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“Happy is the house that shelters a friend.”

EMERSON




Chapter 1

Georgina Hawkins lived in the ‘Big House’. At least that was what the neighbouring children called it. Her father, William Hawkins, had built his home in the middle of one of many rows of terraces belonging to him. True, it was a superior street, situated as it was at the top of a hill, with views over the industrial landscape of pottery kilns and factories. But to his wife’s bitter chagrin, it was not an address in keeping with what she regarded as their ‘proper social status’.

William, however, had other views. It pleased him to be living in a detached, square redbrick house, with its gleaming bay windows and impeccably kept lawns. What pleased him even more was the contrast between his own imposing home and the cramped houses surrounding it. The tall yew hedge around his property dominated the street, and the sight of envious stares through the black iron gates at the impressive frontage gave him a welcome sense of importance. He was a self-made man, a man who had built his own small empire. But his achievement had spawned a sense of power, of dominance, which sustained him, but alienated his wife and frightened his daughter. William Hawkins had married late in life to acquire a son, and when his wife presented him with a puny female infant, and tearfully informed him that she could never bear another, he didn’t bother to even look at the child.

Alice Hawkins, when told that the mewling blood-covered baby lying between her legs was a girl, had merely turned her exhausted face to the wall. As the mother of William’s longed-for son, his heir, her standing in their marriage would have been enhanced; it would have given her a weapon against him. For it might be 1949, but William’s outlook on life, and especially his view of the role of women, was exactly the same as that of his father and grandfather before him.

“I don’t want to go!” Georgina hung her head.

“Nonsense!” Alice told her

“Why can’t I go to school here? Why not?” Georgina persisted.

Alice looked at her in exasperation. “Because your father thinks you’ll get a better education at boarding school.” This was a lie. William wasn’t in the least interested in what was best for Georgina. But Alice was fully aware of his calculating ambition. In a few years his daughter would become an asset. A successful marriage could bring useful contacts, increased prosperity. And for that, she needed to mix with the right people, move in the right circles. An expensive, well-regarded school would be an investment.

“Well, I don’t want to!” Greatly daring, Georgina stood her ground. It wasn’t so much the thought of going away. Although she often felt lonely, at least here she could get away from it all, merge into the background, retreat into her books. But in a public domain like boarding school there would be nowhere to hide, no refuge.

Georgina often agonised over why she couldn’t be outgoing like the other girls at the private junior school she attended. She longed to be like them, laughing, boisterous, unafraid of the strict teachers. Sitting by herself at a single desk in the classroom, standing alone in the playground, she would try to pluck up the courage to join in, but even as she hesitated the moment would pass.

“Don’t I have any say in it?” Georgina appealed to her mother, but already knew there was little likelihood that her face, with its mask of expensive make-up, would soften.

“You could always try arguing with your father,” Alice suggested, then felt a fleeting compunction as her daughter’s face whitened. “No, I thought not,” she added grimly.

The uniform, when it arrived, was hideous. A grey gym slip and watery blue blouse, to be covered by a grey, fine wool cardigan. Just the colours to wash me out, Georgina thought miserably. With lank fair hair and a long nose, she had no illusions about her looks. She would have loved to have arresting eyes, blue perhaps, deep pools of mystery like the heroine in her current book. But no, her own eyes were a funny sort of green, boring in her opinion – just as she was. She hated her life, hated living in the Big House. She was never allowed to play with the other children in the street. Once, when she was younger, she had crept out of the house, and with a guilty backward look, gone to watch some girls skipping in the road. Standing on the pavement, she listened to them chanting, “All in together, girls,” as two held each end of a rope, while the others skipped through as their names were called. Eventually one, a wiry girl with black curly hair jerked her head, calling, “Come on!” and Georgina had ducked under the rope and for the next half hour felt happier and more alive than she’d ever done in her short life. The pace was fast, leaving little time to talk, but then suddenly the game was ruined when an older girl sauntered up and, with one swift lunge, grabbed the length of clothes-line the younger children were using.

“Mum wants to hang some washing out,” she snapped, and then her glance darted to Georgina. “What are you playing with her for?”

“She’s not doing anything!” the black-haired girl protested.

“We don’t mix with her sort, Josie Ford – you never know what tales she’ll tell!”

“I wouldn’t!” protested Georgina.

“Oh yeah? Come to slum it, ’ave yer? You and yer private school! Georgina! What sort of poncy name is that? Go on, clear off!” She gave Georgina a violent shove which made her fall backwards and collide with a wall.

Josie’s face crimsoned with anger. “What did yer do that for?” she yelled. “You’re nothing but a bully, Muriel Machin. That’s what you are!”

“And what are you going to do about it?”

Incensed, Josie rushed at the bigger girl, head-butting her in the stomach, and they both went down, to roll on the ground, scratching and pulling each other’s hair. Shrieking encouragement for Josie, the others crowded round as Georgina struggled to her feet, and stood to watch in horrified fascination. So involved was she, that not even the sound of a car’s engine warned her, until the blast of its horn caused the two fighting girls to draw apart and, with a last slap at each other, scramble to their feet. Georgina looked up, saw the familiar Hillman Minx, and her throat closed in terror as she met the appalled glare of her father. For one split second William stared at her, his eyes bulging with fury, before he blasted his horn again and began to edge through the crowd of girls.

Georgina turned and ran. Ran as fast as she could, frantic to get inside the gate, through the front door and up to her bedroom.

A few seconds later, his strident voice echoed through the house. “Alice! Alice!”

Georgina heard her mother’s conciliatory voice, her father’s angry tones, and then there were sharp footsteps on the stairs, and the door to her room was flung open.

“Get downstairs!”

Georgina cowered back. “I didn’t do anything,” she gabbled. “I only went down the street . . .”

Alice seized her shoulder. “How many times have I told you not to go out on your own. How dare you disobey me! Do you know what you’ve done? It’s me who’ll get the blame, not you!” She dragged Georgina towards the staircase. “Now, get downstairs!”

With her mother behind her, Georgina stumbled down the wide richly carpeted stairs and, her heart hammering in her chest, stood in fear in the doorway of her father’s study.

“And what have you to say for yourself!” he thundered. “Don’t stand in the doorway – come here and answer me!”

