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 Chapter One

July 1930

 



It was a close and sultry evening. Lorna Mathews was bursting with triumph as she hurried home. She turned the corner of a dusty street near the docks and saw her father’s stockily built figure ahead of her, taking home two planks of wood on his shoulder.

‘Pa,’ she called, ‘wait for me.’

Samuel Mathews stopped and adjusted the weight of the planks. His shirtsleeves were rolled up to show strong bulging muscles.

‘Hello, love. Your mum’ll be pleased to see you. Have you got a day off tomorrow?’

‘No, I was coming to tell you my news. Pa, would you believe it?’ Lorna was bubbling with elation. ‘Mrs Cartwright’s got a buyer for her shipping agency and he wants to take me on to help run it.’

‘That’s marvellous,’ Sam smiled. ‘So you won’t lose your job. It’s what you hoped for, isn’t it?’

‘Hoped for, longed for, prayed for,’ Lorna laughed. ‘I love dispatching goods by sea and rail to the four corners of the world. It was bicycles this afternoon; I booked them on to the mail boat going to Freetown. I like to think of them being sold there, and being ridden round the streets.’

‘You’ve done wonderfully well, learning to cope with all the documents too.’

‘What’s all this wood?’

‘Your mum wants some shelves putting up.’

‘Here, let me give you a hand.’ Lorna was slimly built and a fraction taller than her father. She went behind him and took part of the weight on her own shoulder, sniffing with pleasure at the scent of newly cut wood.

‘That’s better,’ he said. ‘Aren’t I lucky to have such a big strapping daughter?’

‘Not so much of the big and strapping.’ Lorna sensed her father was a little sensitive because she’d grown taller than he. Her brother, Jim, who was now at sea, said openly that he wished he had her inches.

‘A kind daughter then, who is always smiling and happy. A beautiful daughter.’

‘That’s better.’ Lorna laughed again. Not that she honestly thought she was beautiful. Her freckle-covered nose and sea-green eyes didn’t add up to that, and she wished her teeth could be straighter.

‘Shelves for the scullery? Mum doesn’t give you much of a rest when you come home.’ Her father was a stoker on the SS Mary Hampton and on brief leave from his ship.

‘It makes a change. Mum’ll be right pleased to hear your news.’

‘I’m thrilled.’ Lorna shook her hair back from her forehead. She had shoulder-length curls of rich brown that had golden highlights by the end of each summer.

They walked up the streets of small flat-fronted houses, built eighty years ago to house the dock workers. Most of the doors stood open on this warm evening. Chairs had been brought out on to the pavement and the Mathewses’ neighbours greeted them as they passed. Sam brought Lorna  to a halt in front of their own front door in the middle of a long terrace.

‘Got to manoeuvre this through to the back yard,’ he said. ‘Be careful, love. We’ll be in trouble if we scrape the paint.’

They lowered the planks before stepping straight into their living room where Lorna’s sister, Pamela, was setting the table for their evening meal.

‘I’m keeping my job, Pam,’ Lorna sang out.

‘You lucky thing!’ At fourteen, Pamela was six years younger than Lorna and would be leaving school at the end of the week. ‘I went after a job at the Maypole today but I didn’t get it.’

Lorna was sympathetic. ‘Selling butter and bacon? Are you disappointed?’

‘I’d rather be a shop assistant than a domestic servant.’ Pam, dark and thickset like their father, backed herself against the wall out of the way. ‘Domestic work is just about all there is at the moment.’

‘Something will come up, love,’ Sam comforted.

He and Lorna manhandled the planks diagonally across the table and through the door to the scullery, where her mother was cooking.

‘Hello, Mum.’

‘What’s that? You’re keeping your job?’ Alice Mathews turned from the stove, her dark eyes shining with satisfaction. ‘That’s marvellous!’

‘Those sausages smell nice. Will there be enough for me?’

‘Yes, I’ll do some eggs with them. Will you be able to live at home from now on?’

Lorna had lived in with the Cartwrights since she’d left school at fourteen and started working for them as a housemaid. In six years she’d made herself indispensable to their business.

Her father grinned at Lorna as they went out to stack the wood in the yard.

‘She’s worried our Pam will be leaving home to go into service and she’ll be left here alone.’

Mr Cartwright had died two years ago and his wife had been grief-stricken and wanted to go to live with her sister in Cumberland. She’d never had anything to do with the agency and didn’t understand it. Her solicitor had advised her to sell up.

‘I’ll have nothing to sell unless you can keep it running for me.’ Felicity Cartwright had looked desperate when she’d said that to Lorna.

‘The business has always made a profit,’ Lorna had replied, knowing Mrs Cartwright needed that to support herself. ‘There’s no reason to think it won’t go on doing that.’

The depression and Mr Cartwright’s long illness had reduced the turnover, but the clients that remained had been with them for years and gave regular repeat orders. The amount of business was small but it was solid.

‘I’ll do my best to get the new owner to employ you,’ Mrs Cartwright had promised Lorna. ‘You’ve been good to me and Alfred, and you’re very capable.’ But getting a buyer had proved a long-drawn-out process and Lorna hadn’t dared hope.

‘I’ll be living in to start with, Mum,’ she said, ‘but not for long.’ She tried to explain. ‘My new boss says his family have always lived in this old house, a mansion, but it’s too big now, and in a bad state of repair. He says they can’t afford the upkeep and they can’t get the staff to run it, so they’re selling it and having an auction to get rid of all the stuff they can’t take with them when they move out.’

‘I thought you said you were keeping the job you’ve got.’

‘I am, and it’ll be run from their Liverpool office, but first they want me to help sort and catalogue their furniture and  books and that.’ Lorna beamed. ‘Mr Wyndham seems very nice. He told me—’

‘Who?’

‘Mr Wyndham, the new owner. He’s an old gentleman, very pleasant. His son’s in charge now; they’re in much the same line of business as the Cartwrights but it’s a bigger firm. He told me all about the family—’

‘Who did you say? Who’s bought the Cartwright business?’

‘Mr Wyndham. Lars Wyndham and Sons. Have you heard of them?’

Her mother’s plump and pretty face was suddenly working with anxiety. ‘You can’t go there! You can’t work for them!’

‘Why not? They have a small office just the other side of Hamilton Square, though they say they’re closing that too. Their main office is in Water Street in Liverpool. I can get the ferry—’

‘No, Lorna, no!’ Her mother collapsed on a chair and mopped her face with her apron. ‘No!’

‘Mum, it’s what I want. Exactly what I want. I’ve been on tenterhooks this last eighteen months, ever since Mrs Cartwright put the business on the market. You know I have. It’s been hanging over me that I might be out of work. I’m so relieved that I’m not.’

Her mother shook her head and groaned. ‘I want you to come home and look for a different job.’

‘Mum!’ Pam let out a little yelp and leaped at the frying pan. ‘You’re letting the sausages burn.’ She flicked them over and turned down the gas.

Lorna was upset at the effect her news was having on her mother. She’d never known her issue an ultimatum like this before.

‘Mum, with the depression, jobs aren’t easy to find. I’m  lucky to have this. I’m thankful that Mrs Cartwright helped and gave me a good reference.’

There was only one thought in Pam’s mind as she shook the sausages in the pan. ‘You’ve got the luck of the devil, Lorna. I know what happened was terrible for the Cartwrights but for you . . .’

‘I was lucky that Mrs Cartwright believed she had no head for business.’

‘In this life, Lorna, you make your own luck,’ said their father.

