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Book One 1931–1932




CHAPTER ONE

When Giles Wythenshaw came to the typing pool the clicking of keys almost ceased. Alone Emily Barr kept her fingers moving, as she watched the other typists smiling up at him, hoping to catch his eye as he talked to their supervisor. When he left, she listened to their comments about what he wore and what he’d said. They vied with each other to do any work he brought.

She knew that as sole heir to J.A. Wythenshaw & Son, makers of artificial jewellery, they thought him Birkenhead’s most eligible bachelor. From the day he’d started learning the business, the office girls had had one ambition. They all fancied their chances of marrying him and living in luxury ever after.

Many of them had boyfriends already, but they all saw Giles as being on a different plane. He was larger than life, someone to dream about as an alternative to Rudolph Valentino or Douglas Fairbanks. Almost out of reach, but not quite. Flesh and blood, but thoughts of marrying him were close on fantasy all the same.

The other nine girls in the typing pool were green with envy when they heard the news. ‘Emily Barr, you’ve got the luck of the devil!’

Emily had been given what everybody wanted, the job of secretary to the canteen manager. Giles Wythenshaw  had just moved there too, and she would also be working directly for him.

On the morning she was to start in the canteen, Emily was so full of nervous excitement she hardly noticed the rain sheeting down as she cycled to work.

‘I hate coming to work on foul mornings like this, don’t you?’ Sylveen Smith, her friend, complained in the cloakroom. She had come fully trained to Wythenshaw’s and been appointed as Mr Bunting’s secretary.

‘Not this morning! Not any morning really, anything’s better than staying home.’ Emily twisted round so she could run the roller towel round the back of her neck. Rain had trickled down the collar of her best blue blouse. Pools of water were running from mackintoshes and umbrellas on to the tiled floor.

‘You’re soaked.’ Sylveen edged away from her. ‘And today of all days. Why come on your bike in weather like this? You haven’t far to walk, and an umbrella . . .’

‘Quicker to get back. Have to for the shop.’ Emily took out her comb and moved nearer the mirror, but there was nothing she could do to make her hair look better. It was short, the colour of dark chocolate and hanging in damp clumps that made it look straighter than usual. Her fringe was sticking out in all directions. Her usual treatment was to damp it down. She tried a little more water to make it lie flat.

‘I don’t know how you put up with it. Your dad’s a slave driver.’ As Sylveen applied lipstick, their eyes met in the mirror. ‘Still, you’re lucky in other ways, today’s the day, isn’t it?’

It was no secret that Sylveen fancied Giles Wythenshaw. With her looks, the typing pool thought she had the best chance of getting him, and half the office discussed how it might be done. ‘A good job you don’t worry about what you look like.’

Emily’s brown eyes glittered back at her from the  mirror. ‘But I do,’ she said with feeling. ‘I’d like to look more like you.’ She looked enviously at Sylveen’s blonde waves, and couldn’t help comparing her own rosy cheeks and elf-like features with Sylveen’s fair skin and fragile beauty. ‘But it isn’t possible.’

‘You could choose your clothes more carefully.’ That made Emily smooth down her grey flannel skirt.

‘It’s the wrong shape, does nothing for you. Needs to be longer.’ A scented cloud billowed up as Sylveen patted powder on her pretty nose.

‘I could let the hem down,’ Emily said doubtfully; she’d been pleased with it when she’d bought it last winter.

‘Needs more than that. You’re too thin. It’s not fashionable any more to have a figure like a boy. Eat more of those chips, fill yourself out. You need to look more womanly.’

Emily grimaced. She hated chips. She loathed the smell of them, couldn’t bear even talking about them. She wished for the thousandth time she didn’t live in a chip shop.

Beside her, Sylveen was teasing seductive blonde tendrils down her cheeks. She was taller and heavier by a stone. Every ounce enhanced her figure. ‘You ought to take yourself in hand.’

Emily was certain she’d done all she could. She’d turned herself into a Janus, leading a double life. This was her preferred persona, office girl in plain cardigan and skirt. Sylveen hadn’t noticed how much worse she looked in the shop. ‘How?’

‘Well, how old are you?’

‘Seventeen.’

‘You look fourteen. Make yourself look older.’

Emily frowned in the mirror. Surely she looked at least sixteen?

‘That’s your problem. You look like jail bait.’

‘What’s that?’

‘You know. It’s illegal for men to be intimate with girls under sixteen.’

Emily felt the flush run up her cheeks. ‘I wouldn’t want to be,’ she said too aggressively.

‘Of course not,’ Sylveen soothed, in her breathy voice. ‘But you want to look interesting with Giles Wythenshaw about. He’s lovely, isn’t he? Emily, you are lucky!’

Emily agreed, she had also counted herself lucky to get on Wythenshaw’s office-training course when she left school at fourteen.

‘I’d better go, he might be there.’ They went down the corridor. Sylveen headed for Mr Bunting’s office, swaying on her high heels.

Emily went on; the canteen offices were in the factory and not grand. She felt all of a flutter but only Mr Osborne, the manager, was there to greet her. She had to make a conscious effort to keep her eyes away from the red patches his spectacles made where they clipped on to his large nose.

She found the desk she was to use wedged in a small anteroom. Two other rooms opened from it; the larger was used by Samuel Osborne, the other he told her was being used by Giles Wythenshaw.

