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To the memory of a dear man,
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And to the Cook ladies,
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Chapter One


September 1922


‘NOW THEN, OUR Nancy,’ said Pa after they had all eaten a slice of cake each. ‘It’s time we had a talk.’


‘What about?’ Nancy licked a fingertip and dabbed her plate, picking up crumbs of sponge and slipping them onto her tongue, savouring the final burst of sweetness. The Pikes didn’t have the wherewithal to splash out on cream, even for a special occasion, but she had baked two thin sponges and smeared a thin layer of jam between them. That was luxury for the Pike family.


Her presents sat on the table, beside them the brown paper in which they had been wrapped, neatly folded now and ready to be used again. A lace-edged hanky embroidered with an N, together with a bar of Cadbury’s Dairy Milk, from Lottie and Emily, who had pooled their saved-up Saturday pennies; and, from Mam and Pa, a cardie knitted by Mam in pale-green wool with big green buttons. That was the thing about being a redhead. You ended up wearing lots of green. Not that Nancy was a redhead exactly. Nothing so glamorous. She was more of an orange-head, only darker. According to Mam, her hair was the colour of copper saucepans. Mam had been in service in her youth, working in a big house over Heaton Mersey way. Nancy wasn’t sure how she felt about having hair the colour of saucepans, but Mam had meant it kindly or she wouldn’t have said it, and at least the saucepans had been in a posh kitchen.


‘That sounds interesting, Pa,’ said Lottie. ‘What’s it about?’


‘Never you mind,’ said Pa. ‘You two go and do the washing up, please.’


‘It’s Nancy’s turn,’ Lottie objected.


‘It’s Nancy’s birthday.’ Emily fetched the tray from the sideboard.


‘And don’t answer Pa back, our Lottie,’ said Mam.


‘I never meant to, Pa,’ Lottie murmured.


It wasn’t unheard of to give Pa backchat without meaning to. He was gentle and mild-mannered, which made him lovely to live with, and was one of the reasons why their flat, for all its drawbacks, had a cosy atmosphere. But it also meant that sometimes, before you knew it, you had overstepped the mark and spoken out of turn. Other girls had fathers who were very much the lord and master, but Pa wasn’t a bit like that. Nancy was aware of her responsibility, as the oldest, to set a good example by treating him with the unquestioning respect he deserved, all the more so because, while other men, other fathers, the heads of other households, were tall and forceful, Pa was… Much as she loved him, she couldn’t escape from the fact that he was rather – well, weedy. He was thin and pale and inclined to stoop. Although the sight of his face softening with love and concern for Mam made Nancy’s heart melt, there were other times when he did that funny thing with his mouth, sucking in his cheek to chew it, that made him look like the world’s worst worrier. There was even anxiety in the way he blinked.


While Lottie and Emily loaded the tray with crockery and cutlery, Nancy put the rest of the sponge in the tin and returned the margarine to the marble slab on the shelf in the corner-cupboard that did duty as their larder. The family lived in two rooms – three, if you counted the alcove at the head of the staircase that served as the girls’ bedroom, but you’d have to be soft in the head to call that a bedroom and hope to get away with it. For cooking, they had the use of the tiny kitchen in the back of the shop downstairs, where the single gas-ring meant that Mam had become an expert at one-pot cooking. Meals were carried upstairs with great care and at the end of each meal, the tray was loaded with dirty dishes, which were taken downstairs to be washed up in the scullery. It was a fag if you were in the best of health, but for poor Mam, with her anaemia, it was sometimes too much to cope with.


Alongside the permanent smell of tobacco from the shop downstairs, the air in the flat was still sweet with the fruity, bready aroma of the tea-cakes she had brought home from the shop. They were yesterday’s tea-cakes that hadn’t sold, but the Pikes didn’t care about details like that. Tea-cakes didn’t have to be fresh from the oven to be a treat.


While Pa gave Mam his arm and helped her from the table to their one and only armchair, Nancy fetched the small brass dustpan and brush, and gave the tablecloth a brisk clean, pretending not to notice as Mam, reaching the chair, dropped into it and then made a fuss of settling herself, smoothing her skirt, as if she had been in perfect control of how she sat down.


Tendrils of late summer sunshine slid through the window, bestowing a golden shimmer on their ancient oak sideboard and almost returning it to its glory days before it was bruised and scuffed and adorned with an unfortunate burn mark. The glowing light lent a silvery edge to the stack of faded piano music and turned the lace doilies to twinkling gossamer; though all it did for the bare floorboards was make them look drab and bland, and never mind the elbow grease that went into scrubbing and polishing them every week, while the corners seemed curtained by inky shadows.


‘Come and sit down, Nancy.’


Pa took a ladderback chair from the table and placed it beside Mam’s armchair. How many men would do that? Not many, that was for sure, but Pa was a sweetheart. So what if every other man would insist upon sitting on the carver chair at the table, because it was the one chair in their mismatched set that had arms? Pa was happy for Mam to have it, to help her be comfortable, the same as he wanted her to have the armchair. Pa might not be tall and imposing like other men, but he was the most considerate person Nancy had ever met.


She paused in the act of pulling the tablecloth towards her. ‘I haven’t taken the cloth off yet.’


‘Leave it for now,’ said Pa.


They never gave up on a task. Living in a small flat, you had to be tidy and organised. It made Mam’s life easier an’ all. Half smiling, half frowning, she glanced at Mam.


‘Don’t look at me,’ said Mam. ‘I don’t know what this is about.’


Nancy picked up the oval-backed wooden chair from the table and carried it across.


‘It sounds serious.’


She didn’t mean it. She only said it to make Pa say no, it wasn’t. She smiled at him, giving him a second chance to say it. Pa smiled back, but his smile was tight, not a real smile at all. Nancy’s skin prickled.


Pa looked at Mam. ‘Our Nancy is nineteen now. We ought to discuss her future.’


‘My future?’ It came out as a squeak. ‘Is this about me not wanting to marry Henry? He’s a nice lad and I’m fond of him, but only as a friend. I – I couldn’t marry someone I didn’t love.’


‘You’re a lovely girl and you’ll meet someone one day, I’m sure,’ said Mam.


‘Let’s hope so,’ said Pa. ‘Since the war, there are lots of girls who have been left high and dry without husbands. But, just in case, we need to talk about your job, our Nancy.’


‘What about it? I love it. I know it’s an early start, and I’m on my feet all day, but I love serving the customers and I’m good at it. You – you haven’t had a complaint about me, have you?’


‘Of course not.’


‘We know you work hard, love,’ said Mam. ‘You’re a grafter. What’s this about, Percy?’


