

[image: ]





 
 
 

 
The Wild Child

 

 
ANNE BAKER

 
 
headline


www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 2007 Anne Baker

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

 



 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

 



 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2010

 



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

 



eISBN : 978 0 7553 8259 0

 



 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 



 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 
An Hachette UK Company 
338 Euston Road 
London NW1 3BH

 



 
www.headline.co.uk


 
www.hachette.co.uk





Anne Baker trained as a nurse at Birkenhead General Hospital, but after her marriage went to live first in Libya and then in Nigeria. She eventually returned to her native Birkenhead where she worked as a Health Visitor for over ten years before taking up writing. She now lives with her husband in Merseyside.

 



‘A wartime Merseyside saga so full of Scouse wit and warmth that it is bound to melt the hardest heart’ Northern Echo


 



‘Baker’s understanding and compassion for very human dilemmas makes her one of romantic fiction’s most popular authors’ Lancashire Evening Post


 



‘A gentle tale with all the right ingredients for a heartwarming novel’ Huddersfield Daily Examiner


 



‘A well-written enjoyable book that legions of saga fans will love’ Historical Novels Review


 



‘A warm and evocative Merseyside saga’ Bookseller





To Emma, my new daughter-in-law.




CHAPTER ONE

1961

 




FLORA WILCOX got off the bus in Claughton to hurry home. It was her younger daughter Isobel’s nineteenth birthday and she’d been persuaded to leave while the girls had a party. She’d been reluctant to do so.

‘For heaven’s sake, Mum, we won’t wreck the place, I promise. It’s just that a parent can cast a bit of a damper on the fun.’

Since Harold, Flora’s husband, had been killed in the war, she’d lived for her daughters. Now they were grown up she didn’t want to be excluded. It had made her lay down firm rules for the party: just a few friends to be invited, it must be over by midnight and no noise to annoy the neighbours. She’d tried to say no alcohol, but Isobel had been cross.

‘Mother, we’ve got to have a bowl of punch and a few beers in, it wouldn’t be a party otherwise. Everybody does at least that. I suppose you’d like me to ask my friends to a birthday tea with jelly and balloons?’

Flora had set a limit on the alcohol supply and was hoping for the best. She’d been to the Ritz in Birkenhead to see an indifferent film with her sister Mavis Caldwell. Most of the  time, her mind had been on what Isobel might be getting up to.

When she’d been about to leave the house, Isobel had said, ‘Why don’t you go back with Aunt Mavis for a cup of tea before coming home?’

But Flora had not. Mavis wouldn’t want her there at this time of night, and she was worried about what all those teenagers might do to her house. She didn’t altogether trust Isobel, who could be wild at times, but her other daughter Hilary was four years older and much more sensible. She’d promised to keep order and make sure nothing was damaged.

Isobel wanted to have dancing. Flora had stood by and watched the girls roll up the living room carpet and bring down their record player. She’d set out the best buffet supper she could achieve on the kitchen table, and stayed around long enough to be introduced to those guests she didn’t know. Hilary had put on a record to warm things up, and the party had started well.

Isobel had invited Ben Snow, her boyfriend. Flora had seen his almost new Ford Cortina in front of the house many times, either picking Isobel up or dropping her off, though she’d met Ben only briefly before. She’d been thinking about him in the cinema. He’d grasped Flora’s hand warmly and she had been quite taken by his tousled hair and friendly outgoing nature. She approved of his fawn corduroys, his collar and tie and scarlet V-necked sweater. She could almost see her face in the shine on his brown brogues. She’d thought him quite a serious young man, but his smile was that of a toothpaste ad and lit up his face.

They’d met at some party before Isobel had even started  her teacher training, and he’d been her boyfriend for over a year. A little older than Isobel, he was a salesman for a firm of seed merchants based in Chester and wore a suit and a tie to work. Flora had been given to understand he was the most important boyfriend Isobel had ever had, and that things were serious.

Tonight, he’d put his arm round her daughter in a proprietorial gesture which had made Flora think he might well become her husband. Isobel, her cheeks flushed with excitement, had looked very pretty in her yellow party dress, as she’d introduced him to Hilary.

Isobel was the beauty of the family, with corn-coloured hair and blue eyes. Flora had felt a pang for her elder daughter, who was more like her in every way: Hilary had inherited her rather ordinary brown hair and the need to wear glasses. She was not exactly plain; no girl of twenty-three could be. Now she was over fifty, Flora understood that youth was attractive in itself. Hilary could be relied upon to be responsible and do what was needed.

As she walked along Woodsorrel Road, Flora could see her living-room light shining through the curtains. It was in a group of roads that all had flower names, where the houses were mostly terraced but not the more frequently found Victorian type. These, she thought, had been built about 1920 and provided generous-sized rooms. She was proud of her home: despite the odds she’d come up in the world. There were sounds of merriment within but they were not unduly loud. She slid her key in the front door and let herself in.

The hallstand was overloaded with coats. Flora adjusted her rimless spectacles and peered into the half-obscured  mirror. Hilary said the specs looked so good on her that she’d chosen the same style for herself, but tonight Flora looked tired and more wrinkled than she’d supposed. She’d made her paisley-patterned dress herself but it wasn’t a great success. It didn’t hang right.

In the living room the couples were gyrating round with great vigour to a jazz record Isobel played a thousand times a week. Dancing had certainly changed since her day. Flora was surprised to see Hilary throwing her arms about and kicking up her heels with Ben, Isobel’s boyfriend, jigging about opposite her. They were laughing together and obviously having a good time, as was everybody else. She looked round for Isobel, but she wasn’t there.

In the kitchen, the food she’d laid out had been demolished and the plates more or less emptied. She picked up a ham roll and bit into it, then went upstairs to find Isobel.

The door to the big back bedroom the girls shared was firmly shut. Flora opened it and put on the light. Isobel was lying in her party finery on her bed, her face the picture of misery. Flora thought she might have been crying.

‘What’s the matter?’

Isobel was angry. ‘She’s taken over everything. She’s spoiled my party.’

‘Who?’

‘Hilary, of course! It’s my birthday, my party, and I can’t get a look in.’

‘Well, you won’t if you hide up here. Why don’t you come down and dance?’

‘He wants to dance with her.’

‘Ben, you mean?’

‘Who else could I possibly mean? He’s my boyfriend, not hers.’

It took Flora the best part of half an hour to put the guests out politely, and another hour to clear up after them. She had to press the girls to help. They were putting more energy into bickering than tidying up.

 



It happened virtually overnight. Ben Snow stopped squiring Isobel round and attached himself to Hilary. Flora couldn’t understand why. Isobel was pretty; she was sociable and bubbly, always out having a good time, boyfriends flocking round her. Flora had thought it likely she’d marry young. Hilary had always been more reserved. She was a staff nurse at the Birkenhead General now, and content to have a quieter time.

Flora didn’t need to ask if Isobel minded. She could feel the tension between the girls mounting. She’d heard ever more frequent and violent spats from the bedroom they shared.

One night, she’d been watching television with Isobel, who’d come in ten minutes earlier, when Hilary arrived towing Ben behind her. She announced, ‘Ben has asked me to marry him, and I’ve said I will.’