He showed her the files, pointed out the stationery cupboard, and dictated a few letters. Emily couldn’t concentrate: her fingers were hitting the wrong keys, she was buoyed up with anticipation.

It was mid morning when she looked up to find Giles studying her from the doorway. His large tawny eyes held her gaze for a full five seconds, making her tingle with surprised gratification.

‘I’m Giles Wythenshaw,’ he said, as if he expected her not to know. She felt his hand grasping hers in a friendly squeeze. ‘I understand you’re to be my secretary.’ He perched on the corner of her desk smiling down at her, smoking a cigarette in a jet holder with gold bands. ‘I hope we’ll get on well together.’

His eyes were wide spaced and slightly protruding;  everybody noticed them. Hot eyes, they called them in the typing pool. Emily felt they were like magnets pulling her gaze up to meet his. With an effort she managed to break eye contact. Sensuality crackled out of him.

He was blessed in other ways; being fond of sailing, sun and wind had bronzed his skin and bleached gold streaks into his handsome head of loose waves. His suits were expensive, his shirts whiter than snow, his fingernails appeared manicured.

She had decided she was not going to compete with the pack where Giles was concerned, but within days she was lost. In slack moments he would amuse her with stories about sailing his boat, and his hot eyes would laugh into hers. There was a warmth about him, it was impossible not to like him. She found herself building whole worlds of meaning into his smiles, revelling in his company. She even began to hope he would feel the same titillating pleasure he gave her. But as the months passed, she realised he was not singling her out with special affection. His handsome tawny eyes worked their magic on every girl he met.

Only last week, Mavis Finnegan had been cheeky enough to ask whether he’d kissed her yet. That was how the typing pool rated progress. Emily wished she could say he had, but she knew she was no nearer that now, than she had been her first day in the canteen office.

She knew she’d been given the job because her tutor said her shorthand was better than average. She also knew now that Giles Wythenshaw never dictated anything. He came into the office to browse through the mail and pencil notes in the margins. ‘Potatoes delivered not quality laid down in contract.’ Or: ‘Ask for samples and price list.’ Then she had to formulate his letters.

She made up her mind to be the perfect secretary. She’d make herself indispensable, impress with her efficiency. Giles Wythenshaw might then take more notice of her.

Sometimes he gave her work which could not be described as secretarial. She always did it to the best of her ability, and Giles would smile and say: ‘Don’t know what I’d do without you, Emily.’

Officially, Giles was one of three management trainees being given experience round the factory. Alex Fraser was another. The difference was that one day Giles would run it. He was currently learning how subsidised dinners were provided for employees, and monitoring the true cost.

Emily found it was her job to keep copies of the bills that came in daily. Giles was supposed to add up what was being spent on food, wages, heating, cleaning and administration, to arrive at a price per meal. It was Emily’s job to type his figures into a neat schedule at the end of each month.

When the figures were due for the second time, she had to remind him. His tongue clicked with impatience but he sat down and did the job. The month after, she had to remind him once more.

He frowned. ‘I haven’t time now. Tomorrow.’

Emily knew by now, he spent most of his day out on the golf course, or in his boat. She started to collate the figures herself, using the new comptometer he’d had installed in his office, feeling her way, trying to follow the method he had been shown by Mr Osborne. She hoped to keep him out of trouble.

‘You will check what I’ve done, Mr Wythenshaw?’

‘Of course, Emily. You’re a wonderful help.’

The following month, he said: ‘You’re better at it than I am. How about doing it again?’ Somehow, she found herself doing the job thereafter.

Emily was feeding five sheets of paper and four carbons into her Remington to type next week’s menu, when the phone rang. The call seemed harmless enough at first.

‘Can I speak to Mr Giles Wythenshaw?’

‘I’m afraid he isn’t in at the moment,’ she said. Routine question and routine answer. He rarely came this early.

‘Donkin, Internal Audit here. Ask him to ring me as soon as he comes. I need to speak to him this morning.’ Emily felt a vague sense of unease.

‘Is it the September figures?’ She’d sent them up yesterday to Donkin’s office, two days late.

‘Well yes, though the problem seems to go back further.’ That brought her first flutter of alarm. ‘I’d like him to explain his method.’ Emily froze in consternation.

‘Hello, are you still there?’

‘I’ll give him your message,’ she said weakly, knowing the error must be hers, and Giles Wythenshaw wouldn’t be able to explain anything.

The next moment she was scrabbling through the filing cabinet for the copies. She must have overlooked something. She studied them till the figures danced before her eyes, but she couldn’t see where she’d gone wrong. To think she’d prided herself on being efficient!

She had to let Giles know, though he wouldn’t be pleased. Where would he be on a wet morning? Probably still in bed. She asked the operator to put her through to Churton House. She was right, he sounded half asleep.

‘What sort of a mistake?’ he demanded peevishly. Since she didn’t know, it was hard to explain.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘I’ll ring Donkin and find out, and then I’ll come in and you can explain what you’ve done.’ Emily shivered, his manner had changed. It seemed he wasn’t so friendly when things went wrong.

A great ball of dread was growing inside her. How could she have been so careless? She felt all thumbs, and made so many typing errors on the menu, she had to tear it out and start again. Mr Osborne gave her a couple of letters to type, but they were soon finished. Being slack gave her time to worry. She kept looking out of the window, to see if his black Riley Monaco sports saloon was parked outside.