‘Serving in the pie shop doesn’t pay that well,’ said Pa.


He didn’t, he couldn’t, want her to leave the pie shop – could he? Nancy leaped in before he could utter the fatal words.


‘If it’s the money, the twins turn twelve after Christmas. They can go half-time at school and get afternoon jobs. That’ll bring in a bit more.’


‘Percy.’ Mam’s gaze darted his way. ‘We’re managing, aren’t we? I know we’re hard up, but we always get by.’


Pa patted her hand. ‘It’s our Nancy I’m thinking of, and her future. She can do more than work in a pie shop.’


‘There’s nowt wrong with working in the pie shop.’ Did that sound defiant? ‘I’m sorry, Pa, but there isn’t.’


‘I never said there was, but you could do more.’ He sounded almost jovial, but pretend-jovial, like his smile earlier had been a pretend-smile.


‘I don’t want to. I’m happy there.’


‘You’re a good girl,’ said Pa. ‘Amenable. Helpful. I’m sure you could be happy doing summat else.’


‘You mean a different kind of shop?’


Imagine working in one of the posh department stores in town. She might like that. But no, starting there at the grand old age of nineteen would make her stand out like a sore thumb when all the others would have gone there straight from school at thirteen or fourteen. Oh aye, straight from school at thirteen…and straight from the pie shop at nineteen. She would be a laughing-stock.


‘Anyroad,’ she said, ‘I like the pie shop.’


She more than liked it. She loved it. She had never been obstinate in her life before, but now she folded her arms and pressed her lips together. She felt defensive. She felt…no, Pa would never make her feel like that. Not threatened. Not Pa. It wasn’t possible.


Yes, it was. Oh, crikey.




Chapter Two


SATURDAY WAS NANCY’S favourite day of the week. She loved every day in the pie shop, surrounded by golden pastry and the enticing aromas of mince-and-onion and cheese-and-onion and the homely scent of meat-and-potato. They sold sweet pastries as well, lardy cakes loaded with sultanas and mixed spice, with sugar twinkling on the top; plump crumpets, good enough to make marge taste like the creamiest butter; and Eccles cakes, packed with the juicy currants that made children call them squashed flies cakes. Plenty of adults called them that an’ all, but Nancy wasn’t allowed to, because of working in the shop.


It was a grand job. She had started here the morning after she finished school and never once been sorry or wished for summat different. Saturday was the best day of all, because of the mill girls. That was what they were called, mill girls, no matter how old they were. The mill was up the road from the pie shop and it was shut over the weekend, but on Saturdays some of the mill girls topped up their earnings by doing half a day’s cleaning. Just after midday, they would burst through the shop door, cheerful at the prospect of being off work until Monday, their tummies rumbling after four hours of solid graft. Nancy didn’t kid herself about them. She knew they were bone-tired from the mixture of mill work and domestic responsibilities; but their Saturday visit to the pie shop made the place crackle with energy and good humour and something inside her responded, sometimes with eagerness, other times with a trickle of ice down her spine. Mam would never be in fine fettle like this.


Was that why Pa wanted her to earn more? To provide Mam with a more comfortable life?


Today she was to meet Pa after work and attend an interview for joining a business night-school. Night-school! Her! She had never shone at school and the thought of returning to the classroom made her heart tie itself in a knot, but Pa was determined. She couldn’t understand it. He had never suggested anything of the kind before.


The Turners, who owned the shop, started work in the bakehouse at half past four each morning and Nancy arrived in time for the shop to open at half-six. Monday to Friday, the shop stayed open for as long as the stock lasted, though Nancy finished at four. On Saturdays, the shop shut early, at three. Nancy spent the next hour washing the shelves and the counter and mopping the floor before helping to clean the ovens in the bakehouse. Usually she performed these tasks cheerfully, glad of an early finish, but today she felt more like climbing inside one of the cooling ovens and pulling the door to behind her.


‘When you catch the bus, ask for Chorlton Office,’ Pa had instructed. ‘That’s the terminus, so you needn’t worry about getting off at the wrong place.’ He had made it sound as if she wanted to go, as if alighting at the wrong stop would have been a disaster.


Normally she would have taken an interest in the unfamiliar roads, but on today’s journey she didn’t see anything of what she passed. At last, the bus swung around a wide hairpin bend and entered the open-air terminus, and there was Pa, approaching her window. Too late to duck down and pretend she wasn’t here.


‘Good. You’re on time,’ Pa greeted her as she stepped down from the platform. ‘It’s a five-minute walk to Wilton Close. I’ve already been to have a look.’


No chance of getting lost, then, and missing the appointment.


From the terminus, they walked along a street with houses on both sides, partway down which a vast tree overhung the pavement and road.


‘That’s a beech tree,’ said Pa, ‘and this is Beech Road.’


They passed through the tranquil shade cast by the tree, a golden-tongued breeze shifting through the leaves.


‘Round this corner,’ said Pa. ‘On the other side of that hedge across the road is the recreation ground; and Wilton Close is…here.’


He paused at another corner, but if he had stopped for her to admire Wilton Close, he was wasting his time… No, he wasn’t. She might be in turmoil, but she couldn’t help admiring the short cul-de-sac. There were two pairs of smart semidetached houses on either side, and a lone semi at the top, each with a front garden and a side-passage leading, no doubt, to a rear garden, not a back yard. The rich-green leaves and pale-pink blooms of a lace-cap hydrangea nodded over a garden wall on this side of the road and a mass of white roses, as delicate as tissue-paper, tumbled over a wall on the other side.


Pa guided her over the road and opened the gate belonging to the house adjoining the one with the roses. Inside was a neatly edged lawn that could do with a spot of water, and shallow beds of marigolds, their hues ranging from palest lemon to rich gold, the trumpet-blooms of petunias, and scarlet dahlias standing tall above ink-dark leaves.


‘…and this must be your daughter.’


‘Nancy!’ Pa gave her a discreet nudge.


‘Oh.’ Heat streamed into her cheeks. ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t hear the door open. I was too busy admiring your garden. It must be like living in a park.’


Of all the stupid things to say – but the lady didn’t look contemptuous. In fact, she didn’t look capable of contempt. Older than Mam and Pa, she was thin and pale. At first glance, she was nowt special. Her mid-calf-length dress might be suitable for her years, but it cemented the rather dull impression. But that was before you noticed the kindness in the light-blue eyes, the lines at the sides of her mouth that suggested that smiles came more naturally than frowns, and the gentle way she moved her hands. Nancy warmed to her. Drat! That wasn’t meant to happen. She was all geared up for this afternoon to be the last word in unpleasantness. She hadn’t anticipated liking anyone or anything.