‘Things worked out well for me. I’ve had daydreams about buying the business for myself,’ she said, helping by cutting some bread. ‘I know I could run it and earn far more than I’d ever earn in wages.’

‘We could never find the money to help you do that,’ Sam said sadly.

‘I know, Pa, so this is the next best thing for me – being able to keep the job I enjoy.’

Mum’s face was drawn. ‘Lorna, I don’t want you to go to work for the Wyndhams.’

Lorna was nonplussed. ‘Why not? I thought you’d be pleased for me.’

As her mother’s anguished eyes met hers Lorna felt her abdominal muscles tighten. Mum was frightened! ‘Do you know them?’ She could see she did! There was ice in Lorna’s stomach; she shivered. ‘What have you got against them? You’ve got to tell me.’

But with a gasp of dismay, Alice fled upstairs, leaving Lorna stiff with dread.

 



Alice slammed her bedroom door and flung herself across the double bed, which almost filled the small room. Panic was constricting her throat. Lorna was asking about things  she’d kept secret for twenty years, things she couldn’t possibly tell her, about a past of which she was ashamed.

For all that time, she’d tried to banish it from her mind but had never quite succeeded. It was always there, a heavy weight of worry. Lorna had brought thudding back with terrible clarity every detail of the nightmare she’d lived through.

Suddenly, when the last thing Alice was expecting was trouble, this had bubbled up. Now she was heavy with guilt because of what she was about to do to Lorna.

If she said no more and let her go to work for the Wyndhams, Lorna might be hurt, even permanently scarred in the way she herself had been. And if she spoke up and told her daughter the painful truth, that Samuel Mathews wasn’t her natural father . . .? That would change for ever the way Lorna thought of him – perhaps reduce him in her eyes. He’d accepted Lorna and treated her as his own, and she’d always shown great fondness for him.

Alice had considered herself very lucky to have met Sam Mathews. She’d never had the passion for him that she’d had for Oliver, but he’d understood that and been a good husband. Even now, she didn’t dare let herself think of Oliver; it would bring back the pain. They’d both been so young and innocent; the passing years hadn’t dulled the longing for him, or the dream of what her life might have been.

Alice heard the stairs creak and knew Sam was coming up. He’d offer comfort, but there was nothing he could do about this. She felt the bed springs sink as he sat on the edge of the flock mattress they’d used all their married life, felt his arm go round her shoulders.

‘I can’t let Lorna go to that family,’ she sobbed. ‘What if . . .’

‘I didn’t realise. Not at first.’ His voice was anguished. ‘I didn’t think of it being that family.’

Alice shuddered. ‘If only it wasn’t.’

‘I told her I was pleased.’

‘She can’t go. We’ll have to stop her. She’ll have to find something else.’

‘Alice, Lorna wants to go. She’s all excited and looking forward to it. You know how determined she is. You’ll not persuade her out of it.’

‘We’ve got to.’

‘You’ll have to tell her the reason. Lorna’s grown up now, she’ll understand.’

Alice couldn’t suppress another shudder. ‘I should have listened to you and told her sooner. I didn’t want her to know – that you weren’t her father.’

‘Alice, love, they say truth will always out.’

His other hand was feeling for hers. It was rough; black coal dust had become impregnated in his skin, his fingernails were black and broken. Poor Sam, he was very attached to Lorna. He had a hard life, just on forty-two now and easy to see he’d spent all his adult years shovelling coal as a stoker. He had a craggy, time-weathered face but his eyes were gentle and kind.

‘But like this? No inkling, until all of a sudden . . . It’ll be such a shock for her.’

‘Just tell her you once worked as the Wyndhams’ nursemaid, that you know the house she’ll be going to. Warn her what they’ll be like.’

‘She knows I used to be a nursery maid, that once I helped to look after babies.’

‘There you are then. Tell her how the family treated you.’

Alice blew her nose. ‘They put me out on the street without notice. They couldn’t get me out fast enough when Oliver asked for permission to marry me.’

She heard Lorna calling from the foot of the stairs. ‘Tea’s ready, Pa. It’s on the table. Are you and Mum coming?’

‘Yes, all right,’ Sam called. ‘Come on, love.’ He half lifted Alice to her feet. ‘Let’s go down and tell them.’

‘Pam too?’

‘There’s no way we can keep it from her.’

Alice knew it must be obvious to the girls that she’d been upset at Lorna’s news. She felt shaky now as she followed Sam down to the living room.

It was small, like her bedroom. Tonight the grate was empty. The teapot was under its cosy, the girls had cut the bread and divided the sausages between four plates.

Lorna sat down at the opposite side of the table and came straight to the point as she always did.

‘What’s the matter, Mum? What did the Wyndhams do to you? You don’t like them, do you?’

 



Lorna’s feeling of triumph had gone. She could hardly believe the change that had come about when she mentioned the name Wyndham. She stole a glance at her mother, who’d put a piece of sausage in her mouth but was finding it impossible to swallow.

Alice’s dark straight hair had been cut into a bob months ago and was now in need of a trim. She was plump and rather dumpy in build, but her face was unlined, making her look younger than her thirty-seven years. Tonight her dark eyes looked worried and her cheeks had lost their colour.

Her father put down his knife and fork; he too looked on edge.

‘It’s like this, Lorna . . . Very hard to say these things. Should have told you years ago, but somehow we haven’t.’

She was alarmed. ‘Told me what?’

There was a silence, then in a reluctant, barely audible whisper he said, ‘I’m not your father.’

Lorna couldn’t suppress an empty laugh. ‘Don’t be daft, Pa!’

‘I mean, not your natural father.’

‘Not your blood father,’ her mother added.

Lorna was paralysed. It put everything else out of her mind. It seemed an age before she could choke out, ‘Then who?’

Her mother said, ‘It’s like this. The man you saw, Mr Wyndham – Mr Wentworth Wyndham – I know his family. I know the house he lives in.’

Pamela’s dark eyes looked as though they were about to pop out of her head. ‘You were their nanny?’ she asked.

‘Nursemaid. They had a nanny who took charge. Nursemaid to the Wyndham children. There were three of them in the nursery then. Two of them were Crispin’s.’

Lorna’s mouth was dry. ‘And he was my—’

‘No! No! Mr Wyndham had four sons and a daughter. John was the eldest, then there was Piers, Crispin and Rosaleen. It was the youngest son – his name was Oliver.’

Lorna kept her eyes on her plate, chewed endlessly on a crust, couldn’t take it in. ‘But what happened?’

Sam said roughly, ‘Once the women of the family knew Mum was “involved”, as they put it, with Oliver, they paid her off and sent her away while he wasn’t there. They gave her an hour to pack her bag and get out of the house.’

‘I was seventeen,’ Mum said haltingly. ‘Oliver was nineteen. He said he was in love with me. I was fool enough to think I was going to have a fairy-tale sort of life. When he asked his parents for permission to marry me, they refused.’

Lorna saw her mother gulp. ‘They wanted me out of the way, so Oliver could forget me. I wasn’t good enough to be his wife.’

‘Mum! How dreadful.’

‘I had nowhere to go, my own mother had died and my father had married again and was living in Bristol. Clara, the parlourmaid, found me an address where I could rent a room and I went there. She told Oliver where to find me and he came to see me that night.’ None of her family was eating, the food going cold on their plates.

‘He said we’d go to Gretna Green and be married. He knew . . . about you coming.’ Mum dabbed at her eyes with a damp handkerchief. ‘Oliver was so sure everything would be all right.’