The morning dragged into afternoon. She gave up  expecting him as dusk came. The factory closed at five-thirty, and the machines stopped five minutes before the hooter blew. All day long there was a permanent background hum, made up of the slide and rattle of mechanical rollers, and the rhythmic thump of machinery die stamping brooches from sheet metal. In the sudden silence she heard a girlish shriek and a wolf whistle followed by ribald laughter. This was Giles Wythenshaw’s usual reception from the factory girls. Her office door banged back.

‘You’ve dropped me in it, Emily.’ His handsome face could have been chiselled from stone.

‘What did I do wrong?’ she choked.

‘I don’t know. You should be more careful.’ Emily believed she was careful. ‘How did you get a cost of 3.1 pence per meal? It’s not enough.’

She heard the factory hooter wailing, and panic surged through her. Then came the sound of feet stampeding down the corridor. ‘I don’t know.’

‘You must know. You should check what you do.’

She’d checked everything twice. She’d no idea what had gone wrong.

He was taking a sheaf of papers from his briefcase. ‘We’ll have to go through the figures and find out.’

Emily stared at the office clock, agonised. Already she was five minutes late leaving. ‘I can’t now,’ she gasped.

‘Why not?’

‘It’s time to go home. I’m sorry, I have to. Won’t tomorrow do?’ His tongue clicked with impatience.

‘First thing, then. Donkin will be here at eleven to get it sorted. Must find out where you’ve gone wrong before he comes.’

For once Emily was relieved to get away. She grabbed her gaberdine from the cloakroom and rushed to the bike shed. She was shaken by the change in him. Knowing she had no one to blame but herself made it worse.

She was late leaving because he’d come in at the last  minute, and that would put Dad in a bad mood. She stood on the pedals of her mother’s old-fashioned bike to force them round. Usually she managed to get away quickly, ahead of the tide of workers. Today she couldn’t pedal through, they hampered her progress. It was Friday, the evening air vibrated with shouts and laughter as the crowd surged out through great iron gates, taking her with it.

From the darkening street all Emily could see of Wythenshaw & Son, Manufacturers of Artificial Jewellery, was a gaunt windowless building, the original nineteenth-century factory dominating the skyline downriver towards Birkenhead. An eight-foot wall of smoke-blackened brick, topped with splintered glass, hid the newer buildings in the yard.

The new office had been built in 1904, when Wythenshaw’s had added gilt brooches and bracelets to their necklaces of coloured glass.

Emily pedalled slowly along Paradise Street in the middle of the crush. A terrace of two-up and two-down cottages fronted the pavement on one side. On the other, an eight-foot wire fence cut off access to the River Mersey. Dusk veiled the industrial squalor of the foreshore. She could see lights twinkling on the Liverpool side, and feel the keen wind blowing off the river. They passed a small factory that roasted peanuts before the road curved into Paradise Parade.

All along the Parade, a row of shops, the lights were full on. As factory hooters sounded, every counter hand stood poised like a sprinter waiting for the starting pistol. Whether at dinner time or five-thirty, there was a mad rush. At other hours, trade could be spasmodic, they had their good days and their bad, but they benefited from two hours of hard trading, day in and day out, and were grateful for the prosperity it brought.

Emily could see customers pouring into the greengrocer’s, jockeying to be served quickly and be on their  way. The newsagent was doing a roaring trade with Woodbines and Liverpool Echoes. Ethel’s Ladies’ Fashions had a crowd of girls round its window.

Charlie Barr’s Chippy stood out like a beacon. Emily knew he always timed his chips to be crisping when the hooter sounded. Black figures were running to his door. She could see steam clouding the windows, the door opening and the crush inside clammering to be served. The scent of frying rolled along the Parade to meet her.

She turned into the entry behind the shops, slithering on the wet setts. The gate into the back yard scraped the step as she pushed it open. Two empty fish boxes stood against the wall. Hurriedly she pushed her bike into the shed.

At the back door, the atmosphere pungent with years of frying closed round her. Stale odours had seeped into the curtains and the wallpaper, the lino, the hearth rug, and the furniture itself. It had penetrated every room behind and above Charlie’s chip shop. It would seep into all her clothes, and her hair if she gave it half a chance.

Warmth and fresher scents came from the shop now, and the buzz of voices.

‘Emily, you’re late. Hurry up. Get yourself here,’ Charlie called in strident tones as she ran past.

‘Coming, Dad.’ She took the stairs two at a time, unbuttoning her coat as she went. The air funnelled up the stairs bringing warmth from the shop. The odours hung in a heavy pall on the tiny landing, sometimes thick enough to make her gag. Hers was the only bedroom on the attic floor. Hastily she pushed her key in the lock and shot inside, slamming the door behind her.

Inside it was twenty degrees colder than the landing. She kept the window open always. In October, Birkenhead air was damp and smoke laden, but anything was better than the smell of chips. At school the children had said quite often: ‘You smell of chips.’ She couldn’t have them say it at the office.

She had made a draught excluder to fit along the bottom of her door from a laddered stocking stuffed with clean rags. She’d driven damp paper between the skirting board and the floor with a knife. She’d taken to locking the door since the day Gran had taken clean sheets in and left it open.

She undressed quickly. One deft movement put a coat hanger through her blouse. Her grey skirt was hung behind the curtain that served instead of a wardrobe. Off came her stockings.