‘This is my daughter, Nancy.’ Pa removed his tired old trilby, gripping its brim in both hands.


‘I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Pike,’ said the lady. ‘My name is Patience Hesketh and you should call me Miss Patience. My sister is Miss Hesketh. Won’t you come in?’


Nancy had been in houses with hallways, but she had never seen a hall like this. Hallways were meant to be dark and narrow, with a row of coat-pegs on the wall and a poky staircase of bare treads that went straight up. Here, the stairs were carpeted up the centre, and after a dozen treads turned a corner and disappeared. A dark-wood bench, all fancy carving, stood beside the staircase and – was that? Yes, it was – a small cloakroom, with shelves and pegs, sat in an alcove opposite the foot of the stairs. An actual cloakroom – in a house! The last time Nancy had seen a room devoted to coats and hats had been at school.


Miss Patience opened a door and led them into a sitting room. By, it was grand! Fancy having a bay window. Mam would love that. If only Mam could have a bay window where she could look out at a pretty garden, instead of being stuck in grimy Bailiff’s Row in a measly flat in which the cloying, fusty whiff of stale tobacco was inescapable.


‘Prudence, this is Miss Pike. Miss Pike, allow me to introduce my sister, Miss Hesketh.’


Nancy started to smile, but stopped halfway. Instead of a second gentle, appealing lady, this one was – well, dress her in black, stick a pointy hat on her head and you could call her a witch. Her features were sharp – everything about her was sharp, from the set of her shoulders to the criticism in her glance. Her posture was upright, her manner austere. And yet she had the same grey hair and light-blue eyes as Miss Patience, the same thin build, the same slender hands; but what was soft and gentle in one was severe and unyielding in the other.


‘How do you do?’ said Miss Hesketh. ‘Please sit down. So you hope to be accepted for our business school?’


‘Well…’ What could she say?


‘We usually start an interview by inviting the applicant to tell us about her current position.’


‘I work in a pie shop.’


‘What do you do there?’


‘I sell pies.’ Did that sound impertinent? ‘And pastries. And I clean up at the end of the day on Saturdays.’


‘It doesn’t sound very interesting.’


‘Oh, but it is.’ Nancy sat up straighter. ‘I know all the customers by name and who their children are, and which ones are working hard at school and who got the cane for being naughty; and who’s engaged and who’s expecting. I know everyone’s favourite pies and what size pie they need for their family. And I know all the commercial travellers, even the ones who visit our part of the world only once a quarter. I know where they stay and what they travel in.’


‘Well, that certainly makes it sound more interesting,’ said Miss Patience. Was she being kind?


‘It sounds,’ said Miss Hesketh, ‘like one long round of gossip, which makes you unsuitable for our business school. We train girls in office work. We would never train a known gossip.’


‘I’m sure our Nancy isn’t a gossip, miss,’ said Pa.


‘I’m not,’ said Nancy. ‘It’s only chat, not gossip. I would never pass on anything that someone has told me. Having a chat is part of the job. It’s called knowing your customer. Folk are pleased if you remember what they had last time.’


‘So you know how to be discreet,’ said Miss Hesketh.


‘Yes.’ She said it with conviction. This was her good name in question. ‘My customers know they can pass the time of day with me without it being passed on to all and sundry.’


‘And you must have a good memory,’ said Miss Patience.


‘For things like what my customers want, yes; but I didn’t have a good memory at school. I can never remember all the capital cities, or which country produces which goods, or any dates apart from 1066.’


‘It sounds as if you didn’t do well at school,’ said Miss Hesketh.


‘Not at subjects like that, but I was good at the practical things – sewing, cooking, housework. The school I went to had a nursery attached, so we had proper mothercraft lessons. I enjoyed those.’


Pa cleared his throat. ‘She’s good at totting up prices in her head and giving change – aren’t you, Nancy?’ He looked at her almost pleadingly. Why did he want this for her?


‘So you’re good at shop work and good with people.’ Miss Patience looked at her sister. ‘That’s not a bad start, and she’s the right sort of age.’


‘The right age to train for office work?’ Nancy asked.


‘The right age for a surplus girl,’ said Miss Patience.


Nancy frowned. ‘Surplus girl?’


‘The term refers to all the girls who now won’t find husbands because so many men were killed in the war.’


‘I know about the unmarried girls, of course,’ said Nancy. ‘Everyone does. But I didn’t know there was an official name for them. We call them perpetual spinsters round our way.’


She bit her lip, realising belatedly that she was addressing two maiden ladies who weren’t exactly spring chickens. She saw them glance at one another. She hadn’t meant to be unkind, but would an apology make it worse, make it even more obvious she had put her foot in it? Then she remembered something.


‘When I left school in 1916, mine was the last year of girls to do mothercraft. They weren’t going to teach it any more. Was that because they knew they were going to have a generation of – of surplus girls on their hands?’ Her fingers curled round palms that suddenly felt clammy. It was a scary thought.


‘We believe,’ said Miss Hesketh, ‘that it is the responsibility of every surplus girl to make the best of herself. Our pupils tend to be girls who became office juniors when they left school. They come to us to broaden their range of skills.’


‘But we also want to help girls from other backgrounds, if we can,’ said Miss Patience. ‘Not just the middle-class girls or the ones who did better at school.’


‘You may not know the kings and queens of England,’ said Miss Hesketh, ‘but you appear to be a willing worker and that’s important. Are you proficient in the three Rs?’


‘I think so.’


‘Come now.’ This was said with asperity: her sister would have said it encouragingly. ‘Either you are or you aren’t.’


Nancy looked Miss Hesketh directly in the eye. ‘Yes, I am; and I go to the library. I like novels and poems.’


‘Poetry, eh? Do you have a favourite poem?’


Her mind went blank. It was like being at school all over again. ‘I used to read The Owl and the Pussy-Cat to my sisters when they were little.’


‘Really?’ Miss Hesketh’s politeness was enough to rip your heart out.


At last, too late, she remembered. ‘Thomas Hardy. I like his nature poems.’


Miss Hesketh nodded, just once. ‘I’m interested in you, Miss Pike.’ She looked at Miss Patience and there was a moment of silence as Miss Patience returned her look. ‘But I do need to be sure that your written English is of a sufficient standard, so you shall be required to write a letter of application.’


‘What do you think you might say in it?’ Miss Patience asked encouragingly. ‘What makes you a good employee?’


