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One

On a fine June morning in 1913, two maids were upstairs in the Edinburgh Primrose Club, making beds. Downstairs, country members who’d stayed overnight – all women, for this was a club for women only – were taking breakfast in the dining room facing the square. Porridge, bacon, kidneys, scrambled egg and kedgeree. Oh, yes, Miss Ainslie, the club manageress, provided excellent food, and Mrs Petrie, the tyrant in the kitchen, cooked it. Though upstairs, Mattie MacCall, one of the maids, shaking a billowing sheet, was betting the ladies wouldn’t be eating it.

‘Och, no, it’s too hot, eh? Did you see ’em, Elinor, all going down the stair in thin blouses and skirts? I heard ’em saying it was going to be a scorcher later on today.’

‘They’re right, then.’

Elinor Rae, helping to spread Mattie’s sheet, smiled wryly. Tall, with dark hair and wide-apart dark eyes, she was nineteen years old and striking. Even in her grey uniform dress, with white apron and white cap, there was something unusual about her. An inner strength, perhaps, or energy? Hard to say but, beside her, the blonde, round-faced Mattie, only a year younger, seemed like a child.

‘What’ll the weather matter to the members, anyway?’ Elinor asked, as the two girls finished making the bed, tucking in the top sheet, plumping pillows, smoothing the coverlet. ‘If it’s hot, what’ll they do? Sit in the gardens till lunchtime? ’Tisn’t as though they need to do any work.’

‘Some do a bit of charity work, I’ve heard,’ said Mattie, dabbing at her moist cheeks with a hankie from her apron pocket.

‘I was thinking of working for a living.’

‘Oh, well, they needn’t do that. They like writing and reading, though. Sit in the Quiet Room at the desks, writing letters, reading books. Makes my head ache to see ’em!’

‘Writing and reading,’ Elinor repeated. ‘Oh, very hard work, eh? And before that, they’ve to clean out the grates and do the black-leading? Do the dusting and sweeping, scrub the front steps and clean the brass, run upstairs and make the beds?’

‘Ah, now you’re teasing, Elinor! You know ladies don’t do any of that!’

‘Because that’s what we do. And that’s what I call work. What wouldn’t I give if I could sit in the Quiet Room and write a few letters and read a nice book?’

‘That’d no’ be for me. I was never one for reading.’

‘I was.’ Elinor’s face suddenly relaxed and she gave a smile that sent the sunshine to her face. ‘I’m sorry, Mattie. I do go on a bit, eh? It’s just that it sometimes comes over me, the different lives folks lead. You see it, when you’re in service.’

‘I know what you mean. But it’s the way things are, Elinor, there’s no point trying to change ’em.’

Elinor opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again and, giving a last tweak to the bed coverlet, moved to the open window.

‘It’s so stuffy this morning, I think I’ll just push this up a bit. Need some more air.’

‘Get on with you!’ cried Mattie, laughing. ‘Saying it’s stuffy! You just want to look out at the square the way you always do.’

‘Do I?’ asked Elinor softly. ‘Well, maybe I do.’

While Mattie, humming to herself, began rubbing the marble-topped wash stand, Elinor stood, her arms folded, looking down at the square below.

There it was. Primrose Square. The finest, largest square in Edinburgh’s West End. A great oasis of greenery, a piece of countryside in the city, where there was rolling grass with trees, flowers in the spring – yes, real primroses – and elegant railings with a gate only to be opened with a key. Tall houses, set back over pavements, muffled the noise of the streets beyond, even from Princes Street, with its trams and carriages, horses, crowds and brand-new motor cars, so that here in the square was peace and calm.

Ever since she’d first seen it, when she’d arrived for her interview two years before, Elinor had never ceased to be struck by that peace. And the space, the overwhelming feeling of greenness; the solace that wrapped round her. She had no key, she couldn’t open the gate and walk within, but she could look, she could feel she was in the country. She could know she wasn’t in Friar’s Wynd, which was her home.

Today the square, in the midsummer sunshine, was looking particularly beautiful, but the thought of home, her father’s rented cobbler’s shop in the midst of towering tenements, brought a little cloud to her brow. Hastily pulling up the window to allow more air, she turned aside.

‘I’ll just brush the carpet,’ she called to Mattie. ‘And then we can do the dusting before we start on the landing.’

‘I’ll do the wardrobe,’ Mattie answered. ‘And miss out the top. Will you look at all that shopping Miss Whats-her-name has piled up there?’

‘That’s something you didn’t mention about the members and what they like to do,’ Elinor remarked with a laugh. ‘Shopping!’
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Cleaning the long landing, working as diligently as she always did, Elinor’s thoughts returned unwillingly to Friar’s Wynd. As she had said to Mattie, she couldn’t help but notice the difference between the club members’ lives and her own, and had to admit it brought out the envy in her, which was sinful according to the Kirk, but natural in her view. All she wanted to do, really, was even things up, so that if some people could find life easy and comfortable, others didn’t have to exist in Friar’s Wynd. She’d been lucky; she’d escaped. How many were left behind?

Her mother, Hessie, for one. Cormack, her brother, always known as Corrie, for another. How wonderful it would have been if they could have been with her, if they could all have lived together where there was light and fresh air and something green to see. Even to move to another street of tenements where the houses were not so tall and didn’t block the sky would be an improvement. And there were some streets in the old town like that where, even if the tenants were poor, they saw the sun.

But Walter Rae, Elinor’s father, who made a precarious living mending shoes in a wee shop in Friar’s Wynd, would never move. Why should he? There were pubs to hand, weren’t there? What matter if the Wynd had a terrible night-time reputation, with regular fights and drunken bouts? What matter if the buildings towered so high that the sky retreated in despair, and any sunlight that filtered through was so weak it was not like sunlight at all?

Best not to dwell on it, Elinor told herself, polishing a side table with all her strength to relieve her feelings. She would just keep on going home once a week to see her folks, and continue to hope for a miracle.

After all, she’d got away. First to service with a lawyer’s family, which had not, to be honest, been a happy experience, but then to the Primrose, where if Mrs Petrie, the cook, was a bit of a dragon, Miss Ainslie was kind and all the other maids were her friends and where she shared a room with only Mattie and Gerda and had the use of a bathroom. Grand! Best of all, outside the house, any time she wanted to see it, was her own piece of countryside – Primrose Square.