Flora got up and switched the television off. Isobel’s mouth had sagged open.

‘You’re engaged?’ Everyone could hear the shock in Isobel’s voice. She turned on Ben. ‘You’ve asked Hilly to marry you?’

Flora was surprised too. It seemed to have come about in no time at all. Even so, Isobel had another boyfriend now, called Eric, so she shouldn’t have taken it so much to heart.

Flora thought it was because Ben had proposed to Hilary and not to her. Once her daughters had been close friends, but this blew the relationship wide open. She found it very upsetting that the two people she loved most in all the world couldn’t get on.

Things became worse when Hilary asked if Ben could move in with them after they were married. ‘Just for a few months, Mum, to give us time to get a home of our own together.’ Flora hadn’t been able to say no.

Isobel really resented being asked to take her bed into the third bedroom, which was of boxroom size and was used as a dumping ground for everything they didn’t need regularly. It wanted redecorating and there was nothing but worn lino on the floor.

‘I’ll get some paint,’ Flora told her, ‘and I could make new curtains for you.’

‘I’ll help you do it up,’ Hilary added anxiously.

But over the dinner table that night, Isobel exploded. ‘I’m sick of this. All you two talk about is wedding cakes and double beds. I don’t want to think of Ben in bed with Hilly.’

She’d moved to the boxroom with ill grace. Flora was left in no doubt that Isobel felt she was being pushed out.

 



Flora counted the day her husband Harold had been killed as the worst in her life. Widowhood had been her lot ever since, and nothing worse could befall any happily married woman. She’d been left grieving at the age of twenty-eight, with a toddler of almost four and a new baby expected in four months’ time. They’d both wanted a family, but she’d been left to bring it up on her own.

She was determined her children would have a better life  than she’d had. Flora had left school at fourteen to start as a mother’s help to a family called Fraser. For her, work never finished; she’d hardly had a moment to herself.

Flora came from working-class stock. Her father had been a docker and her mother had cleaned offices and looked after other women’s children. The Frasers had not been rich – their house was only marginally bigger than the one she had now – but it was in a middle-class area, much smarter, and fitted out with every comfort.

Mr Fraser had been a manager at the gas works and he’d insisted that all four of his children stay on at school and get some qualification they could use to earn a living.

Flora had taken that message to heart. She knew that with a qualification she could earn more. During the war, she worked part time in a munitions factory and went to night school to get her School Certificate. She was aiming at office work, but a course in shorthand and typing cost more than she could afford.

She counted herself very fortunate that at the end of the war there’d been such a shortage of schoolteachers that the government had brought in a shorter one-year training scheme and offered grants to anybody willing to train. Flora had jumped at the chance and had pulled herself and her family up by her boot straps, by working as a primary school teacher. She’d coached her girls for the eleven plus exam and both had got grammar school places. She’d insisted both her girls train for a career too.

Hilary had been dreamily romantic and said she wanted to write books. Since neither of them had the slightest idea how to go about that, Flora had told her to choose a less hazardous way of earning a living. She’d decided on being a  nurse, which pleased Flora since the training cost nothing. Isobel had had a lot of daft ideas like going on the stage, and had wanted to leave home to give the latter a try. Flora had refused to help further that ambition, and tried to press her into following in her sister’s footsteps.

‘Absolutely not. Nothing would make me be a nurse,’ Isobel said through clenched teeth. ‘I’d hate it. I couldn’t. And I’m only staying here with you because I can’t find anywhere else as cheap.’

After a great deal of argument and indecision, she opted reluctantly to try teacher training.

 



Isobel burned with hostility every time she thought of Ben Snow. He was doing his best to stay out of her way now, so she couldn’t give him a piece of her mind. Instead she vented her wrath on her sister, although she knew it upset her mother even more than it did Hilary.

‘I wish you’d stop fighting,’ Flora told Isobel. ‘You’ve got another boyfriend, so what’s the problem?’

‘Oh, Eric! He’s just someone to go out with.’

‘He’s a nice lad. Very helpful. I like him.’

‘You would.’

Eric had served his apprenticeship as a plumber and, because Isobel had asked him, he’d fixed their leaking lavatory and refused to accept payment for his work. Isobel didn’t like his old banger of a car and his none too clean fingernails. Though he was more generous with drinks at the pub than Ben, he was not somebody she’d ever get serious with. She was aiming higher.

‘I’m not hanging around here for the likes of Eric Eliot. Once I’m qualified I’ll be off.’

‘Where to?’

‘London perhaps, somewhere where I can have a bit of fun.’

‘Mum doesn’t want you to leave home,’ Hilary said one day when they were washing up. ‘She wants us all to stay together.’

 



Isobel thought Ben and Hilary were getting married with indecent haste. The date set was only eight months after she’d introduced them. Not that the wedding was going to be anything posh. It was to be at the register office and Mum was planning to follow it with another buffet at home.

‘It doesn’t sound very exciting,’ she told them when they were all sitting round the table one evening.

Ben said, ‘We want to save up for a place of our own.’

‘It’s the state of marriage we want,’ Hilary explained, ‘not a big party.’

‘I wouldn’t settle for a wedding like that,’ Isobel told her. ‘It’ll look positively mean.’

‘No it won’t, Izzy,’ her mother said. ‘They’re saving for more important things. It’ll be a quiet wedding; that’s what they both want.’

‘I suppose it means there won’t be many guests either?’ she asked.

Hilary invited only the two families and one or two friends. Her mother was sewing outfits for both herself and Hilary. Isobel didn’t think either turned out well, although Mum’s stone-coloured suit wasn’t too bad. The bride wore a fairly ordinary green dress with a hat from C&A Modes that didn’t quite match the colour. Isobel insisted on buying her  own dress of a paler green and felt she looked smarter than the bride.

The wedding party gathered in the register office in Birkenhead Town Hall, and after the short ceremony they came back home to eat the buffet lunch they’d all helped to prepare and set out in readiness. Mum had even made the wedding cake. Isobel thought it tasted fine but looked amateurish, with a sea of homemade icing decorated with wedding bells bought in Woolworths.

She thought it a joyless wedding as well as a quiet one. Aunt Mavis turned up looking like a crow in the black hat and black dress that she wore summer and winter. There was a button missing on the bodice and Isobel could see dire-looking greyish pink underwear beneath. It was hard to believe she was Mum’s sister, because Mum always tried to look well groomed, and if only she’d get over her obsession with the sewing machine she might look quite reasonable.

Ben’s family was no better. Isobel had already faced them, having been invited to Sunday tea as Ben’s girlfriend. His mother Ethel, stout and almost two decades older than Mum, had married late at thirty-six, and had been widowed five years later. Ben’s father had been killed in the war too. She had a dissatisfied droop to her mouth that made her look miserable. Her hard gaze had swept Isobel from head to toe and shown immediate disapproval. Isobel hoped for Hilary’s sake that her mother-in-law liked her better, and was glad she didn’t have to pretend to be nice to Mrs Snow as Hilary was doing now.