Nancy swallowed. She wasn’t used to blowing her own trumpet. ‘I’m punctual and polite and I’m honest – I’ve never tried to short-change anybody. I don’t mind what I’m asked to do, because I know it’s important to help out. And – and I’m good around the home. My mam isn’t well and I’ve always run errands and done the shopping and the cleaning.’


‘Even when you were at school?’ asked Miss Patience.


‘Oh, yes. I looked after the twins an’ all when they were little, but they can see to themselves now. I know it’s nowt to do with going out to work, but I try to make my mam’s life easier.’


‘She’s a big help to her mother,’ said Pa.


‘That’s something to be proud of,’ said Miss Patience.


Was it? It was only what any loving daughter would do.


‘It shows you’re capable of organising yourself and your tasks,’ said Miss Hesketh. ‘Subject to a satisfactory application, we should like to offer you a place with us. I believe we could make something of you.’


‘Thank you,’ said Pa.


Thank you? These middle-class ladies wanted to make something of her – and Pa said thank you. What was wrong with her the way she was?


‘Say thank you, Nancy,’ Pa murmured.


‘I think you’re wrong, Miss Hesketh.’ Nancy died a thousand deaths at the sound of the others’ combined intake of breath, but she ploughed on. ‘I don’t think I’m cut out for office work.’ There! She had said it.


Miss Patience sat forward. ‘I assure you that our school is a relatively small concern and there is nothing of the classroom about it. Next week my sister will begin a book-keeping course for a group of five experienced office girls, and that is the largest group we’ve had. When we opened our doors in the spring, all our teaching was on a one-to-one basis. Now each of us has two or sometimes three pupils at a time; but, where appropriate, we should always offer one-to-one tuition, for example if a pupil lacks confidence.’


‘That sounds just right, miss,’ said Pa.


Tears built up behind Nancy’s eyes. They were going to make her do this. Between them, they were going to make her. She turned to Pa.


‘What about paying for it?’ she whispered. ‘We could never afford it.’


‘We’ll manage,’ Pa murmured.


‘How?’ she hissed. She knew how hard up they were.


Pa spoke without moving his lips. ‘Not now, Nancy.’ He smiled a shade too brightly at the two ladies. ‘There’s another thing I’m interested in, if I may make so bold. I understand you sometimes take in a pupil as your lodger—’


‘Pa!’ The word burst out. Nancy’s pulse stopped beating and went to a long skid.


‘I’d like to register my Nancy as a pupil-lodger, if you please.’


There was a silence as Miss Hesketh and Miss Patience exchanged glances.


‘You are correct, Mr Pike,’ said Miss Hesketh. ‘We do have a maximum of two places for pupil-lodgers.’


Please say both places are taken, please, please, thought Nancy.


‘We have one pupil-lodger at present. The other young lady left us in July.’


‘And she got married in August,’ Miss Patience added with undisguised happiness. ‘She is Mrs Abrams now. Dear Molly.’


‘So you have a place free?’ Pa said with an eagerness that made Nancy cringe.


‘I’m afraid,’ said Miss Hesketh, ‘that, owing to family circumstances, we are unable to accept another pupil-lodger at present.’


Nancy had recently read a library book in which the heroine felt dizzy with relief and she had thought it rather over-written, but now she knew just what the author meant.


‘At present, you say?’ Pa edged forwards in his seat. ‘Then at a later date, perhaps…?’


‘Pa,’ Nancy whispered. What was going on? It wasn’t like Pa to be pushy. He was the politest, most accommodating person you could imagine. Besides, ‘family circumstances’ could be a polite way of saying no. She willed Pa to stop talking.


‘We’ll see,’ said Miss Hesketh.


‘Only I would especially like our Nancy to live in,’ said Pa.


‘Live in?’ Miss Hesketh’s thin eyebrows climbed up her forehead. ‘Living in is what servants do. Our pupil-lodgers, sir, are our paying guests for the duration of their tuition.’


‘Of c-course.’ Pa was ruffled. That slight stammer was a dead giveaway. ‘I meant no offence. It’s just that I see it as an important part of Nancy’s professional education that she should live with quality and learn refinement.’


Learn refinement? As if she was a back-street fishwife. Nancy swallowed hard and her throat bobbed.


‘Miss Pike has pretty manners, from what I can see,’ said Miss Patience.


‘But you do work on a girl’s social graces, don’t you?’ Pa sounded almost desperate. ‘So I’ve been told.’


‘Certainly we do,’ said Miss Hesketh. ‘An office girl must conduct herself with due decorum. Tutoring in that area is my sister’s speciality.’


‘And living with you as your paying guest,’ said Pa, ‘would help this decorum rub off on our Nancy, wouldn’t it?’


Nancy had never felt so small in her life, and for Pa to make her feel that way was horrible. She could hardly hold her head up, and, when it was time to leave, she said her goodbyes in a strangled whisper.


‘Well, our Nancy,’ Pa said as they walked back to the terminus, ‘what do you think?’


‘Are you trying to get rid of me? Don’t you want me at home any more?’


‘Eh, Nancy, eh, lass.’ Pa stopped, but she couldn’t look at him. ‘Of course not.’


‘You want to send me away.’


‘Just for a time. Just to help prepare you for office work. You heard what the lady said. Due decorum.’


‘Oh aye,’ Nancy answered bitterly. ‘There’s none of that in the pie shop, is there, what with me doing the can-can on the counter and showing off next week’s washing.’


‘Now then, our Nancy.’


‘And how am I to be a pupil-lodger? Where’s the money coming from? That’s board and lodging on top of teaching fees.’


Pa started walking again. ‘Aye, well, I’ve got a bit put by.’


Nancy hurried to catch up. ‘Then you should spend it on Mam. Take her to the seaside so she has summat nice to look at out of the window and buy her proper food and lots of it, instead of her looking out at sooty old Bailiff’s Row and drinking rusty-nail water every day.’


‘It will be spending it on Mam if you go to the business school,’ said Pa. ‘Think how it’ll help her if you bring more money in. That’s what this is about, lass, helping Mam.’


Helping Mam. Nancy’s resistance crumpled. A better life for Mam – she wanted that more than anything.




Chapter Three


‘WELL, ’ SAID PRUDENCE when Patience returned from seeing Mr and Miss Pike out.


‘You said that in your significant voice.’ Patience resumed her seat.


‘My what? Really, Patience, you do talk twaddle at times.’


Prudence wasn’t going to admit it, but she was well aware that, on occasion, she employed a particular tone of voice in her place of work that had her junior colleagues frantically double-checking their spelling before she laid eyes on it. There was something about Mr Pike that had elicited that response from her.