As a smile curved her lips at the thought of what could make her happy, Mattie, who had been brushing the stairs, came up to say that she’d just finished in time. Ada and Gerda were clearing away breakfast, the ladies would be coming up any minute – should she and Elinor go for their cup of tea?

‘Aye, we’d best get downstairs,’ Elinor replied, peeping over the banisters into the hall. ‘Miss Denny’s at reception and the front door’s open. Come on, time to go.’

‘Just hope Mrs Petrie’s in a good mood,’ Mattie murmured, as they clattered down the back stairs, for of course they only rarely used the little passenger lift or the front stairs.

‘Talk about wishful thinking,’ said Elinor.

And then they were greeting Gerda and Ada, down with their trays from the dining room, all keeping a weather eye on Mrs Petrie, as Vera, her assistant, made the mid-morning tea.

While the Primrose maids gathered in the kitchen, city members of the club were arriving in the front vestibule where, after signing in at Reception, supervised by Miss Denny, the slim young assistant manageress, they drifted off to occupy themselves. Some to the Quiet Room, for the reading and writing that so impressed Mattie; some to the square, to sit in the garden, (they all had keys); some to the Drawing Room, to chat, or read the morning papers, before the coffee already brewing in the kitchen would be served.

The house in the square, opened as a ladies’ club some years before by an enterprising company, was ideal for its purpose. A joining of two grand houses, once owned by families, as so many of its neighbours still were, it had lent itself well to conversion, with the new electric lighting already fitted, vast and elegant public rooms and good upstairs bedrooms for the country members, as well as attics for the maids and, in the double basement, store rooms, sculleries and Mrs Petrie’s kitchen.

And then, of course, it had its access to a garden and a fine position for all that the members might want to visit – galleries, concert rooms, shops of every kind. It was little wonder that the Primrose was very popular with the ladies of Edinburgh and its outlying districts, who had no access to professional clubs and wanted somewhere to meet and talk away from their homes – just as gentlemen did.

Husbands might laugh at the idea of their wives going out ‘to their club’, but then many of the Primrose members were not married, the younger ones only having to persuade their fathers to pay the subscription, the older ones with financial independence gladly doing as they liked. The true test of success for the club was that there was always a waiting list for those who wanted to join, and no shortage of young women who wanted to work there.

Oh, yes, as a place to work, the Primrose was a good one. They just had to put up with Mrs Petrie, and even she was not always in a bad mood. Though on that June morning, when Gerda and Ada laid down their trays filled with uneaten breakfast dishes – oh, heavens, wasn’t her face like a thunder cloud then?

‘Take cover, girls,’ Elinor whispered.
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Mrs Petrie, less than five feet tall and thin as a stick, was red in the face and practically fizzing with displeasure over those terrible trays. ‘Like a firework about to go up,’ as ginger-haired, unruffled Gerda had once said of her – and everyone always hoped that they wouldn’t be around if she ever did.

Today she was bemoaning the waste – of her food, of her time – as she wrung her bony hands over the handsome plated dishes of unwanted food.

‘Would you credit it? All that good bacon left, and best kidneys, ma lovely kedgeree and all? When you think about the poor bairns that’d give the world for food, could you no’ burst into tears? Och, I could cry like a babby, so I could!’

She didn’t, though, only ordered anxious Vera and her kitchen maid, young Sal, to start transferring the uneaten breakfasts to the larder, while pouring herself another cup of tea and fanning herself with an oven cloth.

‘Aye, and you lassies’d better hurry up and drink your tea now,’ she told the maids sitting round the kitchen table. ‘Time’s getting on, and there’s the morning coffee to do. Vera, just check the pots on the stove, eh? And put some shortbread out and soda scones. See if the folk up the stair will eat my baking!’

Still simmering, but a little calmer, she sat at the head of the table, directing operations. An efficient little woman, long a widow for, unlike many cooks of the day who were given the courtesy title of ‘Mrs’, Sarah Petrie had once had a husband. It was only after his death that she’d taken up cooking again, and had come to rule over the Primrose kitchen after being appointed by Miss Ainslie, who was said to regard her as a treasure. Well, it was true, she was a very good cook, and if Miss Ainslie knew she had a temper, she never let on. Good cooks were hard to find.

‘It isn’t the first time the ladies have left stuff when it’s hot weather,’ Elinor ventured, after a moment. ‘Maybe they’d do better with just toast?’

‘Toast?’ cried Mrs Petrie, her pale green eyes bulging. ‘Just give ’em toast? With my reputation to think of? Everybody knows this club’s got the best food in the city. It’s what Miss Ainslie wants and what I want and all. Where’d you get such a daft idea, Elinor?’

Elinor shrugged. ‘Just thought, if it was hot, it’d save the waste.’

‘Aye, well that food’s no’ going to be wasted. You lassies can have it for your dinner. I’ll heat up the kedgeree and chop up the bacon, do some more eggs and it’ll be fine.’

‘Porridge and all?’ Gerda asked cheekily, at which Mrs Petrie’s cheeks flamed again.

‘Any more lip from you, my girl, and that’s just what you’ll get! No, I’ll have to let the porridge go this time, but you just watch your step, eh? I’ve enough to do without putting up with impertinence!’

‘Mrs Petrie,’ came a cool, clear voice as a light tap sounded on the kitchen door. ‘Sorry to disturb you and the girls – just wanted a word.’

‘With me, Miss Ainslie?’ asked the cook, as she and the maids scrambled to their feet, but the manageress of the Primrose was shaking her neat dark head.

‘With the maids, really. No hurry. Finish your tea, by all means.’ She looked around the watching faces. ‘Just come to my office before you return to your duties, if you please.’

With a quick smile, she withdrew, leaving the maids to set down their cups with a nervous clatter, while exchanging anxious looks.

‘No’ means the sack, does it?’ Mattie whispered.

‘Oh, no!’ cried plump Ada, as Gerda’s jaw dropped and Elinor’s dark eyes flashed.

