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One

Leicestershire, June 1912

‘They’re following us again.’

Queenie tossed her blonde curls and swayed her hips. ‘’Course they are. Don’t keep looking round, Moll. They’ll think we’re interested.’

Molly giggled. ‘Well, aren’t we? I reckon the way you’re walking is sending that message very clearly. But if your mam catches you swinging your hips like that, you’ll be in for a good hiding.’

‘I’ll mind she doesn’t,’ Queenie retorted.

‘What? Give you a hiding?’

‘No. Catch me.’ She paused and then added in a whisper, ‘By the way, Harry’s mine, so keep your hands off.’

Molly and Queenie, born within a month of each other, had been best friends from the time they could toddle. They’d lived on the same terraced street in Loughborough since birth, and their mothers were friends. Molly’s parents, the Wyngates, had moved into their house on their marriage. They already had a son, William, by the time the Palmers moved in four doors down.

‘Welcome to the street,’ Mabel Wyngate had greeted the newcomer the first time she had met her. ‘I see you’re expecting like me.’ She’d nodded towards the mound beneath Ethel Palmer’s coat.

Ethel had beamed. ‘I’m seven months gone. You?’

‘The same,’ Mabel had laughed.

‘This is my first,’ Ethel had confided and then glanced down at the little boy clinging to his mother’s hand. ‘How old’s your young ’un?’

‘Just turned two. He’s a handful now. I can’t chase after him like I used to, but my hubby’s very good when he’s at home. He takes him to the park whenever he can.’

‘That’s nice. My Jack wants a boy, but I’d like a girl that I’ll be able to dress in pretty clothes . . .’

Over the months that followed, the two women became friends, especially when their babies – both girls – were born. Their husbands were already acquainted, for they worked at the same place in the town, the bellfoundry of John Taylor and Company, and also went to the same pub on a Saturday night. Over time, they too became friends.

The Spencer brothers lived two streets away and were well known in the neighbourhood. Harry, the elder by two years, was, even as a young boy, startlingly handsome. He had shiny black hair and dark brown eyes full of mischief. The girls in the neighbourhood vied with one another to walk out with him, or even just to talk to him in the street. Harry never took advantage of his popularity, although he was quite proud of his reputation as a lovable rogue. He was their mother’s favourite and she made no secret of the fact. Aware of this, their father, a quiet, serious man, deliberately concentrated his attention on Ben, the younger brother, in an effort to even up the scales. Ben was like his father in character and in looks, with light brown hair and hazel eyes. Ben was a kind young man, and everyone said he was ‘such a nice boy’ but that he lacked the spark of his brother.

‘That Harry,’ they all said with an indulgent smile. ‘He’s a lovable rogue. But watch your daughters with him when he gets older. That’s all I’d say.’

Molly and Queenie had known the brothers from the day they’d started at the local school. Boys and girls were separated in the classroom, so they only encountered each other on the way to and from school. Then, it had been pigtail-pulling or pelting the little girls with snowballs in winter. When he left school, Harry found work at The Brush Electrical Engineering Company Limited, where his father, Luke, also worked. Two years later, Ben had followed in his brother’s footsteps.

The two girls, who were the same age as Ben, left school at that time too. Molly found work in a local hosiery factory, learning to be a stocking machinist. But Ethel, Queenie’s mother, had higher aspirations for her daughter – her only child. It was she who found work for Queenie in a draper’s shop in the centre of town.

‘Such a refined atmosphere,’ Ethel had told Mabel. ‘She’ll meet a better class of people working there. She’ll be serving the ladies of quality who come in to choose fabrics to take to their dressmaker.’ Ethel had sighed. ‘How lovely it must be to be able to have your outfits made by a dressmaker.’

‘Mr Gilmore’s got a dressmaker who works in the back of his shop, hasn’t he? I think her name’s Miss Parkinson. Perhaps, when Queenie’s been there a while, she could ask her to make something up for you,’ Mabel had said, tongue-in-cheek, deliberately feeding her friend’s aspirations.

The two women remained friends, but Mabel was aware of Ethel’s ambitions. Jack Palmer had worked his way up to become a foreman at the bellfoundry and was well-liked by all the men under his supervision. Mabel was surprised the Palmers still lived in the same terraced house, but she supposed that even a foreman’s wages wouldn’t stretch far enough for them to move, especially considering the amount Ethel must spend on Queenie. The young girl seemed to have a new dress every few months.

Ethel’s eyes had glinted at the thought of having a dress made especially for her. ‘Maybe,’ she’d murmured.

‘Walk a bit slower, Moll,’ Queenie said now. ‘So they can catch up.’

‘Oh Queenie, you’ll get us into such trouble. My mam’ll go mad . . .’

‘Then don’t tell her.’

‘I won’t have to,’ Molly retorted. ‘Someone’ll see us with the lads. You know what gossips they are in our street.’

The girls often saw the Spencer brothers when they were all on their way to and from work. They met up a short distance from their own homes. In the early morning it was a rush not to be late, but in the evening, there was time for chat and even a little flirting.

‘Ay up, you two. How’s the prettiest girls in the neighbourhood, then?’

Queenie simpered and tilted her head to one side coquettishly but Molly hung her head. She was quite aware that she was not as pretty as her friend, nor as well-dressed. It was no use wearing fancy clothes to work in a factory, but Queenie could dress smartly. Indeed, it was almost a requisite for working in a drapery. Today, they were both wearing their working clothes, but there was still a sharp contrast between the two. Queenie wore a smart navy-blue costume with a ruffle of lace at her throat, while Molly’s plain skirt and blouse were made from a coarse, grey material.

With her soft brown hair, dark eyes, smooth unblemished skin and regular features, Molly was by no means ugly, but, nevertheless, she faded into insignificance at the side of Queenie. With blonde curls and bright blue eyes, a perfectly shaped mouth and white, even teeth, everyone turned twice to look at Queenie Palmer. At sixteen, both girls now had a young woman’s shapeliness – a fact that did not go unnoticed by the local lads, and especially the Spencer boys.

Harry, with his hands in his pockets, sauntered down the street beside Queenie. Ben fell into step with Molly.

‘If you’re not doin’ owt on Sunday afternoon,’ Harry asked, ‘would you like to come for a walk in Queen’s Park?’ Before Queenie could reply, he added, ‘Molly can come an’ all. Ben’ll look after her, won’t you, Ben?’