Georgina forced her trembling legs to move forward.

“Cat got your tongue, or what?”

“I – I . . .” she began to stammer, “I only went out to play.”

“Play? You call that playing? Standing watching those little guttersnipes brawling in the middle of the road?”

William’s harsh voice seemed to lash at her very insides, and Georgina, sick with nerves, felt her eyes fill with tears. How she wanted to shout back at him, but no-one argued with William Hawkins.

“I was playing skipping,” she managed at last.

“Well, you can skip in your own garden in future. And,” he added, his face thrust against hers, “there’ll be no more sneaking out, do you hear me? Do you?”

Georgina raised her eyes to her father’s bristling grey moustache and mottled bulbous nose.

“Speak up!” he shouted.

“Yes.”

“Right, now get out of my sight!”

Georgina left in tears, only to be confronted by Alice. “He’ll expect me to punish you,” she snapped. “So, there’ll be no sweets for a fortnight!”

The threat was a severe blow. Sweets were still on ration, and although she was careful with her coupons, Georgina had a craving for chocolate. Crunchie bars were her favourites, and she would nibble at the milk chocolate casing, and then put in her tongue to dissolve the delicious honeycomb sweetness.

Since that episode, Georgina had never strayed again. When travelling in the car, she often saw the other children, and would look furtively for her champion, which was how she always thought of Josie. Occasionally their gaze would meet, but all too soon her father would snap, “Eyes in front, Georgina,” and mutely she would turn her head away to stare blankly ahead. But even her father couldn’t control her thoughts, her feelings. Georgina only knew that she envied Josie Ford and her friends. They might be poor, and, as her mother described them, ‘rough’ but not a day passed that Georgina didn’t daydream of how much happier life must be inside the small terraced houses that lined each side of the street.


Chapter 2

Josie Ford was born as an afterthought – or, as her mother always said, as the result of a bet. The bet came into the equation because her husband Sid, not known for his willpower, had succumbed to a challenge. It hadn’t mattered that the man in question was a stranger in the pub, an establishment Sid regarded as his second home. When he cast aspersions on a beer-drinker’s ability to handle spirits, Sid had considered it not only a slur on his character, but a matter of honour to prove otherwise. It must have been a good malt whisky, Lily Ford told anyone who would listen, furious to find herself pregnant again.

“I’ll tell you all something for nothing,” she said. “There’ll never be another bottle of the stuff in our house. Not if there’s a chance of Sid getting his hands on it!”

But when Josie was born, Lily was entranced, feeling a surge of protectiveness and love for this unsought-for child she’d never felt for her other three. As for Sid, he just couldn’t believe that in his late forties he’d fathered another baby, a girl at that, one who stared at him with piercing blue eyes, her little barrel chest proclaiming her arrival in the world.

At twelve, their eldest boy Dennis had been appalled when he realised there was to be an addition to their family.

“You’d think they’d have finished with all that at their age,” he muttered. “Makes you want to throw up!”

John, two years younger, was a boy who lived in a world of his own. He didn’t know what ‘all that’ meant. Totally absorbed in lining up his collection of bottle tops, he hadn’t shown much interest.

Peter, who was nearly eight, just hoped the baby wouldn’t cry a lot or have smelly nappies.

But again, Josie charmed them all. They would take turns to hold her, wondering at her daintiness, finding within them a gentleness they hadn’t known existed. At least that was what happened inside the house. Outside, of course, Dennis and Peter had to be tough. “A flaming girl,” Dennis announced, while young Peter complained loudly that she’d never be able to play football! John, however, surprised them all by being fascinated by the tiny baby, even offering to push her pram around the local park.

So Josie grew up in danger of being ‘spoiled rotten’, as neighbours would say. But that didn’t happen, couldn’t happen, not in a house where self-denial was as regular as breathing. Sid Ford worked as a labourer in a pottery factory, or potbank as they were more widely known. The work was arduous, the wage low, but it was the best he was capable of. ‘Broad of shoulder, strong of back and not much upstairs,’ was how Lily’s father had described him, and she’d known it was true. But Sid had a teasing way that caught at her heart, and although he was older, his good looks had made him the most attractive prospect in the area. So, Lily had married him, and it was only sometimes, as she stood at the copper manhandling steamy sheets or stared in frustration at the sparse larder shelves, that she wondered if she could have done better for herself.

But Josie loved her dad. He tickled her, and slipped her a three-penny bit when her mum wasn’t looking. Then she could go to the corner shop, and drool for ages over such delights as sherbet dips, Kali crystals to dip her finger in and suck, long-lasting gobstoppers, and liquorice root. Sweet rationing didn’t affect the Ford children: their pocket money was so limited, it rationed them anyway.

Growing up with three brothers had made Josie more than capable of standing up for herself. A staunch friend, she was also a girl with a strong sense of fair play, an attribute many a younger child in the playground had cause to be grateful for.

“She’s a belter when it comes to a scrap!” Peter would boast, although Sid wasn’t too happy about that. His “little princess”, as he liked to call his daughter, was growing up; she should be acting more like a lady, and he told her so.

Josie giggled. “Me, going all ladylike! Did you hear him, Mum?”

“Yes, I heard him,” Lily snapped. “And what have I told you about sitting with your legs all sprawled out? Put your knees together – you’re a big girl now.”

Josie sulked. She didn’t want to be a big girl. Particularly now she knew first-hand what that entailed. Monthly misery, that’s all it was, and messy with it.

But the Fords struggled by, and despite the shabbiness of the house, and the constant effort to make ends meet, they were happy enough. Eventually, Dennis got married and went to live in Fenton, one of the six Potteries towns. “I won’t be far, Mum,” he said. “Me and Mavis’ll come over often, you’ll see.” Mavis, a plump, sensible girl, was a paintress at the Tuscan Pottery in Longton, where they both worked. Sid and Lily liked her, and as the young couple were expecting their first child, were looking forward to becoming grandparents.

But Lily worried about John, who constantly had difficulty holding down a job. “He’s not trying hard enough,” Lily said one night to Sid. “Well, I’m not standing for it. I can’t be doing with a grown man hanging around the house.”

