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Chapter One


New Year’s Day 1923


‘MISS MASON, COOK says can you come, only the grocer’s lad and the chap from the dairy have arrived both at the same time and she needs a hand unpacking and checking.’


Jess looked at Ivy, a well-meaning, awkward girl who, according to Cook, was good for peeling veg and washing up and not much else. Certainly not for checking deliveries.


‘Thank you, Ivy. I’ll be there directly.’ Jess glanced round the hotel foyer, with its wood panelling and parlour palms. It was empty of guests at present. She turned to Angela, smiling at the fifteen-year-old. ‘Will you be all right on your own for a few minutes, Miss Hitchcock?’


‘Yes, Miss Mason,’ Angela replied with warmth. ‘Happy to.’


That was no surprise. Angela loved nothing more than to be behind the reception desk. Not that she was ever given any responsibility as such, but when the boss’s daughter asked and the boss didn’t say no… Jess headed for the kitchen at the back of the building, where crisp winter sunshine poured through the windows, striking the donkey-brown floor-tiles and transforming them into rich bronze. The big wooden table on which Cook prepared food was covered with boxes of foodstuff. ‘There you are, Miss Mason.’ Cook looked relieved. ‘Can you help me tick everything off?’


Jess smiled to herself as she set to, deducing from the various items what Cook would soon be making. Oranges and walnuts meant orange tea bread; lemons and cooking apples meant taffety tart; while the extra eggs and dried apricots were for Cook’s special twelfth night pie, which would be served this coming Saturday and all the diners would be warned to watch out for the coins buried inside for luck.


‘Folk come from miles around for my twelfth night pie,’ Cook was fond of saying and it wasn’t much of an exaggeration.


Jess finished checking her list and left Cook putting everything away at the same time as she scolded Ivy for making eyes at the grocer’s boy. As she opened the door to return to the foyer, Jess saw Mr and Mrs Gulliver at the reception desk, their suitcases at their feet. They were a well-dressed couple, pleasant and appreciative. Everyone liked them. Everyone! That made it sound as if the Sea View Hotel employed dozens of staff instead of being a small concern that had been in the hands of the Hitchcocks for twenty years.


Angela was behind the polished desk, beaming at the guests. Normally Jess would have come forward at that point to take Mr Gulliver’s payment, but this morning she hung back, giving Angela a chance to prove herself. As a rule, all Angela did was give guests directions using the street-map or take bookings for the dining room, but she had watched guests settling up on many occasions and Jess had explained the process to her several times, preparing her for the day when she would be permitted, under Jess’s watchful eye, to take a payment herself.


‘Thank you for everything,’ Mrs Gulliver said as her husband wrote a cheque. ‘We’ve enjoyed our stay with you very much.’


Angela smiled back. ‘I hope you’ll stay with us again the next time you treat yourselves to a seaside holiday.’


Jess smiled. Angela had picked up that line from her.


‘I’m sure we shall,’ said Mrs Gulliver.


Mr Gulliver replaced the cap on his fountain pen and glanced at the front door. Mr Tenby, the old chap who in these post-war days acted as doorman, porter and boot-boy, picked up the Gullivers’ handsome leather suitcases, standing aside for the guests to lead the way. Jess pushed open the door and hurried to the desk. Angela had been so busy smiling and enjoying her role that she hadn’t looked at the cheque. Jess twitched it from her fingers and examined it, her heart delivering a thump.


The front door had already shut behind the departing couple. Jess hastened after them.


From the top of the steps, she called, ‘Mr Gulliver! Excuse me.’


At the foot of the steps, the Gullivers looked round. Their Morris Oxford was parked in front, ready for them to leave. Jess walked down the steps. She mustn’t cause embarrassment by seeming to chase them, even if that was what she was doing.


‘I’m sorry, Mr Gulliver,’ she said quietly, ‘but you’ve made an error on your cheque. You’ve written the wrong year.’


‘Have I? Oh, so I have. A slip of the pen – easily done.’


‘If you wouldn’t mind popping back inside,’ Jess murmured, waving him ahead of her while smiling apologetically at his wife. Courtesy at all times was the first rule of the hotel trade, no matter how trying certain times might be.


Mr Gulliver didn’t return to the desk but stopped by a side-table, unfastening his overcoat and producing his pen from the inside pocket of his jacket. Jess handed him the cheque. ‘If you’d kindly alter the year, then sign where you’ve made the change, sir. Thank you.’


Mr Gulliver did as she asked before returning the cheque with a smile and an apology. Jess looked at what he had written.


‘Thank you, sir.’


He raised his trilby, said goodbye and left. Jess sighed. Now she had to give Angela a talking-to, but in such a way that the girl would neither sulk nor fly in floods of tears to her parents. After all, though the fault was Angela’s, the responsibility lay with Jess because, when Mr Hitchcock wasn’t there, she was in charge of the reception desk. Mr Hitchcock was a decent old stick and Jess knew he valued her because she was hard-working, capable and willing. Mrs Hitchcock valued her for the same reasons, but also for the additional reason that Jess was female and could therefore be taken advantage of. Jess resented that, but it was the way of the world, so she had to put up with it. At least she was accorded more freedom and responsibility here than in her previous jobs. There was a lot to be said for that.


Angela’s chin wobbled. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, it wouldn’t matter that you hadn’t checked.’ Jess judged a bracing tone was needed rather than a scolding one. ‘It so happens this was the hundredth time.’


‘Lots of people carry on writing the old year at the beginning of the new year.’


‘Yes, they do, and often the banks will honour those cheques,’ said Jess, ‘but Mr Gulliver didn’t put 1922. He put 1921 and no bank would accept that. If your father had presented the cheque to the bank, it would have been refused. At that point, we would have written to the Gullivers… and found out if they had signed the register with their genuine address.’


Angela gulped. ‘You mean they were confidence tricksters. But they seemed so nice.’


‘I don’t know whether they were tricksters or not. They may have been perfectly honest. Since the error was rectified, let’s give them the benefit of the doubt. Cheer up. Consider this an important lesson.’


‘Yes, Miss Mason. I promise I won’t make the same mistake again.’


Dead right you won’t. Angela wasn’t the only one who had learned something. Jess had too. After all the instruction Angela had received from her, Jess would have expected her to have the sense to ask the Gullivers to wait a few moments while she fetched Jess from the kitchen.


‘Miss Mason, can I have a word, love?’