Ben, towering above Molly, smiled down at her and said gallantly, ‘’Course. Be my pleasure.’ But inside he was fuming. He liked Molly – she was a nice girl – but it was Queenie who disturbed his dreams. It was Queenie with whom he wanted to walk in the park. He sighed inwardly. As always, his brother had first pick. Harry had the first choice of everything. Their mam saw to that. Strangely, up until this moment, Ben had never felt resentment. He’d always been devoted to his elder brother and, as a youngster, had trotted happily in Harry’s wake, following his lead in all things. The only unfairness had been when they both got into trouble: it was Ben who got the blame, never Harry. But even then, Ben hadn’t minded. At least, not until this moment. Now he couldn’t help feeling jealous as he saw Queenie daringly tuck her hand through Harry’s arm as they walked a little ahead.

‘I’m sorry,’ Molly murmured at his side. ‘You’ve no need to take me walking in the park, Ben.’ With an unusual spark of boldness, she added, ‘We don’t have to do everything they tell us, you know.’

Ben laughed wryly. ‘Don’t we? I reckon we’ve both been doing it since we were kids.’

‘We’re sixteen now. It’s high time we stood on our own two feet.’

‘And you’re going to do that, are you, Molly? Stand up to Queenie?’

Molly shrugged her shoulders. ‘Probably not,’ she said honestly with a wry smile, ‘but you can.’

His eyes narrowed as he watched the couple in front of them, their heads bent together. ‘Queenie’s mam won’t let her go to the park on Sunday without you, now will she?’

‘No, but, like I say, there’s no need for you to come. I can play the chaperone from a distance.’

‘Not much fun for you, though, is it?’

If he only knew! It would break her heart to see Queenie flirting with Harry and him smiling in the way Molly wished he would look at her.

‘Well – no – but . . .’ She pulled in a deep breath as, trying to turn her thoughts away from her own broken dreams, she added bravely, ‘Look, Ben, I can see it’s Queenie you like. I can see it in your eyes every time you look at her. So why are you letting him . . .?’

‘Do I have any choice?’ Ben said bitterly. ‘It’s obvious that she likes him, not me.’

Molly sighed. She couldn’t deny that. ‘So, we’re both getting hurt, are we?’ she whispered.

Now she felt his gaze full on her, but she couldn’t meet his eyes. ‘Oh Molly, no. You don’t mean – you can’t mean – that you . . .?’

Molly squared her shoulders and forced a weak grin. ‘’Fraid so. We’re a couple of drips, aren’t we?’

Ben said nothing and for a while they walked on in silence.

‘So,’ he said at last, ‘what are we going to do about Sunday?’

‘I’ll go with her,’ Molly said. ‘But, like I said, there’s no need for you . . .’

‘I’d like to, Molly. Honest. I do like you, but—’

‘But not in the same way you like Queenie.’

‘Well . . .’ he said slowly, reluctant to admit the truth, and yet he found he couldn’t lie to her. He did like Molly – he liked her a lot – but, as she rightly said, not in the same way he hankered after Queenie. ‘Look,’ he added with sudden certainty. ‘Let’s you and me be friends, eh? Proper friends that can tell each other everything.’

It was unheard of in their world. Boys and girls played together as youngsters but, once they hit young adulthood, all that changed. Then, if a boy and a girl were seen talking or walking together, friends and family at once assumed they were courting. Both sets of parents would assess if they were ‘suitable’ for each other and the teasing among their peers would begin.

Molly giggled, her mood lightening. ‘There’ll be gossip.’

‘I don’t care if you don’t.’

She glanced up at him. She liked the way a curl of his light brown hair flopped over his forehead. His eyes were kind and a lopsided grin crinkled the corners of his mouth. She sighed inwardly. She really liked him – but not in the same way she liked Harry. Ben couldn’t make her heart flutter and her knees feel weak every time she saw him, but, if she were friends with Ben, then she would see Harry more often. And Ben too could see Queenie.

She didn’t stop to think what heartache that might bring to both her and Ben.




Two

‘You’re not going strolling in the park with a lad on your own, Queenie Palmer, so you can forget it.’

‘I won’t be, Mam. Molly and Ben are coming.’

Ethel Palmer, a thin, wiry and energetic little woman, was slightly reassured. But only a little. ‘Look me in the eyes, Queenie, and repeat that.’

Queenie returned her mother’s gaze steadily. ‘I promise me an’ Harry won’t be alone.’

‘You’ll stay together? The four of you?’

‘Yes, Mam.’ Queenie’s gaze never wavered.

Her father, sitting in his chair in front of the kitchen range, dropped his newspaper. ‘Aw, let her go, Ethel, me duck. Lasses need a bit of fun now and again. They work hard all week.’

‘I know that, Jack, but it won’t be you who has to face the gossip in the street if she comes home with a belly full, will it? You spoil her.’ It was not often that Ethel used crude language – the language she’d been brought up around and had tried so hard to leave behind. It was only when she got angry that her resolve wavered and words from her childhood came out without being filtered.

Jack, a rotund, good-natured man with thinning hair, retreated behind his newspaper, muttering. ‘Aye, mebbe I do, but she’s the only one I’ve got to spoil.’

Luckily for Jack, Ethel, a little deaf in one ear, did not hear. It was a sorrow for both of them that they had not been blessed with more children and a subject that was rarely spoken about. But Queenie heard what her father had said and hid her smile. She was glad she was an only child. She liked being the centre of her father’s attention, and even though Ethel was strict, Queenie could usually get what she wanted. Her mother never realized when she was being manipulated.

Ethel gave a little grunt and then nodded. ‘All right then, but just mind you keep your promise.’

It was the greatest fear in Ethel’s life that Queenie should ‘get herself into trouble’. She would rather face poverty and hardship, even illness and death, than the shame of an unmarried, pregnant daughter.

It was a warm, sunny afternoon when Queenie knocked on the door of the Wyngates’ home. The terraced houses they lived in were built in much the same way. The front door opened straight from the street into the parlour, which was used only on Sundays, Christmas and Easter. Through that was a tiny hallway where the stairs led up on the left-hand side – or right-hand side, depending on which house you were in – and beyond that the kitchen and then a small scullery. Upstairs there were three bedrooms, though one, where Molly slept, was only very small. Across the backyard was a wash-house and the privy. Bath night was on a Friday, in a tin bath in front of the range in the kitchen. The men of the house went first and Molly – the last for a dip – usually found the water almost cold and covered with soapy scum.

‘’Lo, Aunty Mabel. Is Molly ready?’