Lorna swallowed hard. Clearly it hadn’t been.

‘I never saw him again. I waited and waited, expecting him to come at any moment, but he never did.’

‘Mum!’ Lorna felt sick. ‘Why not?’

‘Clara came a few days later and told me that Oliver had drowned in a boating accident but she didn’t know exactly what had happened. The family were in a terrible state but were whispering together, and not letting any details be known. The accident was reported in the newspapers but I learned nothing new there. I just couldn’t believe it. Oliver had no intention of going out in his boat – I don’t know why he did. It was a foggy day – no one in their right mind would take a boat out. He said he was going home to pack a few things and get some money for the trip.’

‘Did he drown?’

‘Yes, no doubt about that. There was a big funeral. I went to the church, stood in the background, saw them lower his coffin into the ground. I felt terrible, bereft.’

‘Did his family know about me . . . being on the way?’

Alice shook her head sadly. ‘I don’t know whether Oliver told them. He hadn’t when I last spoke to him.’ Her mouth  twisted in pain. ‘I went to see them a few weeks later. I was desperate for money by then, I had to. I asked to speak to John’s wife—’

‘Who was John?’

‘Didn’t I tell you he was the eldest Wyndham son? I thought his wife, Frances, would be the one most likely to help, but Clara told me she wasn’t at home. I didn’t like Crispin’s wife, Daphne. I was afraid she’d not be sympathetic but I couldn’t go away without seeing somebody.’

‘Yes. Go on, Mum.’

‘Mrs Crispin said she’d see me and I was shown to her sitting room. Rosaleen, his sister, was with her but she was showing no sympathy either. I told them I was pregnant and Daphne called me a slut. When I named Oliver as the father, Rosaleen called me a liar and had me put out. The door was slammed in my face.’

‘Mum! How awful for you.’

‘They have no thought for anyone but themselves. That’s why you can’t possibly go to work for them. I’m afraid you’ll get hurt too.’

‘Don’t you worry about that,’ Lorna said. ‘I’m tougher than you, Mum. Older too; better able to fight them.’

Beside her, Sam chuckled. ‘D’you know, Lorna, there’s Wyndham blood running in your veins. I do believe you’re like them.’

Lorna leaped up and threw her arms round him. She wanted to cry. ‘I’ve always thought of you as my pa. I can’t believe you’re not.’ She gulped. ‘When I was small, I hated to see you going off to sea.’

‘Lorna, love, you make me feel proud when you say things like that. You used to clap your hands and dance when I came home. You always gave me a real welcome.’ His arms tightened round her in a hug. ‘You were a pretty little thing – everybody  took to you. We won’t let anything change, will we? Even though you know I’m not your real father?’

Lorna felt the tears run down her cheeks. ‘You are my real father. The fact that you aren’t my blood father—’

‘Natural father,’ Pam corrected.

‘It won’t make any difference – not to the way I feel. How can I have any feelings for someone I never knew?’

Her anger grew at the way her mother had been treated. ‘I’d like to pay the Wyndhams back for what they did to you, Mum. They won’t know who I am. I could.’

‘No!’ Alice cried. ‘No, I don’t want you to go anywhere near them.’

Lorna couldn’t look at her. ‘I’m going. I want to see these people. Mum, you can’t stop me.’

‘But that’s why I’ve told you – so you won’t go. I don’t want you to get hurt.’

‘Nothing you say could stop me going to Otterspool House now. I can’t wait to see the place and the family.’

 



Alice cringed into the cushion on her chair. After a lifetime of trying to shut the Wentworth Wyndhams out of her mind, she’d broken her silence without thinking of the consequences. She should have guessed she’d awaken Lorna’s curiosity. That was only natural. She’d asked endless questions, raked over everything. What Alice hadn’t foreseen was the effect her disclosure would have on her own peace of mind.

She’d tried to accept that her life was here with Sam and her children, but she thought of him as second best. For her, things could have been very different. She might be a romantic fool but she’d loved and trusted Oliver Wyndham.

Since his mysterious death, though, uncertainty had burned into her mind, and doubts had left her perplexed and unable to rest. If only she could find out whether she’d been right to  trust Oliver, or whether he’d been about to go back on his promise; if she could only get at the truth, perhaps it would settle her and she’d find peace.

He’d been planning to take her to Gretna Green the next day. She couldn’t understand how he’d come to be on a boat. It was March, and foggy – a real peasouper that night. Nobody in his right mind would be out on the river in that.

Lorna’s probing had brought back the awful endless day when Alice had waited for him to come back, and her growing unease that something had gone terribly wrong. She’d never forget the feeling of being abandoned . . .

Pamela’s face was flushed. ‘I think it’s exciting, Lorna, to find you’ve got a rich father. We saw a film once with a story like that. Fancy you being related to the Wyndham family.’

‘They don’t want to know about us,’ Alice tried to insist.

‘Lorna isn’t ordinary working class.’

That stung Lorna to protest: ‘Yes I am. This is my home and you’re my family. The others won’t want to have anything to do with me.’

Then she looked at Sam and said, ‘This must be awful for you, Pa.’

‘I’ve known about it all along.’ Sam was taking the events of the evening in his stride as he did most things. ‘It hasn’t come as a shock.’

‘This means we’re only half-sisters,’ Pam went on.

Lorna sighed. ‘I’ve often wondered why I looked so different from the rest of you. I mean, I’m a touch taller than you, Pa – even a bit taller than our Jimmy. And look how much smaller you are, Pam, and you’ve got olive skin and dark straight hair, like Pa’s.’

‘You’re a different build,’ Alice added, ‘curly hair and paler skin, lighter colouring.’

‘You’re different in other ways,’ Sam smiled at her. ‘You’re the sort that goes after what you want in life.’

Alice sighed. ‘You’re encouraging her, Sam.’

Lorna was trying to smile at her mother. ‘I want to know all about the Wyndhams. You must tell me everything you know.’

Alice still felt reluctant to talk about them. ‘Well, if I can remember . . .’

‘You must remember!’

Alice tried because Lorna’s sea-green eyes were pleading. ‘They aren’t like us. They’re very grand. High and mighty and so proud of their position in life. They behave like gods because their forebears earned a fortune.’

‘How did they do that?’

‘They were ship owners. They talked of how Liverpool grew to become the second biggest port in Britain in the eighteenth century. You’d think it owed its prosperity entirely to them.’

‘But they didn’t found a big shipping line, did they? Not like Holts or Elder Dempsters.’

‘I think they did, but in the time of sailing ships, when they were small and made of wood.’ Alice felt bitter and knew she was showing it.

‘Their share of the trade went down once ships became bigger,’ Sam said. ‘Somehow the Wyndhams lost out. Other shipping lines expanded and became more important.’

‘But the Wyndhams still think they’re a cut above everybody else,’ Alice fumed. ‘They still think they’re all-powerful and entitled to have every whim granted.’

Lorna put a hand on her arm to stop her. ‘Mum, I’ve met Mr Wyndham. He talked to me for quite a time, asked me how the Cartwright business was run. He didn’t strike me like that. He was very old. He’d be Oliver’s father?’

‘Ye-es. He must be nearly eighty by now.’

‘I thought he seemed a sad person. He told me he’d retired and his son was running the business.’

‘That could be Piers or Crispin.’ Alice was back in the past. ‘John was killed in the Great War. I saw his name in the paper. I looked after his son, Jonathon, as well as Crispin’s two children, Adam and Clarissa.’