It was Elsie Tippett. Elsie had worked at the Sea View as a cleaner ever since her parents had hoicked her out of school at the age of ten to start contributing to the family coffers. How long ago that was Jess didn’t know. Suffice it to say that Elsie, stick-thin and stooped, was now a grandmother, but she could give the young chambermaids a run for their money when it came to elbow grease.


‘What is it, Elsie?’ Jess asked.


‘I’ve been sent for, urgent, miss. Our Bert, that’s our Betty’s oldest, has broke his leg and the bone’s sticking out so he’s been carted off to hospital.’


‘Goodness, what a start to the year for him,’ said Jess.


‘So I’m needed to watch over the little ’uns and the babby. Can I go, miss? You can see how it is.’


‘Of course you must go. I hope Bert will be all right.’


‘I’ve done everything but polish the front stairs and the foyer.’


‘Don’t give it a thought. Go and see to your family.’


Elsie disappeared. Jess glanced at Angela. Had the girl been a proper member of staff, Jess could have asked her to muck in and finish the polishing, but Angela only ‘helped out’, as her father put it, even though she longed to be part of the family business. Helping out, as Jess had learned in no uncertain terms from Angela’s mother, did not include cleaning.


‘Will you remain on reception, please, Miss Hitchcock? If anyone wishes to purchase a street-map for tuppence, you may sell them one, but anything that involves a larger financial transaction must be referred to me.’


Angela blushed. ‘Yes, Miss Mason.’


Jess put on an apron and folded back the sleeves on the dark-blue dress she wore for work. Its waist was a little on the high side for the new fashion, but although Jess was competent enough with a needle, she lacked the skill for what would have been for her an ambitious alteration. Besides, there seemed to be an expectation that women in the workplace should be dowdy, as if they were meant to blend into the background and not attract attention. Talking of dowdy, she couldn’t help raising a hand to her hair. She had wanted to have it cut into one of these new bobs, but Mrs Hitchcock had refused to let her. Shorter hair on a woman gave the wrong impression, apparently, and judging by the way Mrs Hitchcock sucked in her cheeks when she said it, the wrong impression involved dark desires and inappropriate availability. So Jess had been stuck with keeping her hair long. She had taken to wearing it smooth against her head, with the back tucked up into a bun while the sides were plaited and coiled around to be woven – or more likely, stuffed – inside the bun. She had, however, had a fringe cut into her hair, as bare foreheads seemed very old-fashioned.


Jess set to work on the smooth banister rails, enjoying the scent of the lavender polish. She never minded helping out in whatever way was needed. It was something she found pride in, even though she knew the Hitchcocks sometimes took advantage.


Mrs Hitchcock hadn’t been best pleased when her husband had chosen Jess for this job, but she had soon changed her mind, as Jess had discovered to her chagrin when she overheard Mrs Hitchcock discussing her with a friend.


‘My dear, the beauty of employing a girl is that she has to work twice as hard as a man to prove she’s worth her salt. Plus, you don’t have to pay her anything like as much.’


Jess rubbed away at the spiral-twisted spindles beneath the banister-rail with renewed vigour, imagining she was rubbing the complacent expression off Mrs Hitchcock’s face.


‘Miss Mason.’


Jess hastily rearranged her thoughts. ‘Yes, Mr Hitchcock?’


‘Could I see you in my office, please?’


‘Of course, sir. I’ll be there in a minute.’


She removed the apron and put away the polish and cloth in the cleaning-box before rolling down her sleeves and fastening her cuffs. She took a moment to check her hair. She had the same colouring as her late mother; dark hair, dark eyes. Poor Mum, dying like that. The influenza after the war had been so cruel.


Jess went to the office. Mr Hitchcock hadn’t left the door open for her. She knocked.


‘Come.’


‘Ah – Miss Mason.’ Mr Hitchcock made it sound as if he had sent for her hours ago.


Jess waited to be offered a seat, but the invitation wasn’t given. Was she in trouble? Mr Hitchcock glanced at her and half-smiled, then changed his mind and frowned. What was going on?


‘Miss Mason, you’ve heard me speak of my son, Rodney.’ Mr Hitchcock stopped.


‘Yes.’ Jess tried to ease things along. ‘And his family.’ Talk about breeding like rabbits.


‘Quite so. His family. The thing is,’ and now Mr Hitchcock looked directly at her, talking in a rush, ‘Rodney has lost his job and needs a new one. He has a family to support.’


Jess started to say, ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ but Mr Hitchcock bowled on as if she hadn’t spoken.


‘So he’ll be coming here to work at the Sea View.’


‘I see.’ Jess was taken aback. ‘In what capacity, if I might ask?’


‘In – well, to be blunt, in your capacity. I’m sorry, Miss Mason, but your services will no longer be required.’









Chapter Two


JESS GAZED OUT of the window at the snowy landscape as the train approached Annerby, but she didn’t really see anything. She still felt cold and fluttery with shock. She hadn’t merely lost her job; she had lost it on the spot. The Hitchcocks hadn’t even wanted her to stay on until their son was in residence, let alone until he had been trained up. That smacked of a guilty conscience, thought Jess. They felt rotten for dumping her – well, Mr Hitchcock did, but Jess didn’t kid herself that his wife felt bad on her behalf.


‘It’s a proper shame, that’s what it is,’ Cook had said when Jess went to say goodbye. ‘You deserve better, Miss Mason. I hope you find another position soon. Will you look for hotel work again?’


For a moment, Jess couldn’t speak. Look for hotel work? She would be looking for any work. ‘I’ll see what’s available.’ She forced herself to use an airy voice. ‘Mr Hitchcock has promised me a good reference.’


‘And so he should after everything you’ve done here.’


Mr Hitchcock had also made up her wages not just to the end of this week, but to the end of next week.


‘To give you a bit of breathing space,’ he told her. ‘But not a word to anyone, mind,’ which meant he didn’t want Mrs Hitchcock to find out.


At the promise of extra money, Jess had felt tears of gratitude rising and she’d felt ashamed of herself for that. She didn’t want to be beholden to the man who had just sacked her, but she couldn’t afford to refuse. She needed to find a new job as soon as possible, before she was forced to dip into her precious savings.


Now she was arriving back in her hometown. The train coasted alongside the platform. The rhythmic chuffing sound ceased and the brakes shrieked as the mighty machine slowed. Even before it halted, doors were flung open and people started alighting. This was the end of the line and everyone had to get off, but Jess stayed put for a minute, letting other passengers disappear, reluctant to risk bumping into anybody she knew on the platform. Was she being daft?


