to tag on behind. Under this cover they sauntered casually through the gates, deep in conversation, drifting in the same general direction as the boys. Then Sophie surreptitiously pulled out the map and squinted closely, turning it this way and that to get a sense of direction.

‘I hope you know where we’re supposed to go?’ whispered Grace as the huge wooden gates closed behind them, shutting out the latecomers with a bang, sending those on the other side scurrying to the small porter’s gate, to the penny hole, to have their pay docked.

‘It’s bigger than I thowt, that’s all. I think we go through that door and up some stairs. We’ll give Cissie a right turn when she sees us togged up as errand boys!’ Sophie beckoned excitedly to a hesitant Grace. ‘Don’t dawdle. We must stick together! In here, in here!’

The minute she pushed open the door she smelt the stench of oily rags and knew her mistake. The vast room shook with the whirling of spinning mules; the force of the steam heat took her breath away for a second. There were bare-chested men sweating at their tasks, slithering barefoot across an oily wet floor. Grace stood awestruck at the sight of giant rollers winding the huge bobbins of yarn and pushed them both forward to get a closer look at this vision from hell.

Sophie pushed her back, mouthing as loud as she could. ‘Get back, quick, it’s the wrong place! Let’s get out before we’re spotted by the overseer.’ She had noticed a giant of a man with a grimy chest, wearing only stained white fustian breeches and a neckerchief, giving orders to a group of small boys who crawled barefoot like shiny black cockroaches, scrubbing under the machinery. He turned and caught a glimpse of them, striding forward immediately. The girls stood staring, transfixed by the sight of his greasy moustache, dripping with sweat.

‘Now then, tiddlers, looking for a job? Bit on the small side but you’ll do, lad. Get under that machine and clean up the gubbins. You’ll get yerself a gobful of cotton if yer keep yer jaw gawpin’ like that. Sharp on!’ He pushed the stunned Grace, taller by a head than her mate, down to the floor. ‘New, are we? Get stuck in under there – and mind yer head!’

Grace recoiled from him, frozen with fear.

‘Cat got yer tongue? Lads do men’s work in my place. Don’t be a girl’s blouse! Do you want my boot up yer backside? Shift yer arse!’

‘Let me do it, mister.’ Sophie yanked the brush from his hand and made for the gap under the machine, quickly removing her clogs.

‘Bugger off! This one’ll show me what it’s made of.’ He dragged Grace over the floor, white-faced and trembling, and shoved her under the machine. ‘Do what yer bloody well told or I’ll bray yer, right here! These half-timers have it soft these days . . . a dose of namby-pambies!’

Sophie watched in horror as her friend bravely brushed away the oily cotton fluff, crawling further under the whirling machinery with tears rolling down her cheeks. ‘Stop the machines! Stop them at once! It’s all my fault. You mustn’t make her go in there. She’s got a bad chest,’ Sophie yelled at the overseer.

He stared in disbelief as the lad’s cap caught on the machinery and snagged the whole process. A stream of golden hair fell down the child’s back, revealing her disguise. He ordered a boy in ragged breeches to drag her out.

‘What the hell are you playing at?’

He grabbed them both and shook them roughly as he marched them out of the door, up stone-flagged steps to a mahogany door. He knocked on this and shoved them through. ‘A right set of silly interlopers we ’ave here, sir. Just look at them – a couple of lassies larking about in t’mill. Tell Mr Berisford just what you’ve been doin’.’

At a leather-topped desk sat a man with a bulbous head and bushy whiskers of the purest white down each side of his pink cheeks. He peered over his half-moon spectacles, looking at them sternly like Moses before the Egyptians in Grace’s Illustrated Bible.

‘It was my daft idea,’ snivelled Sophie.

‘Shut up . . . I’ll do the talking,’ commanded Grace. ‘We had an idea it might be fun to explore Dragon Castle . . . your mill . . . to see what it’s all about. We only meant to look round . . .’

‘To investigate,’ chirped Sophie, using her best word.

‘I am sorry we have wasted your time. We do apologise,’ added Grace politely.

‘I see. And just who has been doing this investigation of Dragon . . . er, my mill?’

‘I am Grace Margaret Thompson from St Anselm’s Vicarage, and this is my friend, Sophia Seddon, from Plover Street.’

‘Number nine,’ piped Sophie.

‘Ah-hah! One of the illustrious Seddon clan. I’d better be careful. Kick one of them and they all squeal. So I have before me the Vicar’s lass and her accomplice. I wonder what our Parson will have to say about that, young lady?’ replied Jairus Berisford, trying not to smile.

•   •   •

‘You could have been scalped, maimed for life, child! How dare you disgrace us with such behaviour? I blame that Seddon girl. I said it was an unholy alliance. I told you no good would come out of it, Maude, didn’t I?’ Rowland Thompson wiped his forehead and shook his head at his daughter, standing on the Persian rug, shuffling her calfskin boots over the intricate patterns.

‘Don’t get overheated, Rowland. The girls have apologised and Mr Berisford has decided not to take it any further. They are at that silly age, neither fish nor fowl. Girls like to be chummy. If you will do Mission work in a poor parish, who is there suitable for Grace to consort with? You can’t cage her in the Vicarage all day.’ Aunt Calvert poked a needle into her tapestry with a sigh.