‘And they all lived together, even though they were married and had children of their own?’

‘Yes, in Otterspool House. They all had their separate apartments but ate dinner together most nights. There was only one nursery.’

Alice was lost in thought. ‘They were lovely children. Nanny Smithers was very strict about their manners. They had to say please and thank you to us.’

‘How old were they?’

‘Jonathon was the youngest – he was three when I left. Adam was five, and Clarissa was also three. They were taken to see their mamas at tea time every afternoon. Jonathon’s mother came to the nursery to see him quite often, but not Adam and Clarissa’s. They got a bit jealous about that.’

She sighed. ‘I don’t know, Lorna. All this was twenty years ago. You said the house was going to be sold?’

‘That’s what Mr Wyndham told me. That’s why he wants me there to help with sorting and cataloguing the furniture. It’s the land that’s of value. The house is in such bad repair it’s going to be demolished, he said.’

Alice shook her head. ‘I can’t believe he’d sell such a beautiful place to be knocked down.’

‘Did you like him?’

‘I didn’t really know him, he was always out at work. He had nothing to do with the running of the house or the care of the children. It was the women of the family I came in contact  with: John’s wife, Frances, and Crispin’s wife, Daphne, mostly. There was Mr Wyndham’s wife and his daughter, Rosaleen, too, of course.’

‘Did you like Rosaleen?’

‘No.’ The staff had been scared of Rosaleen’s temper. ‘She was arrogant, always complaining about something or somebody. I was glad I didn’t have much to do with her. Lorna, I’m afraid they’ll treat you as a menial, that you’ll get hurt.’

‘I’ll take good care I don’t.’

Alice hesitated. ‘Will you tell them who you are?’

Lorna shook her head. ‘I don’t know. Now I’ve learned some of what happened I want to find out more about them, particularly about Oliver and why he died like that.’

Alice mopped at another tear as it rolled down her cheek. ‘I’d love to know what really happened. Rosaleen didn’t believe Oliver could do any wrong. She accused me of making it up that Oliver and I were in love, to get money from them.’

‘That was horrible.’

Alice shuddered, feeling she could stand no more supposition about the Wyndhams.

‘Why don’t you have an early night?’ Sam suggested.

To Alice, that seemed to offer escape.

Pam said, ‘You go up, Mum. I’ll make you a cup of cocoa and bring it to you.’




 Chapter Two

Lorna settled back in her chair, shocked and confused. Sam Mathews not her natural father? That brought a feeling of insecurity. She wasn’t who she’d supposed she was.

She sighed. What had she supposed? That she was an ordinary working-class girl who meant to better herself by hard work. A little shiver of fear ran down her spine. Sam was beside her, staring silently into the empty fireplace. Pamela and her mother had gone up to bed.

She said, ‘That’s why my name’s Olivia? After my father?’

His eyes, full of hurt, met hers. ‘Olivia Lorna Mary. Quite a label. Your mother,’ his voice shook, ‘wanted you to be known as Olivia. I thought it would be a permanent reminder, you know. I persuaded her to call you Lorna.’

‘Was there another Lorna?’

‘No, love, your mum just liked the name. Mary was after both her mother and mine.’

‘Three names like that, I’ve always thought it sounded, well . . .’

‘Posh?’

Definitely not working class. She’d been proud of her names. She knew her mother had worked for a rich family and thought she’d taken on some middle-class ideas. Lorna had been the only person in her class at school who didn’t call her mother Mam. Mum, she’d said, was much nicer.

When Pam had suggested it was exciting to find she had a rich father, she’d denied it. It had been Sam’s face that made her do that. But she did feel a thrill that her natural father came from much higher up the social order, that he’d come from a rich family. Who wouldn’t? It was romantic, wonderful, opening up a new window in her humdrum life. As Pam had said, rather like the heroine in one of the films they occasionally went to see at the Coliseum.

From as far back as she could remember, her mother had been telling her to ‘make up your mind what you want and where you’re going in life. Get on with it. Don’t let things happen to you. Don’t let other people alter your plans. Don’t drift. You’ll end up in trouble if you do. You must chart your path and stay on it. Control what happens to you and stay in charge. Then you’ll have life on your terms. It’ll be a much better life that way.’

Lorna could see now why Alice had held forth so many times with the same advice. Mum must have known from the start that Oliver’s family would not approve of her, that it would be a forbidden love affair. But she’d drifted into it and she’d let herself become pregnant. She’d taken enormous risks and they hadn’t come off. Mum had been warning her not to do the same.

At school, she’d worked hard at sums and enjoyed reading. Mum had taken her to the library, where she’d taken out a book every week. She’d learned deportment by walking round with a book on her head, and could recite a lot of poems from memory. She’d drilled and marched and played rounders in the school yard, danced round a maypole and played in a percussion band.

By her fourteenth birthday, Lorna could read and write and add up, but didn’t feel she’d been taught enough to go out in the world to earn her living. But the time had come for her  to start work and she had little choice about what she did. Live-in domestic work was just about all that was available to her.

Her mother picked out her place, choosing it because it was near enough for her to walk home when she had time off.

Lorna could remember very well just how scared she’d been when her mother took her to the Cartwrights’ house in Hamilton Square for her interview. It seemed very different from their own – a gracious, grey stone town house in the middle of a terrace surrounding the premier square in town.

In the fanlight over the front door, Lorna read the gold letters that spelled out ‘Alfred C. Cartwright, Shipping Agent, Exporter and Importer to the Empire and New World’.

‘Look, there’s two bells here, one for the residence and one for the office,’ Mum had whispered as they waited on the step.

A uniformed maid, old and rather surly, let them in. Lorna saw several offices on the ground floor as they were led upstairs to the drawing room. Mrs Cartwright was sitting near the window with embroidery silks on her knee. She was quite young and pretty, and Lorna was reassured.

‘For the job as housemaid?’

Her mother produced Lorna’s school leaving reference. It said she was a bright girl who had worked hard, was conscientious and well-behaved. Her friend Edith’s said exactly the same thing.

Mrs Cartwright had put her embroidery aside and smiled at her. ‘I pay twenty-five pounds a year to start, you’ll live in and have all meals. Uniform is provided but not shoes and stockings, which need to be black.’

Lorna was wearing black shoes and stockings, new ones. Mum said she needed to look smart.

‘Time off?’ Mrs Cartwright had smiled again. ‘Every Sunday afternoon and one full day a fortnight.’ Mum had thought that acceptable; generous, she’d told Lorna later. More than she’d had when she’d started work.

Lorna had found she was to start her month’s trial right away. Her heart had hammered with terror as she was handed over to the surly maid who had brought them up. Alma, Mrs Cartwright had called her. On the landing, Mum had kissed her and gone downstairs without her. Lorna had had to follow the woman up another flight to an attic bedroom.

‘Good view,’ Alma had puffed.

From the window, Lorna could see for miles straight over the docks to the Mersey and down towards its estuary. If she put her head against the frame and squinted sidewards and down she could see Cleveland Street, but not as far as her home.

‘It’s the stairs that get me.’

Lorna discovered there were five floors and a basement kitchen.

‘Up and down all day – I can’t be doing with it at my time of life. You’ll have to answer her bells. Never stops ringing, always wanting something, she is.’

Lorna discovered a whole lot more that day. Mr Cartwright had been a bachelor until he was fifty-three and Alma had been his housekeeper for the last twenty-six years.