Standing up, she fastened her coat and reached up to take her carpetbag from the net luggage rack, then picked up her handbag. Stepping down onto the platform, she walked along to the guard’s van, where the porter was unloading boxes onto his wooden sack-trolley.


‘My trunk is in the corner over there.’ Jess pointed. ‘It says “Miss J. Mason” on the label. If you put it in the luggage room, I’ll arrange for it to be collected.’


She tipped him a sixpence and made her way to the ticket-barrier where the collector, in his smart uniform and polished buttons, took her ticket.


Outside the station, Jess paused. The air was bright and fresh with snow, but she missed the sea air. She had loved living by the sea. People thought that when you worked in a seaside hotel, it must be like being on holiday all the time, but actually it was jolly hard graft. Not that she minded hard work. She liked to be busy and the more varied the work, the better.


On the same side of the road as the station stood the grand Station Hotel. Maybe she could get a job there. She didn’t really want to live here in Annerby, but it wasn’t easy for a woman to get a good job. Surely, though, with the experience she had under her belt, she stood a reasonable chance.


Wrapping her fingers securely around the handle of her carpetbag, she headed along the road. A sandwich-board on the pavement outside a newsagent’s declared in black capitals:


ANCIENT


EGYPTIAN


KING –


LATEST


Presumably the board wasn’t wide enough for TUTANKHAMUN. And was Jess alone in finding it amusing there should be ‘latest’ news about someone who had died all those hundreds of years ago?


How long would it be before her own ‘latest’ was spread around? The neighbours would be pleased. Although one or two of them had secretly told her they admired her for leaving home to earn a living, the overriding attitude was that her duty lay very much in the home, and she had no business abandoning her poor, widowed father.


Talk of the devil. There were Mrs Clothall and Mrs Bennett across the road. Jess pinned on a smile and called a greeting, but didn’t stop walking and certainly didn’t cross the road. She picked up her pace, keeping to the narrow path that had been trodden through the snow. If she walked through the market, she’d get home quicker – oh no. She groaned silently. Here was Mrs Bryce coming towards her – and in full view of the two across the street. That meant she would have to stop and exchange a few words – either that, or walk away weighed down by the certainty of the old gossip that would be gleefully resurrected.


‘Good afternoon, Mrs Bryce.’ Jess stopped, gripping the handle of her carpetbag. ‘How are you?’


‘Hello, Jess.’ Mrs Bryce’s hair, which Jess always thought of as salt-and-pepper, was now grey. She still wore the same wispy fringe and bun under her hat. Mind you, the same could be said for Jess’s hairstyle. ‘Fair to middling, thank you. Here to visit your dad, are you?’


Jess grasped the handle even tighter. The truth behind her ignominious return would get around soon enough, but Drew’s mother wasn’t going to be the first to know. ‘Yes,’ was all she said.


‘He’ll be pleased to see you. Give him my best.’


‘Thank you. I will.’


There was an awkward moment. It was all right for Mrs Bryce to mention Dad, but Jess couldn’t reciprocate by mentioning Drew.


‘Well, I’d best get on,’ said Mrs Bryce and they parted.


Jess entered the cobbled market square, where the savoury aroma of freshly made pasties mingled with the tang of dried herbs and the full-bodied scent of the soil that clung to the potatoes on the vegetable stalls. It was said hereabouts that you could buy anything in the Annerby market. Having lived away from here, Jess wasn’t so sure about that, but it was still a pleasure to glimpse the many different goods for sale – everything from books and second-hand clothes to cough-drops and old musical instruments, not to mention the vast array of foods. Some of the stallholders, after years of crying their wares, had damaged their voice-boxes and employed young lads to do the calling for them.


Jess walked through the market and out the other side in the direction of the hill. Annerby sat in a valley floor. Steep hills stood to either side, with moorland at the top. The oldest houses were in rows at the foot of the hill and the higher you went, the newer the houses became. Not that any of them were particularly new. At the bottom were mean little lanes of cottages. Then came larger dwellings in roads named after flowers; and above these were streets named after birds. Above all of these roads was a gap and then came the biggest houses, where the posh folk lived, looking down on the plebs.


Jess had grown up in one of the flower streets – Clover Lane, which might sound pretty and countrified, but the flower and bird streets had been built when the factories came to Annerby. Had the bosses thought that fancy road names would make the workers think they lived somewhere appealing?


Jess made her way along Clover Lane and opened the door to her childhood home, a narrow house with the tiniest of lobbies inside the front door. Walking through into the parlour, she set down her carpetbag, feeling the echoes of the past settle around her. The shock of losing her job had taken her breath away. Now, back in the house that so many folk believed was the right and proper place for the unmarried daughter of a widowed father, she felt defeated. The pressure to conform, to be a good daughter, would bombard her from all sides when word got round that she was unemployed. It had been bad enough when she had come here on visits, disapproval hanging heavily in the air, so thick she could almost taste its sourness. Now – now everyone would expect her to stay put.


And she didn’t want to. She loved Dad and she loved Annerby, but her life had moved on. She had different expectations now. She had – and she didn’t care if it sounded unwomanly – ambition. She wanted a good job, a responsible job, and she knew she was capable of it. It wasn’t just ambition either. It was necessity.


Here in Clover Lane, a husband, a fiancé and two sweethearts hadn’t come home from the war – four men from Clover Lane alone. And Clover Lane was just one of the flower streets, the flower streets just one section of the town. If every road in the kingdom was similar to Clover Lane, how many widows were there now? How many girls wore their engagement rings on chains around their necks, tucked away beneath their blouses instead of on their ring fingers? And that was just the women in official relationships. How many bereaved were there altogether? If two lasses in Clover Lane had lost their potential husbands, how many girls must there be countrywide in the same position? And it wasn’t just the girls who had been walking out with a fellow. It was all the girls who hadn’t yet met the right chap – and now never would because he had copped it in Flanders.


Too many girls and not enough men.


It was a scary thought – well, it was if you wanted to get wed, which Jess didn’t after the way she had been let down. But she couldn’t help thinking of all those girls from time to time. Surplus girls – that was what they were called. What was going to happen to them? Were they supposed to rely on their fathers and brothers to support them? Or would they, like her, decide to be independent and work for their living? If they did, they’d soon find, as she had, that the world of work didn’t always look kindly upon women.


Just what did she imagine she was up to, standing here, lost in thought? Dad wouldn’t be impressed if he could see her.


‘Run out of steam, have you?’ he would say, not troubling to hide the sneer that had become common once she had decided to earn her daily bread. ‘Too full of fancy ways to soil your hands with housework?’