Ben had twin aunts, Primrose and Prudence, spinsters in their fifties, who’d worked all their lives as ward sisters at Birkenhead Children’s Hospital. Although they didn’t dress  exactly alike they chose such similar clothes – high-necked, long-sleeved dresses in nondescript shades – that they seemed as alike as two peas.

At the wedding reception they sat side by side on Mum’s settee, each with the left ankle neatly crossed over the right and her arms folded across her very ample chest. They had grey hair permed to look as much like the Queen Mother’s as possible, and their heads turned in unison to listen to whoever was talking. All three sisters lived in a large old house on Borough Road, which Mrs Snow thought vastly superior to the Wilcoxes’.

Isobel had heard that Primrose and Prudence both played the mandolin and together they could belt out very jolly tunes.

‘They do rousing stuff,’ Ben had told her. ‘You should hear them play “The Campdown Races”.’

Looking at them, Isobel thought it didn’t seem likely, though anything would be better than this desultory chatter. But Ethel hadn’t thought Ben’s wedding a suitable occasion for their party piece so the twin aunts hadn’t brought their instruments.

The happy couple left in the late afternoon for a three-day honeymoon in Llandudno. Both Hilly and her mother prided themselves on managing their money well, but Isobel thought that for Hilly’s wedding they’d taken thrift a bit too far.

 



Flora watched Hilary take her marriage vows and thought she’d never looked happier, while her younger daughter looked tense and miserable. The groom was a nice enough lad, but she blamed him for the change in Isobel. She felt  she’d loved her daughters equally when they were small, and she’d certainly devoted herself to their welfare and upbringing. They’d turned out to be very different. Isobel was the dizzy blonde, who always wanted to be centre stage and made a fuss of. Hilary was a home-loving body who looked after everybody else.

Flora’s sister Mavis was sitting quietly in the corner eating steadily from a plate heaped high with party food. With her stringy hair and black dress she was like a spectre at the wedding. Flora felt responsible for her sister in much the same way as she did for her daughters, which was odd because Mavis was nearly sixteen years older. It wasn’t love that bound her to her sister, it was pity. Mavis had never married and life seemed to have passed her by.

She’d only ever had one job, having worked as an accounts clerk in the investment department of a big insurance company. She’d sat at the same desk in the same back room all her working life. In her early years she’d had the same ideas as Flora, and had gone to night school to improve her qualifications. She’d wanted to have letters after her name.

Although she’d achieved that, promotion had never come. Her ambition had been to work with the stockbroking team, but, though she’d asked to join it, it had never happened. Flora knew she’d become resentful and angry at being passed over. She’d tried to persuade Mavis to look for another job but she never had, and eventually she’d stopped expecting anything to change.

She’d retired at sixty years of age with a small pension, together with a lump sum of three thousand pounds. Flora was afraid she was finding it impossible to change the habits  of a lifetime and was still spending her days poring over the Financial Times and similar periodicals, becoming a bit of a recluse.

Mavis said she didn’t need other people, but Flora thought that was nonsense and had tried to provide her with something of a social life. If only the two brothers who’d come between them in age had lived, she might have had more help. They’d both joined the Merchant Navy and first one and then the other had gone down with his ship during the Battle of the Atlantic.

Mavis had always lived in the house in which they’d all been born. The Caldwell family home was a rented two up two down terraced property in Birkenhead’s North End. It had been built to house the labour force in the middle of the nineteenth century when the docks along the Mersey were being constructed, and it still had the same furniture and even some of the rugs and curtains it had had in her childhood.

Flora remembered that as children they had been told not to bring their friends home, because their father had disliked having other people in the house. He’d been very introverted and in his old age had rarely gone out. Mavis took after him and Flora felt fortunate to have inherited her mother’s more outgoing personality.

She went over to have a chat, taking her own drink and a bottle of white wine to refill Mavis’s glass. Flora had long had in mind that she should invite Mavis to move in with her once her girls were off her hands. She mentioned it now while the house was looking its best with all the flowers Ben had brought from his garden at home.

‘I’d rather stay where I am,’ Mavis said ungratefully.  Then, after a large gulp at her wine: ‘You could come back home and live with me if this place will be too much for you.’

That was the last thing Flora wanted. It would be a slide down the social ladder and there was no comfort to be had in Mavis’s house. She was quite pleased to be able to say, ‘I didn’t mean right away, of course. With Ben moving in we need all the space we’ve got, and Isobel won’t be off my hands for another few years.’

During the months that followed, Flora didn’t find her own house all that comfortable. The girls hardly spoke, Ben felt trapped between them and the atmosphere became even more strained.

Hilary was working shifts and was often not home for the evening meal. Isobel stayed out more and more to avoid coming face to face with Ben. Flora was relieved when the young couple eventually managed to buy a small Victorian cottage in Bebington, one of the outer suburbs. Within a year they were gone.

‘Thank goodness,’ Isobel said, and moved her bed back into the larger bedroom.

Now there were just the two of them at home, Flora expected them to draw closer. When her daughters were growing up she’d felt they were a tightly bonded family. She wanted to see more of Isobel in the evenings and at weekends, but however hard she tried Isobel seemed set on going out and about with her own friends.




CHAPTER TWO

1963

 




FOR ISOBEL the years were passing quickly. She didn’t have to work too hard in class and what she sought in her leisure hours was a good time. She had a succession of boyfriends, a ready supply of partners to take her out to parties and dances, and they all wanted to enjoy themselves. Once or twice she imagined she’d found the right one to make her happy, but they soon wanted to move on. Isobel thought of her college years as her youth and that adult life would only start when she was qualified and able to earn her living.

Ever since she’d left school, she’d earned a little pocket money during the summer holidays by working at the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool. This was her fourth summer here and she felt like an old hand. They put together special programmes on art for children in which she was involved and also had occasional exhibitions when pictures were sent from other galleries.

It was a hot day and the group she was taking round was smaller than usual. One man stood out from the others because he’d asked a lot of questions; with his head of thick  silver hair and pencil-thin moustache, she thought him a distinguished old gentleman.

They were holding a special exhibition of paintings by Monet and Renoir, the French Impressionists. He’d stood for a long time in front of the blue umbrellas of Les Parapluies and the colourful theatre scene La Loge. She had to hurry him to keep her group together.

He was so interested that he stayed on at the end of the tour, wanting to know more. She told him all she could and he complimented her on the extent of her knowledge.

Isobel laughed. ‘It’s part of the job. I’m given great tracts about the exhibits and told to commit them to memory. I don’t forget because people like you grill me about them several times a day.’

‘But you are interested, I can see.’

‘Yes, I am. Are the French Impressionists your favourites?’

‘Well, I’m particularly keen on British nineteenth-century painters like Sir John Everett Millais.’

‘So am I. Have you seen Bubbles? The picture he painted which was used to advertise Pears Soap? That’s one of my favourites.’

‘I know it. Is it here?’

‘No, it’s at the Lady Lever Art Gallery over on the Birkenhead side. But we have several of his other pictures here.’ Isobel directed him to another gallery where he would find them.