‘Single-handed I was, apart from a daily cleaning woman, and never once did he complain about anything.’

Lorna gathered she didn’t see eye to eye with her new mistress.

‘Thinks a lot of herself. Always buying new clothes. You should see the scent she’s got on her dressing table.’

‘She’s pretty,’ Lorna said.

‘Pretty! She uses paint, you know. Paints her lips and her cheeks. Got plenty of powder too. Anyone could be pretty with her money. Only been married a year, quite the old man’s darling. He didn’t ask me if I needed more help, just expected me to look after two instead of one, with never a thought about the extra cooking and washing. I had to tell him I couldn’t do everything.’

‘Is that why I’m here? An extra pair of hands?’

‘Yes, and not before time.’

Mr Cartwright was taken ill shortly after Lorna started work and he very soon became bedridden. Lorna had to act as messenger between him and the ground-floor office, while he did his best to carry on his business from his bed. In the emotionally charged atmosphere of sudden severe illness, Mrs Cartwright, who’d never done a day’s work in her life, sat wringing her hands and despaired of being able to cope.

When she asked Alma to set up a card table in her husband’s bedroom so they could eat their dinner together, the housekeeper said, ‘It’s extra work, as well as another flight of stairs. I’ve told you, I can’t be doing with the stairs.’

In a rare show of strength, Mrs Cartwright insisted. That threw Alma into a bad temper for the rest of the evening, and the following morning when Mrs Cartwright came to the kitchen to order the meals for the day, she gave in her notice.

‘You can get your own meals,’ she told her, and left the house with her suitcase within the hour.

Mrs Cartwright had collapsed at the kitchen table in tears. ‘What am I going to do?’ she asked.

‘I can cook a bit,’ Lorna offered. ‘Stews, that sort of thing.’

‘Mr Cartwright has asked for an omelette for his lunch. His appetite’s poor. Can you make omelettes?’

Lorna shook her head. ‘No,’ she’d never eaten one either, ‘but I could do scrambled egg on toast.’

Felicity Cartwright smiled. ‘I’ll ask him if that’ll do. I’ll have to think about getting another cook.’

Lorna heard them talking. The country-wide depression and Mr Cartwright’s incapacity had reduced the amount of work his business was able to attract. They were worried about the cost of employing another cook-housekeeper.

Mrs Cartwright said she’d do the cooking herself, and a daily woman was hired to do the rough work.

Lorna felt sorry for them and did all she could to help. When she’d first come to work here, Mr Cartwright had employed two clerks, but the most senior one decided to retire. When his secretary left to get married, Lorna carried her typewriter upstairs to an unused bedroom and managed to type a few letters for him using two fingers.

Within weeks, the remaining clerk found himself another job, saying he couldn’t do the work of three people. Lorna saw the worry that gave Mr Cartwright, as it was her job to listen for his bell and run up to answer it.

‘I’ve got to keep the business going,’ he agonised. ‘It’s our only means of support. Poor Felicity, how will she manage?’

In order to bring in a little extra income, he arranged for the ground floor of their house to be rented to a dentist, and the spare bedroom became their only office. Lorna did her best to make it look professional, because occasionally their clients called round with documents.

As Mr Cartwright’s illness became more acute, more of the work fell on Lorna’s shoulders, but she was learning how to handle it and he was only in the next room if she needed advice. She was taking on more and more of the office work and both the Cartwrights said they were grateful. They paid for her to go to night school to learn to type properly. The splendid Georgian houses in Hamilton Square were too big and too difficult to look after without plenty of domestic  help. These days, fewer of them were being used entirely for residential purposes. The Hamilton Commercial School had been set up in a nearby house and Lorna found it very convenient.

She went home regularly when she had time off. Her mother was still offering words of wisdom based on her own experience. ‘There are two sorts of people in this world,’ she warned Lorna. ‘The rich who expect to have everything they want in life and know how to get it. And the poor who serve them and are grateful for the crumbs that fall from their table.’ Lorna was in no doubt as to which group she belonged to.

But she could see that the Cartwrights, though rich by Mathews standards, certainly didn’t have an easy life. It was as much a struggle for them as anyone else. Felicity Cartwright told Lorna she couldn’t manage without her help, and it was the only thing keeping her sane. Mum wasn’t right about everything.

Lorna still lived in and enjoyed her job immensely, particularly the feeling of going up in the world and of being really needed. She’d been hired as a housemaid but now she was running a business and had certificates to prove she could type. But even so, she felt she’d drifted, she’d gone along with what the Cartwrights wanted and done her best for them. In return, they’d treated her well, and in that she’d been lucky.

 



Lorna thought Sam looked deep in thought. His usual serene expression had gone. She’d had time to think about what her mother had told her.

‘Pa, I want to know what happened to Mum, after Oliver was drowned. She said she had no money and was all alone.’

He reached for his packet of Gold Flake and lit up. She heard his gusting sigh.

‘And how did she meet you?’ There was a long silence. ‘Aren’t you going to tell me?’

‘I don’t know whether I should.’

‘Pa! Why not?’

‘It should be her telling you.’

‘She won’t want to. She hates to talk about any of it and I want to know. What’s wrong with that?’

He sighed again. ‘Your mother was desperate, Lorna.’

‘Yes, what could be worse than being left on one’s own, wondering how and why things had gone wrong?’

‘She was without money, and with you on the way she was unable to work. There was the disgrace of it too.’

‘What did she do?’

Another long pause. Lorna had the feeling that something terrible was coming. Something worse than anything she’d yet heard.

His face screwed with hurt. ‘Your mum threw herself in the river.’

‘What?’ Lorna felt suddenly sick. ‘You mean she tried to commit suicide?’

He nodded silently. ‘She couldn’t see any other way out. She was only seventeen, lodging with people she didn’t know and couldn’t pay. She’d gone to the Wyndhams and begged for money but had been refused. As you know, people generally are very hard on girls in her condition.’

‘Oh, goodness! Poor Mum, what she must have gone through! Tell me, come on.’

‘I’d just been discharged from the SS Sea King. It was the end of the voyage and we’d tied up late in the afternoon at the Duke Street Wharf. I was going to spend a few days at home with my grandmother.’

‘Your granny brought you up, didn’t she?’

He nodded again. ‘It was almost dark, unloading wasn’t  due to start until the next morning and there were only a few people about.

‘I had my kitbag on my shoulder and was enjoying the feel of the wind in my face instead of being down below in sweltering heat shovelling coal. Behind me, other crew members were heading the same way, going to a pub. Ahead of me, further along the dock, I saw what looked like a bundle of rags fall into the water. I heard the splash and that told me it was too heavy to be just rags. It went under. The tide was going out and I saw the rags swirling towards me. Suddenly I glimpsed a white face clamped in a mask of absolute terror, then she went under again.’

Lorna was paralysed with horror. ‘What did you do?’

‘I yelled, “Man overboard!” Daft, wasn’t it, when we were no longer on a ship? Then I stripped off my boots and jacket and jumped in too.’

‘Pa! How brave.’

‘Not really. I didn’t stop to think what I was doing. She surfaced and I grabbed her. Then I thought she was going to do for me. She was in a right panic and fighting like a drunken sailor, but others of the crew had seen me, and Connor Murphy, one of the deck hands, threw me a life belt – they have them along the dock. Just in time – the tide was strong and we were being swept away. I put her in it and the others heaved us in to one of those iron ladders.’