Jess took off her hat and unfastened her coat, hanging it up before going to the fireplace. Dad had banked up the fire before going to work at the furniture factory and she quickly got it going again, taking a couple of lumps of coal from the scuttle to help get the room warm. Should she start with some dusting or should she polish the brass pieces that had been Mum’s pride and joy? But as she looked round, she realised the parlour was spick and span. She hadn’t seen it looking like this since Mum died. Was Mrs Douglas spending more time here? She was the neighbour from over the road whom Dad paid to do his washing and keep the house ticking over, but Dad’s idea of ticking over was very different to Jess’s. On previous visits home, it had grieved her as well as making her feel guilty to see the house looking a little less cared for each time. Mum would have played merry heck, but Dad wasn’t fussed about the looking-glass not sparkling or the oak dresser not smelling of polish.


‘Your dad pays me to do the weekly wash,’ Mrs Douglas had told her, ‘and he pays me for one hour of housework, which includes the time spent ironing. He’s a man, love. Dust is invisible to him.’


Now, Jess looked admiringly around the parlour, taking in the golden glow on the horse-brasses and the sheen on the tiles in the fire-surround, which had clearly been washed and buffed up with velvet. Even the silver-plated rose-bowl, which had been dull on every previous visit and which she had herself polished each time, winked at her in the firelight.


Jess felt warm inside. What a lovely homecoming, and so unexpected. She smiled. Mum must have come back and haunted Dad until he dug deeper in his pocket and paid Mrs Douglas to do a proper job.


There was a knock at the door. Jess was still smiling as she answered it. Her smile widened when she saw who it was.


‘Mrs Douglas, come in. How nice to see you. I was going to pop over and thank you.’


‘Thank me?’


‘All this.’ As they entered the parlour, Jess waved a hand. ‘It hasn’t looked this good since… well, since Mum. I’m very grateful. I’m glad Dad has finally—’ She stopped. She didn’t want to suggest Dad had previously been mean.


‘Oh – you know, then?’


‘I can see it.’ Jess sniffed, inhaling the scent of polish and remembering her beloved mum. ‘I can smell it too. He’s obviously coughing up for a proper amount of housework, and not before time.’


‘Nay, lass. This weren’t me.’


‘Has he taken on a different cleaner?’


Mrs Douglas drew in her chin, making her fleshy neck swell. ‘Well, he’s taken on a new summat.’


‘What d’you mean?’


‘Your dad’s got himself a new lady-friend. Didn’t you know? She’s the one what’s bringing the house up to scratch. Making herself indispensable, I reckon.’


‘You might have told me.’ Try as she might, Jess couldn’t keep the note of accusation out of her voice.


‘Oh aye?’ Dad wasn’t about to give an inch. ‘And how was I supposed to do that when you’re never here? You didn’t visit as Christmas.’


‘It’s a busy time in the hotel trade,’ said Jess. ‘I’ve explained that before. And you could have written.’


‘To the daughter that never writes to me?’


‘I used to write, Dad, every single week, but you never answered.’


‘Letter-writing is women’s work.’


Jess sighed. It was an old argument. Dad just didn’t understand how dispiriting it was to write letters and never receive a reply. After a few months of feeling fed up and unappreciated, Jess’s letter-writing had tailed off.


They were in the parlour in front of the fire. Dad was sitting in his armchair with Jess sitting on the hearthrug, where she had knelt down to pull off his boots, like she had when she was a child. She hoisted a smile into position.


‘Anyway, I know now. Mrs Douglas says it’s a Mrs Nolan from the bird streets.’


‘Well, if you’ve heard it all from Mrs Douglas…’


‘Come on, Dad.’ Jess swivelled to kneel beside his chair and slide an arm around his shoulders. ‘All Mrs Douglas said was that she’s a widow with no children. Why don’t you tell me about her?’


‘Are you?’ Dad’s expression softened and he looked vulnerable. Was he remembering Mum?


‘Of course I am. You need looking after.’


‘Says the daughter who refused to stop at home and do it.’


The dig was vexing; it made her feel guilty too. He was never going to let her forget. Jess got to her feet and sat in the other chair. Mum’s chair. Did Mrs Nolan sit here now?


‘Dad, please don’t let’s go over that again. You know what made me leave Annerby. I needed work – and not the factory job I’d have got if I’d stopped here. I’m a surplus girl and that means it’s down to me to support myself for the rest of my life. I’ll never earn what a man gets, but I need to work somewhere that doesn’t pay rock-bottom wages to women; and if I’m to work until I’m old, I want a job that’s interesting and worthwhile.’


Dad shook his head and cast his gaze up to the ceiling. ‘Get off your soap-box, Jess. I’ve heard it all before.’


Aye, heard – but never truly listened.


The mouth-watering aroma of onion gravy drifted through from their dark little kitchen. Jess got up to see to the meal. Maybe Dad would be more amenable afterwards. Mum always said he was grumpy until he’d eaten.


Jess placed the table felt on top of their old drop-leaf table and laid the cloth over the top, smoothing it and taking a moment to lift one of the corners to run her fingertips over the flowers. As a bride, Mum had embroidered her tablecloth with marigolds. Jess glanced across at the rose-bowl and at the figurine on the mantelpiece, of a cat playing the fiddle. What would become of Mum’s pretty things if Dad married Mrs Nolan? It wasn’t a question the daughter who had upped and left was entitled to ask.


There had only been one chop in the meat-safe, but Jess had popped out earlier to buy a second one for herself, extra vegetables, and mutton to make into a stew tomorrow.


As he tucked in, Dad nodded approvingly. ‘You’ve got your mother’s touch.’


Jess smiled to herself. The secret ingredient in Mum’s gravy had always been a drop of Lea & Perrins. No matter how lovely Mrs Nolan was, Dad would never forget Mum’s gravy.


‘When am I going to meet Mrs Nolan?’ Jess asked.


Dad shrugged. ‘Soon. More to the point, what brings you here? It’s not like you to fetch up out of the blue. The one time you do put pen to paper is to tell me to expect you.’


Jess’s mouth dried up. She put down her knife and fork. ‘I’ve lost my job.’


Dad’s head jerked up. ‘What? Another one? I don’t know how you have the nerve to talk about supporting yourself into your old age. You can’t hang onto any position for more than five minutes.’


‘That’s not true. I had to give up my first job to a returning soldier and I’ve lost this job for a similar reason. And the job in between – I didn’t tell you at the time, but there was a man who couldn’t keep his hands to himself. I complained, but he denied it and I ended up having to leave.’