In her slip, she shot back on to the landing, locking the door behind her. She pulled on the red dress that hung on a nail in readiness, buttoned a print overall over it. Tied a scarf, turban style, over her hair, tucking in every last wisp. This was why her fringe wouldn’t lie straight, she parted it too often to push it under her scarf. Hair was notoriously quick to pick up scents.

She pushed her bare feet into broken sandals, thinking what a Jekyll and Hyde existence she led. From neat office worker to drudge in one minute thirty-two seconds. She skidded down to find the shop crammed with jostling customers rapping their pennies against the counter.

‘You’ve taken your time,’ her father said, making a token pass with the vinegar bottle over the chips he was wrapping. ‘Where’ve you been till now?’

He was a short man with the beginnings of a beer gut. His hair was a thick straight swatch of iron grey, his face pallid, ill tempered and greasy. He looked as though fish and chips were his staple diet, which they were.

Emily heard somebody call: ‘A pennyworth of chips and a twopenny fish.’ She started to serve. It was five minutes before she hissed: ‘Where’s Gran?’

‘Not well. In bed.’

That shocked her. Gran must be ill to be in bed during rush hour. She had never failed to be here before.

 



Charlie Barr slid a scant scoop of chips on to the paper  and hesitated. He mustn’t get a reputation for being stingy, so he added a few more before wrapping them in newspaper. The penny clattered into the till, and he was able to take a breather at last. It had been a terrible day, he was dead tired. He hadn’t stopped since he’d opened at five o’clock.

Almost immediately, a waiting customer had shouted a warning to him, and he’d turned to see his mother sliding to the floor in a dead faint. She’d banged her head on the corner of the fryer as she fell.

His nerves felt torn to shreds, with half the customers shouting to be served and half demanding he attend to his mother. He’d been unable to move. What did one do for fainting women? He’d never known his mother faint before in all her eighty-two years, and there had been no warning.

Except that she’d complained of feeling unwell before he opened the shop, and said she wanted to lie down. But she’d not needed much persuasion to leave it till after seven, because he really did need her.

He’d felt panic stricken. Who wouldn’t, seeing her black straw hat knocked off and streaks of blood daubing her sparse white hair? Luckily, Myra George, who helped in Ted’s shop, was in getting some chips for her tea before the evening rush began.

‘Fetch Olympia,’ he’d croaked, Olympia always knew what to do. But Myra had helped Ma upstairs and put her to bed by herself.

‘Working your old ma till she drops,’ one man had guffawed to the whole shop. He’d had to ignore it because he was being run off his feet.

Even so, he’d overcooked a whole batch of chips during the mêlée. They had hardened and dried till they were almost inedible, but he couldn’t waste them, and he had to get the queue served.

‘What about a cup of tea for your ma?’ He hadn’t noticed Myra come down, but the queue had.

‘How is she?’ they chorused.

‘She’s all right.’ It was Ma’s job to look after the customers who sat down to eat at the tables. She buttered bread for a penny a round, and made cups of tea if they wanted it. The pot happened to be full, so Myra had taken a cup upstairs.

Myra was a cheeky bit though. ‘How about being generous with the chips tonight?’ she’d said when he came to serve her. And if that wasn’t bad enough, she’d opened the package in front of them all and added: ‘I don’t call that generous.’ He’d had to give her a few more, it didn’t do to argue with customers.

On top of all that Emily had been late, and when she’d turned up she’d stood around expecting him to tell her all about Ma. It had been as much as he could do to stop her dropping everything to see how she was.

She could be as obstinate as a mule, could Emily. She’d dug her feet in, and at the first opportunity shot upstairs. She was a right little madam, it wouldn’t hurt her to pull her weight more. She’d have to while Ma was sick. He had put it to her nicely. Tried to keep her sweet, though she’d chosen today of all days to be late.

‘I’ll need a hand in the shop, Emily, while Ma’s in her bed.’

‘I’m sorry I was late. Something happened in the office, I was kept talking about what should be done.’

‘All right, but I want you to take a couple of days off. You’ll not lose out. Wythenshaw’s will pay you just the same.’ Charlie was watching her face. For one wonderful moment the little madam seemed to consider it. He really thought she might.

‘I can’t, Dad.’ She’d turned her pert little nose up at him. ‘I can’t stay off work.’

‘Tell them you’re sick. Or I’ll phone and tell them.’ Her brown eyes had met his, full of contempt.

‘Just for a couple of days till Ma’s better.’ He shouldn’t  have to plead like this. ‘I can’t manage on my own.’

She’d spun round on him like a tiger. ‘Gran’s too old to work. You’re killing her. Why don’t you get help?’

‘I’m asking you to help.’

‘No, Dad.’

‘Oh come on, Emily, it wouldn’t hurt you.’

‘In the long run you’ll have to pay someone else. You’ve put it off long enough.’

Charlie pursed his lips. She was always on at him to hire help, he’d heard it too often. She thought money grew on trees. No sense. ‘The business can’t afford it.’

‘Come off it, Dad,’ she’d said.

There was something alien about Emily. She could look at him with the eyes of a stranger. Like now. He’d never felt close to her. He’d married her mother and saddled himself with her.

She’d been three years old when he’d first seen her. An elf-like child who spoke with unusual fluency for her age. He’d thought she’d be easy to love. He’d wanted to, because of Alice. Bright she might have been, but she’d showed too clearly what she felt. Her lustrous brown eyes were like windows to her mind. He knew she’d always hated him.

The way she clung to Alice when he was near had turned him off. She’d always been so demanding of her mother’s attention. So wary of him.