Sid glanced at her with a frown. “This last time, it wasn’t all his fault, you know. Old Hawkins is a difficult bugger to work for.”

“Maybe. But we all have to put up with things we don’t want to.”

“You’re too hard on him, Lily. He’ll get something, you’ll see.”

“It might help if he took a bit more interest in other people’s doings,” Lily said tartly. “He’s forever absorbed in what interests him, but, as we all know, having a proper conversation with him is nigh on impossible.

“Aye, well, we are as we’re made,” Sid said, “and I doubt if he’ll change now.”

Peter was in the Royal Navy, having dreamed of going to sea since he was a small boy. After completing his National Service, he’d signed on as a regular, and although Lily worried about him picking up infections in foreign parts, not to mention, she muttered darkly to Sid, bad habits, they were both proud of him.

Josie caused them no anxieties. She was bright at school, sailing blithely through her lessons. She’d been bitterly disappointed when, after passing the scholarship, she hadn’t been able to go to high school. Privately, Lily thought they could have managed the extra money, now that two of the boys had left home, but Sid didn’t think it was necessary, not for a girl.

“I can’t see the point of us scrimping and saving. She’ll only go and get married and have kids,” he’d argued. “It would have been different if it had been one of the lads.”

But John had bitterly opposed their decision. “You should let her go,” he insisted, and they had both stared at him in amazement. It was unheard of for their middle son to express an opinion about anything.

“And why’s that?” Sid had demanded.

“Because she’s special, that’s why.” John, his normally pale face flushed, had stood his ground. “And none of us boys were clever enough. She is – so she should have her chance.”

Well done, lad, Lily thought, knowing what an effort such a speech must have been for him.

However, Sid was adamant. “I’m sorry, John. We just can’t afford it.”

But gradually, as she entered her teens, Josie’s spirit began to rebel at ‘doing without’, as Lily would call it. But her discontent was transient as she came to realise that it was just the same for all the other girls she knew.

Then, several months after her thirteenth birthday, Josie, having with reluctance accepted her lowly station in life, changed her mind. The weather was freezing, one of those days when you could play breathing clouds into the air, and Josie had escaped from a quarrel between her parents. Even as she left the house she could hear them.

“It’s not my fault the woman died!”

“It wasn’t mine either,” Lily snapped. “I was the one who cleaned for her for ten years! But it means I haven’t got a job, and until I get another, we’re going to have to make sacrifices. Or do you think losing my wages won’t have any effect?”

“Don’t talk daft! But you can’t expect a man not to have a pint!”

“You can’t expect your family to go hungry either!”

“Aw, come off it, Lily. It’s not that bad!”

“Not at the moment, no. But cleaning jobs don’t grow on trees, you know! And what if I can’t get another one? And there’s a rumour old Hawkins is going to put the rents up. I’m just saying it wouldn’t hurt you to cut down a bit on the beer and fags.”

Sid glared at her. Didn’t she realise it was a matter of pride that a man should have his ‘spends’? He’d be a laughing-stock down the pub, if he couldn’t stand his round. “I’ll think about it,” he said abruptly.

Lily sighed. “All right, bury your head in the sand as usual.” But her anger was spent, and wearily she pushed back her greying brown hair. She’d ask around again tomorrow, but what she needed now was a cup of tea, and she knew just who was going to have to make it! Of course, Lily mused, as she filled the kettle, now that there was only Josie at school, she could try and get a full-time job on one of the potbanks, but Sid had always been set against the idea, and refused to change his mind. Part-time work he’d allow, but as far as he was concerned, a woman’s place was in the home.

Josie, who’d hoisted herself to the top of a nearby high wall, dug her hands deeper into her brown threadbare tweed coat. She was just deciding to go and see if one of her friends would ask her in, when suddenly she heard the sound of a motor car, and looking round saw William Hawkins’ car, being driven slowly because of the icy conditions. As the car drew level Josie was able, from her vantage point, to stare straight into the interior. But for once she wasn’t interested in trying to make eye contact with Georgina. Her gaze had fastened on the blue fur muff on the other girl’s lap, and she tried to imagine the bliss of slipping her cold hands into its warmth and softness. Then as the car began to draw away, she looked up into Georgina’s eyes. The other girl smiled, but Josie, transfixed with envy, just stared stonily at her.

She’d never been in a motor car. What must it be like to sit enclosed in its warmth, being driven to wherever you wanted to go? Not to have to trudge through the snow, or in the summer have to walk miles in the sultry heat? How wonderful life must be, she thought wistfully, to live in the Big House. She’d heard it was beautiful inside, with thick Axminster carpets, and that they used real silver cutlery. As an only child, Georgina must live a magical existence, cosseted and spoiled. I bet she never wears scuffed shoes, Josie thought, jumping down from the wall and aiming a kick at a stone on the pavement. Stamping her numb feet, she decided to walk back up the street and ‘have a stare’. She stood before the black iron gates, looking at the formal lawns frosted with ice, at the pristine drive and huge oak door. Taking her hands out of her pockets, she stared down at her square capable fingers, at her fingers so blue with cold that they hurt. One day, she told them, you’ll be snuggled inside a fur muff, I promise. And, Josie vowed, as she turned away with a flounce, I might even have a matching coat and hat as well!


Chapter 3

It was Sissy Whalley who told Lily about the job. She’d got it from her sister who lived next door to the gardener at the Big House. Funny, Lily thought, how nobody referred to it by its proper name, even though gold letters on the gate proclaimed Rosemount, for all to see.

“Cross my heart and hope to die,” Sissy said. “Emmie Pott’s leaving. She’s going to live with her sister, up Tunstall way.”

“Would you believe that,” breathed Lily. “She’s cleaned for the Hawkinses for as long as I can remember.”

“Aye, and it’s a good job. That’s if you can put up with Lady Muck’s airs and graces.” Sissy pulled a face. “I’d have put in for it meself if it wasn’t for me bad back.”

Lily smiled to herself. Sissy’s bad back was legendary. “Thanks, Sissy, you’re a pal. I’ll get myself up there straightaway.”

“Good luck!” Sissy shouted after her.