He thanked her and turned to go. Isobel was thinking of getting herself a cup of tea before she had to show the next group round when she was alarmed to hear a skid followed by a heavy thud and turned to find he’d fallen. She hurried to help him up.

‘No, I’m too heavy for you,’ he told her. ‘I’ll manage by myself.’ But a security guard had come to help too and together they lifted him back on his feet and took him to sit on the bench that ran down the centre of the gallery.

‘Are you hurt?’ Isobel asked.

‘No, no. I’m all right.’

‘Shakes you up, a fall like that.’

‘I feel such a fool . . . I must have slipped.’

‘There’s nothing on the floor to cause it.’ The security man had gone back to look.

‘Too much polishing,’ Isobel said. The wooden flooring had a well-cared-for shine.

‘Probably my new shoes.’ He lifted one foot up. Isobel looked at the sole of pale new leather.

‘Perhaps you’re right. I’m afraid you’ve hurt your hand.’ There was a graze on the heel of his palm. ‘Let me take you to the staffroom,’ she said. ‘There’s a first aid box there and I can get you a cup of tea.’

‘I’ll be all right . . .’

‘Come on. It’ll make you feel better.’ She took him to wash his hand and then anointed the graze liberally with antiseptic and stuck a plaster on it. She poured him a cup of tea from the staffroom pot and sat down to drink hers with him.

‘You’ve been very kind,’ he told her when she said it was time for her to take another group round.

When the art gallery closed that evening, she was rushing towards Lime Street Station to get the train home when she saw him wandering around with a map and a guide book in front of St George’s Hall. She stopped to ask how he was.

‘A magnificent building,’ he told her, when the greetings were over. ‘I’m very impressed with your city.’

‘I live here, so I suppose I take it for granted. Where d’you come from?’

‘London.’

‘That’s a big place.’

‘I spend most of my time in Brixton.’

She could see he was trying to make up his mind about something. He blurted out, ‘Would you take pity on a lonely visitor and have a drink with me?’

Isobel didn’t hesitate. He seemed a lovely old man and she was always looking for something different. ‘I’d like that.’

‘Good. Well, you’re bound to know the best place to go?’

‘Yes. This way. I come to this pub for my lunch on pay day with the staff from the gallery. The older ones say it’s noisy but I like it.’

He told her over a glass of wine that his name was Rupert Broadbent and he was in Liverpool on business. ‘I’m killing an odd hour or two by looking round. It’s an interesting place.’

‘Rupert.’ She giggled, thinking of Rupert Bear. ‘I shall call you Rupes.’

‘You can call me what you like.’ He smiled.

‘What sort of business?’

‘I have a small factory making furniture.’

‘Smashing. Luxury sofas and all that?’

‘No, desks mostly, school and office furniture. I’m looking for work, hoping to fill my order books.’

‘There’s a big office block being built just up the road.’

‘Yes, there are several not far from here; a couple of new schools too. I’m staying for a few days because councillors  and education committees don’t make decisions in a hurry, and being in a strange place away from home is lonely.’

‘I’d love to get away from home. My family get me down.’

‘Tell me about them,’ he said.

‘There’s just my mother and me at home now. My sister is married but she’s in and out of the house more often than I am.’

Isobel saw him as a father figure. He was old enough to be that, if not her grandfather. ‘My father was killed before I was born. I’m twenty-one now. How old are you?’

He laughed. ‘You’re a very direct young lady. I’m sixty-three, and to save you asking, I have a twenty-three-year-old son called Sebastian, and a twenty-five-year-old-daughter called Charlotte. She works in my business.’

Isobel told him about her rather strained family relations and was surprised to hear that he thought his were, if anything, worse.

‘Why?’ she wanted to know.

‘It’s a long story.’ She could hear the pain in his voice. ‘I’ve never got on well with Sebastian. As an adolescent, he was rebellious. I wanted him to come into the business and eventually take it over from me, but he dug in his heels and said he wanted nothing to do with it. He didn’t want a life like mine and he was going to do his own thing.’

‘And has he?’

‘Yes. He doesn’t come near these days.’

‘So he earns his living some other way?’

‘Yes. He’s a primary school teacher and apparently wants no help from me.’

Isobel giggled again. ‘I’ve just completed a teacher training course.’

He smiled ruefully. ‘There must be some attraction in teaching children. What made you decide on that?’

‘My mother’s a teacher. She nagged me to choose a career, but I couldn’t think of anything I really wanted to do. There’s a big teacher training college at Chester. Some of my friends were going and teaching seemed as good as anything.’

He looked shocked. ‘That doesn’t sound the best reason for choosing a lifetime career.’

Isobel shrugged. ‘Think of the long holidays we’ll get. Anyway, it seems your son likes it.’

‘Perhaps. I don’t think he realises even now what an asset I was trying to give him. I’ve spent my working life building up this business for my family. I wanted Sebastian to have a good life working for himself and he’s tossed it back in my face.’ Rupert sighed. ‘Tell me about teaching.’

‘I can’t tell you very much yet. This year I’ve been going into different schools for practical training. I’ll be starting my first job in September.’

‘Do you have one lined up?’

‘Yes. I’ve been offered one in Birkenhead – that’s where I live – but I’d love to get a job somewhere else and leave home at the same time.’

‘Then why don’t you?’

Isobel sighed. ‘For me, it always boils down to lack of money. It’s cheaper to live at home, isn’t it? And it’s not easy to find a place for oneself.’

After a short pause, he asked, ‘Are you hungry?’

‘Starving.’ She looked at her watch. Usually by this time she’d have eaten.

He was smiling. ‘We’re getting on rather well, aren’t we? Would you have dinner with me?’

Isobel laughed aloud. ‘Wow, yes. That would be great.’

‘Good. I was hoping to go home tonight, but I’m having to stay over for more talks tomorrow.’

Isobel liked him. To have dinner at a restaurant with him sounded more exciting than going home to a meal her mother would have cooked.

He asked, ‘Do you want to ring home to let your mother know you’ll be late?’

There was no telephone at home and already it was an hour and a half later than Isobel normally returned. No doubt Mum would have been trying to keep her dinner warm ever since. It would be dried up and horrible now and Mum would be cross.

‘No, there won’t be anyone there. Mum said she was going out tonight,’ she lied.

‘Come along then. We might as well go back to my hotel for dinner. I’m staying at the Adelphi.’

‘That’ll be great! It’s reputed to be the most expensive hotel in the city but I’ve never been inside.’

‘Quite old-fashioned now,’ he said. ‘But very comfortable. Is it too far for us to walk?’

‘No. It’s only a couple of hundred yards from here.’

As soon as they were swept through the entrance by the uniformed doorman, Isobel paused to feast her eyes. ‘It’s like being transported back to Queen Victoria’s day.’

He took her to the bar, sat her down at a table and ordered drinks, then told her he wanted to go up to his room for a few minutes. Isobel was left admiring the formal elegance of her surroundings and thinking he couldn’t be short of money.

Over the meal of many courses that followed, she heard a lot more about his family troubles.

‘Sebastian moved out of the house when he was eighteen and that soured things. There hasn’t been much harmony at home since,’ he said sadly. ‘My wife took his side. She blames me for splitting up the family. My daughter too, I suppose.’