He’d had so few years with Alice, and always the little madam had been between them, ever present. She’d come into their bedroom in the middle of the night, careful to get into their bed on Alice’s side, and not above showing resentment that he was there already. Nobody could take to a child like that. He’d wanted to love her, it just wouldn’t come.

‘My mummy,’ she used to cry. ‘She’s mine.’ He’d had to prise her fingers open to release them from Alice’s nightdress more than once.

‘Be patient with her,’ Alice had pleaded. ‘She’s shared my bed till now. She’s jealous but she’s only three, she’ll get used to you. Give her time.’

‘You fuss her too much, Alice.’

‘No. Let’s show her all the affection we can. She’ll come round.’

‘I already do,’ he’d protested, but Emily never had come round.

She was nothing like her mother. Alice had been gentler, more easily persuaded to do things his way, and he hadn’t pushed her too far about Emily’s father. He knew she’d been hurt, it showed.

Alice had bowled him over. He’d been willing to take on anything if he could have her. Willing even to support another man’s child. And he’d done that even when Alice was gone. Fed and clothed her all through her childhood. No thanks from her, wouldn’t lift a finger to help him now.

Not that he’d come out of it badly. Wythenshaw’s had helped because of the manner of Alice’s death. She’d gone off to work in the morning and been dead by eleven o’clock. She’d been working in their canteen kitchen when it had gone on fire. He’d been shaken to the core. Only right he should be compensated. Only right they should pay him ten shillings a week to support her dependent child, and take her into their offices when she was old enough.

 



Emily had tossed and turned late into the night. When the time came to get up she felt heavy with sleep. The house was cold and silent as she ran downstairs.

Because Gran usually did it, she cleared the ashes from the grate in the living-room and laid a fresh fire. Bed was the only reasonable place for an invalid in this house, since Dad didn’t like the fire being lit early in the morning. She heated the pan of porridge she’d made last night and took two bowls upstairs, so they could have it together.

Gran was a still, small mound under the bedclothes, her thin white hair spread across the pillow. Her skin was grey and wrinkled like the skin of a tortoise. With her teeth in a tumbler on the chest by her bed, her cheeks sagged inwards, leaving her mouth open. She looked incredibly old.

Suddenly Emily froze, waiting for her to breathe. The mound was too still. Horror was stealing through her. But no, the cheeks moved slowly like bellows. Gran was breathing all right.

She relaxed a little, it seemed a shame to wake her, but Gran would never get better if she didn’t eat. She hated to see her sick and helpless.

Gran had hugged her that awful day her mother had died, and promised then she would look after her. She’d been seventy-two, but she’d kept her promise. Emily saw Gran’s rheumy eyes open slowly.

‘I was afraid I wouldn’t live to see you grow up,’ she murmured. ‘But you’ll be all right now.’

Emily shivered, afraid Gran was ready to die now she’d discharged that duty. She couldn’t imagine life without her.

When it was time to leave for work, she was reluctant to go. Last night, she’d been tempted, when Dad suggested she stay off, but she knew it wouldn’t solve anything. Eventually she’d have to go back. She pushed her bike into the back entry.

‘Morning, Emily.’ Another bike was coming out from the yard behind Fraser’s Grocers of Distinction, two doors up the Parade. She’d known Alexander Fraser as an ally all her life. He was nearly two years older, and had been her childhood companion and mentor. At one time, she’d thought the strong curve of his jaw wonderful, his thick dark chestnut hair handsome. Over the last year or so, she’d not felt so close. They were drifting apart and she didn’t know how to stop it. She still saw a lot of him because they lived so close, and he worked at  Wythenshaw’s too. Pedalling hard, Emily started telling him what was on her mind.

‘God, Emily, they aren’t paying you to take that sort of responsibility. It’s not your job.’

She sighed. ‘There’s not much typing to do. Not enough to keep me busy.’

‘Don’t worry, they can’t expect the earth for three pounds a week.’ Alex’s grin was rather lopsided.

‘It’s good money,’ she said indignantly.

‘Not good enough to blame you for mistakes of that sort. You’re supposed to be a shorthand typist. Who showed you how to work out those costs?’

‘Nobody showed me.’

‘I bet they pay Giles Wythenshaw a handsome salary, and he’s doing nothing.’

‘It’s different for him,’ Emily flared.

‘Very different. For him everything comes easily, it’s handed to him on a plate. He’s like Peter Pan, he can’t grow up. Twenty-three and still wants to play. Can’t concentrate on anything but his own pleasure.’

‘You sound envious,’ Emily said coldly.

‘I am. I’d give a lot to be in his shoes, being groomed to run the whole works.’ Alex laughed. ‘Serve him right for leaving it all to you.’

Once Alex would have understood. Emily pedalled harder, wanting to get away. The trouble with childhood sweethearts was that you grew out of them. Damn Alex. She reached her office.

‘Good morning, Mr Osborne.’ She could see him at his desk through the adjoining door. Apart from the background clatter of machinery, there was no sound. She tapped on the door of Giles Wythenshaw’s room, then pushed it ajar. The two letters she’d typed for him yesterday still waited for his signature. He hadn’t even bothered to sign them last night.

Giles had said he’d come in early. Yesterday he’d been  reluctant to let her go before they’d gone through the figures. She couldn’t understand why he wasn’t here now. She felt on edge, torn between wanting to get it over, yet fearful of the trouble it might bring.