Once home, Lily hurried upstairs and stood before her sparse wardrobe, wondering what to wear. Then, thinking of the status of her prospective employer, decided to wear her best frock. Although seven years old, it was still a decent serviceable navy serge, tailored with a square neckline and long sleeves. Fumbling in her haste, she fastened the clasp on her simulated pearl necklace and combed her hair, pinching her cheeks to bring out the colour. She had rouge in her drawer, but decided a plain, submissive appearance would appeal more to Alice Hawkins. Lily had often seen her drive by, beautifully made up and expensively dressed, and a woman like that wouldn’t welcome glamour in another. Lily didn’t believe in false modesty. She knew she was a handsome woman for her age. Thankful that she’d shampooed her hair only a few days before, she applied a touch of lipstick, and brushed her tweed winter coat. It had seen better days, but that couldn’t be helped.

The recent cold spell had eased and the welcome sight of a blue sky lifted her spirits as she walked briskly along the pavement. This job would be ideal; it couldn’t be more convenient! As she opened one half of the tall black iron gates it swung easily on its oiled hinges, and closing it carefully behind her she straightened her shoulders and marched along the drive to the front entrance. Then she paused, with the uneasy feeling that to knock on that imposing oak door would be a mistake. Tentatively, feeling suddenly nervous, Lily went to the side of the house and made her way round to the back door.

Much to her relief, Emmie, whose thin face was a creased map of worry lines, opened it. “I can guess why you’ve come,” she said. “News travels fast!”

“Yes, well, old Mrs Adams died, as you probably know.”

“Yes, I did hear.” Emmie looked at her with speculation. “That’s a few weeks past – things must be tight.”

“We’re managing,” Lily said, lifting her chin.

“Mrs Hawkins has been asking whether I knew anyone suitable. I’d got you in mind.” Emmie pursed her lips and warned, “She’s a bit particular like.”

“Well, she’ll not find much wrong with my work,” Lily said.

That was true, Emmie thought. No-one had ever seen the Ford children go to school scruffy, and Lily’s front step and net curtains were an example to them all.

“She’s not so bad,” she said. “As long as you keep your place and don’t gossip. He’s the one to watch out for. It’s a different house when he’s at home, but that isn’t often, thank God!”

“I can imagine,” Lily said, then anxious to get the ordeal over, asked, “Do you think she’ll see me?”

“I don’t see why not. You wait there, and I’ll go and ask her.”

As Emmie left, Lily gazed around the kitchen. Compared to her tiny scullery, it seemed huge and was much bigger than her previous employer’s. But then, the reason Mrs Adams had needed a daily help was because she was crippled with rheumatics, not because she had money to spare for non-essentials. How the rich live, mused Lily – able to pay someone else to cushion life for them. But then, she reminded herself, what would ordinary people like me do without the jobs they provide? It was no use being envious, or discontented; Lily believed that people should accept their lot in life. Reaching for the moon brought nothing but unhappiness, that’s what her mother had instilled into her.

But she couldn’t help a pang of envy as she saw the gleaming copper pans, the large scrubbed table in the centre of the room, the warm fire in the grate. The quarry tiled floor gleamed with Cardinal polish, and there was a warm rug before the sinks. Sinks! Heavens above, the woman had two sinks! But where was the copper? Lily looked around, then seeing two doors decided one must be the larder – but the other? She sidled over and opening the first peeped through. It was an indoor washroom, with one of those new-fangled washing machines with a mangle on the top. There was yet another sink, and an overhead clothes-dryer on a pulley. Just fancy having all the wet laundry out of the way! They probably had a walk-in airing cupboard upstairs as well. At home, Sid was always complaining about the clothes-horse being in front of the fire.

“I can’t feel the heat,” he would complain.

“Maybe, but it’s better than getting a chill from clothes which aren’t aired,” was Lily’s stock answer.

She closed the door and returned to her position, waiting with apprehension as the minutes ticked by. And then Emmie was back.

“She’ll see you now.”

Lily, her stomach hollow with apprehension, followed her. After they left the kitchen, she gained an impression of a spacious hall with a fringed circular Indian carpet covering a parquet floor, and then Emmie was tapping on a large mahogany door.

“Mrs Ford to see you, Mrs Hawkins.”

Lily moved forward, was aware of the door closing behind her, and stared into the cool eyes of the woman who everyone knew had married William Hawkins for his money.

“Must have done,” was the local opinion. “No-one would marry that miserable old bugger for love!”

Well, it had certainly paid off, was Lily’s first irrelevant thought. Alice Hawkins was immaculately dressed, her fine woollen frock making Lily acutely conscious of the cheap quality of her own. It was one she’d been proud to wear the past few years, but now, the contrast between the two fabrics was so striking, that she knew she’d never feel smart in it again. It was stiflingly warm in the large, heavily furnished room, and she longed to take off her coat, but instead stood waiting for Alice to speak.

“Mrs Potts tells me you were, until recently, regularly employed.” Alice’s voice was cool, distant.

“Yes, I worked for Mrs Adams, in Cobden Close, for six years, until she passed away.”

“And that was?”

“Four weeks ago.”

“Hmm . . . So you won’t be able to provide references?” Alice frowned. William always insisted on references for anyone who came to work at the house.

But Lily was prepared. “I’m sure the vicar, the Reverend Powell, would give me a reference. He was a regular visitor there.”

Alice nodded. Even William couldn’t find fault with a recommendation from a man of the cloth. This all seemed eminently satisfactory, and would save her a lot of inconvenience. Everyone was complaining that since the War it was becoming difficult to find reliable help in the house. Most women, now they’d experienced working in the munitions factories, preferred a job with more company.

“I would need you to do four hours every morning,” she said. “Nine until one. Would that suit?”

Suit? Lily almost went dizzy at the prospect. She’d only ‘done’ for Mrs Adams for two hours a day. But then it had been a much smaller house.

“The work would entail cleaning, of course,” Alice continued, “but also laundry. Are you a good ironer?”

Lily thought quickly. Was she? Not her favourite job by any means, and she tended to rush it a bit, but she could be more careful . . .

“Yes, I quite enjoy it.”

“I pay an hourly rate of . . .” she named a figure which Lily knew was fair, if not generous. “Would that be satisfactory to you?”