‘Miss Ainslie’s hardly going to sack us all, Mattie,’ Elinor said quickly. ‘We’re needed.’

‘Everybody can be done without,’ Mrs Petrie said cheerfully, then relented. ‘Of course Miss Ainslie’s no’ going to give you the sack, Mattie! She’ll just be wanting to ask you to do something. She’s always got something she wants folk to do.’

‘Does she want you to do something, Mrs Petrie?’ Gerda asked.

‘That’s between her and me,’ the cook answered loftily. ‘But she knows I’ve too much to do to get involved with anything outside this kitchen. Now you lassies had better get off to her office, and Sal, you get the cups washed. Vera, you can do the coffee, so’s Ada and Gerda can take it up when they’ve seen Miss Ainslie. I’ve the soup to start.’

Still looking apprehensive, the maids filed out of the kitchen, some shaking their heads.

‘Think Miss Ainslie will want us to do something?’ Mattie whispered to Elinor. ‘How will we find the time?’

‘Couldn’t say, but I have the feeling Mrs Petrie knows what’s going on.’

‘What is? What’s going on?’

‘Have to wait and see.’
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Miss Ainslie’s office was at the back of the house with no view of the square, only the rear garden where the maids pegged out clothes not destined for the laundry. For this reason it had no great appeal for Elinor, but she had to agree that it was a fine room all the same. Perhaps once the study of the man of the house when it had been privately owned, it was now furnished with a mahogany desk, bookshelves, filing cupboards and a table for Miss Denny’s typewriter. The flowers at the window had probably been provided by Miss Ainslie, and she herself, standing to greet the girls as they trooped nervously in, was pleasantly smiling.

Almost forty years of age, she was slightly built and short, not much taller than Mrs Petrie, and had, some thought, the look of a bird, with a slightly beaked nose and darting brown eyes. She wore a pale blue shirtwaist blouse, on which was pinned a gold watch, and a family signet ring on her right hand, but there was no ring on her left hand for she was neither engaged nor married. Past it now, poor thing, thought some of the maids, though Elinor would have said that Miss Ainslie probably didn’t want to marry. Independence would be what she wanted, and what, in fact, she seemed to have.

‘Now, girls,’ she was saying, closing the door on Ada, the last one in, ‘don’t look so worried. I’m sure there’s no need to be worried about anything I have to say to you.’

A little ripple of sighs ran round the maids as Miss Ainslie returned to stand behind her desk, though whether the sighs were truly of relief was doubtful. The manageress might have very different ideas on what was worrying and what was not, and everyone wanted to hear first just what she had to say before they could relax. Even Elinor, in spite of her confidence, was somewhat apprehensive, and glanced at Gerda to see how she was feeling. A waste of time of course, for Gerda never gave much away.

What happened next came as a surprise, for Miss Ainslie, turning to her desk, took up a large poster and held it high for everyone to see. ‘Votes for Women’ it read, in uneven capitals, and they all stared.

‘You’ll have seen posters like this around?’ Miss Ainslie asked.

‘Aye,’ Gerda replied, after a short silence. ‘We’ve seen ’em.’

And of course they had. Unless you’d been living underground for the past few years, you couldn’t have missed them. Suffragettes posters – they were everywhere, together with reports of women smashing windows, setting fire to post boxes, going to gaol. But why was Miss Ainslie showing this poster to her maids? Was she a suffragette, then? If so, she’d kept it pretty dark. But she must know that that cause could be of no interest to them. Even if some women ever did get the vote, lassies like them never would.

Her keen gaze travelling from face to face, Miss Ainslie laid the poster down.

‘I expect some of you, when you see such notices, think the campaign is nothing to do with you? But I’ve called you together to tell you that you couldn’t be more wrong.’ She smiled a little. ‘So, you see, what I have to say is not about work, or duties, which is why there’s no need for any of you to worry.’

Certainly no sack for anyone, then, but an idea was forming of where this could all be leading. Impossible, of course, if true, but they’d have to hear her out. As they looked at her expectantly, Miss Ainslie, clearing her throat, began to speak again.

‘What I want to ask you today is to think about coming to join me – and others – in the struggle for justice. We need you, you see. We need girls like you, who can bring youth and enthusiasm and make men understand we’re not just a bunch of older women with bees in our bonnets. What we’re striving for is something of fundamental importance to everyone – to choose the people who will decide how this country is governed, to have a say in what should be done. At present, only men have that right, yet there are as many women as men, and it’s been proved that women can be just as clever. Think about all the women teachers! The women who are now accepted for training as doctors! Yet they have no vote.’

So, thought the listening girls, they’d been right in their guess of what Miss Ainslie might want them to do. She spoke well, she was convincing, but could she really believe they’d join her? Elinor raised her hand.

‘Mind if I ask, Miss Ainslie, but is it true you’re a suffragette yourself? We never knew.’

The manageress hesitated a moment. ‘I am,’ she said at last, her voice firm and strong. ‘I may not talk about my interests at the Primrose, but they are very important to me. Some people here might have the wrong idea of what we stand for, and I prefer not to be involved in discussion with club members. I could not be keener, though, to see women get the vote, and I want you girls to be keen, too.’

She leaned forward a little, holding them still with her bright, bird-like gaze.

‘Will you consider it, then? Helping us in our fight? It would mean so much.’

A silence fell, the girls shifting uneasily, managing to look away.

‘I don’t think it’s for us,’ Elinor said at last.

‘Apart from anything else, we’re too young,’ Gerda added.

‘Aye, too young,’ voices chimed.

‘No, no!’ cried Miss Ainslie. ‘I have said, it’s young people we need. And by the time we get the vote, you will be of age, I promise you, so don’t let your youth stop you coming forward. Come to one of our meetings. I have cards with details which I’ll pass round. Take one and at least think about hearing what we have to say. Will you all do that?’

‘Yes, Miss Ainslie,’ they answered readily, accepting the cards she was beginning to hand out. Oh, thank the Lord, they could agree to that and not upset her. Then if she asked them later what they’d decided, they could make up some excuse for not going. Whatever happened, no one had any intention of giving up precious time off for the sake of attending a suffragette meeting. Miss Ainslie was a wonderful lady and a very kind boss, but she really didn’t have the faintest idea how much their time off meant to girls in service, or how they liked to spend it. Only Elinor was still studying the card when she and the other maids left Miss Ainslie’s office, and it was Elinor she called back.