‘You should have said. I’d have gone along and given him a good hiding.’


‘Dad, I worked fifty miles away in those days.’


‘I’d still have done it.’


‘Thanks, Dad.’


‘But you can’t blame him, can you? Not when you think about it. A girl who ups sticks and leaves home to live all that way away: what does that say about her, eh? He probably thought you were flighty, and if he did, you’ve only yourself to blame.’









Chapter Three


TOM WOKE EARLY, as he usually did. ‘It’s because I’m a builder,’ he would say in a jokey way if it came up in conversation. ‘We always have an early start.’ The bit about the early start was true, but it wasn’t the reason he woke up before the rest of the world. It was down to the war. On winter mornings like this, he would lie in the darkness, imagining thousands upon thousands of men all over the country, and all over other countries too, lying awake because… it was safer than sleeping.


He had heard of men who, in the depths of sleep, would yell their heads off as they dreamed of the horrors they had witnessed. He had never done that, never shouted in his sleep, but he did dream, he knew he did. He never remembered the dreams afterwards, but he knew he’d had them. Sometimes they made him weep in his sleep. He pictured it as his dreams hiding behind a long black curtain that, awake, he was unable to draw aside… but then, why would he want to? At the same time, not looking at his dreams, not showing that courage, left him feeling ashamed.


But he was lucky, better off than most. He lived in a comfortable home, with Mum spoiling him rotten, and he had a loving family – Dad, Mum and three sisters, all married, a whole platoon of nieces and one nephew. Tom adored his nieces, but Danny, Molly’s lad, was extra special, being the only boy. He was eleven. Molly and Aaron had adopted him when they got married last summer and Tom reckoned that young Danny was the best present the Watson family had even received. He smiled in the darkness. There was to be another ‘present’ from Molly this coming summer. She would be twenty-eight by the time the child was born. Tom had overheard the tail-end of a whispered conversation between his other two sisters, Tilda and Christabel, about how twenty-eight was ever so old for having a first baby and Molly would need to have a special eye kept on her. But Tom knew this wasn’t Molly’s first baby. She’d borne a love-child during the war, a little boy she had been obliged to hand over to be adopted, because she was unwed and the baby’s father had been killed in action. Not that Tom would ever tell anybody. It was Molly’s secret, not his.


He had a big enough secret of his own.


Now then, now then, he chided himself. That was the trouble with trains of thought. They often led where you didn’t want them to go. He had always been an optimistic person. It had been easy to be an optimist, growing up in the Watson family, where there was plenty of love and enough money to get by comfortably. That optimism, that cheerful acceptance of the good in life, had been hammered out of him during the war. Now he was trying to grow it back.


It was a straightforward enough thing to do on the surface. On the surface, there was his family and his job. On the surface, there was the gratitude for himself and his brothers-in-law having come home complete with the requisite number of arms, legs, eyes and lungs.


Underneath he still struggled with knowing that Billy and Joe, his mates ever since school, were gone for ever. He struggled with the sight of disabled ex-soldiers standing on street corners, selling matches; with seeing fatherless families in church; and with hearing war widows and elderly bereaved mothers asking shopkeepers for yesterday’s loaves and fruit that had gone over, because they couldn’t afford the fresh stuff. By the stars, war was a cruel business. It wasn’t just the killing and maiming that happened on the battlefield. It was the difficulties and despair that dragged on afterwards. It was knowing there was never going to be any let-up.


Perkins and Watson, the family building company, did a bit to help. They didn’t charge war widows for small jobs, repairs and such, replacing a missing roof-tile, re-hanging a dropped door, mending broken steps. The women were grateful, but that made Tom feel guilty. The least their country owed these women was a pension sufficient to cover basic repairs on top of the week’s housekeeping.


Tom sat up and swung himself out of bed, pushing his feet into his slippers before padding across to light the gas-lamp on the wall. There was a soft pop and inside the tulip-shaped glass shade, the flame glowed. Tom turned the little winder underneath to adjust it.


He’d had this bedroom since coming home from the war. The Watsons lived in a semi with two double bedrooms and a decent-sized boxroom and, as the only lad, he’d been given the boxroom as his bedroom when they were all children. But when he and Molly returned home after the war, with Chrissie and Tilda both married by then, Mum had put Molly in the boxroom and awarded Tom the big bedroom. Nothing had ever been said and Molly hadn’t objected. It was just what happened when you had a son and a daughter both at home. The son got the best.


Now Molly was married and living with her Aaron and Danny in Soapsuds House. Tom grinned: he loved that name. The house was so called because it was in a road known locally as Soapsuds Lane, because of the laundry. Aaron had started off living in Soapsuds Cottage, but when the old lady next door had gone to live with her daughter, Tom and Dad had knocked the two cottages into one as a wedding present. Tom could never go there without feeling a glow of pride at knowing how happy this had made his sister. She deserved it.


He dressed and went downstairs, shaking the kettle to see how much water it contained before putting it on the gas. While it boiled, he raked out the ashes from the kitchen and parlour fireplaces. Plenty of men wouldn’t have bothered, because it was housework – women’s work – but Tom didn’t see it that way. Since he was up early, it made sense to get the house warm. Besides, it made it nicer for Mum to come downstairs to.


Kneeling in front of the parlour fireplace, he arranged some kindling, adding a few sheets of screwed-up newspaper, and struck a match. As the flame caught, he took the brass shovel from the companion set and dug several lumps of coal from the scuttle. Then he did the same job in the kitchen before taking the full ash-pan through the scullery to the back door, the sharp winter air cutting into him as he went to the dustbin. He removed the metal lid, holding the pan right inside before he upended it, so the ashes didn’t fly up in a cloud.


When he returned to the kitchen, Mum was there, tying her apron behind her back. She looked bleary; she didn’t care for dark mornings, but come the spring, what she called her morning face would be clear-eyed and smiling from the moment she rose from her bed. She was in her fifties now and her hair, which had once been the same strawberry-blonde as Molly’s, had faded to a pale fairness that was tipping over towards grey.


He gave her a hug. ‘Morning, Mum.’


She pretended to rub her cheek. ‘Get yourself shaved before you come near me. You’re up early.’


‘You should have stayed in bed a few more minutes and I’d have brought you a cup of tea.’


‘It’s enough that you do that on a Sunday. Other mornings, I’ve got work to do. I’ve never yet sent your dad out without a proper breakfast inside him and I’m not starting now.’