‘I’m glad you like Miss Pike,’ said Patience. ‘It will be good for her to leave the pie shop and move into a better kind of work.’


‘Assuming we can lick her into shape.’


‘The poor child. She’d undoubtedly much prefer to remain where she is. Mr Pike was most determined that we should accept her as a pupil-lodger, wasn’t he? He must have saved very hard to be able to afford it.’


Prudence frowned. ‘I wonder what he was saving for originally. It can’t have been for this. We only opened our doors earlier this year and we didn’t start taking pupil-lodgers immediately. A man from that rank of life couldn’t have saved up that quickly.’


‘He must be using the family’s long-standing rainy-day fund for Nancy’s training.’


‘Nancy, is it?’ Prudence raised her eyebrows. ‘I can see that, in your head, you’ve already got her installed in the old box-room.’


‘And why not? I should like to help her. She seemed a sweet girl.’


‘You think they’re all sweet girls,’ said Prudence.


‘What if I do? Don’t pretend you don’t like some of them more than others. You can’t deny you’ve grown fond of Vivienne. You call her by her first name and that’s something I never thought you’d do with one of our p.g.s.’


Vivienne.


Prudence’s heartbeat picked up speed, sending warmth coursing through her into every corner of her being. Vivienne – her daughter.


‘Vivienne is a dear girl.’


It was as much as Prudence could trust herself to say. It hurt more and more to deny the relationship that had changed her life. It hurt to deceive Patience too, but what choice had she? The upright, highly critical Miss Hesketh, spinster of this parish, could never expose her secret disgrace.


‘She is a dear girl,’ Patience agreed. ‘She’s been an absolute brick about Lucy.’


‘Ah, yes, Lucy.’ Prudence shook her head. ‘Our “family circumstances” in the flesh.’


‘Don’t say it like that. It sounds so dismissive.’


‘It wasn’t intended to, but we do have to be sensible about it.’ She especially had to be sensible. It had always fallen to her to be the sensible, practical one.


‘Poor Lucy,’ sighed Patience.


Poor Lucy indeed. So young, and already she had made a wretched mess of her life. What a shock it had been for Lawrence and Evelyn that their pretty, sociable, sensitive daughter was in the family way. Prudence and Lawrence had been at loggerheads from the moment Prudence had learned to talk, but Lucy’s predicament had brought about a truce while Prudence and Patience took care of their niece until it was time for her to be shipped off to Maskell House in the depths of the countryside for the final weeks before the baby was due in December. Lawrence and Evelyn had done everything they could to persuade Lucy to name the father of her child, something she steadfastly refused to do, because she wasn’t in love with him. Foolish child! So much for her expensive education and that stint at finishing school. The upper-class marriage her parents had been aiming for was out of the question now. Or perhaps not. By keeping Lucy in Wilton Close, well away from her usual set, followed by sending her away to Maskell House, it should be possible to keep the birth secret, meaning that Lucy could in time return to her old life. Prudence was still getting used to the situation – they all were.


Lucy was blooming. Her skin was radiant, her increased figure for the time being concealed by dresses that were on the large size. Thank goodness for the current fashion for loose-fitting garments. But in a few short weeks she would be sent away…and when she returned, around the end of January, she would be alone. Prudence’s heart swelled. Lucy had no notion of how this would haunt her for the rest of her life.


‘We’re doing the best we can for her,’ Prudence said bracingly. ‘All we can do is take care of her until she leaves us in October.’


‘And Miss Pike can move in afterwards,’ said Patience. ‘You shall let her be a pupil-lodger, shan’t you? Her father seemed desperate for us to take her as a p.g. He was a funny sort, wasn’t he? Rather twitchy.’


‘He was something of an oddity,’ Prudence agreed. ‘Anxious to say the right thing, but at the same time somewhat pushy – a puzzling combination. I think that, since Miss Pike is clearly alarmed at the prospect, we should invite her to start as soon as possible as a night-school pupil.’


‘And, after Lucy has left, she can move in as a pupil-lodger for the remainder of her time. It’ll be good for her. We can make sure she gets additional typing practice and attends extra lessons, at no charge, of course.’


‘I don’t think her pride would swallow that.’


‘We needn’t tell her. We’ll say it’s part of being a pupil-lodger.’ Patience looked around their sitting room. ‘I imagine she found this a trifle overwhelming.’


Prudence looked round too. They were so accustomed to the faded gentility of their home that it was odd to imagine others viewing it as the height of graciousness. Belinda Layton, their very first pupil, had all but gasped aloud at the sight of their electric light switch. But the unvarnished truth was that the highly respectable, middle-class Miss Heskeths were as poor as church mice.


Patience bit her lip. ‘It feels uncomfortable talking about what will happen after Lucy moves out. I always thought that girls who got into trouble weren’t deserving of sympathy. No better than they should be – isn’t that the expression? Now here we are with just such a girl under our roof and all I feel for her is anxiety and compassion.’


‘It’s because she belongs to us.’


‘I’ve always considered myself to be a principled person, but it’s easy to have principles when they aren’t tested. Before this, I’d have said that, in principle, a girl in trouble was – well – a trollop. That’s what I was brought up to believe, but I can’t think it of my own niece. It’s made me realise that it’s all very well having principles, but it’s what you do in practice that matters.’


Prudence experienced a sudden urge to pour out her secret. Would Patience understand? It sounded like it. Oh, the relief of sharing her once-shameful but now deeply precious secret with the sister with whom she had lived side by side all their lives, apart from that one brief interval in Scotland. The relief and, once Patience got over the shock, the joy.


But it wasn’t as simple as that, because her secret wasn’t that simple. Even Vivienne knew only part of it. The secret belonged as much to Patience as it did to either of them. It was just that Patience had no idea – and that was how it must stay.




Chapter Four


ZACHARY ROLLED OFF the mattress, taking care not to whack his skull on the underside of the wooden counter as he came to his feet. He stretched his spine, pulling all the little bones apart and allowing them to re-settle, before eyeing the mattress askance. How could something so thin be so packed with lumps and bumps? Not that it mattered. What was a bit of discomfort compared to the excitement of starting out in business?


‘My first day.’ The words were all it took to set his heart thumping in his chest. ‘Zachary Milner, purveyor and maintainer of fire extinguishers. Full training given.’ It was what he had had printed on his business cards.


‘My, haven’t you made yourself sound grand?’ his old landlady had commented, her cheeks pink with pleasure for him.


‘You have to when you’re in business.’