“Certainly, Mrs Hawkins.”

Alice looked at the woman standing before her, who was wearing neat but shabby and outdated clothes, and decided she wouldn’t do any better.

“Good. Perhaps you could ask the vicar for a reference, and subject to that I suggest we give it a month’s trial. Mrs Potts has recommended you, and she has always given satisfaction.” Alice stood up to indicate the interview was at an end, and as an afterthought added, “Perhaps it would be best if you came in one day before Mrs Potts leaves, to learn the ropes, so to speak. I would pay you, of course.”

A few seconds later, Lily went back into the kitchen, the huge grin on her face telling Emmie all she needed to know.

“I can’t thank you enough,” Lily said. “I’ll send Josie along with a couple of bottles of milk stout.”

Emmie beamed. “That’s very good of you, and much appreciated.”

“So,” Lily said, anxious to know, “when are you leaving?”

“I promised I’d stay until she’d got a replacement.” Emmie thought for a moment. “I’d need another week, I think, if that’s all right with you.”

“Perfect.”

“Oh, there’s just one thing.” Emmie said. “She’s fussy about appearances, is Mrs Hawkins – so, no slippers. She thinks they’re sloppy. Mind you, if she had to be on her feet as much as we do, she’d think different!”

“I’ll remember. She wants me to come in one day before you go, so shall I come next Friday?”

As Emmie nodded, Lily looked at the hard-working woman before her. Emmie Potts hadn’t had much luck in life. Her only son had been reported ‘missing in action’, and her husband had recently died from pneumonia. “I hope you’ll be happy, living with your sister,” Lily said.

“Well, we’re both on our own now and her house is bigger, so it makes sense. In any case, we’ll need extra space if ever . . .” Emmie’s voice trailed off, and Lily knew she would never give up hope that her missing son would, one day, knock on the door. There must be hundreds of women like this, she thought, clinging to the possibility that their son, husband or brother, could still be alive. Perhaps it was preferable, although that was a terrible word to use in such circumstances, to receive a telegram saying “killed in action”. At least then their families knew, and could mourn their loved ones.

As she returned home, Lily felt sobered by the misery she’d fleetingly seen in Emmie’s eyes. What must it be like to lose your husband and son? She thought of Sid, of his cheery presence, how he would tease her out of a bad mood. Of Dennis and, to her surprise, of how much she missed him now he’d left home, her first to ‘fly the nest’. Of John, who she found difficult to get close to or even understand, and of Peter, living his life so far away. Yet with guilt, Lily knew that Josie was her favourite, had been right from the moment she was born. Now, she wondered whether she’d shown her sons enough love, enough affection. I hope they think I’ve been a good mother, she thought, and then pushed out such negative thoughts. This was no time for getting maudlin!

As soon as she got in, Lily changed back into her old skirt and jumper, and then put on her flowered pinafore. She couldn’t wait to see Sid’s face when she told him – not even the thought of tackling a pile of ironing could dampen her spirits.


Chapter 4

There were signs of spring everywhere, as Georgina, sitting in the passenger seat beside her mother, was driven home for the Easter holidays. Looking out over grey dry-stone walls, she could see green buds on the trees, glimpse bright daffodils in cottage gardens, and even early tulips sheltering beneath trees. She loved the Peak District with a passion, loved all of Derbyshire, in fact. The beauty and grandeur of the landscape with its hills and limestone dales seemed to answer a need in her heart, and whereas she knew the other girls were looking forward to the ‘hols’ with excitement, Georgina would have preferred to remain where she was. The dreaded boarding school had become her refuge.

It hadn’t happened immediately; her first term had been a nightmare of loneliness and misery. Homesick for her own bedroom, and privacy, she’d spent most of her time in despondency, believing that to be popular at this school meant being good at games. And Georgina was not only hopeless at any form of gym, she loathed every minute of it. Her slight frame seemed to lack strength, and she suffered agonies of humiliation when she couldn’t climb the ropes, or got stuck halfway across the vaulting horse. She hated most games, and the very thought of playing lacrosse made her shudder. At first, she stayed in the background, remaining quiet, intimidated by the self-confidence of the others. But this was a different environment from her previous small school, and her housemistress was a woman of sharp observation. To her amazement, Georgina was made a prefect, a responsibility that meant she had to mix with the other girls, and gradually she began to relax, to smile, to laugh at their jokes. After a while, she became friends with a couple of other girls who were also dismal at sport.

June, whose weight was her problem, was scornful of the other girls’ grins of derision as she lumbered around the gym. “I’m used to it,” she declared. “It doesn’t bother me.” But her bravado was belied by the hurt in her eyes, and Georgina, not for the first time, wondered why people had to be so cruel.

Her other friend was Fiona, a languid redhead who came from Edinburgh.

Her mother was English, and was an old girl of the school. Fiona had the ability to be good at games, but she just couldn’t be bothered to make the effort. “I can’t see any point in charging around a cold, muddy field,” she declared. “But just you wait until you see me on the tennis courts in the summer. Now that’s more to my liking – prancing around in a white tennis dress!”

Georgina agreed with her. She quite enjoyed playing tennis, even if she did have a rotten backhand.

And over the months that followed, Georgina had come to feel that she belonged, was part of a group. She was, for the first time in her life, happy.

Now, sitting in the passenger seat next to her mother, Georgina wondered why on earth she hadn’t accepted Fiona’s invitation to stay with her over Easter. Why did she have this forlorn hope that when she saw her mother this time, it would be different? But no, it had been just the same – a cool, distant kiss on the cheek, no enthusiasm, no affection. Yet while waiting for her mother to arrive, Georgina had watched other girls collected, seen the delight with which they were greeted, swept up into hugs, had watched them depart amidst laughter.

“How are your lessons going?” Alice thought she had better say something, or they would spend the whole journey in silence.

“Fine.” Georgina racked her brains for something to add. “I got an A plus for my essay last week.”

“Good.” Alice stifled a yawn with a pang of guilt.