‘You saved her life?’

He was frowning. ‘Yes, but she wasn’t pleased.’

‘Oh, my life too! I’m pleased you saved me. Then?’

‘We were both coughing and spluttering. The Mersey tastes horrible and leaves mud on the tongue. The dock police came and there was an awful fuss.’

‘She must have been very upset.’

‘Yes, we were all sorry for her and took her on board the  Sea King. Those left of the crew gave her rum while I towelled myself off and put on dry clothes. It seemed very strange to have a woman in our crew’s quarters. None of us felt we could ask her to strip off her wet clothes; we had nothing she could decently wear. The men wrapped her in a blanket and wanted to find a relative to look after her. When she said she had none and didn’t want to go back to her lodgings, we didn’t know what to do.

‘In the end I took her to my grandmother’s house. She looked a bedraggled bundle and was crying pitifully. My gran washed the Mersey mud out of her hair and gave her some of her own clothes. She looked quite different once her hair was dry and clean. It was such a change to see a pretty young face on top of my grandmother’s shabby black dress. On Gran, the bodice hung slack and empty, on Alice it was . . . well, you know, nicely curved.

‘Even then we didn’t know what to do with her. She told us a little of her story and Gran thought the best plan would be for her to go to her father’s house in Bristol. We helped her compose a letter to him and a few days later she had a reply telling her to come. I bought a ticket for her and put her on the train.’

‘And she was all right after that?’

Sam shook his head sadly. ‘Alice said her father was welcoming, reasonably so, but her stepmother wasn’t pleased to have her living with them. Once you were born, they wanted Alice to have you adopted so she could earn her own living again. She said they pressurised her, saying adoption was her only course, but she refused to part with you. She said she had to get away from them and brought you back here when you were three months old.’

‘And your grandma took her in again?’

‘We were both very pleased to give Alice a home by then. Soon after she went to Bristol, Gran had a bad fall and broke  her leg. She’d been in hospital for weeks. With you and Alice back, she had someone to look after her.’

‘And you and she got married and lived happily ever after.’

‘Gran never really got over her fall. She died when you were seven months old. I’m glad she was able to spend her last months at home. I know she was happy there and Alice was very kind to her.’

‘You weren’t there?’

‘I was away at sea most of the time. It took a weight off my mind to know your mum was there. Gran liked to nurse you.

‘So you see, we did Alice a good turn and she more than repaid us. I kept asking her to marry me, but it was only after Gran died that she agreed. Now you know the full story.’

It wrenched at Lorna’s heart. ‘Such a sad tale. Poor Mum. I understand now why she doesn’t want me to have anything to do with the Wyndhams.’

Sam smiled at her. ‘Just don’t fall in love with one of them, Lorna. Don’t do what she did.’

‘Don’t worry, I’m not likely to after hearing all this.’ She sighed. ‘It’s time I went back. Mrs Cartwright will wonder where I am.’

‘I’ll walk to the square with you,’ her father said. ‘I could do with a breath of fresh air.’

 



That night, when Lorna got into bed she couldn’t sleep. The world as she knew it had changed. It had never occurred to her that Samuel Mathews was not her father. He’d shown no less love for her than he had for Pam and Jim, given no sign. In fact, she’d believed herself closer to him than they were; she loved him. And that was before she’d found out she owed her life to him.

The little house in Cleveland Street had seemed to be the centre of her tight-knit and supportive family. To hear suddenly how it had become hers was disorientating.

Only this morning, everything had seemed so normal when she’d answered Mr Wyndham’s ring on the doorbell and taken him up to her office. He’d been slow to mount the stairs behind her and she’d waited so as not to rush him. He was tall, over six feet, but stooped, and he’d used a silver-headed cane.

Mrs Cartwright had gritted her teeth and sat herself down beside him to talk about the business she was selling.

She said, ‘Lorna . . . Miss Mathews will explain the books to you. She’s been running the business single-handed since my husband died.’

He listened attentively to what Lorna had to say. She showed him the figures for the last few years.

‘Lorna was my husband’s secretary and has helped us both enormously.’ She thought Mrs Cartwright embarrassingly full of praise for the work she’d done.

‘More than the average secretary,’ he said to her, ‘if you’ve been doing this on your own. You live in?’

‘Yes, she always has.’ Mrs Cartwright smiled at her and made no mention of her starting as a housemaid. ‘That’s been a great comfort to me, especially since my husband passed away.’

Lorna saw Mr Wyndham’s pale damp eyes turn to study her. There seemed a profound sadness about him. She felt for him some of the protectiveness she herself had for Mrs Cartwright.

She asked, ‘Would this business fit in with yours?’

‘Yes, but with the depression these are hard times. Nothing’s as lucrative as it used to be. Officially I’ve retired; my son Crispin deals with the day-to-day work.’ His smile  was wan. ‘I suppose no father trusts his child to run the family business as he would himself.’

‘My business has increased over the time Lorna’s been looking after it,’ Mrs Cartwright said. ‘In recent years, the depression hasn’t touched us.’

‘Yes, I noticed.’

Lorna said, ‘Our client base isn’t large, but it’s sound. We get a lot of repeat business.’

‘It’s what I’m looking for. I’m having to sell what’s left of an estate that’s been in my family for two hundred years. The house has proved too expensive to upkeep and it needs an army of servants to run it. We can’t get them any more and couldn’t afford them if we could. We can’t afford to let our income drop further.’

‘Lorna can turn her hand to anything,’ her employer went on. ‘Everything we’ve asked of her she’s managed to do efficiently. I can’t speak too highly of her.’

Mr Wyndham turned to her then. ‘May I ask what plans you have for the future?’

That made Lorna shiver. As this was the only job she’d ever had, she was afraid she’d find it difficult to get another she liked so well. She was earning two pounds ten shillings a week all found; that was more than her father earned, more than Jim. She was able to help her mother by giving her a pound each week.

Mum was delighted to receive it. ‘I’ve never had things so easy. I’m able to have a few improvements in the house, shelves and that. I can even put away a few shillings for our old age.’

‘Would you consider working for me?’ Mr Wyndham asked, and to Lorna that felt as though the sun had broken through heavy clouds. He offered the same salary.

‘I’d like you to live in too, just for the first months. We’ll need clerical help to catalogue the countless things we’ll have  to sell. My family’s accumulated a good deal over the years. We’ll not have room for half of it in a smaller house.’

‘The sale will be by auction?’

‘Yes. It’s going to break my heart to part with things I’ve lived with all my life. There’s a library overflowing with books. Some of them might be valuable.’

‘I know nothing about values.’

‘Neither do I. I’ll have to get a professional valuation. It’ll be a mammoth job to sort through everything and decide what we must part with and what might still be useful.’

‘I think I’d enjoy helping with work like that,’ Lorna told him. ‘But it wouldn’t be a permanent job, would it?’

‘Afterwards, I’ll arrange for you to work in our Liverpool office. That would be the sort of work you’re used to.’

‘Thank you. Then I’d be very pleased to accept your offer.’

‘That’s a weight off my mind. The task seemed daunting,’ he said. ‘There’ll be a good many private papers to sort through. We’re a great family for writing letters and keeping journals. Every drawer I open seems stuffed tight with them, and it’s all family history that would be lost for ever. I don’t want anything like that destroyed now.

‘Age is a great handicap. I’m bored when I have nothing to do, yet tire so easily if there’s too much.’

Lorna said, ‘When the sale’s completed and you’ve moved to your new quarters you should write your family history.’