‘I know this is not an ideal place in which to raise a motherless daughter, but I do my best. Never in my wildest dreams did I think a child of the cloth would demean herself in breeches and parade herself on my own doorstep – fouling the nest in such a brazen manner! Well, what have you to say for yourself?’

‘We just wanted to see inside the mill, if only to know how lucky we are not to have to work there and to understand those who must. I am to be a missionary and Sophie a schoolteacher. We had to storm Dragon Castle . . . it’s a dreadful place, Papa. Children like us slave under machines like blind dogs in filth. They have to submit to bad language and horrible tasks. I saw it all for myself . . .’

‘Is this Socialist talk I’m hearing? Wilf Seddon’s brood are well indoctrinated! We are all given a station in life by the Almighty in His wisdom. He allots us our sphere and our span. Do not query his justice or judgement, my girl. With privilege comes responsibility and that is a burden in itself. You have the burden of your late mama’s legacy to account for. That could lead to danger. Many will envy you such riches. Let us thank Him for His mercy in showing me the subversion to which I am exposing you in this parish. Needless to say, there will be no more contact with the Seddon brat!’

‘But, Papa . . .’

‘Silence, Grace! You shame your mother’s sacred memory by your disobedience. If this defiance is a foretaste of what I must expect from you, then I must take steps to amend my lenience. Confine yourself indoors as a punishment. You will not be attending the Jubilee Celebrations. You must learn discipline and decorum, not jeopardise my parish work by hobnobbing with street riff-raff. Do you understand?’

‘No, Papa. Sophie is my friend. We meant no harm. Why must we be separated?’

‘Stick to your own class. I will not have her near the place. Aunt Calvert and I will find you some more suitable companions. Go to your room now and meditate on your condition.’

•   •   •

Grace sat on the window ledge overlooking the recreation ground, peering through the stained and leaded glass to watch all the fun of the Sports Day races on the grass beyond the Vicarage garden. Plover Street was bedecked with bunting and trestle tables lined the cobbles for a children’s party. Aunt Calvert had hinted that Papa would request a transfer from the Bishop if Grace’s bad behaviour continued; to a parish farther out of town, away from the forest of chimneys and sooty streets she now called home. He would use her wheezy chest as an excuse to terminate his ministry here.

Suddenly she saw Sophie waving a handkerchief, the signal for her to creep down to the back-garden fence and squeeze through the gap. They sat on a sunny bench in the municipal rose garden, admiring the half-moon beds of rosebuds almost in bloom. Grace hugged her knees to her chest alongside her sad secret while Sophie fingered the pretty muslin of her afternoon dress admiringly. ‘Thank God you won’t have to go into the mill, Soph. I couldn’t bear to think of you stuck in such a terrible place,’ said Grace at last.

But for once Sophie was silent and stared straight ahead, a clout from Wilf Seddon still ringing in her ears.

•   •   •

‘You stupid besom! Have you stewed yer brains? You nearly got our Cissie the sack! And I thowt you’d more than cotton fluff in yer head . . . Gettin’ above oursel’ with that stuck-up Thompson lass, are we? It won’t last. She’ll get shut of you in no time. Whatever put such a crackpot idea in yer head?’

‘We just wanted to see what it were like.’

‘Well, now you know. And the sooner you get half-time, the better.’

‘But I’m not goin’ in no mill, am I, Gran? Miss Morris says I can be a Pupil Monitor.’

‘Oh, she does, does she? Then someone’ll have to put her straight, won’t they? You’ll go into the mill like yer sister, and Ethel when her turn comes. Think on. This is Plover Street. You can’t live off dreams. They don’t make bread and butter! We need yer wage in this house, same as all the rest.’

‘Oh, yes . . . so you can flush them all down the lav at the Spindlemaker’s Arms every Sat’day night!’

The side-winding blow stung her ear. ‘Get out o’ my bloody sight, cheeky brat! Who do you think you are? Gettin’ above yer station, that’s for sure. A week in the mill’ll soon sort yon nonsense. I don’t want you turnin’ into a shrivelled up old prune like Ada Norris. Book-learnin’ has done nothing for her looks. Education’s not for women. What can you do wi’ it but get wed and read to bairns?’

‘Bun Gran, tell him, please, how good I am at school! Miss Norris sent my composition to a competition for the Jubilee Prize.’

Wilf Seddon’s jaw set firm and his cheeks twitched at her challenge.

‘This’s nowt to do wi’ her. Yer gran has a job to make ends meet as it is, without wasting time on book-learnin’.’

‘You promised,’ pleaded the girl as her sister Ethel stood watching wide-eyed.

‘Phia, I never promised you owt. It’s all bin in yer head. However did you think you could escape the mill?’

‘But it’s not what I want!’ she cried as the snivels dripped from her nose.

‘Who care’s a monkey’s curse what you want, lass? You do as yer told or you’ll taste the back of my leather belt on yer backside. Think on!’ Her father puffed on his empty pipe, sucking in air noisily.