‘I won’t keep you, Elinor, but if you don’t mind, I’d just like another quick word.’

Of course I don’t mind, Elinor thought, but it wouldn’t matter if she did, would it? She had to admire Miss Ainslie’s manners, though. It was what her staff liked about her, that she was as polite to them as to the club members. Made them feel they’d like to please her, only Elinor knew that that wouldn’t include attending her meetings.

‘I saw you reading my card,’ Miss Ainslie was saying. ‘It seemed to me you were more interested in my appeal, perhaps, than some of the others.’ She laughed a little. ‘I’m not really expecting much of a response – Miss Denny is with me, but I have to tell you I got nowhere with Mrs Petrie or Vera.’

Elinor nodded. ‘Mrs Petrie’d never agree, and when she says no, so does Vera. Sal’s the same.’

‘I know, I know.’ The manageress sighed. ‘But I have great hopes of you, Elinor. I have the feeling that you understand what we want, even though you said it wasn’t for you. But how can you know, unless you give it a try? Unless you come to our meetings, listen to us speak?’

‘I’d like the vote, Miss Ainslie, but is there much chance of it for someone like me without property?’

‘We want women from every walk of life to think about having the vote,’ Miss Ainslie cried fiercely. ‘To work for it, shoulder to shoulder, to achieve it together! That’s why I’m trying to get you and the other girls here to come to our meetings. See that working for the vote is not just for the privileged. Remember, I also work for my living.’

Elinor looked at her doubtfully. ‘I don’t know,’ she said slowly. ‘There’s all this violence to think about, eh? Look at that lady who threw herself in front of the King’s horse the other day. I’d never be keen to get mixed up in that sort of thing, or breaking windows, maybe going to gaol.’

‘You would never be asked to do that, I give you my word. I personally am against all militant action, anyway, but as a group, we would never seek to involve you in violence. Look, what do you say then? Will you come to our next meeting?’

‘I’ll  . . . I’ll think about it.’

‘That’s all I ask.’ A smile lit Miss Ainslie’s features. ‘I know that when you’ve considered it, you’ll come to a fair decision. You are an intelligent girl, Elinor. I’ve always known that and I think you’ll do well.’

‘Thank you, Miss Ainslie.’ With some relief, Elinor turned for the door. ‘Now I’d better get back to work.’

‘Just do what you think best about the meeting. As I say, that’s all I ask.’

‘What happened to you, then?’ Mattie asked when Elinor joined her to begin washing down one of the bathrooms.

‘Oh, Miss Ainslie was just trying to make me go to her meeting.’

‘You never said you would?’

‘Said I’d think about it.’

‘That’s right, that’s good. We don’t want to be mixed up in it, eh? My dad thinks all suffragettes should be locked up.’

‘Bet mine thinks the same, but he’s never said.’ Elinor dipped her sponge into a pail of hot water and began to clean the bathroom tiles.

‘Might find out when you go round. You always like to go to Friar’s Wynd on your time off, eh?’

‘Oh, yes, see the folks.’ Elinor rubbed the tiles hard. Hoping for the best, she thought.
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Elinor’s free evenings came on Fridays, usually from four o’clock to nine – or ten with special permission. Twice a month, she also had Saturday afternoon off, but she preferred to do her shopping then, or maybe go out with Gerda or Mattie, keeping her free evenings for her family.

She had no ‘followers’, as male admirers were called, they having been strictly forbidden in the lawyer’s house where she had first worked, and though permitted at the Primrose, only Ada could claim to have a ‘young man’. He was from her home tenement and could often be seen hanging round the area steps waiting for her on her free evenings, much to Mrs Petrie’s disapproval. Still, if it was all right with Miss Ainslie, it should be good enough for Mrs Petrie, Ada would declare, usually adding, ‘Silly old thing, eh? How’d she ever get married herself if she couldn’t have a follower?’

‘How will any of us ever get married?’ Mattie would often sigh.

Marriage was not something Elinor cared to think about. Sometimes, when she remembered her mother, she would decide she didn’t want it. At other times, she’d look ahead and wonder if she might take it on, supposing she met just the right person. But who knew what was in the future? For the present, she felt she wasn’t ready, anyway, to sink her life into someone else’s. Och, no, she’d enough to think about. Especially on Fridays, when she returned to Friar’s Wynd.

Always, when she had to make her way from the pleasant West End to the other side of the city where the Wynd crossed from the High Street into the Cowgate, a certain gloom descended. It was not just that the journey by tram seemed so long and noisy, or that when she reached her stop she met the dark buildings of her childhood again and the sunlight began to fade – no, it was much more the uncertainty of how things would be at home.

All depended on her father’s moods. If he was in a good mood, you could relax and breathe again. If not, you just had to weather the storm. It always died down, he always got over whatever had spiralled him into a temper, but they all walked on eggshells until they knew how things would go.

Mind, there were plenty of fathers worse than Walter Rae. He was not a brutal man, and though his children had had their ears boxed when they’d misbehaved, he didn’t go in for beating his family. Elinor and Corrie could be grateful for that, then, as their mother certainly was, but the truth was his dominance over them didn’t leave much room for gratitude. And when you were wondering when the next flare-up was coming, when the eyes would be flashing and the voice rising, you couldn’t do much except keep your head down and hope you weren’t the target.

Sometimes, Elinor would compare her dad with Mrs Petrie, but tyrant though Mrs Petrie was, it didn’t really matter. She wasn’t family, was she?

On that first Friday afternoon after Miss Ainslie’s talk, Elinor made her way home as usual. The day was hot with no prospect yet of cooling, and as she left the tram and began to walk down the Wynd between the dark cliffs of tenements on either side, she felt stifled, as though there was no air. She had taken off her jacket, but the collar of her blouse was too high, seeming to grip her throat, and she undid the top button, breathing hard, then pushed back her straw hat from her glistening brow.