She found parenting an onerous task. But then, she hadn’t exactly had a role model. Left a widow in her early thirties, her own mother had promptly decided that life was too short to be stuck at home. During her formative years, Alice had been left with a succession of indifferent nannies, while her fun-loving mother had, in her own words, ‘lived life to the full’. So much so, that when she fell overboard while sailing on a private yacht, it had surprised no-one. “Fond of the sauce, darling,” one of her friends had told Alice, who, left without the means to support herself, had married the first wealthy man who proposed, namely William Hawkins.

Now, the prospect of having Georgina home for a whole three weeks filled her with dread. What on earth was she to do with the girl?

“Is Father well?”

“Yes, he’s fine.” Alice thought she should probably say he was looking forward to seeing his daughter, but that would be a lie. Until she’d reminded him at breakfast that morning, he’d even forgotten she was coming home. “Are you looking forward to the break?” she said instead.

“Yes, very much, thank you.” Besides good manners, one thing boarding school had taught her was that that you could hide your true feelings behind politeness and a masked expression.

“Good.”

Little more was said as the miles sped by, until at last Alice pulled up outside the gates of Rosemount. Georgina got out of the car and opened them to enable her mother to drive through, and then followed along the short drive to stand by the boot, waiting for it to be unlocked.

“I can manage,” she said, taking out her suitcase.

Alice looked at her in surprise, realising just how much she’d grown. She’s going to be tall, she thought, taller than me – more like her father. She studied her for a moment, and then said, “I went to see the film Rebecca last week. You know, you’re beginning to have a look of Joan Fontaine about you.”

“Really?” Georgina felt a surge of pleasure at the compliment, and followed her mother into the large square hall.

“Yes, she’s tall and pale, just like you.”

Georgina said, “When I’m old enough to wear make-up, I’ll be able to remedy that – the paleness, I mean.”

For a moment Alice was stunned. The maturity of Georgina’s words revealed just how quickly she was growing up. How old was she now – almost fourteen? It was a sobering thought that within a few years her daughter would be a young woman.

“We’ll see,” she said shortly.

Once inside the house, Georgina carried her suitcase up to her bedroom, and dumped it on her silk-covered eiderdown. She glanced around and then went to the window to look out at the rear garden. It was at its loveliest in the summer, when the formal beds of roses were in bloom, but still there was colour at this time of year, with plantings of spring-flowering pansies and hyacinths. Eager to change out of her uniform, she went to the wardrobe and selected a pleated skirt and her favourite pink twin set. It was lovely to be able to choose what you were going to wear. She wondered what was for lunch; she was always hungry these days. At least now she was home, she’d be able to stuff herself. The food at school wasn’t bad, but it was plain and boring, and for someone with a healthy appetite like hers, only just adequate.

But when, after unpacking, she went down to the kitchen, it was to see her mother frowning at a casserole dish.

“I put this in the oven before I left,” she said crossly, “and told her to switch the oven on. She’s obviously forgotten.”

“That’s not like Mrs Potts.”

“Mrs Potts has left,” Alice said. “I’ll just have to do us beans on toast instead. I need to save the eggs. You did bring your Ration Book?”

Georgina nodded. “Why did Mrs Potts leave? She’s been with us for years.” She’d also been a part of her childhood, someone who could be relied on for a kind word, a cheery smile.

“She went to live with her sister, in Tunstall. We’ve got Mrs Ford, now.”

Georgina forgot about her hunger. “Mrs Ford? Does she live down the street?”

Alice glanced at her. “Yes, she does. How do you know her?”

Georgina shook her head, her mind in a whirl. It must be Josie’s mother! Josie Ford’s mother was actually working in their house! She couldn’t believe it, and a warm glow of excitement began to spread through her body. “I’m sure she didn’t mean to forget,” she said, anxious to placate her mother.

“Yes, well I have to admit that so far she’s doing very well. But these people should be reliable,” Alice snapped. “That’s what they get paid for.”

Lily remembered about the Hawkins’ casserole that evening, just as she was about to dish up her own. Well, she called it a stew, but it was the same thing really.

“Damn!” she said.

“What’s up?” Sid looked hungrily at the appetising chunks of rabbit nestling in the rich gravy. He’d had to skin it; Lily wasn’t keen on the job. But Sid got a rabbit whenever he could, to help to stretch out their meat ration, and Lily never asked where it came from, just added a few cubes of shin beef and some sage.

“The oven!” she said, one horrified hand going to her mouth. “I forgot to switch the oven on. Mrs Hawkins had gone to fetch Georgina from boarding school, and she’d made a casserole, ready for when they got back.”

Seeing she was looking worried and distracted, Sid asked, “How did you come to forget?”

To his relief, Lily carried on ladling out the stew, while she answered. “It was that telephone. The dratted thing rang after she’d gone. It got me right flummoxed – I didn’t know whether I was supposed to answer it or not. She’s always been there before.”

“Who has?” Josie strolled into the back room. “Mmm, that smells nice!”

“Come and sit down,” Lily instructed. “You know I don’t like you being late for your meals.”

“Sorry, I was practising my spellings.”

“Do you want me to test you on them?” John said.

Josie flashed him a smile, knowing how much he hated anything to do with learning. “Thanks, that would be a big help.”

The whole family was on tenterhooks, as Josie, now she was thirteen, had the chance to go to a technical school. Even Sid couldn’t argue with the practical aspect of this, because, as Lily pointed out, they had her extra wages coming in now. So, the decision had been taken – all Josie had to do was to pass the examination.

“Mrs Hawkins, I’m talking about,” Lily told Josie, as she handed a plate to John. He glanced up, and she smiled at him, but as usual her difficult son avoided eye contact, merely bending his dark head over his food.

“Why, what about her?”

“She went to fetch Georgina home for Easter, so she wasn’t in when the phone rang.”

Josie sat up straight. Ever since her mum had announced she’d be working at the Big House, Josie had been waiting for Georgina to come home.

“But we don’t break up until next week,” she frowned.

“Oh, private schools are a law unto themselves,” sniffed Lily. “It wouldn’t do for them to be like the rest of us.”

With relish, Josie tucked into her stew. Somehow, she was going to have to find a way of meeting Georgina again, of getting a look inside that house. If she was going to be rich one day, which she had decided she definitely was, then she needed to know how such people lived.