‘I hate you all!’ she screamed, racing up the wooden stairs to fling herself on the bed, the springs creaking in protest as she bounced and kicked, sniffing into the coal-dusty tang of the patchwork quilt, beating her fists against the bolster. ‘It’s just not fair!’

•   •   •

The girls stared silently as the shadows of late-afternoon crept over the crescent-shaped shrub beds, each nursing a secret from the other with a heavy heart. ‘You will be my always friend, won’t you?’ whispered Grace, breaking the spell. ‘No matter what . . .’

‘We’ll be the Bread and Roses Society, like the Co-op . . . with just two members, right?’

‘And this will be our secret badge.’ Grace leaped from the bench and plucked two pink rosebuds from the floribunda bushes. ‘One for you and one for me. Let’s press them into our Prayer Books for ever.’

A voice from the park keeper’s cottage yelled and a man waved a fork in their direction. ‘Just you get off them flower beds, lassie, before I have your guts for garters. Don’t you dare trespass! Can’t you read them by-laws . . . children is forbidden in here. Gertcha!’

They scuttled like mice into the undergrowth through a well-beaten track and out on to the playing field where the last of the Jubilee Races gathered a crowd of onlookers.

‘Spoilsport!’ grumbled Sophie, puffing up with fury. Why did grown-ups always have to throw mud over her dreams?


Chapter Three

‘Phia! Wake up!’ A voice forced its way into her sleep, tugging at her sleeve. She woke with a start. A hand nudged her again. Where was she? Dozing at her desk again. The droning of a Standard Five spelling chant had lulled her off to sleep. She looked up sheepishly at the teacher’s familiar face.

‘Sorry, Miss Norris.’

‘The first few weeks are always the worst, Sophia.’

‘Yes, Miss Norris.’

‘You’ll get used to going part-time.’ The mistress sighed as she returned to her high desk overlooking rows of bog-eyed half-timers, sent back from Berisford’s after the lunch break to continue their futile studies. Sleep was what they needed, not instruction, these pale faces wizened before their time; faces which never saw the daylight or fresh air; children who supplemented the family income by a precious half a crown a week. If it was up to her they would be left alone to sleep off their weariness, but since the last impromptu visit of the new Chairman of School Managers (who’d caught four poor souls snoring) she must toe the line or else risk a reprimand from the governing body who relied on regular inspections to keep their teachers up to scratch.

The classroom itself did not encourage diligence with its dark walls and depressing aspect overlooking tarmacadam yards at either side, the building penned in by iron railings and high brick walls. The rooms were large, containing row upon row of desks and benches. There was little leaven in the dough of formal instruction. Fates were sealed for these children long before they gulped their first breath. Mines or foundry work for the boys. Mills or service for the girls. On her desk was the prize book token awarded to the Seddon child for her Jubilee essay. Sophia Seddon and Annie Pilling were the only two bright sparks in the class, eager to learn despite their tiredness. She had pleaded in vain with the Headmaster to make an exception, persuade the father to let Sophia stay on at school. ‘We ought to do something for our prize-winner. It’s not often that St Anselm’s gets a recommended pupil. She ought not to be wasted on a Lancashire loom!’

‘Now then, Miss Norris. I know you mean well but you mustn’t get too involved. We answer to our managers and to Jairus Berisford, our Chairman. So long as she passes the medical and gains an attendance certificate, it’s none of your concern where she goes.’

‘But she would make an excellent Pupil Monitor . . .’

‘That’s as may be but your duty, young woman, is to drum the rudiments into your charges, whether conscious or not.’ He laughed at his own feeble joke. ‘How’s your poor mother?’

‘Not one of her good weeks, Mr Grundy. She is getting very forgetful.’

‘Did I hear that the Constable had to escort her back from the Market Hall last week?’

Trust him to have heard of their disgrace! How Mother had managed to walk three miles into the town and fill a basket with nonsense from the stalls she did not know, thought the teacher, blushing with embarrassment.

‘You make a splendid job of your Christian duty. Not everyone could cope with her eccentric ways. It must be a great disappointment to you.’

At twenty-four Adelaide Norris was seasoned in life’s disappointments. Against the tide of prejudice she’d grabbed a secondary education with the promise of a Queen’s Scholarship, only to have it snatched away when the father she adored died of a collapsed lung. There was no alternative but to seek an immediate appointment to support herself and her ailing mother. In her favour were excellent references. She was a practising member of the Established Church, essential for a post in any church school, and no one need remind her that she possessed that most enduring asset of all, the homely countenance: a face podgy and pitted with childhood scarlet fever, a nose of parsnip proportions and oddly separated teeth. The mirror declared her an ideal choice. She would attract few lustful glances, except perhaps from a passing farrier who might admire her sturdy likeness to a dray horse. Her predecessors, a succession of pretty young teaching assistants, had brought headaches to the managers, barely lasting a year each before being whisked down some aisle in the fashionable suburbs to breed babies. She saw the unanimous relief on their faces at her interview. Adelaide Norris was built to endure and she came cheap. Only her voice, soft and husky, with its refined Lancashire burr and deep resonant contralto tone, belied her outward appearance.
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