‘Your son put himself through college?’ Isobel asked. She knew to a penny how much it had cost her mother to support her. ‘That shows grit – it would take some doing.’

‘No, my daughter pleaded on behalf of her little brother. He has no money sense, lets it pour through his pockets like water. I gave her money to meet his living costs and fees while he trained and told her to dole it out in small amounts.’

‘That was generous of you.’

‘Without some sort of training he’d have ended up as a labourer, wouldn’t he?’

‘That’s what my mother said about me, that I’d end up on the tills at Woolworths.’

He smiled. ‘I couldn’t let him starve, but he cut himself off from me. I’ve seen him only once since then and that was at his grandmother’s funeral. He was quite belligerent, though he did thank me for his allowance.’

‘But you have a daughter who works for you?’

‘Yes, I see a lot of Charlotte. She’s efficient and I hope she’ll learn to run the business, but I don’t think she’s that interested. She tells me she doesn’t want to work all her life. Probably feels she wants the sort of life her mother’s had, looking after a home and babies.’

They sat over coffee until it was quite late. Isobel found him fascinating and put off going home for as long as she could. She stood up at last, quite prepared to run across the road to Central Station to catch a train home.

‘It’s getting late now,’ he said. ‘I don’t like to think of you  walking about alone in the dark. I’ll ask them to call a taxi for you.’

‘It costs a fortune to take a taxi through the tunnel.’ She was aghast. ‘And I’ve got my return ticket for the train.’

‘What about the other end?’

‘It’s not far. I can get a bus. I do every day, honest.’

‘I insist,’ he said, and slipped out to ask the hall porter to call one. When the man came in to say the taxi was at the door, Rupert took her out, saw her into it and paid the driver.

When Isobel tried to thank him, he kissed her cheek and said, ‘Thank you for your company. I was expecting a long lonely evening on my own but it’s been very pleasant.’

Isobel wished he’d been her father. She would have been more than willing to work in his business and thought his son was a fool to turn down a chance like that.

 



The following evening at locking up time, Isobel was showing the last visitors out of the Walker Art Gallery when she found Rupert Broadbent waiting for her. The late sun was glinting on his thick silver hair. She thought he looked very handsome. She said, ‘I thought you were going home today?’

He was smiling. ‘I could go now, but I don’t feel like driving down to London. I’ve been in talks all day. It’s been a long hard slog and I’m exhausted. But I’ve got three big orders.’

‘That’s good, isn’t it?’

‘Excellent. How about having dinner again and helping me celebrate?’

Isobel couldn’t believe her luck. ‘That sounds smashing. Nothing I’d like better.’ Mum had been angry with her last night and still frosty at breakfast, but there was no way of letting her know she’d be late again tonight.

He took her to a restaurant in Lord Street which was much less formal than the Adelphi. He was relaxed and she felt at ease with him. Tonight, he didn’t seem old at all; he could have been any age. He had deep green eyes that smiled in a flirtatious way into hers across the starched white cloth. She felt suddenly charged with emotion though she carried on talking about her family, telling him how much she wanted to leave home to get away from them.

‘If you’re really serious about it,’ he said slowly, ‘I could help you find somewhere to live. Have you ever been to London?’

‘No, but I’d love to.’

‘It’s full of life and seems like the centre of the universe. But I don’t know whether you’d be able to find a teacher’s post. Would you like to try?’

Isobel felt lifted on a wave of exultation. ‘Would I like to . . . ? That’s the pinnacle of my ambition.’

He was shaking his head. ‘What am I thinking of? I shouldn’t be persuading you to leave home like this.’

‘But it’s what I’ve always wanted.’

He patted her arm. ‘You must think it over carefully, take your time. Don’t jump into something that later you find you don’t want.’

Isobel felt the years coming between them, pushing them apart. ‘You’re acting as though you’re my father. You’re spoiling things.’

He smiled. ‘I don’t want you to come to any harm. You’re very young . . .’

‘I told you, I’m twenty-one. That’s the truth.’

‘Well, if you’re sure, I’ll give you my address, but you must talk to your mother about it. Make certain it’s what you really want first. I’ll do nothing till I hear from you.’

That night, as he hailed a cab to take her home, he said, ‘I might as well come with you for the ride. The driver will have to come back to this side of the river, won’t he?’

As they were driven through the Mersey Tunnel, Rupert kissed her, but not in the way a father would. His breath was warm against her cheek, and his moustache tickled. It filled Isobel with desire; she felt drawn towards him like metal to a magnet. She felt hope, too, so strong as to be almost a conviction, that she would see him again.

When the taxi was pulling up in front of her house, Rupert moved away from her. She wondered if he expected her to invite him in and introduce him to her mother, but she couldn’t face it. Mum would have worked herself up into a rage by now and wouldn’t understand.

She searched his face in the half light and thought he was gripped by the same rampaging emotion. It cut her to the quick to get out without letting him know how she felt. Her heart lurched when she turned on the doorstep to see the cab drive away. Her cheeks were burning as she let herself into the house.

As she’d expected, Mum was furious and full of questions about where she’d been on the last two evenings, and even more inquisitive about whom she’d been with. Isobel didn’t want to talk about Rupert. She wanted to go straight up to bed and relive the wonderful evening she’d had.

She’d felt a little in love with him from the moment he’d fallen in the gallery and she’d tried to help him. Tonight when he’d shown her the bruise and healing graze on his palm she’d felt a surge of affection. He was a very handsome man with an aura about him of one who lived expensively.

She thought her love must have shown on her face as  clearly as she’d seen it on his. She was almost sure he’d been as full of pain at their parting as she was, and torn between hope and despair for the future. She made up her mind to do all she could to get a job in London so that she could find him again. By the end of a week, when he’d been rarely out of her mind, Isobel knew she was head over heels in love with Rupert Broadbent. She longed to join him in London and get to know him better.

She knew teaching jobs were advertised in the professional journals and went to the central library in Birkenhead to see if there were any vacancies in Brixton for which she was likely to be considered. No, but there were two vacancies in Clapham and one in Clerkenwell.

She had to consult a London street map to find out if they were near Brixton. She decided Clapham was, and scribbled down the names and addresses of the schools. She applied for both. Then she took out the business address Rupert had given her. Mark the envelope Personal and Private, he’d directed. She wrote and told him what she’d done.

A week later, she received a letter inviting her to come for an interview. Her heart was pounding as she rang Rupert from a public phone box. To hear his voice sent ripples down her spine; he told her he’d meet her train.

Isobel took great pains with her appearance, buying a new suit in grey flannel and a scarlet silk blouse. When she saw him waiting at the ticket barrier, his dark green eyes smiling at her over the crowding passengers, she was glad she’d come.

It was lunch time. ‘We’d better have a bite to eat first,’ Rupert said. He was dressed with great formality: a good quality wool suit and a silk tie, highly polished shoes. He  looked conservative in his tastes, an elderly middle-class gentleman who would never stray from his wife. Not at all the sort of man to have a girlfriend like her. Isobel had her first misgivings. Was she expecting more from him than he was prepared to give?