Why should she worry? It didn’t seem to be bothering him. There was still plenty of time for everything she could tell him. Nevertheless a lump of foreboding was growing in her throat.

The morning dragged. Mr Osborne dictated two or three letters, but she soon finished them. He went down to the kitchens, and she started to tidy the files; it left her mind free to worry. She could no longer sit still at her desk.

Quarter to eleven. Where was he? She went to the window, expecting every moment to see his car edge into its space outside. At five to eleven she heard steps and voices coming along the passage. She knew already Giles Wythenshaw would not be with them.

‘Good morning.’ The door of her anteroom swept open. ‘Donkin and Coates from Internal Audit. Mr Wythenshaw asked us to be here at eleven.’ Soberly clad and serious, they filled all the space. She indicated two upright chairs.

Donkin was in his mid thirties with thin sandy hair and a moustache to match. An up-and-coming executive, he exuded confidence.

‘Mr Wythenshaw won’t be long.’ She looked pointedly at the clock, it was three minutes before time. Would he still be at home, sitting over his breakfast? He had talked of a heavy social life that kept him out late. She dialled the number, conscious of two pairs of eyes both behind gold-rimmed spectacles, watching every movement she made.

‘Young Mr Wythenshaw?’ Emily knew it was the housekeeper who answered though she didn’t say so. She’d rung often enough for that. ‘He left for the office some time ago. Early, around nine.’

‘Thank you,’ Emily said hastily, slapping the phone down before she could say anything else.

The golf club, then. She opened her diary to read the number and closed it before dialling. The men were sitting too close, almost overpowering her. She hoped they had not heard the housekeeper. The phone was in the bar, she could hear the tell-tale clink of glasses as she waited.

A voice said: ‘Hello, Wythenshaw here.’

‘Oh! Mr Donkin and Mr Coates have arrived. Your eleven o’clock appointment.’

There was a moment’s silence. She knew he’d forgotten all about it. ‘Let them wait in my office, Emily. Make them some tea, I’ll be there in five minutes. Keep them happy.’

‘Yes, Mr Wythenshaw.’ Donkin was watching her, his fingers steepling, signalling power. Norman Coates’s straight hair stuck out like wire. She saw him wink almost imperceptibly. He was Alex’s friend, the third of Wythenshaw’s management trainees. No doubt, it was he who had spotted the error. That would not please Giles either.

She smiled. ‘He’s been delayed in a meeting, but he’s on his way now and won’t be more than five minutes. Sends his apologies.’

She knew he couldn’t possibly cover the distance in five minutes, but she felt better now she had made contact. She had time to make the tea and take it in. They had time to drink it too. It was a relief to have her office to herself again.

She heard his car tyres scream to a halt in the yard. He was at her door in moments, signalling to her to come to the storeroom opposite. It was bigger than her office, with shelves piled high with dried goods, flour, sugar, salt and rice in big sacks.

‘Emily.’ He was breathless. ‘You never did get round to telling me what you did wrong.’

‘I don’t know. They haven’t explained it to me. I can hardly ask.’

‘You must know.’

‘No, you’ll have to talk to them. They’ll tell you.’

He groaned. ‘I’ll leave the door open, so you can listen. If I can’t handle it I’ll have to make some excuse to come out and confer. All right?’

She nodded, ‘I’m sorry,’ but he was gone.

His voice carried clearly, greeting them, pouring himself a cup of tea from the pot she’d taken in. It would be cold by now. He didn’t sound his usual confident self. Emily closed her eyes and wished it was over. She heard the rustle of papers being spread across his desk.

They were asking him exactly how he’d arrived at a figure of 3.1 pence per canteen dinner. He was blustering, showing too obviously he hadn’t the slightest idea. Emily curled up inside. She heard him suggest it might be a typing error. Even he must know it was a lot more than that! He was doing his best to lay the fault on her. Then he suggested it could be an error in arithmetic.

‘Obviously,’ Mr Donkin said, and for a time they were side-tracked into discussing the reliability of the new comptometer Giles had ordered, and the feasibility of having a girl to operate it for him.

Emily covered her face in anguish. Hadn’t she asked him to check her figures? She might have known he wouldn’t bother.

She looked at the clock. They’d been at it for an hour, and were no nearer a solution now. Mr Donkin asked Giles to explain his method. Emily heard the papers rustle again..

‘Excuse me a moment.’ He came out closing the door behind him.

Emily could see by his turkey-red face that they had him rattled. He grabbed her by the wrist and headed for the storeroom. There were no windows and, when he closed the door, his face was a pale triangle in the darkness.

‘I added all the bills together, and divided by the number of meals served,’ she hissed, feeling anxiety  ricochet round the store, increasing the jitters she already had.

‘What about wages?’

‘I added them in. Heating, lighting, depreciation on equipment, everything.’ The store was hot and smelled of apples.

‘You couldn’t have. You’ve done something wrong. You should have gone into it with me.’

‘You weren’t here.’ Emily felt stiff with tension.

‘Come on, don’t hold out on me now.’

‘I’m not holding out. I’m trying to help. The problem goes back to the first month when you did them. Mr Osborne showed you how.’

‘You’re not saying it’s my fault?’

‘I don’t know. I think the final figure should have been carried on from one month to the next, but there’s more wrong than that. Keep them talking, and you’ll find out.’

‘For God’s sake, Emily!’