Mum took pride in lining the stomachs of her menfolk and it was a good thing she did. Working long hours outside in all weathers was a hungry business and Mum’s hot breakfasts made a good start to the day.


Tom poured boiling water into his shaving-mug and went into the scullery, shutting the door behind him, not so much for privacy as to stop warmth leaking out of the kitchen. They had three sinks in their scullery. Three! Very posh. Most houses, especially the smallest, had one. Better places had two, one for crockery and one for linen. But as Mum would say, one of the perks of being married to a builder was that you got all sorts of improvements done to your house – and one of these had been a third sink for personal washing.


Above it, a looking-glass hung on the wall. Tom wetted his shaving-brush and lathered his cheeks and chin, paying his reflection only as much attention as was needed not to slash himself to pieces with his razor. He couldn’t be doing with looking at himself these days. He had gone to war with hair as brown as Tilda’s and had come home with hair as white as Gran’s. It shocked folk, the first time they saw him. A young man, early thirties, with white hair. His eyebrows were still brown and that made the white hair all the more obvious, because you could see brown was his natural colour.


Tom was always aware of the thought, the question, in people’s eyes. How had the war done this to him? What had he seen – what had he been forced to do – that had troubled him to the extent that his innermost self had rebelled to the point of turning his hair white?


Oh, how he despised himself.









Chapter Four


JESS CAST A professional eye over the foyer as she walked into the Station Hotel. It was much smarter than the entrance to the Sea View had been, but that was only to be expected. The Sea View had catered for couples and families enjoying a holiday, whereas the Station Hotel’s clientele… well, just who were they likely to be? Annerby wasn’t a holiday destination. Commercial travellers? Businessmen, here to talk to the factory-owners? The place felt better than that, more upper-crust.


A chintz-covered sofa was positioned beneath an oil painting and there was a sizeable parlour palm next to the foot of the staircase. A pair of guests stood at the reception desk, asking questions of a tall, thin man whose immaculate suit and serious air made him appear every inch the gentleman. Jess waited for the guests to depart before she approached.


‘Good morning, madam. May I be of assistance?’


Although the man’s manner was faultless, Jess was aware of his swift, assessing glance – a glance she had herself delivered many a time when an unexpected person walked through the Sea View’s front doors.


‘Good morning. My name is Jess Mason and I’m looking for hotel work.’


‘We don’t require any chambermaids at present, miss.’


‘I’m an experienced receptionist. I have a reference from the owner of the Sea View in Morecambe.’


‘Indeed? The Station Hotel doesn’t employ ladies behind the desk.’


She hadn’t expected that. Of all the things she had prepared in advance to say, that wasn’t among them.


‘Maybe you should,’ was all she could think of.


‘I’ll be sure to mention your suggestion to the hotel manager.’ The man waved a fountain pen in the air as if about to write with a flourish in the register.


‘I didn’t just work in reception,’ said Jess. ‘I took bookings for the dining room, ordered the provisions and oversaw the work of the chambermaids.’


‘At the Station Hotel, we have different members of staff for each of those tasks, but then, this isn’t a little seaside boarding-house.’


‘Neither was the Sea View. It wasn’t a grand establishment like this, but it was a proper hotel.’


‘And you were its Jill of all trades.’


‘Aye – and I was jolly good at it,’ Jess retorted. ‘Good morning.’


She swung away, feeling hot and cross. As she hurried through the front door, she almost bumped into someone. She caught a brief glimpse of a costly blue wool coat and a fur stole and matching muff as she stepped quickly out of the way.


‘I beg your pardon,’ she said.


‘Jess! Miss Mason, how nice to see you.’


Jess shed her disappointment on the spot as the warmth of happy recognition flowed through her. Leonora Minford was an old friend – or at least, she might have been had it been possible for women from their two different classes to mix socially. Mrs Minford was the second oldest of five sisters who were still known locally as the Henderson girls, even though four of them were married. She and the oldest sister, Vicky Rodwell, had set up and run a hospital for soldiers during the war in a grand house up the hill, which was how Jess had met them. She had trained as a VAD nursing assistant. The Hendersons were a law family and not just middle class but decidedly upper-middle, way beyond the reach of folk from the flower and bird streets.


But the war had brought them together, especially when Jess had proved to be an efficient organiser. Another of the important ladies at the hospital, Mrs Thornley, had put Jess firmly in her place, but that was Mrs Thornley for you. If you’d cut her in two, she would have had ‘snob’ written all the way through her, like a stick of rock.


But Vicky Rodwell had had other ideas.


‘As valuable as you are to us as a nursing assistant, we also need girls who are competent in other ways. There’s a lot of organising goes into a place like this if it’s to function at its best.’


So Jess had divided her time between the wards and doing some basic clerical tasks.


Some of the other girls had been jealous.


‘I trust nobody is making you uncomfortable,’ said Mrs Minford.


Jess sighed. ‘They’d soon stop envying me if they had to spend a whole morning counting bandages and splints and marking new sheets with the laundry pen.’


After the war, when Jess had been anxious to find herself a job, she had dared to approach Mrs Rodwell for a reference.


‘I’ll do that for you with pleasure.’ Mrs Rodwell’s light-green eyes, which could be cool and assessing, had warmed.


Jess’s first job had lasted a matter of months, then she’d had to give it up in favour of a returning soldier.


‘Men need work,’ said her boss.


‘So do I.’


‘You’ll get wed. Women do.’


‘Not these days. Besides, I like my job – I love it. It’s satisfying to feel I’m making a difference to the lives of people in need of assistance.’


‘You’re very good at it, I’ll give you that.’


‘Then let me stay.’ The niggle of anxiety grew all at once and her hands went clammy as real fear took hold.


‘Miss Mason, make no mistake. Your job is to be given to a returning soldier. Now, either you are gracious about it, in which case I will write in your reference that you surrendered your post willingly and generously. Or – well, I’m sure you don’t wish to be unpatriotic.’


Dismayed, Jess had trailed home to Annerby.


‘Back for keeps, are you?’ asked the neighbours. ‘Here to take care of your dad?’


‘So much for your fancy ideas,’ said Dad. ‘Couldn’t hack it in a proper job, could you?’


Uncomfortably aware of her boss’s hint about her lack of patriotism, Jess kept quiet about what had happened. Let folk think what they liked. But she didn’t want a mangled version getting back to Mrs Rodwell and Mrs Minford after they had been so good to her, so she wrote a short letter to Mrs Rodwell. The letter was merely a courtesy and she’d never intended anything to come of it, so she was deeply embarrassed when Mrs Rodwell sent for her and told her of a post she’d heard of.