The memory tugged a smile across his lips. Zachary Milner in business. He had dreamed of this for a long time and had worked hard for it, weighing every decision as he went along. That was why he had woken up under the counter here in the shop in Soapsuds Lane. His modest finances had rendered it necessary to choose between lodgings and business premises and he had deemed the latter to be more important. Essential, in fact. Not that he imagined many customers flocking through the door. For the most part, his work would take him out and about to his clients’ buildings. Nevertheless, his own business premises, no matter how humble, were a necessity; so it had been goodbye to his comfortable bedroom, with meals provided and a hot bath once a week, and hello to sleeping under the counter.


But not just any old counter. His counter, in his shop. So what if the shop was a poky little lock-up, whose tenant ought by rights to leave at six o’clock to head home for a cooked meal, not to mention a hot bath once a week. He didn’t mind roughing it, if it helped get his business established. Roughing it? This wasn’t roughing it. It was luxury compared to living in the trenches. Something twisted inside Zachary’s gut, the way it used to when distant shelling shook the ground. Did you ever get used to it, this sense of loss? The loss of friends… the loss of a brother. He and Nate had joined up in 1915, aged seventeen. Zachary was twenty-four now, but Nate would for ever be nineteen.


Crouching, he rolled up the mattress, with his blanket inside it, securing it with a leather strap, and stood it in the corner under the counter, beside the canvas bag packed with old newspaper and rags that now served as his pillow. Rising once more, he glanced towards the window. He would have to find the money to pay for a blind. It was the beginning of September and although the days were warm and golden, the skies had cooled from the turquoise of summer to periwinkle edged with a suggestion of silver as the shortening days brought crispness to the evenings. Before you knew it, there would be dark evenings and dark mornings and he would need the privacy of a blind, the more so because the counter had to do duty as both desk and dining table.


Behind the counter were two doors. One led to a scullery so narrow he had to turn sideways to ease himself past the stone sink to reach the door that gave onto the yard at the back, where he shared the privy with next door. The other opened onto what the landlord’s agent had been pleased to call the storeroom. Zachary was sufficiently proud of his new venture to continue using the word, however cramped the space. It was a good thing that fire extinguishers weren’t all that big. In any case, he wouldn’t keep more than a handful in the back of the shop, not least because he couldn’t afford to. As well as wall-mounted shelves, there were free-standing shelves down the middle of the floor. He would get rid of those, as well as open the boarded-up fireplace and have the chimney swept. Maybe one day he would be in a position to treat himself to an old armchair that could be wedged into that tight corner.


He entered the storeroom now, where one set of wall-shelves served as his wardrobe, with small items and anything that could be folded placed on shelves, and his suit and shirt hanging from the top. He dressed as far as vest and trousers, then went into the scullery for a cold-water wash and shave, taking a glass of water back in the storeroom, where his larder occupied a single shelf – a loaf, a pat of butter, a jar of Marmite and a bottle of fruit cordial. Breakfast was a savoury doorstep and a drink of elderberry. The sooner he got that fireplace sorted out, the better. A sack of coal, a toasting-fork and a hook for a kettle, and he would feel like a king.


He had polished his shoes to a high shine yesterday evening. As he stood up from tying his laces, a flutter of nerves cascaded through his stomach. After all his planning and preparation, today was the day. He had painstakingly constructed a pretend fire extinguisher to use as a model of how a real one worked. He placed this and a real extinguisher inside a carpetbag, which he had lined with a folded blanket to protect the contents, and reached for his new – well, new to him – bowler. Henceforth, his cloth cap was relegated to evenings and weekends.


Last week, he had paid to have some letters typed and had posted them to a selection of small hotels, introducing himself and asking if he might call in to make an appointment to discuss fire safety. He had also sent out postcards to some lodging houses and a number of restaurants. Today he would start visiting them in the hope he had generated interest. He blew out a breath. Maybe, later in the week, he would be hiring the pony and trap belonging to the laundry along the road so he could deliver his first batch of stock. Maybe. Was it foolish to imagine it?


It felt strange going to Wilton Close after a day at the pie shop, and when Nancy thought of it as strange, what she meant was it felt uncomfortable. It wasn’t for the likes of her, being in a place like that. She was Nancy Pike from the back streets and Wilton Close was proper middle class. Needing to talk, she told folk about it at the pie shop, anxious to feel the support of her own kind, and the awe in her audience’s eyes was a comfort, made her feel they understood; but then some wag called her Fancy Nancy. The name stuck and she came close to dying of shame. She could never tell anyone how much it hurt.


She had vowed to do her best at the Miss Heskeths’ school. She already felt at a huge disadvantage and wasn’t going to make it worse for herself. It had been arranged that she was to go there two evenings a week, Mondays and Thursdays. On her first evening, she found that the ladies taught in different rooms. Miss Hesketh occupied the dining room, which boasted a long, gleaming table, easily large enough for eight. On each side stood a typewriter on a square of table-felt to protect the table’s polished surface. As well as bashing away at the typewriter, Nancy had to deal with stacks of cards like the ones in the library catalogue. They had names on and had to be put in the correct order. Every time Nancy fumbled her way to the end of the task, Miss Hesketh went through her errors with her before spreading out another acre of cards for her to file in with the ones she already had.


What made it harder was that in one of her lessons was a group of three fashionably dressed girls a few years her senior, who clustered at the other end of the table. Miss Hesketh was teaching them about invoices and delivery notices. She would explain something to them, then set them a piece of work while she returned to Nancy’s end of the table and corrected her mistakes. The three girls never actually looked her way, but Nancy caught a glance or two passing between them and felt like the world’s biggest dunce.


At her other lesson with Miss Hesketh, a dark-haired beauty called Miss Farrow sat at the typewriter on the opposite side of the table, fingers flying as she read the script beside her without needing to look at the typewriter keys. It was like watching someone perform a conjuring trick.


Nancy, struggling to find the letters and hesitating over which finger to use, more than once had her knuckles rapped with a ruler by Miss Hesketh.


Nancy much preferred her lessons with Miss Patience in the front parlour, which she learned to call the sitting room. Remembering what had been said at her interview about social graces, she wondered before the first lesson if she might have to walk around the room with a book balanced on her head. It was a relief to discover that Miss Patience taught social graces of the speaking variety.


Miss Patience introduced her to Miss Thompson, a bespectacled girl who sat with one ankle hooked demurely behind the other. Was this the socially gracious way of sitting?


‘In my lessons,’ said Miss Patience, ‘we practise holding conversations.’


Nancy perked up. She could do that.


‘The sort of conversation one might hold in an office environment,’ Miss Patience continued, ‘such as explaining something or making an enquiry or perhaps an apology if something goes wrong.’