‘Lovely to see you again,’ he said. ‘I do hope you get this job.’ He drove her to the education office, getting her there in good time. She felt reassured as she went up the steps into the building.

Isobel was keen to get the job and let her enthusiasm shine through at the interview. She was told immediately that they would welcome her services. It seemed one vacancy had already been filled, and she was allotted a teaching post at a primary school in Clapham South.

When she came out, feeling victorious, Rupert was waiting in his car, reading a newspaper that he’d spread across the steering wheel. He beamed at her news. ‘Not far from my office.’

‘What about your works?’

‘The same place,’ he said. ‘I’ll take you to see the school.’ It was the summer holidays and the place was closed, but at least Isobel could see where it was. Then he took her to see two flats that were available to rent.

‘You can walk across the common to the school from this one,’ he said. ‘It shouldn’t take you more than ten to fifteen minutes.’

Isobel was thrilled. It was a top floor two bedroom apartment with magnificent tree-filled views across the common. She hardly seemed to be in a big city at all. The furnishings were new and luxurious. She knew her mother and sister would be very impressed.

‘But what is it going to cost? I don’t think I’ll be able to afford this.’

He was serious. ‘You don’t have to. I’ll pick up the tab.’

‘Rupes, I can’t let you do that . . .’

He took her into his arms and kissed her full on the mouth. It made her cling to him and return his kisses. He whispered, ‘Yes you can, if you let me come and see you sometimes.’ He gave her another hug. ‘I have to tell you . . . I’ve been in love with you since that day in the Walker Art Gallery when you talked about the Renoir paintings.’ His eyes were gazing into hers. ‘And then I went and slipped like a silly old man.’

‘You don’t seem old to me.’

‘I thought I was past feeling like this.’

Isobel reached up and kissed him. ‘I’m thrilled. It’s what I’ve hoped for.’

‘You don’t mean . . . ?’

‘I love you too. I want you to come and see me as often as you can.’

She thought he needed a bit of encouragement. She was undoing the buttons on his well-cut wool jacket and sliding it off his shoulders, unknotting his silk tie.

He caught her hands in his and said, ‘There’s one other thing . . . I want you to be discreet. Don’t mention it to anybody. You must understand that I can never marry you.’

She smiled. ‘You told me. You’re already married.’

‘Yes, for almost thirty years.’

‘Poor old Rupes. You’re very old-fashioned. Queen Victoria is no longer on the throne, you know. Times have changed.’

He sighed. ‘It would be embarrassing for my family if our  arrangement became public knowledge. For me too, and it might affect my business. Charlotte would be very cross with me. She’d think I was a very foolish old man.’

‘You really do need cheering up. You need to enjoy yourself more. Let yourself live.’

‘I’m too old for you,’ he said. ‘Ridiculously old.’

‘Rupes, age doesn’t enter into it. I don’t think about it at all, and neither should you.’

‘But you look even younger than you are. You must have boyfriends of your own age?’

‘Not at the moment. I have had, but nothing long term.’ She thought of Ben Snow and said defiantly, ‘I’ve never found anyone I’ve fancied as much as you.’ She was taking off her own jacket, hanging it neatly on the back of a chair. ‘It’s my best suit.’

‘You do understand what you’d be getting yourself into?’

‘Oh, yes. If you pay my bills it makes me your mistress. Officially your mistress.’

‘Isobel!’ He seemed shocked but couldn’t help laughing. ‘A mistress? You’re quite a girl. I’ve never had a mistress before.’

‘Well, you’ve got one now.’ She giggled. ‘And I love the idea.’

‘You do?’

She nodded. ‘I think about you all the time. Dream about you.’

He was suddenly serious. ‘You’re very young. I don’t want to take advantage of you.’

She grinned at him. He knew how to give her a good time and he had plenty of money. ‘I feel it’s more a matter of me taking advantage of an unhappy man.’

That made him smile. ‘In that case . . .’

‘Let’s just enjoy each other. Have fun.’

Rupert Broadbent was not the first man to make love to her – the sixties were heralding a more relaxed era and Isobel wanted to experience all there was – but no man had thrilled her as Rupes did. Sex with him was wonderful, but there was more to their relationship than that. He was a companion she never tired of.

Isobel accepted the conditions he put on their liaison and was very happy as Rupert’s mistress. He bought her clothes and took her out to dinner and to theatres. At least once a week, she cooked a meal in the flat for him. She saw him regularly and occasionally he stayed overnight.

After a settling down period in her job, Isobel found she could cope with it, though the children were not the easiest to teach. For some, English was not their first language.

She knew her colleagues at school thought she had money of her own because she lived on the more expensive side of the common and always had new smart clothes. Her life revolved round Rupert. As time went on, he took her away for an occasional weekend in the country and once they went to France. He showered gifts on her: flowers, chocolates, perfume, records and books. Isobel felt she couldn’t have a better time. She was in love with him and he with her, and it added sparkle to everything. Isobel wondered how long it would last.

She knew her mother would be up in arms if she knew what Isobel was doing. She would say an alliance like theirs could have no future and she was probably right. For Isobel, it was enough to have Rupert’s love now. She was happy with that and thought he was too. The future would have to take care of itself.

Occasionally she went out with a group of her younger colleagues. They discussed their boyfriends all the time but she didn’t talk about Rupes. They even teased her about her lack of boyfriends, but she laughed it off easily.

Almost every week she received a rather anxious letter from her mother, asking how she was getting on and whether she liked living away from home. She sent her parcels of homemade jam and large fruit cakes. Isobel replied with brief notes and postcards and was careful never to mention Rupert’s name.

Flora kept inviting her to come home during the next school holidays, so that when they came round Isobel felt obliged to go.

As the date came closer she felt more reluctant. Rupert said she should go and bought her train ticket for her. He even drove her with her small suitcase to the station, where he kissed her with such tenderness she could have been leaving him for years.




CHAPTER THREE

‘GOING DOWN to London was the best thing Isobel could do,’ Ben maintained. ‘She’ll be loving it down there.’

‘I hope so.’ Hilary felt guilty because she’d taken Isobel’s boyfriend from her.

‘I couldn’t help myself,’ he told her. ‘Not once I’d got to know you. Isobel and I weren’t serious. I think she was going off me anyway. Don’t you worry about her.’

Ben was a lovely person. Hilary counted herself blissfully happy as his wife. She’d been drawn into his family, but wasn’t sure whether his mother really welcomed her. She was invited to tea every Sunday she wasn’t working. If she was, Ben went alone.

‘I wish I didn’t have to,’ he confided, ‘but Mum expects it.’

Mrs Snow usually greeted Hilary with, ‘Your poor mother had a hard life bringing up you and your sister. I understand only too well; I know what it’s like to bring up a child on one’s own. I’ve done my share of it.’

‘My mum’s fine,’ was all Hilary could say.

Another regular question was, ‘When will Isobel be coming back?’ Hilary had no idea. ‘I’m sure it’s upsetting for your mother. She must miss her.’

Ben’s twin aunts often worked on Sundays too. Hilary always enjoyed it more if one or both were there, though they both kept asking when she and Ben were going to start a family.

