
 
[image: Cover image: A Post Office Christmas by Poppy Cooper]




Contents

Also By Poppy Cooper

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Author’s Note

Epigraph

How to Use this eBook

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

   

   
Also By Poppy Cooper

The Post Office Girls




A POST OFFICE CHRISTMAS

Book Two in the Post Office Girls Series

Poppy Cooper

 

 

 

 

[image: Hodder & Stoughton Logo]

www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Kirsten Hesketh 2021

The right of Kirsten Hesketh  to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

eBook ISBN 9781529310290

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hodder.co.uk




In loving memory of Tony Dougal-Biggs (1929-2021)

Miss you, Dad.




Dear Reader,

I’ve been thrilled to receive many wonderful messages telling me how much you enjoyed getting to know Beth, Nora and Milly in The Post Office Girls and how impatient you were to find out what happened next. Thank you so much for all your lovely feedback – and I’m so excited that the next instalment is finally here! A Post Office Christmas is told through Milly’s eyes and has been a joy to write – I love the festive season and it has been great fun seeing the world from feisty, passionate Milly’s point of view as she struggles to work out who she is in an ever-changing world and as her friendship with Nora and Beth (who Milly knows as Liza) comes under pressure. 

As ever I’ve tried my best to stay true to the spirit – if not to every detail – of the age. There really was a royal visit to the Army Post Office’s Home Depot just before Christmas one year; I’ve seen a couple of different dates suggested for this (and, in reality, it was probably a year or two after 1915) but, as in the book, it seems the Royal visit was planned to boost morale during the the hectic Christmas rush. And it really was a rush – at busy times, well over a million parcels were being sorted at the Home Depot every week! It’s been fascinating to learn more about the Suffragette movement; I previously had no idea of the extent of their bombing campaign – targeting everything from the Bank of England to St Paul’s Cathedral, from theatres to football clubs, from post-boxes to railway stations. And I’d never even heard of the separation allowance – a proportion of a soldier’s pay, augmented by the government while he was on active service, to make sure dependents were not left destitute – let alone the fact that it could be taken away from women who ‘behaved badly’. No wonder Milly was outraged! 

I really hope you enjoy the story and thank you again for all your support. 

Love, Poppy xx




I felt like giving the game up,

But my conscience murmured then:

‘Remember that you are carrying on

In the place of the brave A MEN!’

Temporary Sorter, Home Depot, WW1
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1

Sunday 31st October, 1915

I don’t need a sweetheart.

Milly repeated the five words over and over to herself as the train puffed its way back to King’s Cross.

I don’t need a sweetheart.

I don’t need a sweetheart.

I don’t need a sweetheart.

Wasn’t it interesting, she reflected, how if she put the emphasis on different words, the meaning changed? But it was always true.

She, eighteen-year-old Milly Woods, from Bow, East London, absolutely, definitely – and whatever other fancy words her friends Nora and Liza might care to throw at the matter – didn’t need a sweetheart.

Not now. Not ever.

Women were fine on their own, weren’t they? They were proving that by doing all the jobs their menfolk used to do, before the men went off to war. Women were doing things that no one had dreamed possible even a year ago – just look at her own family! There was nothing women couldn’t do and at some point – hopefully sooner rather than later – they were darned well going to get the vote as they deserved.

So, no, Milly didn’t need a man. And she didn’t want a man, for that matter. After what Pa had done to Ma, after what Maggie’s husband had done to her – well, you couldn’t trust any of them, could you? It was just better – easier – to stay away from the lot of them.

But last night had threatened to change all that. Liza, her best friend from the Home Depot, had invited Milly and their other best friend, Nora, up to her home in Hertfordshire for the annual Woodhampstead Fundraising Ball – and a very jolly occasion it had been too. James, another friend from the Home Depot, had been there too and – oh! – the way he had looked at Liza as he’d twirled her around the dance floor. Everyone at work knew that Liza and James had been getting closer and closer over the past few months, but last night it had been obvious the two were mad for each other; Liza was a sensible, no-nonsense girl and not given to wild displays of emotion, but anyone could see that she was positively glowing. And then Liza’s brother, Ned, had asked Nora to dance – and even though Nora, for all her mansions and grand relatives and fancy ways, was a liability on the dance floor, Ned hadn’t been able to tear his gaze away from her.