‘My, you look bonny.’ Mabel Wyngate’s broad smile lit up her face and made her brown eyes twinkle. She was round in build and, in Queenie’s mind, resembled a cottage loaf. The vision was enhanced by the untidy bun of mousey hair on the top of her head. She was warm and welcoming to any visitor who knocked on her door, especially to the Palmers.

‘Aye, she’s ready. Been ready an’ waiting this past hour.’ She turned away slightly to shout over her shoulder. ‘Molly – Queenie’s here.’

Molly appeared behind her mother and Mabel moved aside. ‘Now, you two, don’t be late. I want you home before dark. Yer dads won’t be too happy if they have to come looking for you, an’ it’d be the last time they’d let you go.’

‘Yes, Mam,’ Molly said meekly and Queenie gave her a winning smile.

As the girls hurried down the street, Queenie said, ‘My mam’s made me promise that we’ll all stay together. The four of us.’

‘Mam didn’t exactly say that, but I think that’s what she’d expect too.’

‘That’s what we’ll do today, but when Mam’s got used to the idea of us walking out every Sunday afternoon and stops actually saying it,’ Queenie went on, planning ahead, ‘then we’ll pair off. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? To be on your own with Ben?’

No, I wouldn’t, Molly wanted to shout. It’s Harry I want to be with. But of course she did nothing of the sort. Instead, she shrugged and said, ‘We’d have to be careful. If your mam found out you’d deliberately disobeyed her, you’d be in real trouble. Let’s see how it goes for a bit, eh?’

Queenie pulled a face, but deep down she knew Molly was right.

The brothers were waiting near the park gates. The four of them strolled through the park among the other youngsters, several of whom they knew: classmates from their school days and colleagues from their current places of work. There were one or two who lived on the same streets.

‘Oho, trust the Spencer boys to get the pick of the bunch.’ Tom Mayberry, who lived opposite the Spencers, walked jauntily towards them, sporting his Sunday best. ‘Put a good word in with Queenie for us, Harry.’

Harry grinned and put his arm possessively around Queenie’s shoulders. ‘Not likely, Tom. You find your own girl.’

Tom guffawed loudly. ‘Not much chance when you and your brother have got the best two in the neighbourhood.’ He turned his attention to Queenie. ‘Got any more pretty friends?’

Queenie tossed her blonde curls and her blue eyes sparkled. ‘I’ll see what I can do for you, Tom.’

The young man’s face sobered suddenly as he added in a low voice, ‘You want to watch yourself with Harry Spencer. He’s a bit of a lad, y’know. Different girl every week, so they say. You’d be safer with Ben.’ He nodded behind them towards where Ben and Molly were walking. ‘Molly’s got the right idea.’

Harry was frowning. ‘What would you know about it, Tom Mayberry? You’ve never been able to get yourself a girl. They’ve all got more sense.’ Harry’s arm fell away from Queenie’s shoulders as he stepped closer to Tom and seemed about to square up to him.

‘Now, now, you two’ – Ben hurried forward – ‘you’re not in the playground.’

For a brief moment Harry and Tom glared at each other and then Tom laughed again. ‘He’s right, y’know, Harry. We were always getting into a fight, you and me, weren’t we?’

Harry stared at him for a few seconds, toe to toe, but then suddenly he too relaxed, smiled and stepped back. He landed a gentle, playful punch on Tom’s shoulder. ‘You’re right, mate, and, if I remember right, I always won.’

‘Most of the time, I grant you, but not always. There was one time when I sent you home with a bloody nose and your mam came marching across the street to our house to have a go at my mam.’

Harry threw back his head and laughed, the merry sound bouncing on the breeze. ‘I remember that. Our mam’s never one to let anyone touch her boys.’

Tom wasn’t smiling now. He cast a quick glance at Ben – almost an apology – as he muttered, ‘Aye, and especially you, Harry.’

There was a pause while the two young men eyeballed each other, then Tom laughed again, breaking the tension, and raised his cap saucily. ‘I’ll bid you good afternoon, gentlemen. Ladies.’

The four friends watched him go, swaggering with his hands in his pockets and whistling a cheerful tune.

Queenie put her arm through Harry’s. ‘He’s a drip.’

‘I could think of a stronger word, but I’m not one to use bad language in front of ladies.’

‘Tom’s all right,’ Ben put in swiftly. ‘He doesn’t have an easy life with his mam being a widow. You should know that, Harry. He’s always been the butt of people’s jokes right from our schooldays. It’s high time everyone was nicer to him.’

Harry pulled a comical face and then grinned. ‘Aye, mebbe you’re right, Ben. He’s not a bad lad, but he’s a bit of a mummy’s boy, isn’t he?’

‘Hardly surprising. He’s all she’s got.’

Molly glanced up at Ben. How caring he is, she thought, sticking up for Tom even against his own brother.

‘What’s happening over there?’ Queenie said as she caught sight of a small gathering beneath the trees. A woman, dressed in a white gown and wearing a green hat with a purple feather, was standing on a chair speaking to a group of women clustered around her. Above her head was a banner strung between two poles, held aloft by two women. VOTES FOR WOMEN was printed in bold lettering on the banner.

‘Oh, it’s them ridiculous suffragettes,’ Harry said scathingly. ‘Come on, we don’t want to get involved with them. We hear enough about that at home from our mam.’

‘Well, I want to know.’ Queenie pulled her arm from Harry’s. ‘Come on, Moll. Let’s have a listen to what they’re saying.’

‘Queenie, I don’t think we should,’ Molly said tentatively. ‘What would your mam say?’

‘My mam’s not here.’ She turned and glared at Molly. ‘And you’re not going to tell her, are you?’

‘No, of course not, but—’

‘Then come on.’ Queenie turned away and began to march across the grass towards the women.

‘I’d better go with her,’ Molly said apologetically to Ben.

The two brothers were left staring after the girls.

‘That’s that, then,’ Harry muttered. ‘I’m not going to be seen with a load of mad women. I’m off home.’

‘But I thought you wanted to be with Queenie?’

Harry shrugged. ‘It seems she’s got more important things to do with her Sunday afternoon. You coming?’

Ben stared after the two girls, who had now reached the small crowd of women. Although he couldn’t hear what was being said, Ben could see the woman addressing the crowd, gesticulating and turning from side to side as she delivered her message.

‘We shouldn’t leave the girls on their own,’ he murmured. ‘Besides, I wouldn’t mind hearing what she’s got to say. It might help us to understand a bit more what Mam’s always going on about.’

Harry made a derogatory sound. ‘You’re on your own, then, mate. I’m off. See you later.’