He smiled. ‘I’ve thought of doing it. I could take my time over it. It would be a labour of love to read through old documents belonging to my ancestors and set out exactly how they founded our business. I’m sure there’s a wealth of forgotten details to be discovered. Most of the papers have been undisturbed for decades. I asked my granddaughter, Clarissa, if she’d like to help me do that, but she said it sounded boring.’

‘It wouldn’t be for me,’ Lorna told him. ‘It sounds fascinating. I love old documents.’

‘My grandson Jonathon would be interested but he’s just starting work in the business. It wouldn’t be right to keep him at home doing things like that.’

Lorna had seen Mr Wyndham as an interesting stranger, and had been delighted that he’d offered her a job. Now she found it impossible to equate what her senses told her with her mother’s comments. Had Mum’s tragedy made her bitter, made her memories turn the Wyndham family into ogres when they were nothing of the kind? She wished she knew. It seemed that if things had worked out as her mother had hoped, she might have been calling the old man grandfather.

Lorna tossed and turned, unable to get her mother’s confidences out of her mind. She felt haunted by what she’d been told. It altered everything – her feelings about the Wyndhams and about her new job. She was filled with curiosity about them; dying to find out more, particularly about the man Mum said had fathered her. And Mum needed to know how he’d come to die at such a crucial time for her.

 



Over the following days, Lorna felt they were all edgy. Even Felicity Cartwright was wound up, though her business had at last been sold. She was nervous about solicitors and the need to sign it away to the Wyndhams.

‘I know nothing about business matters,’ she fretted. She hated taking responsibility or doing anything on her own. Her husband had taken all the decisions and, while he was able to, done all the work. ‘I never expected to have matters of this sort pushed on me. I need to be looked after. Alfred promised to do that.’

She took Lorna with her when she went to her solicitor’s office to sign the documents, and left all the subsequent practical arrangements to her. In the following days, Lorna made sure the ledgers were up to date and tidied up the files. The Cartwrights had been in awe of the Wyndhams and seen them as their main business rivals. In slack moments, she’d looked across Hamilton Square at their office, but though she’d seen cars park outside, and men go in, she had no way of knowing if they were family members, employees or clients.

When Mrs Cartwright heard that the sale was complete, she asked Lorna to go across and see what the Wyndhams wanted her to do with the paperwork and files. Lorna was jittery as she set out, wondering if she’d see members of the Wyndham family.

The notice over their office read: ‘Premier Shipping Agent to all Parts of the World’. The front door was open. The gold script on the glass door of the vestibule read: ‘Goods dispatched by rail, sea and air. Best service guaranteed. None better in the land.’

There was a counter with a bell on it in the front office but nobody about. A notice invited her to ring for service.

A clerk came immediately. ‘Good morning, miss. How can I help you?’

‘Would Mr Wyndham be here?’

‘I saw Mr Adam here earlier. I don’t know whether he still is.’

‘Oh!’ She’d learned enough about the family to know Adam was one of the children her mother had looked after. That would make him a sort of cousin to her. She explained about the files that needed to be moved from the Cartwright house.

‘Mr Buckler’s here now. He’s our accountant, the person you should talk to. I’ll find out if he can see you.’

Moments later, Lorna was being ushered into his office. He was middle-aged and portly, somewhat dandified and overdressed; perspiration was glistening on his forehead. Lorna explained why she’d come.

‘How much paperwork is there?’

‘I was told you’d need all the files for the last seven years.’

‘Yes, I’ll ask Mr Adam to go over to fetch them. He’ll be working on them.’

Lorna could feel her cheeks getting hotter. ‘Mr Wyndham asked me if I would come and work here for a few hours to explain how we’ve been doing things.’

‘Mr Wyndham? Mr Crispin Wyndham asked you?’

‘I’m sorry I don’t know his given name. White-haired . . .’

‘Oh!’ She saw enlightenment dawn on his podgy face. ‘Old Mr Wyndham. A bit confusing, so many of the family working in the firm. That’s why we call them by their given names. Mr Wyndham has retired. His son Mr Crispin runs the firm now.’

His pale eyes levelled with hers. They were small and almost lost in loose folds of flesh. ‘I doubt if we’ll need much help. We’ll run the Cartwright account in with our own business.’

Lorna didn’t like his manner. ‘I’m going to be Mr Wyndham’s secretary. I’ll be living in at Otterspool House for a few weeks, to help sort out his personal papers and catalogue his belongings for the sale. He’s offered me a permanent job, but it would be in the Liverpool office.’

Mr Buckler’s face told her he wasn’t pleased at that. ‘I can’t see why old Mr Wyndham needs a secretary. As I said, he’s retired now.’ She thought that was a bit high-handed from an employee. ‘I hope there’ll be room in the Liverpool office, because we’ll all be there soon. We’re closing this place down. Anyway, Miss . . . ?’

‘Mathews.’

‘Mr Adam isn’t in at the moment. I’ll get him to come over for the files tomorrow.’

Lorna stood up, feeling she’d been dismissed. Her first encounter with the Wyndham firm had reduced her confidence.




 Chapter Three

The following morning, Lorna was working in the office when the front doorbell rang. She ran down to answer it and found a young man in the lobby.

‘Adam Wyndham,’ he said in a lordly manner. ‘You’re expecting me, I understand.’

Since Lorna had been told he would visit she’d felt apprehensive. Now, seeing him for the first time, her knees felt weak and her heart began to hammer. She stammered out her own name and was glad to turn her back on him and lead the way back to her office.

She’d got a grip on herself by the time she sat down at her desk and could look him in the face. He was a very attractive young man, expensively dressed. He removed his Homburg to show well-groomed golden curls. He was her cousin! Ill at ease, she threw open the cabinets to show him the contents.

‘These are the files. I had a letter this morning from one of our clients, a firm called Ellwoods, they want—’

‘I haven’t much time to spend on this today.’ Adam’s manner was languid, as though he had all the time in the world. He was at the window staring out into the square. ‘I’ve asked one of our porters to bring a trolley over. He can make two journeys if he has to. We might have to get some more filing cabinets first.’

‘You can take these.’ Lorna had already cleared this with Mrs Cartwright.

‘We bought the fixtures and fittings too?’

‘Just the filing cabinets.’

‘Oh, right.’

Lorna decided she didn’t like him any better than Mr Buckler. ‘Mr Wyndham asked me to spend a few days with you in your office,’ she said, ‘to explain how I keep the ledgers.’

‘Cartwrights were shipping agents in a small way?’

Lorna nodded. ‘Not all that small.’

He shrugged with indifference. ‘Shouldn’t give us any problems. We do this sort of work all the time.’ He was showing little interest in her or the files he’d come for. ‘But if Grandpa’s arranged it, you’d better come. Start tomorrow then?’

The front doorbell trilled through the building. ‘I expect that’s your porter now,’ said Lorna. ‘I’ll let him in.’

When she returned with him and pointed out the cabinets, he scratched his head. ‘I’ll need a hand to get them downstairs.’

Lorna looked at Adam Wyndham expectantly. He said disdainfully, ‘Could your porter or one of your clerks help him?’

‘We haven’t anybody like that. I do everything.’

‘Oh!’ His blue eyes swung to her face for the first time. He didn’t seem to like what he saw. ‘You’d better fetch someone from our office, Jenkins. Right, I’ll see you tomorrow then?’

‘Nine o’clock all right?’

‘Make it ten.’