She heard him stumble over something in the darkness, as she followed him back to her desk. She found she was holding her breath; both the auditors had their backs to her, it wasn’t easy to hear what they were saying. The interview dragged on.

‘You’ll have to excuse me again, I’m afraid,’ she heard Giles say. ‘Must be something I’ve eaten.’

His face was twisting with anger as he swept to her desk. ‘Come on,’ he snarled under his breath. She followed him again to the store. The door slammed shut, blackness engulfed them.

‘You’re making me look a bloody fool.’ She could hear the fury in his voice. ‘You’ve really dropped me in it. Come on, open up, Emily.’

‘Definitely the final figure should have been cumulative,’ she was saying. His face came close to hers in the darkness. She could see the angry glow in his eyes. He came closer still, she could feel his breath against her  forehead, it seemed threatening. In a wave of panic she threw out her hand to ward him off. She felt her nails scrape against flesh.

His sharp intake of breath told her she’d hurt him. Jerking back in horror she bumped her head against a shelf.

‘You little cat,’ he spat, snatching the door open. As he turned, the light from the corridor shone on three angry scratches running from the corner of his eye to his chin. One deeper than the others ran with blood.

‘What did you do that for?’ he gasped, staring at his fingers, smeared with blood from touching his face. His shocked eyes met hers before he twisted away, cannoning into Mavis Finnegan who was on her way back to the typing pool after taking dictation from one of the salesmen.

‘What’s the matter?’ Her eyes glittered with speculation behind their thick spectacles, as she looked from Giles to Emily.

‘Nothing!’ he spat and went striding off towards the men’s cloakroom. Emily was shaking. She could still feel his flesh under her fingernails.

‘Did you scratch his face, Emily?’ Mavis had short mousey hair, which she wore pushed back anyhow behind her ears.

With an agonised groan Emily ran towards the cloakroom, fighting for self control. She hadn’t meant to do him any harm. It had been an accident. She couldn’t face Mavis Finnegan or going back to her office, and anyway it was almost time to go home. Already the cloakroom was filling with girls; she pushed her way through them to grab at her coat. She was frightened she’d marked the boss’s son for life.




CHAPTER TWO

Emily pedalled furiously, feeling overwhelmed. She’d grown used to normal office life, working hard, building her career, edging towards what she thought of as a better life. The cold damp air did nothing to cool her hot cheeks.

Everything had blown up in her face, and the more she thought about it, the worse it seemed. She’d set out to attract Giles’s attention with her competence; instead she’d impressed with her mistakes. She’d scratched his face and, by Monday, Mavis Finnegan would have set the whole office agog with the news.

‘You little cat,’ he’d snarled.

She couldn’t believe the change in him. In her daydreams he’d never act like this. She began to worry that he’d complain about her. If he did, she would certainly be sent back to the typing pool in disgrace.

The familiar pungent smell of home closed round her. She raced to change into her old clothes, and run down to Gran’s room. She sought comfort, sinking down on Gran’s bed, and telling her what had happened, letting all her fears flood out.

‘Emily! You could get the sack.’ Horror gave Gran the strength to pull herself up the bed, revealing a large expanse of pink winceyette nightdress topped with a black wool shawl.

Gran was rarely seen without her shawls. She had two;  a shoulder shawl with a bobble fringe, which she wore in the house as well as in bed, and a larger thicker one to cover it, if she went to the pub or out along the Parade. For serving in the shop she dispensed with both; the heat from the fryer made shawls unnecessary.

Emily had already worried about getting the sack, but had comforted herself with the thought that Wythenshaw’s always treated employees kindly. To hear Gran put it in words made the strength ebb from her knees.

In these days of depression, jobs were not easy to get. Her career might end almost before it began. She’d need a good reference from Wythenshaw’s, if she were to stand a chance anywhere else.

‘What a pity, especially when you’d made a good start,’ Gran lamented, her eyes rheumy. ‘And working for the boss’s son – I had such hopes for you.’ Emily hadn’t expected Gran to see things as the typing pool did.

‘I wanted you to have a better life. I hoped you’d make a good marriage. People like us have to, if we’re to have anything.’

Gran had soft slack cheeks, and eyes that didn’t miss much, though she couldn’t read without her glasses. They were on the chest beside her bed now, tortoiseshell frames, held together with sticking plaster. Really she needed them to see the coins she was being handed in the shop, but she had learned instead the feel of small change.

Emily saw her future stretching ahead in the chip shop; even if she had no job to go to, Dad would see she was fully occupied. Gran was writing off any alternative, and Emily had the sinking feeling she’d lost everything she held most dear.

She had had this feeling before. She had been seven years old on the day she’d heard the fire engines hurtle past her school. Walking home with Alex at dinner time, she saw the usual crowd milling along the Parade. She noticed people turning to look at her with pity in their eyes.

‘The blinds are down.’ She’d jerked Alex to a halt, fear pulsing through her. She’d never known the shop closed at dinner time. She rushed in the back way, to find her father slumped in a chair in the living-room staring at the empty grate in despair. Gran had pulled her on her knee; Emily remembered being hugged against unyielding corsets.

‘Your mother’s been killed,’ Charlie said baldly. It had taken a moment for the awful truth to sink in, because her mother was never home at dinner time. Gran’s face, ravaged by tears, underlined her grief. The feeling of being abandoned came quickly. Desolation followed, and eyes that kept flooding tears however hard she tried to control them. She had not eaten the food Gran put on her plate.