If only women didn’t have to wear such long skirts! She could feel the warm dust from the pavement rising up her stockinged legs as she walked, and the mad thought crossed her mind – what would happen if girls like her just suddenly cut their skirts off right up to the knees? Och, they’d be locked up, so they would. But think of the relief!

Stepping round a group of children chalking the pavement, she paused as someone called her name and turned her head.

‘Hallo, Elinor!’

It was a fellow waving to her from the other side of the street. He wore paint-stained overalls and his cap on the back of his head showed his curly light-brown hair. Even from a distance, she could see his hazel eyes were bright. ‘Just going to your dad’s?’

She stood still, trying to remember his name, for she knew him; he’d been in her class at school. Hadn’t seen him since then, and he certainly wasn’t from the Wynd.

Barry. The name popped out of her memory. Barry Howat. Cheerful laddie, but given to teasing.

‘What are you doing round here?’ she called, walking on.

‘Been doing a wee job in the tenements.’ He, too, was walking on, making no effort to cross over to join her. ‘Just going home.’

Two boys tore past him, chasing after a can they’d been kicking, and he neatly cut in and kicked it for them, far away up the street.

‘Ah, you’re too quick!’ one told him, running after it, and he laughed.

‘That’s because I play football, eh? Get some practice in, lads. Elinor, cheerio, then.’

‘Goodbye,’ she replied, reaching the door of her father’s shop, and gave a quick nod as Barry Howat pulled on his cap and disappeared round the corner. A footballer, eh? Where on earth did he play, then? Not that she was interested. Had to think of what awaited her up the stairs in the flat over the shop. Gauge the temperature. See if a storm was on the way.

As she tried the shop door, the bell tinkled and the door opened. So Dad hadn’t locked up. That was because he was still there, behind his counter, tall, heavy-shouldered, with the dark eyes she’d inherited from him beneath black brows she had not, and greying black hair clipped short. He wore a baize apron over his collarless flannel shirt and looked as if he hadn’t shaved that day, but the good thing – the thing that mattered – was that he was smiling. His mood was good.

A great rush of relief enveloped her, as she smiled back and cried that she was home.

‘Can see that.’ He set down the piece of leather he’d been shaping and, loosening his apron, came round from the counter. ‘Might as well lock up, then, eh? There’ll be nobody else in today and your ma’ll have the tea ready.’

Hope so, thought Elinor, for meals were always to be ready when Dad wanted them. As she stood watching her father lock his door, breathing in the familiar smells of leather and shoe polish that had always been a part of his shop and indeed of her own life, she quietly crossed her fingers.
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When she was a child, Elinor had thought her family very lucky to live over a shop, rather than in one of the tenements of Friar’s Wynd. Though wishing they could move out of the Wynd altogether, she still felt that way, for at least in their little flat there wasn’t the same sense of being surrounded by people, the constant sound of footsteps on the stairs, the smell of cooking that wasn’t theirs.

On the other hand, you couldn’t say there was much space to spare over the cobbler’s shop. A cramped living room with a kitchen range, a sink, a table and chairs, and a bed in the wall for Corrie. A room for her parents, a cupboard for herself – for it was no bigger than that – and a toilet. No bathroom, of course, so getting washed involved taking it in turns to carry water to the washstand in the one bedroom, and hauling out the hip bath for bathing when other folk weren’t around. No wonder Elinor was so happy to be living-in at the Primrose! It would have been worth it, just for the bathroom.

But small though her dad’s flat was, there was still the rent to find, for of course he didn’t own the property, only leased it from the man he’d worked for as a young man. That was a man who’d given up shoe mending to run a grocery in Newington, saying it was more profitable than cobbling in Friar’s Wynd – and heaven knows that could only have been true, for cobbling wasn’t profitable at all. How many people could afford to have their shoes mended? How many children didn’t have shoes or boots, anyway?

Walter, though, always said they could manage with what he made. Pay the rent, buy the food, as long as Hessie kept up her work, cleaning at Logie’s Princes Street store, and ‘obliging’ various ladies in the New Town. And Hessie did, of course, keep on with her cleaning jobs, and never risked saying they’d manage a lot better if Walt didn’t go to the pub so much. Neither of her children blamed her for that.

‘Come on, come on, up the stair, then,’ Walter Rae was ordering now, as Elinor still lingered, looking down at the shelves behind the counter where pairs of shoes and boots were tied by their laces and labelled with their owners’ names. Seemed to her she remembered seeing a good many of these on the shelves before. Were any folk coming in to collect their shoes? Just how much would her dad be short, paying his bills that week? As soon as he’d had his tea, she knew he’d be out to the Dragon, or the Castle, or whichever pub he chose. He’d find the money from somewhere, always did. Probably Hessie’s purse, or one of the boxes where she kept funds for this and that.

Maybe I can find a shilling to put in one of Ma’s boxes, Elinor was thinking, and would have looked in her own purse if her father hadn’t been pushing her upwards.

‘Come on, what are you waiting for? I can smell something good. Always does well for you, you know, your ma.’

‘Does well for everybody,’ Elinor retorted, opening the door to the flat, gladly taking off her hat and looking for her mother.

‘Ma, it’s me!’ she called. ‘I’m back.’

‘Ah, there you are!’ cried Hessie Rae, turning a flushed face from the kitchen range. ‘So grand to see you, pet. Sit down now, and rest your feet. It’s like an oven outside, eh?’

With her light brown hair and large blue eyes, Hessie, at thirty-nine, still showed something of the pretty girl she had been in her youth, but the brown hair was greying, the blue eyes were shadowed, and only the artificial colour from the heat of the range made her look well.

She and Walter would have made a handsome couple when they wed, though, Elinor sometimes thought, her dad’s dark good looks contrasting with the delicate prettiness of his bride, and wished she could have seen a photograph. Probably, at that time, wedding photos were too expensive for most folk and so there was no record of the happy day. And her parents would have been happy then. Of course they would.

‘Tea ready?’ Walter asked now, washing his hands under the kitchen tap.

‘All ready,’ Hessie answered quickly. ‘I got a nice piece of shin at the butcher’s, half price, a bargain, left it simmering all day, and it’s that tender, you’d never believe!’

‘Onions with it?’

‘Oh, yes, plenty. And carrots. So I’ve just the tatties to mash  . . .’