The next morning, she went across at five minutes to ten and was kept waiting until twenty past for Adam to arrive. After spending sessions sitting at his desk on each of the following three days, Lorna knew her first impressions had  been right, Adam had no interest in the work. He treated all she told him about the clients as being of little importance. She’d been dealing with them for years and knew some of their staff well. She was afraid they’d not be satisfied with the service they’d get from him.

Mrs Cartwright was packing, her house was sold and she was preparing to move up to Cumberland. Apart from a few favourite pieces, all her furniture was going to a sale room. Great mounds of clothing that she didn’t want to take were building up too. There were clothes that had belonged to her husband, and hats, dresses and good warm winter coats that Lorna knew her mother would love to have.

Mrs Cartwright had always been generous. She said, ‘If you can find a use for them, Lorna, you take them. They won’t bring much in the sale. And what about the typewriter? You know how to use it and I don’t.’

Lorna was thrilled. ‘But . . . that could certainly go in the sale.’

‘If it would be of use to you, I’d like you to have it.’

‘It would, thank you. My sister would love to learn to type. Perhaps I could teach her. She wants to work in an office if she can. She’s quite jealous that I was given the chance to learn.’

Mrs Cartwright was tearful when the time came to say goodbye. She gave Lorna twenty pounds in addition to the money she was due. Lorna, too, found their parting a wrench. It had been a job in which she’d managed to find her feet. She had to hire a boy with a handcart to help her carry home all the things she’d been given. She hoped, as she trailed behind it, that she’d be as happy in her new place as she’d been in the old. She had a few days’ rest now before starting work at Otterspool House, but already she was feeling nervous about going.

She was still carrying in her things when Pam returned from a job interview.

‘I didn’t get it.’ She looked disappointed. ‘A factory job, making ice cream.’ Pam was wearing her navy-blue best frock. ‘They took on six girls, but there were crowds of hopefuls waiting.’ She pulled the pins out of her severe little bun and shook out her dark straight hair. ‘Mum said I mustn’t go with my hair flying everywhere, they wouldn’t want that near ice cream, but it did no good.’

‘Next time, love.’ Her mother was trying to smile. ‘Don’t give up.’

‘That was my eighth attempt,’ Pam grimaced. ‘I’ve tried for a job in the Co-op since I saw you, Lorna, selling shoes. I’d have loved that, but it was no good, too many others after it. It looks as though I’ll end up as a housemaid after all.’

Lorna had never seen Pam look so despondent. Her school had broken up for the summer holidays three weeks ago and she wouldn’t be returning in the autumn. It was the end of an era for her just as it was for Lorna. Only the three of them were at home; Pa and Jim were away at sea. Mum had had a card from Pa posted in Baltimore only this morning.

Over their evening meal, Lorna said to her mother, ‘I’ve seen Adam Wyndham. I don’t like him much.’

‘He was such a pretty little boy.’

‘He’s still pretty. Got butter-blond hair and deep blue eyes, but, Mum, he’s got a big opinion of himself.’

‘Most of that family have. You won’t find them as easy to get on with as the Cartwrights.’

‘Mrs Cartwright gave me an extra twenty pounds,’ Lorna smiled. ‘She said it was to reward me for all the additional work I’d done for her.’

‘She’s been very generous,’ Mum said.

‘Very. When I started, that was almost a year’s wages.’

Pam’s mouth opened wide. ‘You have no end of luck. I can’t believe it. What are you going to spend it on? A gramophone? That’s what I’d buy if I was you.’

Lorna smiled slowly. ‘I’ve been giving it some thought as I walked home.’

‘And?’

‘How would you like to take a secretarial course in September instead of looking for a job?’

‘Lorna! Would you do that for me?’

‘Course I would.’ Lorna felt Pam’s arms go round her to whirl her round. ‘If you had a skill, you wouldn’t need to skivvy for anybody.’

Lorna felt rewarded when she saw her sister’s face light up with elation. ‘I’d be able to get an office job! That would be wonderful. I’d be able to wear nice clothes all the time. I’d be like you.’

‘There’s the Hamilton Commercial School where I went to night classes. They do a full course in the daytime. You could get certificates in typing, shorthand and book-keeping.’

‘Lorna, I’d love that. There was a girl in my class at school going there. Polly Evans from the dairy on the corner. We were all green with envy.’

‘We’ll go tomorrow and see if they’ve got a place for you.’

‘I can’t believe it.’ Pamela’s dark eyes were shining. ‘I’ll pay you back as soon as I start earning.’

Alice said, ‘You see, Pam, you have your luck too.’

‘She’ll be able to live at home with you, Mum. No need for you to worry about being left on your own.’

‘I’m so glad. Very grateful you’re doing this. You’re saving our Pam from domestic work. Wait till your pa hears about this.’

‘Lorna, I’m made up.’ Pam waltzed her round the room.  ‘Absolutely made up. Nobody could have a better sister than you.’

Half-sister, thought Lorna, but she was glad that that had not occurred to Pam.

 



Alice Mathews had been living in the past ever since Lorna had told her she was going to work for the Wyndhams. She’d relived every precious moment she’d ever spent with Oliver. The tremulous joy of being alone with him, of meeting him behind the stables; sometimes if it was a wet night, inside the stables. Of walking through the woods with their arms round each other’s waists, knowing they couldn’t be seen by his brothers and sister. The aching joy of kisses given and received on top of the sweet-smelling hay. The warmth of his body as he held her against him and the desperate need for more. She could remember so much of what he’d said to her, his gestures, his pleasure at being with her.

She could see him clearly in her mind’s eye even now. This was something she hadn’t allowed herself to do for years. It was an extravagant indulgence, and it brought wave after wave of guilt.

From the beginning, Alice had known Sam was falling in love with her, but she could think of nobody but Oliver. Sam had been so good to her. She owed her life to him, and her baby daughter’s. She was grateful, but he’d wanted more from her than she could give. She did her very best both for him and his grandmother to repay them for their kindness, but she couldn’t give him love.

She was living in his home at his expense. She kept it clean, used his money as thriftily as she could to buy food and coal and she looked after his grandmother. When she knew he was coming home, she prepared special meals to make a fuss of him.

Always when he came in at the front door, he kissed his grandmother, and very soon he was kissing her too, and it didn’t stop at greetings or goodbyes. Alice didn’t welcome his kisses but she couldn’t push him off: she owed him too much. She pretended to enjoy them more than she really did, but soon found that awakened him to greater passion. He asked her to marry him quite soon but she’d said no. She’d been a romantic fool, expecting another rich man to come and sweep her off her feet.

She was pregnant for a second time before she came to her senses. Sam had swept her into his arms when she’d told him, and they’d gone together that same afternoon to book their wedding at the register office.

‘You won’t regret it,’ he’d promised. ‘I’ll do my best for you and both your children. You know I love you.’

Having such memories brought back like this was making Alice feel fluttery, and she wept when she was alone in bed at night.

For the last few days, she’d been looking forward to having Lorna home. Seeing her now across the table she was reminded that she’d always been her favourite child. Alice knew she shouldn’t have favourites and she tried hard not to let it show, but Lorna reminded her so much of Oliver, in both her appearance and her quick wits.

If Pam had started work as a housemaid, she’d never have managed to become a secretary as Lorna had, even if she were given the same opportunity.

‘She’s not stupid, Mum,’ Lorna had rebuked her when she’d said as much to her. ‘She’ll learn as easily as the next at Commercial School.’
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