Ben crossed the grass to stand behind the two girls just in time to hear the speaker say, ‘Now, ladies, are you with us?’

With one voice – including Queenie and Molly – they shouted back, ‘Yes, we’re with you.’

The speaker stepped down and began to hand out leaflets. She was soon engulfed by several women clustering around her, eager to speak to her personally.

‘We ought to go,’ Ben said.

‘Not yet, Ben,’ Queenie said. ‘I want to know how we join.’

‘Join what?’

‘The suffragette movement, of course. I’ve heard about it, but I didn’t know we’d got anything going on here.’

‘Oh, Queenie, I wouldn’t . . .’

Queenie whipped round and glared at him, her chin jutting out ominously. ‘You wouldn’t what, Ben Spencer?’

‘G-get involved.’ Ben stuttered a little in the face of her disapproval. ‘Your mam—’

‘My – mam – is – not – here,’ Queenie said, emphasizing every word. ‘And if either of you tell her, I’ll never speak to you again.’

Ben and Molly exchanged a glance and knew themselves beaten. Suddenly, Queenie’s mood switched. She smiled winningly up at Ben and put her arm through his. ‘Oh, come on, Ben. See it from our point of view, eh? You fellas have got it all. It’s a man’s world. But we live in it too. We should have the right to say what government should rule us. We should have a woman in Parliament.’

Ben laughed. ‘That’ll never happen.’

‘Don’t you be so sure. With people like Mrs Pankhurst, we’ll get the vote one day, you’ll see. But she needs all us women to support her.’

‘Are you going to join the marches, then?’

‘I might,’ Queenie said boldly.

‘Not if your mam hears about it, you won’t.’

Queenie pulled a face. ‘I’ll worry about that when it happens. In the meantime . . .’ She looked behind her, but the crowd had now dispersed. ‘Oh bother, you’ve made me miss getting a chance to have a word with the speaker.’

‘I think they come here most weekends,’ Ben said, trying to get back into Queenie’s good books.

‘Do they? Thanks for that, Ben. Come on, then, we’d best go home, seeing as Harry’s gone off in a huff.’ She pulled on Ben’s arm, turning him round. They began to walk back the way they had come. Now she was looking up at him, smiling and laughing, almost flirting. For a moment, Molly stood staring after them. Although Queenie was her dearest friend, for a brief moment she felt a stab of envy.

Why did the girl get her own way in everything?




Three

‘So, did you have a nice time, love?’ Mabel Wyngate asked.

‘Yes thanks, Mam.’

The older woman’s smile widened. ‘So which of the Spencer boys have you set your cap at, then?’

Still smarting a little at the ease with which Queenie seemed able to capture the attention of anyone she chose, Molly said, ‘Neither of them, really. What chance do I have against Queenie?’

‘Aw, don’t put yourself down, love. You’re a pretty girl too.’

Molly sighed. ‘But I can’t hold a candle to her, now can I? Let’s be honest. The boys hardly look at me when she’s around.’

Mabel was silent for a moment as she regarded her daughter solemnly. ‘It’s just as important to be a nice, kind and truthful girl. You’re certainly that. Sometimes, I’m not quite sure about Queenie. I think she’s got a devious streak in her. Just be careful she doesn’t – well – use you in some way to get what she wants.’

Molly stared at her. ‘But you’re friends with Queenie’s mam. Aunty Ethel is your best friend.’

‘I know that. We’ve been friends ever since they came to live here, just before you two girls were born, but that doesn’t mean I’m blind to her faults – or her daughter’s.’ Now she was smiling again as she said softly, ‘And you can tell me anything, you know. Mothers and daughters always share secrets. Things you can’t tell anyone else, not even your best friend. And certainly not a man. Your dad is a good man – the best – and a wonderful father, but men don’t understand the emotions a young girl goes through as she’s growing up.’

‘I don’t think Queenie would confide in her mam,’ Molly said slowly.

Mabel gave an unladylike snort of laughter. ‘Now that is one of Ethel’s faults I’m well aware of. Much as I like her, there’s no softness about her. She’s hard as nails. All she really cares about is what the neighbours think and having the cleanest front doorstep in the street.’ She chuckled. ‘You know as well as I do she’s first out on a Friday morning to donkey-stone her step before she goes into town to shop for the weekend.’

All the housewives on their street followed the same pattern of housework. Washday was on a Monday, when all the women would be in their wash-houses in the backyards, coppers boiling and dolly pegs pounding the clothes in the tubs. The air would be alive with laughter as the women called to one another over the fences between them. Then the wet washing would be pegged on a clothesline strung across the yard to dry. Tuesday was ironing day; Wednesday cleaning the house from top to bottom; Thursday was baking day and Friday whitening the front doorstep and then shopping in the town, though there were additional trips to get the bargains on market days.

‘So,’ Mabel said, ‘you still haven’t answered my question. Which of the Spencer boys do you like the best?’

Molly hesitated and then decided she needed to have someone she could tell. Queenie was not the one, and there was no one else among her peers to whom she was close enough to confide such secrets. She took a deep breath. ‘I like Ben. We’re friends, but it’s Harry I really like.’ She shrugged. ‘You know what I mean.’

Her mother did indeed know. ‘Aw love, I can see why, but it’s a shame it’s not Ben who’s your favourite. He’s a nice lad but Harry’s a bit of a one for the girls. He’d break your heart.’

Molly lifted her chin. ‘Aye, mebbe he would, but it’s not me he likes. It’s Queenie and – and she likes him. So, there you have it, Mam.’

‘To be honest, love, I don’t quite know how to advise you on this one. See, there was never anyone else but your dad for me and, luckily, he felt the same about me. We began walking out – in secret, mind – from when we were fifteen. I never had another boyfriend.’

Molly smiled. She witnessed her parents’ love for each other every day and was thankful for it. She and her brother knew how fortunate they were. They often heard from their peers of turbulent home lives. Even Queenie’s parents bickered at one another and, although Queenie had everything that she wanted materially, Molly was astute enough to know that a happy, settled home life was far preferable to possessions. She felt too – though she never said anything – that Queenie’s parents vied with one another to spoil their only child and win her affection. Molly was sensible enough to realize that you couldn’t buy love. She loved her parents unconditionally, not because of the presents they gave her. She had the sneaking suspicion that Queenie played her parents against one another to get what she wanted.

Mabel broke into her thoughts. ‘What’s going on in that head of yours?’ she asked softly. ‘Because I can see there’s something.’

‘I was just thinking, Mam, how unlucky Queenie is to be an only child.’