Nancy bit her lip. She rather thought she would be doing a lot of that last one.


‘We often use this replica telephone, so that pupils can get used to using the instrument correctly.’


‘I work in a warehouse office,’ said Miss Thompson, ‘and I use the telephone every day.’


‘Then perhaps Miss Pike could have the first turn with it this evening,’ Miss Patience suggested, causing vivid little pulses to jump about in Nancy’s throat and at her wrists. ‘The correct way to answer the telephone is to say “Good morning. Brown and Company.” Then I’ll ask you how to find your office and you can give me directions. Use your journey from home to here and remember to speak clearly. Are you ready? Ring-ring, ring-ring.’


Nancy seized the black telephone, grabbing the small piece that was attached by a flex to the base, and held it to her lips. She put the bit at the other end of the stick from the dial to her ear.


‘Good morning,’ she began.


‘No, dear.’ Miss Patience reached for the telephone. ‘I’m afraid you haven’t got it quite right. You’ve got the ear-piece and the mouth-piece the wrong way round. Not to worry. It’s an easy mistake to make if you aren’t accustomed to telephones.’


At the end of Nancy’s first week, Miss Hesketh asked, ‘Could you possibly attend lessons an hour earlier in future?’


‘Yes, miss – I mean, Miss Hesketh.’


Yippee! That would mean arriving home sooner, which, with having to roll out of bed so early to go to work at the pie shop, would suit her perfectly. And was it wrong of her – ungrateful, defeatist – to think that earlier lessons would let her off the hook sooner each time?




Chapter Five


THE CALLS ZACHARY made during his first week in business had been met with polite refusals and it had become increasingly difficult to keep his spirits up, but he pressed on. At the start of the week, he had felt cheery and capable, but by Friday he was dry-mouthed, with a racing pulse, and he spent the weekend trying to ignore a hollow feeling in his chest.


But during the second week, on a rainy day when his arm was aching from lugging his carpetbag around and his stomach had started grumbling with hunger, his luck changed. Mr Kenton, the proprietor of a modest hotel in Seymour Grove, took an interest.


‘At a place where I used to work, there was a fire in the kitchen. It soon took control. It caused no end of damage.’


‘Fire extinguishers aren’t designed to deal with a fire that’s already out of control,’ said Zachary. ‘They’re for small fires in emergency situations.’ Seeing the fellow’s face fall, he added quickly, ‘It gives you the chance to deal with the fire before it takes hold. You’ve seen for yourself what can happen when fire spreads.’ He opened his bag. ‘Allow me to show you how an extinguisher works. I’ve got a pretend one here, so you can get a feel for how it operates. And, of course, if you have fire extinguishers from me, even if you take only one, I’ll train your staff in its correct use and, for a small fee, I’ll come back once a year to ensure your extinguishers are in full working order.’


‘Really?’ A flicker of interest.


‘All part of the service.’


‘Show me how it operates,’ said Mr Kenton. ‘I expected it to be bigger than that.’ The look on his face said he wasn’t impressed.


Zachary hastened to reassure him, keeping his tone light and informative. ‘This is a replica of a pint-sized extinguisher, but they also come in quart-size. You can’t have them too big or it wouldn’t be possible to lift and aim them. Larger sizes than quart are available, though in your establishment, half a dozen of the quart-size would provide ample protection against emergencies, once your staff have been trained, of course.’


He explained the extinguisher’s workings and encouraged Mr Kenton to try out the hand-pump on the replica device.


‘That isn’t precisely how it feels to use the real thing,’ he explained, ‘but you get the idea.’


Afterwards they walked round the building and Zachary recommended the most appropriate places to put the extinguishers, explaining his reasons. This seemed to be going well, but he mustn’t take anything for granted. When he was in the middle of an explanation, his tummy rumbled at top volume, causing heat to rush into his face.


But Mr Kenton laughed. ‘Let me organise lunch for you and we’ll sit ourselves in the dining room and talk about cost.’


‘That’s kind of you, but there’s really no need to offer me lunch.’


‘Nonsense. It’s no trouble. I can’t have you fainting on me before we’ve reached an agreement.’


Later, after a portion of onion soup thickened with a dollop of onion chutney and accompanied by crusty bread, followed by lamb cutlets with mint sauce, Zachary headed for his next call, buoyed up by a mixture of satisfaction and relief at having achieved his first success.


He didn’t achieve any further sales that day, but he was given two appointments for next week. A pleasing tiredness accompanied him as he went back to the lock-up, where he wrote a letter to Mr Kenton, confirming details of his order. Although he employed his best writing, it wasn’t the same as a typewritten letter. Not as professional. What would a secondhand typewriter cost? And would it be worth the outlay? He mustn’t let today’s success go to his head.


But it was impossible not to dream.


In her second week at the business school, Nancy travelled to the first of her earlier lessons, giving herself a stern talking-to on the way. She hadn’t made the best of starts last week, but she knew what to expect now and she was determined to do better.


She did an’ all, in no small part because now she was being taught on her own, which was bliss compared to being in the company of girls who made her realise what a dunderhead she was. She might still be a dunderhead, but at least she was one in private.


‘You seem happier this week, Miss Pike dear,’ said Miss Patience.


‘I am. It’s nicer being taught on my own.’


‘Good. That’s what we thought.’


Nancy went cold. So the Miss Heskeths thought she wasn’t good enough to work alongside their other, more capable pupils.


When she arrived on Thursday for her second evening that week, she endured a lesson of typing and filing with Miss Hesketh before being invited into the sitting room by Miss Patience. A girl was already there. Had they given up on solitary lessons?


‘Miss Pike,’ said Miss Patience, ‘this is Belinda Layton, who was our very first pupil.’


‘It’s you!’ the girl called Belinda exclaimed. ‘I didn’t know it was going to be you.’


Nancy recognised her at once. ‘You used to come into the pie shop sometimes. Though you never bought anything.’


‘I worked in the mill up the road and I always took my snap to work with me,’ said Belinda, ‘but sometimes I walked along to the shop with my friends, though I stopped outside because I wasn’t a customer – unless it was parky and then I’d sneak in for a minute.’


‘I’ll leave you two girls to chat,’ Miss Patience murmured and left the room.


A small burst of pleasure brought a smile to Nancy’s lips. She had always liked the look of Belinda and had wished that she would come to the counter to buy something, so they could have a chat. Nancy was no good at guessing ages, but she reckoned Belinda was a year or two older than herself. She wore a dark skirt and a cream blouse. That made sense, because Nancy had been told she would be expected to wear a black or navy skirt with a white or cream blouse when she started work in an office. Belinda was fair-skinned with dark-brown hair that wasn’t far off black. On her wedding finger, she wore a gold ring set with a row of five little pearls. Not a surplus girl, then. Had she had to leave the business school when she got engaged?