‘I’ll do that,’ Elinor said quickly. ‘But where’s Corrie?’

‘Aye, where is the lad?’ Walter asked, pulling out a chair at the kitchen table. ‘No’ reading again?’

‘Studying,’ Hessie answered, beginning to look flustered. ‘He‘s been in our room since he got back from work.’

‘Studying  . . . what a piece of nonsense. He’s got a damn good job at the tyre factory, what more does he want?’

‘He wants to be a draughtsman, you know that – he told us, eh?’

‘Well, I think he’s wasting his time, let him stick to what he’s got.’ Walter stood up and gave one of his famous roars. ‘Corrie, come on now! We’re all waiting for you, what the hell are you playing at?’

‘Playing?’ asked Corrie, appearing from the back room where his parents slept. ‘I’ve been studying.’

‘Now don’t you be sharp with me,’ his father told him, his eyes flashing. ‘You know what I think of you studying. Now sit down and let your mother dish up. We’re ready for our tea, if you’re not!’

Taking his seat at the table, Corrie said no more. As tall as his father, he had his mother’s looks – the wide blue eyes, the light brown hair, and for his height was slender. As he looked across at Elinor passing a filled plate to her father, their eyes met, exchanging messages which required no words, a skill they’d acquired early in childhood, and which had stood them in good stead.

No one spoke as the meal was finished, the dishes cleared and the tea brewed. Then Walter lit a Woodbine and passed one to Corrie, while Hessie, relaxing a little, stirred sugar into her tea and asked Elinor about the Primrose.

‘What’s been happening this week, then? I always like to hear what you’ve been up to. Makes a change.’

‘Nothing much.’ Elinor sipped her tea. ‘Except Miss Ainslie called us all together to talk about votes for women.’

A hush fell over the table as Walter took his cigarette from his mouth and leaned forward to stare at his daughter.

‘What did you say?’

She looked at him, her heart plummeting.

Oh, Lord, she’d done it now, eh? Why hadn’t she remembered what she’d told Mattie, when Mattie had talked of her dad’s views on suffragettes? ‘Bet mine thinks the same,’ she’d said, and sure enough, he was shaping up to sound off about them now, ready to blow like a volcano, and it would all be her fault.

Oh, yes, she’d done it now.
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‘Elinor, I’m asking you what you just said,’ Walter was saying, his voice taking on the husky note that came with his rising temper, his eyes already glowing with fierce dark light. ‘About your Miss Ainslie.’

Elinor, returning his stare, managed not to flinch.

‘I said she’d been talking to us about votes for women.’

‘Saying what?’

‘I’ll clear the cups,’ Hessie murmured, half rising, but Walter waved her down.

‘Leave the cups. Let’s hear what the lassie has to tell us.’

‘What’s it to us?’ Corrie asked, drawing on his cigarette, not looking at his father.

‘What’s it to us? I’ll tell you what it is to us. In this house, we want nothing to do with women like that, supposed to be wanting votes, and I want to know what this Miss Ainslie’s been saying about ’em to my daughter.’ Walter leaned forward. ‘So – I’m waiting.’

‘Dad, all she asked was if we’d think about  . . .’ Elinor hesitated, looking down at the table, ‘ . . . think about going to a meeting.’ She slowly raised her eyes again. ‘See what the suffragettes had to say.’

‘Going to a meeting? Joining ’em, she meant?’

‘No, just  . . . finding out what they believe in.’

‘For God’s sake, Elinor, we know what they believe in!’

Walter brought his fist down to the table with a crash which made the cups rattle and his family jump like puppets on a string.

‘Do we no’ hear what they believe in every day of the week?’ he bellowed. ‘Criminal damage! Setting fire to houses, damaging the King’s portrait, blowing up the Royal Observatory! They don’t give a tinker’s cuss for votes – they just want to cause trouble, get their names in the papers. Why, if they got the vote tomorrow, they wouldn’t know what to do with it, they’d have to ask their husbands to tell ’em what to do, that’s if they’ve got husbands, which half of ’em haven’t because nobody’d take ’em on!’

‘Oh, Dad!’ Elinor groaned. ‘That’s unfair, that’s very unfair.’

‘Unfair, is it? Well, I’ll tell you this, I don’t want you having anything to do with the votes for women brigade, and I don’t want you to have any more to do with your Miss Ainslie, either. It’s clear enough to me that she’s a bad influence on you and I want you out of the Primrose Club and out of her way. When you go back tonight, you can hand your notice in.’

‘My notice?’ Elinor was staring at him with eyes as dark and fiery as his own. ‘Dad, what are you talking about? I’m no’ leaving the Primrose. It’s a grand place to work; I wouldn’t leave it for anything.’

‘You’ll do as I tell you,’ he shouted. ‘You’re no’ twenty-one yet, I’m your father and what I say goes. When you go back to the Primrose tonight, you’ll give in your notice, or you needn’t come back here. You understand? If you stay there, you don’t come here.’

Walter sat back in his chair, breathing heavily, and with shaking fingers lit another cigarette.

‘Give over looking at me like that, Hessie,’ he ordered heavily. ‘I won’t be disobeyed in my own house. If Elinor wants to see us, she knows what to do.’

‘Walt,’ Hessie cried, twisting her hands together, while her children beside her sat like stones. ‘Walt, you canna ask Elinor to give up her job. She’s happy, she’s doing well  . . .’

‘There’s plenty jobs she can do in this city, Hessie. She doesn’t have to work for a woman with criminal ideas.’

Criminal ideas. Miss Ainslie. Slowly, Elinor rose to her feet.

‘That’s it,’ she said quietly. ‘I don’t want to hear any more, Dad. I’ve put up with you and your tempers long enough. Now, if you want me to go, because I won’t leave the Primrose and Miss Ainslie who’s been so good to all us girls and is truly against violence, so be it. I’ll go.’

As her father sat very still, seemingly so stunned by her daring to answer him back he could think of nothing to say, Hessie began wailing.

‘Oh, Elinor, lassie, think what you’re saying! You canna give up your home. Your dad would never want you to do that, he never meant that, did you, Walt? Now you just sit down and we’ll all be calm—’

‘Be calm?’ he cried. ‘Who’s going to be calm? And who the hell are you, Hessie, to say what I want, or what I mean? I’ve told Elinor what she can do, and if she doesn’t want to do it, she can go.’