And she was lucky – because her chance came two days after she began her own Easter holidays. Lily had left for work, with instructions that Josie was not to ‘mooch about wasting time’, as the inside windows needed cleaning. Disgruntled, Josie wrung out the chamois leather in vinegar and warm water, and began to do her allocated job. The sooner it was out of the way the better, as far as she was concerned.

It was then that she saw the shoes. Lily kept a pair especially for work, and always took them with her in her shopping bag. She must have put them out to be polished, and forgotten them. Her dad regularly polished all their shoes – he had a box full of tins of blacking, brown polish and shoe brushes. Josie knew her mother had gone out in her fleecy-lined bootees – Mrs Hawkins wouldn’t be happy to have them tramped all over her bedroom carpets! Oh, yes, Josie knew that Georgina had a proper carpet in her bedroom, and often fantasised about what it would be like to walk around on a soft warm floor. In the Ford house, there was only lino, much of it old and cracked, and it struck bitterly cold to bare feet in the winter. She had a pegged rug at the side of her bed, of course, but she hated it. Lily had made it out of worn-out clothes during the War, and although she’d done her best, the fading colours were hardly pretty.

But now – this was the opportunity she’d been waiting for! Chafing at the delay, Josie finished cleaning the windows, knowing it was no use missing the corners – her mum would only make her do them again. Then, task completed, she rushed upstairs to change – this adventure called for more than her old grey skirt.

Within minutes, hair freshly brushed, although no amount of brushing could control the spring of her black curls, and carrying the shoes, she walked sedately up the street.

Her heart beating with excitement, she opened the gate to Rosemount.

Once inside, she paused for a moment, overawed that she was actually on the other side, inside the grounds so to speak. The main entrance with its Georgian pillars looked forbidding, and Josie paused, wondering whether she should go round to the back, but almost immediately the front door opened, and she halted, her cheeks flaming. For a moment she almost fled, and when Mrs Hawkins appeared, followed by Georgina, Josie felt herself rooted to the spot – like a trespasser.

Alice stopped abruptly. “Yes?” she called in a sharp tone. “What do you want?”

Josie’s anger flared. She hadn’t done anything wrong; she was only bringing her mum’s shoes, for heaven’s sake!

But there was no doubt as to Georgina’s reaction. Her face wreathed in smiles, she was already walking towards her. “Hello, Josie. It’s Mrs Ford’s daughter,” she said over her shoulder.

“Oh.” Alice looked at the two girls, so similar in age, and frowned. “You’d better go round to the back,” she said. “Your mother’s in the kitchen.”

Josie found her voice. “Thank you.” She found the use of her legs too, and walked forward. “Only, she left her shoes.”

Alice looked at the shoes dangling in Josie’s hands, remembering the sight of Lily in those awful, brown suede bootees. “All right, take them round to her.”

With a quick glance at Georgina, Josie began to hurry round the side of the house.

Watching her go, Georgina suddenly pleaded, “Couldn’t she stay for a bit? You know I’ll just be in the way at your coffee morning.”

Her words had a ring of truth. Alice was taking her because it salved her conscience – the girl was being left on her own far too much. But William would be livid if he found Georgina playing with one of the girls from the street. Yet the daunting prospect of the next couple of weeks made Alice hesitate. Although she tended to think of the neighbouring children as ‘local urchins’, she had to admit that this girl had seemed polite, and she was neatly dressed. It was all very well for William to refuse to countenance his daughter inviting a school-friend to stay – he wasn’t the one who had to entertain her all the time. And at the moment, the last thing Alice wanted was to have her own freedom curtailed. If the two girls were to become friends . . .

Eventually she frowned, and said, “What would your father say?”

Georgina, who’d been waiting with trepidation as she watched her mother actually consider her impulsive request, blurted out, “We needn’t tell him!” She clapped a hand to her mouth in horror at what she’d said, but to her surprise her mother didn’t reprimand her.

Alice was wondering whether she could turn the situation to her advantage. Could she trust Georgina? The girl wasn’t a blabbermouth, but if William ever found out . . . She gazed thoughtfully at her daughter. “You knew her name. Have you met before?”

Georgina nodded. “Years ago, that time when I played skipping in the street.”

Alice remembered the occasion. She also remembered William’s fury at the time. Was it worth the risk? But then, lately she’d grown in confidence, deciding she was sick of living her life under William’s old-fashioned dominance. She was a woman in her prime and this was the early fifties, for heaven’s sake! Surely she was allowed to make some independent decisions?


Chapter 5

Hardly able to contain her excitement, Georgina hurried back into the house. It was only when she was about to open the door leading to the kitchen that she had an awful thought – what if Josie didn’t want to stay? Not that Georgina would blame her. It was ridiculous the way her parents had kept her apart from the other children in the neighbourhood. What were they afraid of – that she’d catch impetigo or something?

She pushed open the door. Lily, having unzipped her bootees, was in the process of tying the laces on her comfy shoes. Josie, her gaze raking around the kitchen even as she talked, was saying, “You should have seen her face when she saw me inside the gate . . .” She stopped as Georgina entered. “Oh . . .”

As the room fell silent, Georgina looked at their surprised faces, and feeling the heat rise in her cheeks, said, “I decided to stay in, after all.” She hesitated. “I was wondering? Would Josie like to stay for a while? That’s if,” she turned to Josie, “you haven’t already made other arrangements.”

Both stared at her. Josie, with a rush of adrenalin, felt her face break into a stupid grin. Did she want to stay for a while? You bet!

Lily was taken aback. “I’m not sure,” she began to say. “Have you asked your mother?”

Georgina said eagerly. “Yes and she agreed.”

“Did she now?” Lily looked at Josie. “Well,” she said, wanting to give her daughter an excuse if she needed one, “have you made other arrangements?”

Josie shook her head with vigour. “No, I haven’t.”

“So,” Lily said, “do you want to stay, or not?” As she looked at the two girls, Lily thought how different they were, one so fair and pale, the other dark and bristling with energy.

“Yes, I’d like to!” Josie’s answer came out louder than she intended, and reddening she looked away in embarrassment.

Georgina, relieved and happy, didn’t notice. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go up to my room.”