‘I never meant…’ Jess began.


‘I know you didn’t. Now please allow me to help you.’


That job had been the one with the man who thought female colleagues were fair game. When Jess left, she didn’t tell Mrs Rodwell because she didn’t want to seem to be angling for more help. Besides, she was ashamed – which was stupid, because she hadn’t done anything wrong; but that was how being pawed had left her feeling.


Now here she was, face to face with Mrs Rodwell’s sister, Mrs Minford.


‘How are you?’ Mrs Minford asked.


‘I’m fine, thank you. I hope you are as well.’


‘Yes, indeed, as are Marcus and the children. Maximilian is eight now, if you can believe it. Listen, I’m meeting Vicky – Mrs Rodwell – and I’d love you to join us. Please say yes. We haven’t seen you for such a long time.’


Mrs Minford slipped her hand into the crook of Jess’s arm and bore her inside, turning right and entering a room with diamond-paned windows. As well as a fireplace with several over-mantel shelves, the walls were furnished with paintings and bookcases. In a corner was a pleasant nook with three armchairs grouped around a low table.


‘We’ll sit here.’ Mrs Minford dropped her fur stole and muff onto the arm of the chair and hooked one ankle behind the other as she sat. She smiled as a waiter approached. ‘We’re waiting for another lady. When she arrives, please bring tea and a selection of your lovely little cakes.’


Jess deliberately avoided the waiter’s gaze, well aware of how she must appear, sitting here in her well-worn cavalry-twill coat, felt hat and stout shoes, with Leonora Minford looking utterly gorgeous in her expensive coat complete with rose-bedecked hat. Even the colour of her coat spoke of money. Only the wealthy could countenance wearing mid-blue in winter. The less well-off made do with colours that didn’t show the dirt. Jess wasn’t the sort to envy the better-born, but she knew she and Mrs Minford looked like a lady interviewing a prospective nanny or personal maid.


Then Vicky Rodwell arrived and her pleasure at seeing Jess was so warm that Jess’s reservations faded and she began to enjoy herself.


‘We want to know what happened to you – don’t we, Vicky?’ said Mrs Minford. ‘You went off to that position my sister found for you and the next thing we heard, you’d moved to a hotel by the sea. Didn’t the position suit you?’


‘Yes, very much. Even if it hadn’t, I’d have stayed because it was a good job for a woman and jobs aren’t easy for anybody to come by these days.’


‘Then why did you give it up?’ asked Mrs Rodwell.


Jess pressed her lips together. He probably thought you were flighty and, if he did, you’ve only yourself to blame. But she couldn’t lie to these two. In as few words as possible, she explained about the male colleague with the wandering hands and then, before her listeners had time to exclaim over it, she told them about the Sea View.


‘So I landed on my feet in the end – well, until the owner’s son came back.’ Heat swept up the back of her neck and across her face. Had it sounded like a hint for help? She got to her feet. ‘I’m sorry, but I really can’t stay. I – I have an appointment.’


It was true in a way, she thought wryly as she left the hotel. She had an important appointment with the Situations Vacant column in the local newspaper. To her relief, there were two positions with nearby local corporations that looked suitable and she wrote letters of application that same day.


Some days passed while she waited for replies. In that time, Dad introduced her to Mrs Nolan, who was a pleasant, middle-aged woman. Jess could almost hear Mum’s voice inside her head, saying, ‘She seems a good sort of body,’ which was what Mum always said about women she approved of.


‘I’ve heard about you.’ Mrs Nolan’s tone was friendly enough, but Jess sensed she was being tested. ‘The daughter who piked off to find work instead of staying put and looking after her dad.’


‘That’s me.’ Jess couldn’t suppress a touch of flippancy.


‘And now here you are, back again.’


‘Not for long,’ said Jess. ‘Only until I find another post.’


‘Well, that’s all right, then.’


For a moment, Jess thought battle-lines had been drawn, but then Mrs Nolan surprised her with a hug and a kiss. Holding Jess’s chin, she looked into her face. ‘I wish you well. And don’t feel you need to rush off on my account.’


Jess soon found that Mrs Nolan had her own door-key and had no qualms about using it. Jess was taken aback at first, but this was clearly what Dad wanted, so she had to take it on the chin.


Mrs Nolan was there one afternoon when the post arrived, bringing with it a reply to one of Jess’s applications.


‘Any luck, love?’ asked Mrs Nolan.


‘No. In my letter, I said my three posts had given me varied experience, but it says here that three jobs makes me a fly-by-night.’


‘They never said that, did they?’


‘Not in so many words, but that’s what they mean.’


The following morning brought a second disappointment.


This post has attracted a number of applications of high quality, stated the letter, and we shall be interviewing the gentleman candidates.


It was no use being upset, no use thinking that it was now a week since she had been sacked; no use thinking that she’d been paid until the end of this week and needed to eke out her wages as far as possible. She’d given Dad some money, of course. That was their unspoken rule. If she came for a proper visit, she didn’t pay, because she was a guest, she was family; but if she stayed here between jobs, she had to tip up her share.


Jess took the cleaning-box upstairs to do the bedrooms. Mrs Nolan might have got downstairs shining like a new pin, but it was clear she had never set foot upstairs. Jess made the beds, wiped the skirting-boards, dusted the picture-rails and was washing the windows with vinegar-water when the mid-morning post arrived. It was an invitation from Mrs Rodwell, asking her to come to tea the next day. Jess wasn’t sure how she felt about going, but it would be churlish to refuse.


The next afternoon, she donned her Sunday best and walked to the Rodwells’ attractive villa. To her surprise, the Henderson sisters were all there – Vicky, Leonora, Madeline, Anastasia and Bonnie. No wonder folk admired them. They were good-looking and well dressed and four of them were married to prosperous men. Only the youngest, Miss Bonnie, was still single. Jess much preferred to think of unmarried girls and women as single. She loathed the word ‘spinster’. Such an ugly word. It made you sound old and desperate even if you were as young as Bonnie Henderson, and she wasn’t yet twenty.


Although Vicky Rodwell and Leonora Minford were the ones who had influenced the course of her life, it had been Madeline and Anastasia whom Jess had known best during the war. She had barely set eyes on them since. She knew they each had a young child and now they were both well advanced in pregnancy. The Jess who had helped the two of them change beds and serve meals longed to offer congratulations, but the Jess who knew her place was well aware it wouldn’t be appropriate. The war had changed a lot of things at the time, but afterwards they had changed back again.