His voice was shaking, his face scarlet as he leapt to his feet, his cigarette hanging from his lip, and pointed at the door.

‘There you are, Elinor, there’s the door. You want to be mixed up with suffragettes, you can go out of that and no’ come back. And that’s my last word.’

‘Dad, stop it!’ Corrie shouted, jumping to his feet. ‘Elinor hasn’t even said she wants to be a suffragette. She just wants to keep her job at the Primrose.’

‘And I’ve told her, if she does, she doesn’t come back here. I’ll no’ have my own daughter defying me and don’t tell me I don’t mean that, Hessie, because I do.’

‘And I believe you,’ Elinor told him, her voice thickening with emotion. Her gaze went to her mother, who was quietly crying.

‘Ma, don’t worry, I’ll be sure to still see you. I’ve a few things in your wardrobe, I’ll collect them some time. Corrie, keep in touch, eh?’

She turned to her father, who had stubbed out his cigarette and was watching her, breathing fast.

‘Goodbye, Dad. Just remember, you made me do this.’

‘The key’s in the shop door, you can let yourself out,’ was all he said, but she could see that his passion was subsiding. Quite likely, in spite of all his roaring, he would be changing his mind soon, but if he did, it would be too late. This time, he’d gone too far.

Going down the stairs, her legs trembling, she could not really believe she was actually leaving home. This was something different from going into service, where you lived away but home was still a part of you, and though she’d always had to worry about how things would be, Elinor knew that she was going to feel like a lost child, not seeing home again.

The key was in the shop door, though, as her dad had said, and all she had to do was open it and step out into the Wynd, where the summer evening was still as light as day and where the air was just as warm as ever. Children were playing, and neighbours standing around, or leaning out of the tenement windows, gossiping. Everything was just the same. Yet changed for ever.

‘Ellie!’ she heard her mother’s voice, calling her by the old pet name she no longer used. ‘Ellie, come back, come back!’

‘Aye, come back!’ echoed Corrie, who was with Hessie, holding her arm. ‘You mustn’t leave us like this.’

‘Oh, Ma – Corrie  . . .’

Elinor ran back to hug them both, tears mixing with her mother’s, and feeling Corrie’s thin shoulders shaking as he held her.

‘I don’t want to go, but what can I do? Dad’s got no right to stop me working at the Primrose; he’s got no right to stop me going to meetings, but if I do, he’ll no’ let me come home.’

‘He doesn’t mean it,’ Hessie sobbed. ‘You know what he’s like. All blow and thunder, and then it’s gone and the sun’s out again. Just you come back and he’ll no’ turn you away, you’ll see, eh?’

‘No,’ Elinor said firmly, withdrawing from her mother’s clasp and blowing her nose. ‘He’s gone too far. I’m taking him at his word, I won’t be coming back.’

‘Oh, God,’ Corrie groaned. ‘If only I could stand up to him! If only I didn’t let him get away with it – every time – every damn time. You were good, Elinor, giving it to him straight, but I just sat there. What a great Jessie, eh? What a fat lot of use.’

‘You have to keep the peace,’ she told him. ‘There’s no point two of us finishing with him, we have to think of Ma.’

‘Don’t worry about me.’ Hessie sighed, wiping her eyes. ‘I can manage him better than you folk. I know him, I understand him.’

‘Oh, Ma,’ Elinor sighed. ‘Look, I’m away for the tram. I’ll come in and see you at Logie’s, eh? We’ll arrange a meeting.’

‘I’ll walk you to the tram,’ said Corrie, as Hessie, crying again, turned back to the shop door. ‘And then you can fix up to see me some time – if you don’t come back.’

‘I’ve said I won’t be coming back.’ Elinor, taking his arm, shook her head. ‘Dad’s made up my mind for me. I’m definitely going to Miss Ainslie’s meeting now, so that’s me the outcast. If that’s what he wants, I want it, too.’

And at that the brother and sister, shoulders drooping, made their way slowly through the warm streets to the tram stop. They didn’t speak again until the tram came in sight, when they hugged and said goodbye. There didn’t seem anything else to say.
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Sometimes, it seemed, the suffragette groups held outdoor meetings, usually attended by a handful of grown-ups and children, who were not above jeering, but the first meeting Elinor went to was in a large church hall in Newington, an area on Edinburgh’s south side. The warm weather had moved away and the evening was chill and wet, but nothing could dampen Miss Ainslie’s enthusiasm as she and Elinor made their way to the meeting under glistening umbrellas.

‘I’m so glad you agreed to come!’ Miss Ainslie told Elinor who, though trying to look confident in her best walking-out jacket and skirt, was still very unsure about this whole venture. ‘It’s such a shame about the weather, but I know you won’t be disappointed. Miss Denny can’t be with us, unfortunately, as she has to be at the club when I am not, but she’s getting quite keen on our work. After all, why should any woman not want the vote?’

‘There is this property qualification, though.’

Miss Ainslie was silent for a moment.

‘What I’d like to see,’ she said finally, ‘is universal suffrage. That means everyone over twenty-one being given the right to vote.’

‘And is that what the movement wants, too?’

‘Well, I think at present, we’re just trying to have the same rights as men. We could campaign later for an extension to the vote.’

‘Doesn’t seem fair, if you’ve got to have property to be able to vote.’

‘No, I’ll admit, it’s not fair. Does your own father, for instance, have the vote?’

‘No,’ Elinor replied shortly, and said no more. She didn’t want to discuss her father, as she had not yet told the manageress of his views, or that he had forbidden her to go home while she still worked at the Primrose. In fact, she had told no one, for though there was no hope in her mind that the situation would change, she still wanted only to keep it secret.

‘Here we are!’ Miss Ainslie cried, as they reached the open door of the meeting place. ‘Oh, listen to the chatter – seems we have a good audience in spite of the rain! This way, Elinor.’