‘Not just yet,’ she always replied. ‘We want a family, but we need a year or two on our own first. We want other things as well.’

‘You’ve got a home of your own,’ Aunt Prue said. ‘Isn’t it better to have your family while you’re young?’

‘All in good time,’ Ben told them.

Hilary was happy with their cottage, which they’d furnished with pieces bought from auction sales and second-hand dealers, but they did not intend to live there for ever.

She and Ben had the same goals. Although he enjoyed working as a salesman, they both knew it wasn’t a job that would bring much in the way of luxuries. Ben was convinced he would eventually earn enough to bring them the higher standard of living they wanted by running his own garden centre.

He was ambitious and had drawn up what he called their life plan. He believed in hard work, self-help and thrift. He’d said, ‘Everything in its time. If we both work hard and stick at it, things will work out just as we want them to.’

Hilary wanted the things he wanted and was content to do all she could to further Ben’s ambitions. But she had ambitions of her own too. For as long as she could remember she’d wanted to write the sort of romantic fiction she enjoyed  reading. Full-length novels pleased her most, but she read anything she could get her hands on.

Since she was about fourteen she’d been trying to get her ideas down on paper. She’d started half a dozen books but they’d all petered out before the end. She felt she needed to know more about the techniques of writing fiction, but scanning the library shelves for advice didn’t seem to help.

Mum told her she needed to live a bit first and that there was no hurry to get started. Hilary thought otherwise. She knew that to write a book would take a huge amount of time and felt it would be wiser to try short stories first. The format must surely be easier than the full-length novel. She started reading all the short stories she could get her hands on, but the ideas wouldn’t come. If only she could get something published, she’d feel she was on her way.

 



After the schools broke up for the Easter holidays, Flora heard that Isobel would come home for a few days. Not for Easter itself, but afterwards. She hadn’t even come for Christmas.

Flora had worried about her being alone in a big city and the rather guarded notes and cards she’d received did nothing to dispel her anxiety.

Unfortunately, Isobel hadn’t given them much notice of her visit and Hilary would be at work when she was due to arrive at Lime Street. Ben should have been too, but said he could spare an hour or so to pick her up.

‘After all, it’s quite an occasion, Izzy coming back to see us.’

His firm had withdrawn the Ford Cortina and supplied  him with a later model. The paintwork sparkled and it smelled new inside. Ben looked smart in his salesman’s suit. He managed to park and he and Flora walked to the ticket barrier together. They were a little early and had five minutes to wait before the train came in. Flora could feel her anticipation growing.

Soon the passengers were streaming through the barriers. She tried to look at each face but they were coming too fast. Was Isobel here? The crowd was beginning to thin and she couldn’t see her.

‘Has she missed the train?’ she asked Ben.

‘Hello, Mum.’ It was Isobel’s voice. She planted a brisk kiss on Flora’s cheek. Heavens, she hadn’t recognised her own daughter! ‘Hello, Ben. Good of you to come and meet me.’

London had put a gloss on Isobel. She’d always been pretty but now she looked like a model from the cover of Vogue. Her cashmere coat in muted blue and grey check was fabulous, and as for her hair! She’d had the corn colour nature had given her brightened to a true golden blonde. It was cut to enhance her face, too.

‘You look very well,’ Ben told her.

‘So do you.’

He picked up her suitcase and led the way back to the car. ‘I hardly recognised you.’

Flora took her arm. ‘Lovely to see you again, Izzy. I have missed you.’

Flora had worked amongst schoolteachers for much of her life but Isobel didn’t look in the least like one. She looked sophisticated now. Silly to think she couldn’t stand on her own feet: clearly she was very much in control of her life. This was what she’d wanted.

‘How’s Hilly?’ she asked Ben.

‘Fine. On top of the world really. She’s been promoted to ward sister.’

‘Good for her. She’s working at Clatterbridge Hospital now?’

‘Yes, and enjoying it. I’m very proud of her.’ He had a bemused smile on his face.

Flora said to her, ‘And like me, you’ve settled down in teaching. I’m proud of my two girls.’

She made a great fuss of Isobel with tea in bed every morning, and tried to draw her out about her life in London. She finally asked her outright if she had a boyfriend. ‘No, Mum,’ Isobel said.

Once inside her old home, Isobel felt her old life close about her. Time had stood still here. Mum fussed round her like a mother hen. Every meal was planned and half prepared well ahead. Flora was always suggesting they go somewhere or do something, but Isobel no longer wanted to go round the Liverpool shops or the market. If she saw something she liked and bought it, Mum would be upset by what she paid and she’d get a lecture on being extravagant. Anyway, there were much better shops in London. Biba was her favourite.

Hilary and Ben had invited her and Flora round for supper the following evening.

‘Ben’s mother and the twin aunts are coming too, so the family can see something of you,’ Hilary said. ‘They want to hear all your news.’

When Isobel and Flora arrived, the three sisters were already there, Mrs Snow sniffing with a head cold.

‘I’m sure your poor mother would like to keep you here  longer than two or three days,’ she said. ‘When are you coming back for good?’

‘I’ve no plans for that,’ Isobel said briskly. ‘Enjoying myself too much down there.’

‘I’m glad my child doesn’t desert me like that.’

‘Poor Ben,’ Isobel said to him behind her hand. Since he’d latched on to Hilary, he’d never seemed comfortable in her presence and she saw no reason to put him at ease.

Seeing him again made her wonder what had attracted her to him in the first place. Yes, he was good-looking, with tousled fair hair that fell forward over his face. She noticed now that his fingernails were bitten down and his movements were quick and nervous. What did he have to be nervous about if he and Hilary were as happy as Mum said?

They were still living in the same cottage. Flora had smartened it up recently by re-covering the settee and making new curtains and cushions from remnants. It was quite a tight fit with five guests. To Isobel, it looked cramped and downmarket after her own apartment.

Both Hilary and Ben were making an effort to be as welcoming as possible, but in some ways they hadn’t moved on. They were still talking of starting a family, as they had from the time they got married. They were still giving everybody to understand they were saving up for a better future first. At least Ben was now talking of starting a business of his own.

Isobel couldn’t see that as an advantage. ‘But if you gave up your job, you’d lose your car, wouldn’t you?’ she asked.

She saw the car as just about the only benefit marriage to him was bestowing on her sister. It was right in character that  he was putting off his business plans until they’d saved up a bit more. Isobel told herself it was all talk.

For Hilary, it might or might not be jam tomorrow, but Isobel was well content with the jam she had today and thought she might have had a lucky escape from Ben. She’d have liked to go back to London straight away, but Mum had invited Aunt Mavis to tea the next day.

‘She’ll be cross if she misses you,’ she’d said.

Isobel didn’t think she’d care one iota but decided she’d stay only one more night. It would be a relief to go back to London and Rupert.

 



It was Isobel’s second year at the school, and on the first day of term she was in the staffroom when the headmistress ushered in two newly appointed teachers. She announced in strident tones that drowned out the buzz of holiday chatter, ‘I want to introduce Naomi Griffiths who will be teaching year two, and Sebastian Broadbent, our new remedial teacher.’