‘You may well look alarmed at the sight of all of us,’ Miss Bonnie declared. She had the same dark hair and dark eyes as Madeline Howard, the middle sister, but there was a lively gleam in her eyes that had never appeared in Mrs Howard’s. ‘We’ve turned out in force, I’m afraid, but don’t worry. It’s because we’re determined to help you. It’s all thanks to Daddy, really.’


‘That’ll do, Bonnie,’ said Mrs Minford and Jess wondered if Miss Bonnie had been on the verge of spilling some very interesting beans.


‘We need to ask you a question,’ said Mrs Howard. ‘We know your jobs have taken you away from Annerby, but would you be prepared to go somewhere even further afield?’


Mrs Rodwell spoke up. ‘Our father, Mr Niall Henderson, has a special friend in a place called Chorlton-cum-Hardy, which is on the south side of Manchester. All five of us are looking forward to going there on a visit in February, when Madeline and Anastasia are both able to travel again. In the meantime, I have subscribed to the Manchester Evening News, so that we can get a feel for the place, as it were.’


‘We’ve found a job for you,’ said Miss Bonnie, ‘if you like the sound of it.’


‘It’s in an old soldiers’ home,’ said Mrs Minford. ‘A manager is needed to run it and we thought that with your experience in both local corporations and hotel work, it’s something you could do.’


‘There’s an advertisement,’ said Mrs Rodwell, ‘and there’s also an article about it. Here – I cut it out for you.’


‘The man who is setting up the place already has one home for old soldiers,’ said Miss Bonnie. ‘Now he’s found a suitable house for his new establishment, but it needs to have work done on it to make it ready, so the new manager would have to keep an eye on all that. What do you think, Jess – I mean, Miss Mason? I bet you could do it standing on your head.’


Jess was startled into laughing. ‘How wonderfully kind you all are to go to this trouble for me.’


‘We want to help you.’ Mrs Langley smiled at her. ‘I’ll never forget folding sheets with you and writing letters for the wounded men.’ The smile fell from her face as her blue eyes clouded. ‘I’ll never forget how you and I sat up all night with that poor boy whose face had been burned off.’


Jess shook her head, barely able to acknowledge the memory, because it was so distressing, but it meant there would always be a connection between her and Miss Anastasia – she might be Mrs Langley now, but to Jess she would always be Miss Anastasia, even if only in her thoughts. Jess fell in between Madeline and Anastasia in age, the three of them having been born in the final years of the old century. For a time, the war had brought them close together, but look at them now, their VAD aprons long discarded, Madeline and Anastasia comfortably married, Madeline with a three-yearold and Anastasia with an eighteen-month-old, and both of them with babies on the way, while plenty would see Jess as an unwanted spinster.


That wasn’t how she perceived herself. It wasn’t the way she felt inside. On the inside, where it mattered, she was a surplus girl and proud of it, because it spoke of her independence. She had discovered a drive within herself to work outside the home in a position that would make her feel useful and satisfied. That was what she sought in life: a good job.


She smiled at the Henderson sisters. ‘I’ll certainly give this post serious consideration.’


‘I’m afraid there isn’t time for that.’ Mrs Rodwell looked apologetic. ‘It’s my fault, I’m afraid. If I’d realised, I’d have asked you to call sooner.’


‘Realised what?’ asked Jess.


‘The article about the old soldiers’ home and the advertisement for the position were both published in the paper at the beginning of last week,’ said Mrs Howard.


‘So if you intend to apply,’ added Mrs Minford, ‘you shall have to write your letter and post it this evening.’


‘I see.’


Jess’s heart thumped. Her local corporation jobs had both been in welfare, and then there was her hotel experience, so she reckoned her background would be as good as anybody’s. But Manchester was a long way from here, right in the south of Lancashire, much further from home than she had previously gone. Then again, Dad and Mrs Nolan were certain to get hitched and how would she feel being a gooseberry? What if no other suitable jobs came up? Or what if they did but applications were invited only from men?


It would be foolish not to apply for this. It might be a long way away, but it looked like a worthwhile, interesting position.


‘Forgive the question,’ said Mrs Rodwell, ‘but do you have suitable stationery at home? I should be happy to—’


‘I have my own, thank you,’ Jess said quickly. She didn’t want to be offered stationery. It would feel like charity.


But later, at home, she wondered if her pride had been misplaced. She hadn’t realised she was down to her final two sheets of writing paper, but that should be enough. She wrote her letter carefully, detailing her experience and explaining why she believed it would be relevant to this post. She ended with Yours sincerely and underneath signed Jess— Drat. There was a small blot at the end of her name, but she didn’t have another piece of paper, so it would have to stay. Lifting her pen away, she gently dabbed with blotting paper, waiting for the ink to dry before she added her surname.


Most girls would have signed themselves J Mason (Miss), but not Jess. Signing her name the way she did was a deliberate choice that was to do with the way she had embraced her future in the workplace. Jess Mason – surplus girl. Jess Mason – career woman.









Chapter Five


THE WORKING DAY always ended with Tom, Dad and Uncle Bill in the office of Perkins and Watson, though ‘office’ might be a bit of a grand word for it. It was just a small building in their yard. It was a time of day Tom had always liked. The lads had gone home and there was the paperwork to catch up on and the diary to check so that the necessary materials could be ordered in good time for forthcoming jobs. It was also the time for mugs of tea and a chinwag.


Dad and Uncle Bill were arguing good-naturedly about a job that was lined up for next week. Bill Perkins wasn’t Tom’s real uncle, any more than Grandad Perkins had been his real grandfather, but the honorary relationships were a sign of the closeness and trust that had existed within the business ever since Thomas Watson and Obediah Perkins had first set up in business together some seventy years ago.


‘I tell you, we’ll be doing more of those over the years,’ Uncle Bill was saying to Dad. ‘Well, you and I won’t, because it won’t get to be an ordinary thing for years yet and we’ll have retired long before then, but young Tom will still be here. What do you think of it, Tom?’


Tom laughed and shook his head. ‘Don’t drag me into it.’


‘Well, I don’t care for it,’ said Dad. ‘It’ll spoil the look of any house when it’s done.’


‘That’s your opinion,’ said Uncle Bill, ‘but these folk with a few bob in their pockets won’t see it that way. They’ll see it as something that makes them better than their neighbours.’


‘It’ll still ruin the look of a street,’ Dad maintained. ‘And what makes you think landlords will let their front gardens be dug up that way?’
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