Keeping her brave face, Elinor followed Miss Ainslie into the hall. Large and bleak, filled with rows of chairs, it reminded her of school, but on the platform, draped across a table, was a large ‘Votes for Women’ banner and, instead of pupils, there were crowds of women, not yet taking their seats. Most were well dressed, in fitted jackets, pretty blouses, and large hats – just the sort of ladies you might see any day of the week having tea in Maule’s or Logie’s department stores. Others appeared more casual, in tartan stoles and bonnets, or loosely draped shawls and floating print dresses. But all were animated, talking in high, educated voices, smiling, seeming to know everyone around them; all were sure of themselves, very much at ease.

Miss Ainslie was the same. She also knew everyone, greeting them delightedly, to which they responded with cries of ‘Jane, how lovely to see you!’ and little brushed kisses on her cheek, while Elinor stood apart, thinking she’d known it would be like this and wishing she hadn’t come. But then Miss Ainslie suddenly turned and, taking her arm, propelled her forward into a group of interested faces, exclaiming, ‘Ladies, may I introduce Miss Rae, who is joining us tonight to hear Mrs Greer? Elinor, I won’t try to give you names at this stage, but I know people will want to make you welcome. Everyone, Miss Rae!’

Miss Rae  . . . Miss Ainslie had called her Miss Rae. At the formality, so unusual for her, Elinor’s heart rose and she blushed and smiled, as the ladies bent forward to greet her. She was beginning to make some sort of reply, when a ginger-haired woman appeared on the platform, accompanied by the rector of the church, the only man present, and called for people to take their seats. Mrs Greer, already stepping up from the front of the hall, was ready to speak.

She was a large woman, perhaps in her early forties, wearing a grey two-piece and matching hat over a coil of thick fair hair. Very relaxed in manner, she announced to her audience that she was going to tell them something of the general struggle for the vote in the past. A history lesson, yes, but it would help to make people understand that gaining the vote had never been an easy matter for anyone, which only made the modern woman’s fight more difficult.

For instance, did the audience know that you had to go back to 1432 to find the vote first being given to men? That was when Henry VI was on the throne and the voters had to own property worth forty shillings. A fortune, no less, so very few men would qualify. Women, of course, were not even mentioned.

Everyone laughed and settled down to listen as Mrs Greer guided them through the centuries, outlining reforms that prevented abuse of the system, explaining how various Acts had gradually given more men the vote, provided they were householders, and of how women had always been hoping that their turn would come and had always been disappointed. Until here they were in the twentieth century, and activity had never been greater. Mrs Pankhurst had formed a social and political union for women to fight for the vote. Other societies had come into being. Victory was certainly on the way. It had been difficult for men to get the vote at one time; today it was still difficult for women, but they would get there in the end.

‘Never give up!’ Mrs Greer cried. ‘Whatever it costs, work on!’ She raised her arm and smiled her beaming smile. ‘Always remember, the slogan is – Votes for Women!’

And with that last call, she sat down to prolonged applause, delicately wiping her brow with her handkerchief before rising to take her bow.

‘Well, Elinor, what did you make of that?’ Miss Ainslie asked, after a few questions had brought the meeting to a close and volunteers were serving tea and biscuits.

‘I enjoyed it,’ Elinor replied honestly. ‘Mrs Greer made it all so clear and interesting; I feel I understand things better.’

‘She’s certainly an excellent speaker and does so much to help us. Her husband’s a lawyer and doesn’t approve, but she just steams ahead, anyway.’ Miss Ainslie laughed. ‘But now you must come and meet more people, Elinor. I think you’ll find everyone very friendly.’

‘I already have, Miss Ainslie.’

It was true – everyone Elinor met over the tea and biscuits appeared genuinely keen to talk to her, while she in return was intensely pleased to find herself talking quite naturally to them. For the first time she could remember, she was communicating on a level with people who might have been her employers, for though she could talk to Miss Ainslie, it wasn’t possible to forget the difference in their positions at the Primrose. Here, there were no differences. She was a young woman who wanted a vote, in conversation with other women who wanted the same, putting forward her views and finding them listened to, which was so remarkable, she found the experience quite heady and exciting. Only a little nagging point of dissent at the back of her mind suggested that in the sort of world she’d like to be in, it shouldn’t really have been so remarkable.

Still, when she asked if the violence some suffragettes were using might possibly do the cause harm, it was gratifying that people listened to her and gave considered replies, one agreeing that some folk did believe that.

‘But many of us in this group are non-militant and are still grateful that those who aren’t have brought our struggle to public notice.’

‘And have suffered for it,’ another lady put in. ‘Their prison experiences have been appalling.’

‘Indeed, the militants are truly brave,’ someone added, then hastily put a hand on Elinor’s arm. ‘But don’t worry, my dear, you will not be asked to set fire to anything, or put bombs in houses.’

Which was exactly what Miss Ainslie had told her, so that was all right. When they’d left the hall and were on their way to the tram, however, it occurred to Elinor to ask if there was some reason why she would never be asked to do anything violent.

‘Is it just because your group is non-militant, or is there some other reason, Miss Ainslie?’

Miss Ainslie hesitated. ‘Well, I suppose it’s just that people can be treated differently in prison. If someone has – you know – friends in high places – they might do better.’

As understanding dawned, Elinor’s dark eyes glittered a little.

‘Oh, I see. It’s because I wouldn’t have friends in high places, so I’d be more at risk?’

‘It sounds terrible, I know  . . .’

‘No’ really. Only to be expected.’ Elinor laughed shortly, as their tram came into sight. ‘That’s what they call the way of the world, eh?’

‘Elinor, don’t let any of this put you off joining us,’ Miss Ainslie said urgently. ‘You did really well this evening, talking so easily, meeting so many strangers; I was proud of you. Please, stay with us.’

After a pause, Elinor nodded. ‘All right, I’ll try another meeting or two, anyway. I do believe in your cause.’

‘I’m so glad.’

But as they boarded the tram and took their places on the hard slatted seats, Elinor’s thoughts had suddenly drifted home to her family. She did not regret taking the stand she had, yet wished so much it hadn’t had to happen. When would she see Ma again? And Corrie? She’d better try to fix up meetings. And Dad? If only he’d been different  . . . As the days had gone by and she hadn’t seen him, the funny thing was, she was almost missing him, too.
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