Mabel blinked. ‘Unlucky? You surprise me. She gets all sorts of things that we can’t afford to give you and your brother. Mind you, it is a bit easier now that you and William are both working.’

Molly pulled a face. ‘We don’t give you much for our keep though, do we?’

‘You don’t earn much yet, love, either of you. William’s doing well with his training at the foundry and you at the hosiery factory, but you’re both still learning. You can’t expect to earn much yet.’ She paused and then asked, ‘What did you mean about Queenie being unlucky?’

‘I – I can’t explain it really, just a feeling that despite all the things she has, she’s not all that happy.’

‘Her mam’s very strict with her, I’ll give you that. She doesn’t seem to trust her.’ She eyed Molly as she added, ‘Not like I trust you. Just don’t let her lead you into doing things that you know aren’t right.’

‘I won’t, Mam, I promise.’

They didn’t see the brothers that week.

‘I don’t think Harry liked you running off to listen to that suffragette woman,’ Molly said after work on the Friday night.

Queenie tossed her curls. ‘If that’s true, then he’s not worth bothering about.’ Her eyes shone. ‘I did it to try Harry out – to see if he’d hang around and wait for us.’

‘But he didn’t.’

‘No,’ Queenie pulled a face, ‘he didn’t.’ She was thoughtful as she murmured, ‘I’ll have to think of another way to make him jealous. Maybe if I flirt with Ben . . .’

‘Oh Queenie, that would be so unfair on Ben.’

Queenie grinned. ‘Because he likes me an’ all, you mean?’

Molly gaped at her friend. So, Queenie had guessed what Ben’s feelings for her were. Now Queenie was laughing out loud. ‘Oh Moll, you’re so naive. You should know by the way a boy looks at you if he fancies you.’

‘Maybe I don’t know because they don’t look at me in that way,’ Molly was stung to retort.

‘Oh Moll,’ Queenie said at once, contrite, ‘don’t let you and me fall out over a fella. None of them are worth it. We’re best friends. We’re Forever Friends. Don’t let anyone else spoil that.’

‘Mam says that once you get a boyfriend, you lose your girlfriends,’ Molly said.

‘Well, that’s not going to happen to us.’ Queenie linked her arm through Molly’s as they walked towards home. ‘Look, were you actually interested in what that suffragette had to say?’

‘Yes, I was. We only caught the end of her speech but I thought some of the things we did hear were right; that women should have a greater say in how the country is run.’

‘Then we’ll go to the park again on Sunday afternoon and see if she’s there.’

‘Oh, I don’t know . . .’ Molly began.

‘Go on, Moll. We’re not doing any harm. It’s high time we started learning about real life for ourselves and not just following whatever our parents tell us. We’re sixteen. We’ve been working women for four years. We’re old enough to get married now and start having babies.’

‘Is that what you want?’

‘Yes. Especially if it’s to Harry Spencer. Isn’t that what you want too?’

Oh Queenie, Molly thought. If only you knew. Aloud she said, ‘Yes, but not yet. I want to live a little. See a bit of the world, maybe. Do something with my life before I become tied to the kitchen sink.’

‘But isn’t that what girls are expected to do? Get married, look after their husbands and have a family. “A woman’s place is in the home”, isn’t it? That’s what my dad always says. And my mam, too, if I’m honest, even though at the moment it seems the last thing she wants me to do is to get involved with a lad. She’s terrified of me “letting them go too far”, as she puts it.’

‘Marriage and babies is all right for our mams and their mams before them, but not for us, Queenie. And what about those women who don’t get married? The ones who are spinsters the whole of their lives—’ She paused, thinking that she might well be one of them. Perhaps she would never find a man to love her. ‘There’s a big, wide world out there, but we’re not allowed to be a part of it just because we’re girls. Well, the suffragettes are trying to change that. I’ve been reading the leaflets they handed out last week. They think women should have the same rights as men. Be able to do the same jobs as men, if they want to, and have equal pay.’

Queenie laughed. ‘That’ll never happen. You couldn’t have women working as miners, now could you?’

‘They used to in times gone by. And children. Didn’t you listen in history lessons?’

‘So, what do you want, Moll?’

‘I want to be treated as an equal with men, and that’s what these suffragettes want. So, yes, we’ll go again on Sunday.’

‘My word, Molly Wyngate, you are coming out of your shell all of a sudden.’

Molly merely smiled but did not say any more. Deep inside her she knew that, in listening to the speaker in the park and reading the leaflet, she had found a new strength that she didn’t know she had. Not until this moment.


When the girls went to the park the following Sunday afternoon, there was still no sign of the Spencer brothers. Molly didn’t know whether to be pleased or sorry. Pleased because she wouldn’t have the heartache of watching Queenie flirting with Harry, but sorry because it meant she wouldn’t see him for herself either. And, strange though it seemed, she had enjoyed Ben’s company too. He was someone she instinctively knew she could trust. But now, she told herself sternly, she had something else to focus on, instead of mooning after a boy she couldn’t have.

‘Look,’ Molly gripped Queenie’s arm as they entered the park, ‘just look at all the women and girls heading towards where that speaker was last week. Come on, let’s hurry . . .’

As they arrived beneath the trees at one side of the park, the woman they had seen the previous week was climbing onto a chair to face the gathering in front of her. They were a mixed bunch, Molly thought, as she glanced around her. The oldest there was probably a grandmother, the youngest a little girl of about ten clinging to her mother’s hand.

‘Thank you for coming today,’ the woman standing on the chair began. ‘It is encouraging to see so many of you. We all share a common cause, that of equal rights for women. We want the vote alongside our menfolk. Women who own property have to pay taxes just like men. Why should they not be able to vote – just like the men – for the Members of Parliament and ministers who set those very taxes?’

‘What about women who don’t own property? We’re not all wealthy,’ someone from the crowd shouted.

The suffragette responded at once. ‘But we’re all affected by the laws of the land which the politicians make – we have to obey them – so we should have a say in choosing those who make the laws.’

‘But they’re all men in Parliament. They’re never going to listen to the likes of us. They’re never going to listen to women.’

‘Members of Parliament are supposed to listen to their constituents, to carry their wishes and, yes, sometimes their grievances, to the House. And we’re their constituents just the same as our husbands, fathers and brothers are, aren’t we? And we believe that if women had the vote, Members of Parliament would treat matters affecting women more seriously.’

‘My brother doesn’t get the vote yet because he’s not a householder,’ a voice from the back spoke up. ‘Not all men get it yet either.’