Isobel was startled. To hear the name Broadbent gave her a jolt that made her heart bounce like a ball in her chest. She couldn’t quieten it for five minutes nor trust herself to talk to him.

To look at, Sebastian was a younger edition of his father. He had rich brown hair but the same high-bridged nose and green eyes. He didn’t have Rupert’s broad shoulders and confident manner, or his air of prosperity, and he was showing all the uncertainties of youth.

She told herself not to be a fool; curiosity was making her hover closer. Rupert would want to know about his son.

She asked him where he’d been teaching before and it  seemed he’d taught in several schools in and around London. He said he’d even tried a sales job for a while as a change. He told everybody he was divorced and living in rooms.

When she told Rupert this, he said, ‘He hasn’t settled into teaching then. Probably too proud to come home and confess he’s made a mistake. I bet if I were to offer him a job in the business now, he’d jump at it.’

‘Are you going to?’

He was shaking his head in indecision. ‘Do you think I should?’

Isobel shrugged. ‘If it’s what you want, why not?’

‘It’s what I once wanted,’ he said slowly. ‘Relationships are funny things. Once they’ve gone sour it’s very difficult to turn them round. I’m like him: I don’t know what I want now.’

‘Then there’s no need to do anything.’

‘I don’t want him to know about you and me,’ Rupert warned. ‘Say nothing. Don’t even mention my name.’

‘Do you want me to look for another job?’ Isobel had thought he might.

‘Do you want to? You like it at that school.’

‘I’d rather stay where I am. I’ve never felt so satisfied with my lot before.’

‘Then stay. It won’t occur to Sebastian that there could be a connection between us. No reason why it should.’

Sebastian was the only man on the staff and all the women were interested in him. The older ones wanted to mother him and the younger ones were sizing him up as a boyfriend. Isobel didn’t tell his father that whenever she went into the staffroom, Sebastian’s gaze seemed to find her and follow her round.
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In 1964 Hilary applied for the vacant post of theatre sister and got it. She’d always loved theatre work: it kept her on her toes and was never boring. She saw it as a step forward in her nursing career, but she’d let her writing lapse.

Now she was twenty-six, she realised if she was ever to produce anything it was time she made a start. It occurred to her that articles might be easier than short stories, and perhaps she ought to begin with those. Suddenly she found the energy to write again, but it wasn’t easy to find the time.

Ben was pleased with the way his life plan was working out. Their savings were growing and he said they should begin to look round for a plot of land suitable for setting up his garden centre. It wasn’t easy; very little land came on the market. After six months of searching, he was becoming disheartened.

Then, one evening, as soon as Hilary walked in from work she could see Ben was alight with excitement. His eyes were sparkling as he pushed an estate agent’s brochure in front of her. ‘Look at this. It’s just what I’ve been waiting for.’

She read: Farm for sale. Oak Tree Farm comprising house, farm buildings and one hundred and fifty-four acres of prime land is to be sold at auction in ten lots.


Hilary protested, ‘Ben, we don’t want a hundred and fifty acres even if we could afford it.’

‘Read on. Just lot number nine. Twenty acres with main road frontage and mains water. That sounds ideal – exactly what I’ve been looking for.’

She frowned. ‘You said ten or twelve acres would be ideal.’

‘Twenty would be better. I know I’ll need less to start with but I can always expand.’

‘Lot eight is ten acres. That will surely go cheaper?’

‘We need main road frontage if we want to sell, don’t we? It could make all the difference. I want to take you to see it.’

‘You’ve seen it yourself?’

‘Yes. I passed it today. The auction was advertised on a hoarding. I went to the agent to get the details. Let me take you now – it doesn’t matter if supper’s late tonight.’

Hilary agreed to be driven out to see the land. She knew Ben had been planning this ever since they were married. She felt a frisson run up her spine, half excitement half unease: it now seemed he was ready to take the next step. In the car, he couldn’t stop talking about it.

‘The soil’s not too heavy – it’s brown medium loam, and has been down to permanent pasture for some years, grazing land for sheep and cows. It’s well drained and slopes gently towards the south, exactly what I need. Best of all, hundreds of people drive past it every day.’

Hilary hadn’t been able to picture how much twenty acres would be. When he stopped at the gate, she looked across a huge field.

He said, ‘Come on. There’s another field behind this one.’

She tried to imagine having a house built here. It was an absolutely marvellous position. Of course, Ben would have to have his glasshouses and shop buildings here too, but even so . . .

‘See that little spinney over there?’ he said. ‘I shall keep that if I can. Our house will go on that side, and I’ll group the buildings I need for the nursery here.’

‘Can we afford it?’

‘We’ve saved enough to act as a cushion and a down payment. Land like this doesn’t often come up.’

It was on the busy thoroughfare wending its way upriver from Birkenhead through the homes of some of Merseyside’s major industries, soap at Port Sunlight and margarine at Bromborough, and onwards to Chester through several of the Wirral’s pretty villages.

‘The land is part of Oak Tree Farm. If I get it, I’ll call it the Oak Tree Garden Centre.’

It was near what had once been a small village just beyond Eastham, but hardly rural. Every year, the urban sprawl reached further and further into the countryside. The heart of the village remained – the church, the pub, the school and a few cottages – but in recent years new estates of small houses had been built round it, one after another. Each new house had gardens to the front and the rear and would need bedding plants, shrubs and seeds. It was not quite a suburb; people still thought of it as a village and it was considered a desirable place to live.

‘What d’you think?’ Ben asked her. ‘Shall we go for it?’

‘I think you’ll have to try.’ She knew there’d be no talking him out of it and she too was eager to get on with their life plan. She’d love to have a baby and a bigger house. Aunts Prudence and Primrose were forever talking about the delights of bringing up children.

‘We spend our working lives caring for them but our one big regret is that we haven’t had children of our own. We can’t wait for you and Ben to start a family.’

Ben never tired of explaining why they must get the business started first, and now he could talk of nothing else. There were three weeks to wait before the auction. He busied himself making sure he could borrow any extra money he might need to finance his dream. He took his own  family out to see it and then told Flora about it. She was teaching during the week, but he took her to see it on Sunday. Hilary went along for a second look.

She could see her mother frowning as she strode over the grass. ‘It’s a risk,’ she said. ‘With a job like yours you’ll always earn enough to keep the wolf from the door.’

‘I want more than that,’ Ben told her. ‘I want to provide Hilary with some of the good things of life.’ He explained where he thought the house would go and where the business buildings.

‘This is farmland, Ben. Is there planning permission for what you want?’

‘No. I’ll apply for that when I know I have the land.’

‘Ben! You scare me. That doubles the risk. It could take ages before you hear anything.’

‘I shall rent it out as grazing for six months.’

‘What if planning permission is refused? I understand quite a lot of applications are.’

‘Then I’ll have to sell it again.’

‘But you could lose money.’

‘Not necessarily – I might make money on it. Prices do go up. And if I get permission, it’ll mean whatever I pay will look very reasonable.’
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An enthralling Merseyside saga from the bestselling author of Let the Bells Ring
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