‘How are you finding it here?’ Belinda asked.


‘Fine, thank you.’


‘Truly?’


Crikey. Well, why not tell the truth? She couldn’t do so at home because of upsetting Mam and she couldn’t say owt at the pie shop for fear of looking like a twerp, but all of a sudden she urgently wanted to confide. Besides, it could be a way of making a new friend.


‘They’ve got me coming early so I can have lessons by myself because I’m not good enough to be taught alongside anyone else.’


‘That must have been a bit of a blow.’


‘Aye, it was.’


‘But if you’re struggling, it’s better to struggle in private, isn’t it?’


‘I s’pose so. Well, actually, yes, definitely.’


‘I’m sure the ladies are doing their best for you. You do know that Miss Hesketh goes out to work, don’t you?’


‘Does she?’ It was hard to believe that a lady who lived in these smart surroundings needed to earn a living. ‘I didn’t know that.’


Nancy stared at her hands and she must have looked guilty because Belinda said, ‘I didn’t say that to make you feel bad. I wanted to show you what good sorts the Miss Heskeths are. They’re trying to do the right thing by you. They were ever so kind to me.’


‘Are you engaged?’ Nancy glanced at Belinda’s ring.


Belinda looked at it an’ all, a smile winding its way across her face. Nancy felt a pang. If the Miss Heskeths were to be believed, Belinda was jolly lucky.


‘We can’t get married for ages yet. We’ve got a lot of saving to do. Gabriel – that’s my fiancé – wants to have his own bookshop. He inherited the stock from his uncle’s shop and the Hesketh ladies let him store it in their cellar. He’s a clerk at the moment while we save up to afford the rent on a shop with a flat above. We’re both clerks, actually.’


‘Miss Patience said you were their first pupil.’


‘That’s right. She asked me here to meet you.’


‘Why?’


‘Because you’re the lass from the pie shop and I used to be a mill girl. We’re the same, you and me.’


‘You mean, you weren’t clever at school?’


‘I’m talking about class. If the other girls at the business school worked in hotels, they’d be receptionists, wouldn’t they? You and me, we’d be the chambermaids.’ Belinda raised one shoulder in a half-shrug. ‘Class.’


Nancy couldn’t help laughing, partly from relief. She didn’t feel quite so alone now.


‘It’s true,’ said Belinda. ‘The point is that, regardless of background, we’re all surplus girls who’ll probably live out our lives as spinsters – well, I know I’m not a surplus girl any more, but I was one until the spring. Being surplus girls makes us all the same, no matter what sort of background we come from. Try to remember that and, whatever you do, don’t give up on having lessons.’


‘I won’t. I can’t. My parents are relying on me. I’m not here just for my future. I’m here so I can earn more money for my family. I’m determined to finish the course.’


‘Good for you.’


Aye, and with luck and a prevailing wind, she would finish the course before the Miss Heskeths’ ‘family circumstances’, whatever they might be, could alter. That way, she would never have to come here as a pupil-lodger. She would give anything to avoid that.




Chapter Six


VIVIENNE WALKED HOME to Wilton Close with a definite spring in her step. So what if the afternoon on this mid-September day had turned overcast and drizzly? She had just worked her final Saturday hours at the domestic employment agency, where she had mostly done typewriting and filing to gain office experience. Typewriting and filing were all very well, and obviously it was important to be proficient in such skills, but she would far rather have interviewed the clients looking for domestic help and the women putting themselves forward for the jobs. But working in an office was considered part of the tuition offered at the Miss Heskeths’ business school.


The Miss Heskeths – her mother and her aunt. Not that dear Miss Patience had any notion of it. Being reunited with Prudence Hesketh, the mother who had entrusted her illegitimate baby to her good friends, Elspeth and Graham Thornton, to bring up as their own, had been a deeply emotional experience for Vivienne, not to mention a scary one. Suppose Miss Hesketh hadn’t wanted to know her, hadn’t wished to be reminded? But, to Vivienne’s profound joy and relief, Prudence Hesketh had, after years of silent pain, welcomed her long-lost daughter into her heart.


The relationship remained a closely guarded secret. Miss Hesketh’s reputation depended upon it. To start with, the secrecy had suited Vivienne too, because she had needed time to adjust to this new phase of her life. Now, however, even while she recognised the need for secrecy, she couldn’t help finding it frustrating.


Wouldn’t life be simpler if they could tell the truth? It would be wonderful to tell Miss Patience, who, once she had recovered from the shock, would, Vivienne was perfectly sure, adore having another niece. It would be good, also, not to have to keep such an important secret from her dear friend, Molly Abrams.


But respectability mattered more than anything and Vivienne had no intention of jeopardising her natural mother’s standing in the community. She might even lose her position in the Corporation, should the truth emerge.


Her natural mother. That was how she thought of her. Not her ‘real mother’, which was the way most people referred to the woman who had given birth to an adopted child. That description didn’t sit right with Vivienne. Her real mother was Elspeth Thornton, the woman who had brought her up, and nothing would ever change that. Vivienne had a strong sense of her identity as the beloved daughter of Graham and Elspeth Thornton.


That her real mother and her natural mother had been friends spoke to something deep inside her. It created a connection between the three of them that endowed Vivienne with a sense of rightness. She still addressed her natural mother as Miss Hesketh. Miss Hesketh wasn’t Mother. Mother – Elspeth Thornton – was Mother.


Vivienne had gone down to the south coast for a few days in August after her friend Molly’s wedding to Aaron Abrams, to see her father and come clean about her new friendship with Prudence Hesketh, which, once Vivienne had revealed her true identity to Miss Hesketh, had developed quickly. Vivienne had felt fluttery with nerves all the way down to Brighton, where Dad ran one of the family’s hotels. He already knew that she was aware from her birth certificate that her real mother was called Prudence Hesketh; and she had been open with him about finding the article in Vera’s Voice earlier this year about the business school for surplus girls in Manchester that was run by a Miss Hesketh and her sister, Miss Patience Hesketh. Dad had confirmed that Mother’s old friend Prudence did indeed come from Manchester and her sister was called Patience. But that was as much as he knew so far. Vivienne hadn’t told him about deliberately moving in with the Heskeths, because there were some things that needed to be said in person, not in a letter. So he didn’t know either that she and Miss Hesketh had been reunited.
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