‘You’re right and that’s unfair too,’ the speaker agreed at once. ‘Everyone over a certain age – everyone, men and women – should have the right to vote. So, I ask you, are you with us?’

‘Yes!’ came the chorus from all those listening to her.




Four

As the meeting broke up and the women and girls began to disperse to their own homes, Queenie and Molly walked back towards the park gates.

‘So, what do you think?’ Queenie said. ‘Shall we join the local branch of the Women’s Social and Political Union?’

‘Are they the ones that are militant? That – that go around smashing windows and chaining themselves to railings? Because I don’t fancy doing that.’

‘If you want something in this life, Moll, you’ve got to go out and get it, not sit and wait for it to come to you, because it won’t. I do agree with her in that.’

Molly laughed. ‘You’ve changed your tune. The other day you were all for getting married and having babies. Now, suddenly, you’re wanting to rule the world. Make up your mind what you want.’

Suddenly, Queenie grabbed Molly’s arm. ‘Look! Look who’s over there.’

Molly glanced up to see the Spencer brothers standing just inside the park gates.

‘They’re waiting for us,’ Queenie said.

‘I wouldn’t bet on it,’ Molly said. ‘Harry went off in a right bad mood last week and we haven’t seen them since.’

Queenie’s smile widened. ‘You don’t want to let a lad think you’re too keen on him.’

‘I don’t understand.’

Queenie sighed excessively. ‘If you’re a bit offhand with them, it keeps them interested.’

‘Does it? So, you think that’s what Harry’s doing to you?’

‘Oh no, Moll. It’s what I’m doing to him. It’s for the lads to do the chasing, not us.’

Molly giggled. ‘Oh, so all that swinging your hips and walking slowly so they could catch us up, isn’t chasing them?’

‘’Course it isn’t. Just’ – Queenie waved her hand in the air – ‘helping them on a bit. Anyway, let’s see if it’s us they’re waiting for.’

‘I bet it isn’t. You had your chance, Queenie. Harry isn’t used to being deserted.’

Queenie tossed her curls. ‘That’s his look out, then. There’re plenty more fish in the sea.’

Yes, Molly thought, there are, but they’re not like Harry Spencer.

As they neared the brothers, Harry called out, ‘Hello, girls. Been to your meeting?’

‘What’s it to you if we have?’ Queenie retorted, but she was smiling as she said it.

‘Because you missed spending the afternoon with the two handsomest boys in the town.’

‘Full of yourself, aren’t you?’ But she fell into step beside Harry as they left the park and turned in the direction of their street. Molly, glancing up at Ben, who towered over her by a good six inches, walked beside him.

‘Are you really interested in this suffragette nonsense or are you just following Queenie?’ Ben asked.

His remark stung. She didn’t want anyone – least of all Ben – to think that she just followed Queenie’s lead, that she didn’t have a mind of her own and yet, that’s perhaps what it looked like to others. And deep inside her, a little voice prodded at her conscience. Yes, you do follow her in everything. You always have done.

She pulled in a deep breath and said carefully, ‘I’d like to know what they stand for and what they’re trying to achieve before I make a firm commitment, but I certainly don’t want to get involved in any militant stuff.’

‘Just be careful, Molly, that’s all I’m saying. Queenie can be hot-headed. I wouldn’t like to see you get into trouble because of her.’

‘I thought you – liked Queenie.’ The emphasis on the word let him know that she was well aware of his true feelings for her friend.

Ben smiled ruefully. ‘I do, but it doesn’t make me blind to her faults.’ He paused and then asked, ‘So, was the meeting interesting?’

‘Yes, it was.’ She went on to tell him much of what the speaker had said, ending, ‘Basically what she said was that all those who have to obey the law should have a say in choosing those who make the laws. And women especially should have the right to voice their opinion on such matters that apply to the home or to children. But I don’t suppose you’d agree with any of it, being a man.’

He walked in silence for several moments before saying slowly, ‘Actually, I do understand. Our mam has a lot of sympathy with what the “Votes for Women” brigade are saying.’

‘Really?’ Molly was surprised. She didn’t know Mrs Spencer well – only by sight – but it had never crossed her mind that someone who was from the same streets as her own family would be interested in such a progressive movement. Her own mother certainly wasn’t and she doubted if Queenie’s mam would be either. Then she remembered what Harry had said a while back about the brothers hearing about ‘the ridiculous suffragettes’ at home.

‘Has she been to their meetings, then?’ she asked.

Ben nodded. ‘Not here, not in the park, but she’s been to one or two in the town hall. If you want to know more about them, why don’t you come round to our house? I’m sure Mam would be happy to talk to you about it.’

‘I’ll ask Queenie. See what she thinks.’

‘Oh, I didn’t mean—’ Ben began and then stopped in embarrassment, but Molly was quick on the uptake.

‘You don’t want me to bring Queenie?’

‘It’s just—’ He sighed. ‘Oh, I suppose it’ll be all right. It’s just that Mam has high hopes for Harry. She thinks he can work his way up in the factory and that if he gets involved with a girl . . .’

Molly chuckled. ‘She doesn’t know her son very well, then, does she? Harry will always be involved with a girl.’

Ben had the good grace to grin sheepishly. ‘I suppose you’re right. I’m glad you can see him for what he really is, Molly. That way, perhaps you won’t get so hurt.’

‘Oh, I know exactly where I stand with Harry. Right at the back of the queue.’

‘Don’t say that. You’re a lovely girl.’

‘And you’re a lovely bloke,’ she said, smiling up at him and impulsively hooking her arm through his. ‘But we both know where we stand, now don’t we? So come on, what more do you know about the suffragettes?’

‘Not much. I haven’t taken a lot of notice, to be honest.’

‘What does your dad think of your mam being involved? Does he mind?’

Ben wrinkled his forehead. ‘No, actually, he’s all in favour of it. He reckons women get a raw deal a lot of the time. He doesn’t agree with a woman being expected to wait on a man hand and foot and obey his every whim.’

‘Would you ask your mam if I can go round to see her some time? I won’t bring Queenie.’

‘All right, but I don’t think she’d mind you just calling round.’

Molly shook her head. ‘It’s only polite to ask her first. My mam’s big on politeness.’

Ben grinned down at her. ‘D’you know something, Molly Wyngate? You’re a very nice girl.’

Molly blushed. It was a lovely compliment – just not quite the one she would have liked to hear, or from the person she’d have liked to have heard it from. But it would do.