Part of Milly longed to be looked at like that. To be held and twirled and admired. To be handled as though she was a piece of that delicate china that was sold up the Roman, and that Ma always scoffed at because it wouldn’t last five minutes at home.

To be desired.

To be loved.

There. She’d admitted it – if only to herself.

But she couldn’t afford to think like that – even if men said they loved you and made you pretty promises, it didn’t last. Men hurt you. They betrayed you. They let you down. She was much better off on her own.

Thoughts like this got Milly all the way to King’s Cross, onto the Tube and accompanied her on her short walk home.

‘Clear today,’ came a voice, as Milly reached the front gate.

It was Ruth, their next-door neighbour, appearing in her doorway. Ruth was always appearing in her doorway – the more so since her husband had gone to France. Today she was nodding sagely up at the blue autumnal skies, and Milly knew exactly what she meant. Without cloud cover, there was unlikely to be a Zeppelin attack that night. Even though everyone was putting on a brave face, they’d all been on tenterhooks since the last silent, deadly attack barely two weeks ago and everyone was in desperate need of a good night’s sleep.

‘Thank goodness for that,’ said Milly fervently, opening the gate and gently pushing away their tail-less mouser, Cat, with her foot. She was exhausted after the late night and not in the mood for small talk.

Milly walked up the black-and-red flagstone path to the front door, put her key in the lock and swung open the front door.

The house was so tiny.

At least, it was compared to Liza’s. Oh, Liza wasn’t rich – not by any means; her family were shopkeepers and ran Woodhampstead’s general provision store. And Liza’s house was hardly palatial – it was nothing compared to Nora’s huge white house next to the Regent’s Park – and it didn’t even have running water, for goodness’ sake! But it was very spacious – Liza actually had her own bedroom – and it all smelt deliciously of ham and tea and butter from the adjoining shop, and her clean, wholesome village was so different to Milly’s crowded, dirty London neighbourhood with its starving animals and filthy tenements. Her road, at least, was clean and respectable, but go a couple of hundred yards in any direction and it was a very different story. Milly knew they were all one small step away from penury and the workhouse …

Milly sighed as she stepped into the narrow passage. It was no different to the other houses in the street – she had nothing to grumble about – but it was all so cramped. On the left was the parlour door – or, at least, what would be the parlour if the room hadn’t been rented out to Gustav Wildermuth, with strict instructions on when he could use the scullery and the kitchen. Like many Germans, Mr Wildermuth’s bakery and lodgings had been targeted after the recent wave of Zeppelin bombings. Milly knew Liza had been shocked when she’d discovered Milly had a German living in her home – such a thing would apparently never be allowed to happen in her little corner of Hertfordshire – but around here, it wasn’t especially unusual. As Ma said, Mr Wildermuth paid his rent on time and a German man’s shillings went as far as the next man’s. Besides, he had moved to London fifteen years ago when he was twelve – longer than Milly’s brother, Charlie, had been alive – so he wasn’t really German any more.

Milly carried on down the passage and pushed open the door to the kitchen – the heart of the home – with its oilskin-covered table, its ancient sagging sofa and huge blackened range dominating the space. Today, though, the heart of the home was empty. They would probably all be at Victoria Park, letting Charlie sail his new toy boat on the lake. Milly took off her hat and coat with a sigh, flinging them onto the nearest chair. She should really make the most of having the house to herself – it so rarely happened. She should make herself a cup of tea and lay all her sewing things out on the table without anyone having a grumble at her, and finally get around to changing the buttons on that white blouse that Nora had given her. Instead, she lay back on the sofa with another sigh and shut her eyes …

‘Hello, sleepyhead!’

Milly woke abruptly with a little snort. Goodness, how long had she been asleep?

It was fourteen-year-old Caroline who had greeted her and who was now good-naturedly kicking her outstretched foot. Milly kicked back at her with a grin. ‘Hello, yourself,’ she said, hauling herself up and rubbing her eyes.

And here was Ma, bustling in and waving Milly’s legs off the sofa at the same time as she bent down to kiss her cheek. ‘Good night?’ she asked, moving away without waiting for an answer and, in a couple of deft movements, lighting the oil lamps against the gathering gloom and swinging the kettle onto the range.

‘Did they have horses?’ demanded Caroline. ‘And dogs? They must have had dogs.’