“Wipe your feet again,” Lily told her daughter, and watched them go with a sense of unease. But then her more practical side took over. If her daughter was to get on, perhaps even work in an office, then she could learn a lot from Georgina Hawkins. Lily had never seen a girl with such beautiful manners, and the way she talked! She could be on the BBC, that one. But nevertheless, over the past week, Lily had found compassion in her heart for the Hawkins’ only daughter. She wandered around this great house like a lost soul. Still, Lily thought, as she dragged out the heavy upright Hoover, it will be interesting to see how they get on together.

Josie, trying to hide her curiosity, tried not to stare around too much as she followed Georgina into the hall. Cripes, it was bigger than their sitting-room! Then she saw the wide staircase with its oak-panelled balustrade and red carpet, and gave herself up to the novel experience of feeling her feet sink into the rich pile. Her mum hadn’t told them much about Rosemount, apart from saying they had carpets everywhere. Mrs Hawkins had made her promise not to gossip. But this house was just like the ones she saw at the pictures, and for a moment Josie had an image of herself, looking uncannily like Margaret Lockwood, sweeping down the staircase in a ball-gown.

“My room is this way,” Georgina said, as the stairs divided.

Josie gaped. The Hawkins had two landings! She didn’t know people could have two landings. Their own was so small and narrow that she could jump across it. Then Georgina was opening a wide door and ushering her into her bedroom. It was absolutely gorgeous. Alice Hawkins might not have much love for her only child, but she did love her house. And on this issue, William acknowledged her good taste, and within reason, indulged it. The bedroom carpet was ivory with a pattern of pink roses, while in the bay window that overlooked the garden stood a kidney-shaped dressing-table. It had a glass top, and a frilled skirt to match the pink and gold striped curtains. There was even a matching stool. Josie was dumbfounded.

Georgina, mistaking her silence for nervousness, said, “Do you like books?”

She went to a set of bookshelves, crammed with titles, and Josie breathed a sigh of relief – this was one thing they did have in common.

Josie literally haunted the tiny local library. Situated in a church hall, its few shelves lined one dusty wooden-floored room. The librarian, a plump fair-haired woman, knew Josie by name, and often teased her, saying, “You’ll go cross-eyed if you read any more!” But Josie read anything and everything. She simply ran her finger along the shelves, and took out any book from the limited stock that she hadn’t borrowed before. In the evenings the library took on a different character, with shutters over its shelves, when chattering little girls came in to learn ballet and tap. Cubs learned how to tie knots, and Brownies how to earn their badges and to sing around an imaginary campfire. Their use of the library left a distinctive lingering odour, combined with a pungent ‘woody’ scent from the cheap wooden boxes which housed the groups’ differing equipment.

Now, realising Georgina was waiting for an answer, Josie replied, “Yes, I’m always getting teased about being a bookworm.”

“What sort of thing do you like?”

Josie glanced at some of the titles. “Oh, I used to love these.” She took out a copy of Noel Streatfeild’s Ballet Shoes. “I’ve read the whole series.”

“Me too.”

“And I’ve read all the Chalet books.” Josie looked sideways at Georgina. “Of course, you’ll know what it’s really like – boarding school, I mean. Do you have midnight feasts and things? Do you have to sleep in a dormitory with lots of other girls?”

Georgina grinned. “Yes, all of that. Mind you, I hated it at first, but I love it now.”

“Don’t you miss your mum and dad?” Josie couldn’t imagine spending one night away from home, never mind months.

Georgina’s expression became guarded. “You get used to it.” She sat on the pristine rose-pink eiderdown, and after a moment’s hesitation, Josie sat gingerly beside her, feeling a bit awkward. She glanced again at the bookshelves, noticing there were sets of the classics.

“What would you recommend?” she said abruptly. She wanted to read the right things, and it was becoming difficult to choose now that she’d grown out of the books aimed at schoolgirls. “Among the classics, I mean. We’ve done Great Expectations at school, but that’s the only one I’ve read.”

Georgina’s face lit up with enthusiasm. “Oh, but you must read Jane Austen. Pride and Prejudice is a good one to begin with. Miss Proctor says it’s worth persevering to read good literature, as it extends your vocabulary.”

Josie stared at her. She’d never heard anyone of her age using such long words. But what the other girl said made sense, and she tucked the information away in her brain, realising she could learn a lot from Georgina Hawkins. She wasn’t at all ‘snobby’, either, if you ignored the posh way she talked.

“Can you recommend anything?” Georgina said, remembering that one should always show an interest in the other person’s views. Not that she needed reminding – she was fascinated by everything about Josie who seemed to have brought vitality into the room, a sort of restless energy.

Josie considered for a moment. “I’ve been reading The Scarlet Pimpernel, you know, by Baroness Orczy.”

“Oh, I haven’t read that – I’ll get it next time I’m in town.”

Just like that, Josie thought. Fancy being able to buy books whenever you wanted to!

“How old are you?” Georgina suddenly asked.

“Nearly fourteen.”

“Same as me! When’s your birthday?”

“The seventh of June.”

“Mine’s in June as well,” Georgina said. “The fifteenth.” She grinned at Josie, delighted that the other girl seemed to like being there. “What shall we do? Do you want to draw?” Going over to a side table, she opened a drawer and took out a couple of sketch pads and a selection of pencils. “We could practise our perspectives, if you like.”

Josie remembered their art teacher going on about perspectives. Not that she’d taken that much interest; he was the most boring person she’d ever met. “Yeah, fine.”

Georgina went to the bookshelves and came back with a large book on sketching. “Here,” she said. “Choose something you’d like to draw – I’ll find another chair.”

She left the room, and Josie looked around again, still amazed at the size of the dreamy bedroom. She hadn’t got room for an orange box, never mind a lovely polished table to work on. Trying to suppress a sharp pang of envy, Josie opened the book and began to skim through the pages. She soon found her subject – a graceful manor house in a leafy setting. Lots of perspectives there, she decided.

Meantime Lily, having put the Hoover away, was ‘doing out’ the china cabinet. Carefully, as instructed by her employer, she dusted each piece of valuable china. It was all Staffordshire pottery, of course.

“Mr Hawkins,” Alice told her, “doesn’t believe in buying foreign goods.
OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
FRIENDS AND
FAMILIES

Margaret Kaine





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