On the Thursday evening when they met up after work to walk the last few streets towards their home, Queenie said, ‘Can you do me a favour, Moll? Go to our house and tell my mam I’ve got to work late. Miss Parkinson – you know, the woman who works as a dressmaker behind the shop – is making me a dress and I’ve got to go back for a fitting. Mr Gilmore won’t let her do it during opening hours. Harry’s asked me to go out with him on Saturday night but Mam doesn’t know that, so don’t you go telling your mam or she might tell mine. So, are you waiting for Ben on the corner as usual?’

Molly’s heart plummeted. ‘Oh – er – yes – all right.’

Queenie squeezed Molly’s arm. ‘Thanks. You’re a pal. See you tomorrow.’

Queenie hurried away, waving to Ben, who was already standing on the corner. Molly stared after her friend. Harry had asked Queenie to go out with him. That must mean they were courting. Her footsteps slowed and her head was bent as she reached Ben.

‘You all right, Molly? You look as if you’ve lost a sixpence and found a farthing.’

Although there was a lump in her throat, she managed not to let the tears fall. When she told him about Queenie and his brother, for a moment, Ben’s face too turned bleak. He sighed. ‘Oh well, I suppose it was to be expected. Ne’er mind, Molly. Look, why don’t you come round now to see me mam and talk to her about the suffragettes? She said it’d be all right if you came any night after work on your way home. Harry’s working late, so he won’t be there.’

‘Well, I would, but I’m in me working clothes. I look a mess.’

Ben smiled. ‘No, you don’t. You look perfectly fine. Besides, me mam admires girls who work hard. Your working clothes are a badge of achievement to her, and they don’t get as dirty as ours do.’

‘All right, then. I suppose it’d be a good idea to go now. At least there’s no Queenie tonight.’

‘Where’s she gone? I saw her rushing off.’

‘Back to work. The dressmaker there is making a new dress for . . . for Saturday.’

‘Ah,’ he said, understanding at once. ‘Come on, then. Let’s hope Mam’s got the kettle on.’

‘Come away in, me duck,’ Harriet Spencer called out when Ben ushered Molly in through the back door. ‘And sit yourself down. Ben tells me you want to hear all about the suffragettes.’

‘We’ve seen a speaker in the park, Mrs Spencer, and I’d really like to know a bit more about them.’

‘Very sensible, I call that,’ Harriet said as she set a cup of tea and a plate with two biscuits on it in front of Molly. The girl didn’t know Harriet Spencer well, though of course she’d seen her many times over the years. Now, close to, Molly could see that it was from his mother that Harry got his good looks. Her abundant black hair was swept back from her face. Strands of grey were just appearing at her temples but she was still a fine-looking woman, tall and straight-backed.

‘Right, I’ll leave you to it,’ Ben said, ‘and get out of my mucky clothes. See you later, Molly.’

When the door leading further into the house closed, Harriet asked bluntly, ‘Are you and Ben courting?’

Molly shook her head. ‘No, Mrs Spencer, but we’re really good friends.’

Harriet looked sceptical. ‘I’m not sure that can work between a boy and a girl. That “liking” might become a bit more than that on one side or the other, and then someone’s going to get hurt.’

Molly decided to be honest without telling her the whole truth. ‘We like each other very much but not in a romantic way. We just want to be friends, that’s all.’

‘Ah well, we’ll see how it goes, eh? Now then, let me tell you about what the suffragettes are aiming to do . . .’




Five

For the next hour, Harriet explained what the movement hoped to achieve.

‘Early in the 1800s, women had few rights. They depended on their menfolk and, if they were not fortunate enough to have a good and caring husband, then there was little they could do. They had no independence, few rights to education or work and even less legal protection. It was a man’s world, Molly, and it still is in many ways.

‘In the mid-1800s, various societies were set up throughout the country, but towards the end of the century, a lady called Millicent Fawcett brought all these separate societies together with the formation of the NUWSS – the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies. They were called suffragists. Their aim was peaceful protest by writing letters to politicians, putting up posters, organizing petitions and making speeches. They got a certain amount of publicity, it’s true, and their membership grew. But for some women the progress was too slow. They weren’t getting any attention from Parliament and they felt more action was needed.’

‘What sort of action?’

‘Something that would make people sit up and take notice. Mrs Pankhurst . . .’

‘I’ve heard of her,’ Molly said.

Harriet nodded and then continued. ‘She set up an alternative society, the WSPU – the Women’s Social and Political Union. Their motto is “Deeds not Words”. That’s the society we have here. Two years ago, she spoke at two meetings in the town hall here. She told us that none of the political parties would help, so we have to find a way to make them. Members of the Liberal Party had promised to give them the vote but had failed to fulfil that promise. I heard her speak and was so impressed I joined the local branch there and then.’

Molly’s eyes widened almost as if she knew what was coming next. ‘What – what deeds do they do?’

‘All sorts.’ Harriet smiled, knowing she was going to shock her young listener. ‘Chaining themselves to the railings outside Buckingham Palace, for one thing.’

‘Did Queen Victoria agree with what they were trying to do?’

‘Strangely, no. I’ve always thought that odd. She was a woman with power and yet couldn’t see that ordinary women wanted a say in determining their own lives.’ Harriet shrugged. ‘And of course, since her passing, we’ve had two kings.’

‘What else?’

‘They burned down the homes of MPs and also churches.’

‘No!’ Molly gasped. ‘Was anyone hurt?’

‘No, they always avoided causing harm to people. They just attacked property. They smashed shop windows in the main streets. All to attract interest in their cause.’

Molly was quiet for a moment before saying softly, ‘But was it the right sort of attention?’

Harriet regarded her young visitor. Though Molly had not been educated beyond the age of twelve or so, already Harriet could see that, at sixteen, she was intelligent and thoughtful.

‘Perhaps not,’ Harriet had to acquiesce. ‘Women who commit acts of violence can be arrested and even imprisoned now. A few have gone on hunger strike and have been forcibly fed. I understand that’s a very unpleasant experience.’ She paused before asking, ‘Have I put you off the idea of joining us?’

Molly shook her head. ‘No – you haven’t, but I must be honest with you, Mrs Spencer, I wouldn’t want to take part in any militant action. I’d do anything else to help the cause – but not that.’

‘I can understand that. I think the members of our branch would respect that too.’

They had been talking for almost an hour when Molly got up. ‘I’d better be going. Mam will wonder where I’ve got to.’

‘Is your mother interested in the movement too?’

‘I don’t know, Mrs Spencer. I haven’t really talked to her about it much.’

‘Well, you do that. If you decide to come to our meetings regularly, she ought to know. I’d want to know what my daughter was up to, if I had one.’