‘She’s probably too grand to speak to us now,’ said sixteen-year-old Alice with characteristic grumpiness as she swept past Milly.

‘Oh, hush, Alice.’ Milly’s older sister, Maggie, was jiggling her grizzly toddler and gave Milly a warm smile. ‘Did you dance with anyone nice?’

Milly’s twelve-year-old brother, Charlie, totally ignored her. ‘I’m hungry,’ he announced to no one in particular.

It was only then that Milly saw the bulging bags. Ma had brought home fish and chips! Such a rare treat. Only now did Milly register the salty tang that had followed her family through the kitchen door. Throwing a cushion to one side, she scrambled to her feet and hurried to set the table. There were even pickled eggs!

Ten minutes later, tucking into their hoard, washing it down with hot sweet tea and listening to the animated chatter, Milly looked around at her family with affection. They may not be the richest. They may not even be vaguely well-to-do. But they were hers.

When Pa had died and left them with nothing – well, nothing but memories that were more bitter than sweet, and a whole host of empty bottles – there had been many who’d whispered that it was only a matter of time before his family was scattered between workhouses. But look at them now! Milly had left her hated live-in position as a maid-of-all-work in Hackney, and now had a coveted job at the Army Post Office’s Home Depot on the Regent’s Park. That alone had shut the naysayers up: plain old Milly Woods, the slightly wayward daughter of John Woods, landing herself such a plum posting. And it hadn’t stopped there. Alice had landed herself an equally well-paid job at one of the new munitions factories further east, and then Ma – Ma! – had amazed everyone by taking a job there as well. Pa had never let Ma take any sort of job – and that might have been all right had he not drunk away much of the money he’d earned as a docker – but he’d barely been cold in his grave before Ma had completed her first shift. You had to seize these opportunities when you could, she said. You had to think on your feet and stay one step ahead of poverty. Two Canaries in the family was nothing to be sniffed at, and, if both were in danger of getting the tell-tale yellow tinge to their skin, it was worth it for money they brought home. Even Maggie – who’d never much liked reading and writing – was earning a pound a week at the toy factory set up at the start of the war by the East London Federation of the Suffragettes, and which even provided a nursery to care for her toddler son, Arthur. Poor Maggie – her husband had upped and offed just after Pa died and she still lived in the rooms she’d shared with him, her reputation in tatters. So, the Woodses were hardly wealthy, but neither were they living hand to mouth and there was enough left over for treats like tonight’s fish and chips.

Ma clapped her hands together, cutting across Milly’s thoughts. ‘Right, everyone,’ she said. ‘It’s Hallowe’en and time to have some fun!’

When Pa had been alive, there had been no marking All Hallows’ Eve – and woe betide anyone who tried. But Ma’s family were Irish and she loved all the old traditions. And so, as soon as the fish supper was cleared away, out came the jack-o’-lantern that Charlie had carved from a huge turnip the day before and the candle was lit with much merriment and high spirits.

And then it was time for the games.

They started with apple bobbing, kneeling on chairs around the table and trying to remove apples floating in a large tub of water with only their teeth. Everyone took a different approach; Milly and her siblings might all have had the trademark Woods dark hair but they were so different in temperament it was a wonder they had the same parents. Alice went first and, with a characteristic frown, approached the challenge quietly and methodically, pushing the chosen apple over to the side of the tub to get some purchase and remaining virtually dry throughout. Milly went second; she used much the same technique but was quicker and less considered in her approach, and her unruly curls already escaping from her topknot got decidedly wet. Caroline spent quite a lot of time shrieking and tossing her hair about before cheerfully plunging her whole face into the water without apparent strategy, and emerging empty-mouthed. Charlie brought the war into it – of course he did – by declaring that he was going to ‘defeat the Hun’ and then produced a veritable tidal wave that soaked the floor, before running around the kitchen, arms stretched out, in imitation of an aeroplane. Maggie said that she didn’t want to get water in her eyes – it would sting something dreadful – and anyway, Arthur was grizzling and she couldn’t put him down, and then Ma tutted and took Arthur, and said that you got out of life what you put into it and Maggie should have a go. So, Maggie made a pathetic attempt and emerged saying she’d known she couldn’t do it, and she didn’t know why she’d tried. And then Ma – lovely Ma, the brown paper, glue and string of the family – patted her daughter on the arm and said Maggie was far too young to lose all her confidence in herself just because he had upped and offed and left her, and then Ma leaned over and plucked an apple from the water as effortlessly as if she was picking it up with her hands.

‘One more game,’ said Ma, as she lugged the tub of water through to the scullery. ‘I don’t think we played “blindfolds” last year, but let’s give it a try.’

She returned to the kitchen and put half a dozen saucers onto the table. Milly and her siblings watched, intrigued, as Ma carefully placed an item on each – her wedding ring and rosary beads, a penny, a dried bean, some water and some soil from under the hedge bordering the front garden.

‘What are these for?’ asked Milly, intrigued.

‘A prediction for the year ahead,’ said Ma. ‘We take it in turns to be blindfolded, then we “choose” a saucer and whatever it contains gives us a clue as to what will happen next year.’

‘What do they all mean?’ asked Caroline, with a little twirl of delight.

‘Well, the ring means you will find true love soon,’ said Ma, tapping the first saucer. ‘Water means you will emigrate; rosary beads that you will take holy orders. The coin means you will be rich; the bean that you will be poor.’

‘What about the mud, Ma?’ asked Charlie.

Ma paused. ‘The clay means you might be poorly,’ she said. ‘But it’s all just a bit of fun; no need to take it too seriously.’

Ha! The clay clearly meant you would die, thought Milly. But who cared? Nobody believed this sort of thing. Not nowadays, anyway. It was, as Ma had said, a bit of fun from her own childhood to cheer up a cold autumn Sunday evening before they all went back to work or school.

Charlie went first. The scarf tied around his eyes, he was spun around three times and positioned in front of the table. Reaching out, he touched the saucer containing the water.

‘Ooh, you’re going to travel, Charlie-boy,’ said Maggie, ruffling his hair as she untied the blindfold.

‘Hurrah!’ shouted Charlie. ‘Maybe I’ll be able to join the war.’

‘Over my dead body,’ muttered Ma. And then, a little louder, ‘The only place you’re going to travel to any time soon is up to bed to get your beauty sleep.’

Caroline went next and chose the rosary beads. Everyone erupted into laughter. There was no one less likely to become a nun than Caroline; she would far rather roam the streets tending injured animals than go to church.

Maggie chose the coin. ‘Ooh, you’re going to be rich, Maggie,’ said Milly, rubbing her older sister’s arm.

Maggie gave Milly a sardonic glance. ‘Fat chance of that,’ she said, and she suddenly looked close to tears. ‘How, pray, can an abandoned wife with a baby son get rich? I can’t get married again whilst I’m still bleeding married. I’m stuck! Why, only yesterday, Ruth next door reminded me that until we know where Leo is, I’m doomed to be an old maid – even though I’m still married—’

‘My turn,’ interrupted Alice impatiently, pushing the others aside and tying the scarf over her eyes. Caroline and Charlie spun her around – once, twice, three times – and then she reached out, her finger jabbing the clay. She pulled the blindfold off, her face like thunder.

‘Oh, rotten luck, Alice,’ said Maggie. ‘Anyway, we all know it’s not true. As if Caroline’s going to be a nun!’

‘It’s a horrid game,’ said Alice, stamping her foot. ‘Why is it funny to say I’ll get poorly?’

‘It’s meant to be that you’ll die,’ said Milly. She couldn’t help it. ‘Ma was just being kind.’

Alice gave Milly a look, made a loud huffing sound and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

‘Milly!’ said Ma, shaking her head in exasperation before leaving the room in pursuit of Alice.

Milly sighed. Alice always overreacted like that and there would be hell to pay in their shared bed that night. She’d have to fight for her share of the eiderdown …

‘Your turn, Milly,’ said Maggie, holding out the scarf.

Milly smiled at her gratefully. Even though Ma and Alice had gone, Maggie always wanted to see fair play. Milly tied the scarf around her eyes, let her younger siblings spin her around and reached out. The cold, sharp rim of a saucer and inside … a ring.

Now Milly knew the game really was nonsense. As long as she had her family, she really didn’t need anything else. Let Liza keep her fancy middle-class trappings; let Nora keep her mansion. She had all she needed.

And she most definitely didn’t need a man!
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In the midst of war,
can the girls keep up
the Christmas cheer?
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