‘I will. Mam and me are very close. I can talk to her about anything.’

‘That’s nice. I suppose, having two lads, I miss having a girl to talk to, but, of course, I wouldn’t swap them for the world.’

Molly delivered the message to Queenie’s mother, blushing a little as she told the lie. It was the first one she could ever remember having to tell either of their mothers and she didn’t like it. When she reached home, Mabel Wyngate said, ‘There you are. I wondered where you’d got to. I was beginning to get a bit worried.’

‘I’ve been round to see Mrs Spencer.’ There was no use in lying to her mother about this. Their street’s grapevine was very active and even seemed to extend to several streets beyond their own. Besides, she’d told quite enough lies for one day.

Mabel raised her eyebrows. ‘I didn’t know you knew her that well.’

‘I don’t. Well – I didn’t. Ben fixed it up for me to go round one night after work. She’s a member of the WSPU and I wanted to know more about it.’

‘What’s that, dear?’

‘It’s the Women’s Social and Political Union. The suffragettes. Me and Queenie have seen them twice now at meetings in the park.’

Mabel stared at her for a moment while she came to a decision. She was debating inwardly whether to encourage her daughter to become interested in such matters. She sighed inwardly. Molly was growing up fast. She was sixteen, almost seventeen, a working woman and contributing a portion of her weekly wage to the household. She deserved to be taken seriously, and Mabel was acutely aware that if she dismissed this matter as being a lot of foolishness, then Molly would stop confiding in her. More than anything, Mabel wanted the good relationship she had with her daughter to continue.

‘You’ve listened to one of their speakers?’

Molly nodded.

‘And Queenie?’

‘Yes, it was her that wanted to hear what was being said at first. Then Ben told me that his mam was involved, so I thought it was a good idea to talk to her.’

‘Did Queenie go as well?’

‘No – she – she . . .’ Molly hesitated and glanced away. ‘She had to go back to work.’ She didn’t want to lie to her own mother, but she knew that if she told her about Queenie going out with Harry on Saturday, Mabel would feel honour bound to tell her friend Ethel. And Queenie did not want her mother to know.

Until this moment, the friendship between the two girls had been straightforward, with very few arguments or fallings out over the years. But now it looked as if things could get very tricky.

‘You didn’t tell your mam about me and Harry going out, did you?’

‘No, of course not.’

‘Well, mind you don’t.’ Queenie paused and then added, with a note of accusation in her tone, ‘But you did tell her about us listening to the suffragette in the park, didn’t you, because she’s told my mam that?’

Molly lifted her chin, trying to give herself a little confidence in facing Queenie. ‘Yes. I didn’t think that would matter. Anyone could have seen us there. In fact . . .’ She went on to tell her friend about her visit to see Harriet Spencer and what she had found out about the suffragettes.

Queenie’s eyes were glistening with excitement. ‘Harry’s mam’s actually a member?’

‘Yes, she said she joined about two years ago after she’d heard Mrs Pankhurst speak. Now she goes to their meetings in the town hall.’

‘Then we’re going to go too.’

‘You can’t do that without your mam finding out, because I think mine’s interested in going with me if I go.’

Queenie chewed her lower lip. ‘Mm, you’ve got a point there.’

‘Maybe it would be best if you were honest with your mam about our interest in the suffragettes,’ Molly said. For once, it was Molly who was being rather crafty. ‘At least it might keep her from asking questions about you and Harry.’

‘Does Mrs Spencer know about us? Me an’ Harry, I mean.’

‘I’ve no idea. You weren’t mentioned.’

Queenie seemed a little piqued. She liked to think she was always the centre of people’s interest. After a little more thought, she said, ‘I’ll sound Mam out tonight.’

‘Mrs Spencer said there’s a meeting in the town hall next Monday night.’

‘Right. We’ll go.’

‘My mam’ll probably want to go too.’

Queenie shrugged. ‘That’s all right. Mam probably won’t mind me going if Aunty Mabel will be with us.’

‘Oh no, Queenie, I don’t want you getting mixed up with that lot. You’ll stay at home.’

‘But Mam, Aunty Mabel’s going with us. I only want to find out what it’s all about. Why don’t you come along too?’

Ethel shook her head. ‘I don’t want anything to do with it. Women should know their place. Politics, voting and suchlike is for men.’

‘Why?’ Queenie was emboldened to ask. ‘Even if we never get the chance to vote, why shouldn’t we be able to understand about how laws are made and why? We have to abide by them.’

‘Of course we do. Why do you think it’s in the marriage ceremony that we promise to “love, honour and obey” our husbands?’

Queenie stared at her mother. ‘You don’t obey Dad. You always have the last word.’

Ethel wriggled her shoulders. ‘A wife and mother looks after the home and brings up the children. That’s her domain and most of the time a husband will agree with what she says about such matters,’ she said, skirting round Queenie’s statement. ‘But the man is the head of the household and decides all the important things. He’s the breadwinner.’

‘Then I’ll ask Dad what he thinks.’

‘Very well, ask him, but I shall let him know I don’t approve.’

‘But you’ll abide by what he says?’ Queenie persisted. For once, Ethel knew herself beaten.

‘Aye, I will, but I’ll only agree to you going if Mabel is with you both.’

When tea was finished and Jack Palmer was seated in his favourite armchair by the fire in the range, packing his pipe with tobacco, Queenie came and sat on the hearth rug at his feet.

‘Dad . . .’ she began.

Jack chuckled, a deep rumbling sound. ‘I know that tone of voice. There’s something you want, isn’t there? What is it this time?’

‘Aunty Mabel and Molly are going to a meeting of the suffragettes in the town hall and I’d like to go with them. I really want to know what these women are trying to do.’

‘What does your mam say?’

Queenie hesitated, but she knew there was no point in lying to her father. No doubt her parents would discuss it later and she’d be found out quite easily.

‘She’s not keen for me to go, but I have promised her that I will go with Aunty Mabel and Molly.’

Jack was thoughtful for a few moments before saying slowly, ‘Well, if you keep your promise, I can’t see the harm in it. I’d quite like to know what all the fuss is about myself, but I wouldn’t be seen dead at one of their meetings. So’ – he smiled down at her – ‘you can go, but I’ll want to know all about it when you get home.’

Queenie jumped up and planted a kiss on her father’s cheek. She would keep this promise, she told herself. But she was not telling either of her parents about the proposed trip into town on Saturday night with Harry. She had told her mother that she was going out with Molly that evening. Now, all she had to do was convince Molly to cover for her.
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