Alex had returned; he had been seeing her back and forth to school since the day she started. Gran would have kept her on her knee.

‘Send her back to school,’ Charlie snapped. ‘Better for her. I can’t stand her snivelling underfoot all afternoon.’

Emily remembered the aching devastation. The painful humiliation of being unwanted. Of knowing Charlie believed her loss less than his, and that her grief was a small matter.

‘Your gran loves you,’ Alex had consoled. ‘She’ll take care of you.’

‘Yes, but she isn’t really my gran. He’s not my father either. I’ve nobody of my own now.’ That was over ten years ago, but the warmth of Alex’s response was with her still.

‘You’ve got me. I’m your friend.’ She’d heard the break in his voice, felt the weight of his arm on her shoulders as clumsily he’d pulled her close. ‘Come on, kid. I’ll see you’re all right.’

‘Better go and help Charlie.’ Gran’s gnarled hand patted hers now. ‘You know what Saturday dinner time’s like.’

Emily went down reluctantly, expecting to find her father in a bad mood. He was scooping a mound of crisp chips on to the warming tray, while the waiting customers sniffed appreciatively.

The fryer he’d bought secondhand last year almost filled one wall of the shop. It reminded Emily of a cinema organ, its pale green enamel decorated with strips of polished chrome. He moved a batch of half-cooked chips to the crisper, and the fat spluttered furiously as more raw ones were flung in.

Emily started to serve, and there was no time to think of anything else. She knew she could do this job and not be found wanting; its familiarity was a comfort. For once she found the frenzied atmosphere soothing. Charlie served like an automaton alongside her.

‘Next,’ he barked.

‘I’ll wait for Emily.’

That caught her attention. Sylveen had come in on her way home. Emily knew it riled Charlie to have customers ask for her. He said they did it because she gave over-generous portions. Emily hastened to serve her, so she would go and Charlie forget what he saw as an insult.

‘Three pennyworth of chips, and three fish.’ Emily picked out three good fish and, after making sure Charlie’s attention was elsewhere, scooped generous measures of chips into the bags.

‘How about coming down Grange Road this afternoon, Emily? I want a new frock, and we could look for a new skirt for you.’

‘I can’t,’ she said quietly. ‘Got to work.’

‘She can come out, can’t she, Mr Barr? Just for a couple of hours. You close in the afternoon, don’t you?’

‘She doesn’t need any new skirts,’ he said. ‘Got more than enough clothes already.’

A young workman in dungarees grinned from Sylveen  to Emily. ‘I’ll come with you. You can choose some new trousers for me.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Sylveen said distantly. ‘I’m not sure you’re my type.’

‘You’re mine,’ he said, and she laughed, counting her money into Emily’s hand.

‘Thanks for the offer, Handsome, but I never go out with strange men. See you, Emily.’

‘Who is she?’ the workman demanded when it was his turn to be served.

‘Just a girl I know.’

‘Wish I did.’ His grin was friendly.

‘Chatty to the fellows, isn’t she?’ another customer added.

‘Chatty to the girls as well,’ Emily retorted. ‘Sylveen’s a friendly person.’

‘Too friendly by half,’ Charlie grunted.

‘Not to me,’ the workman sighed.

‘How do you know her, Emily?’ her father demanded suspiciously.

‘She works in the office at Wythenshaw’s.’ Emily expertly wrapped the parcel in newspaper.

‘She doesn’t live round here?’

‘No, she lives in Prenton.’

‘Whew, posh,’ the workman said. Emily thought so too; Sylveen’s home was a new semi-detached.

‘She’s not posh,’ Gladys Wade, Billy’s grandmother, said stridently from the back of the shop. ‘She’s no better than she should be, that one. I know her, our Edith lives near her.’

Emily knew Gladys as a gossiping old harridan who used to serve in the newsagent’s next door, but now she helped only with household tasks. She had come in wearing her carpet slippers and crossover floral overall.

‘Had a baby she did. Had it adopted, now she’s going round as bold as brass.’

Emily couldn’t stop her sudden intake of breath. ‘Did she?’ She hadn’t known that.

‘You’re better off without the likes of her, young man.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he said, handing over his money in exchange for the parcel of chips.

Emily shivered. She had envied Sylveen her looks, and her middle-class background. Her easy-going manner gave no hint of the trouble she’d had. She wondered who the father had been.

‘Stay away from her,’ Charlie ordered. ‘Do you hear? We don’t want you led into trouble like that.’

Emily seethed with anger at Gladys Wade, for taking Sylveen’s reputation away in front of a shopful of customers. When she came to serve her, she was deliberately meaner than Charlie would ever be with the chips.

‘Two bottles of dandelion and burdock please.’ On one side of the fryer was a shelf holding half-penny bottles of pop, brilliantly coloured. On the other, a table supported two gas rings. A pan simmered mushy peas on one, a kettle sang on the other.

Emily saw Alex Fraser looking round the shop door. He waved to her but retreated. She knew he could see she was busy and would come back. She wanted to tell him about scratching Giles Wythenshaw. Alex would know what she might expect to happen next.

‘Can we have two slices of bread and two teas?’ a voice shouted from behind the waiting queue.

‘See to the tables, Emily,’ her father hissed. Three small tables were fitted into an alcove at the back of the shop, where customers could eat their chips on the premises. Emily poured tea into two thick cups. Snatched bread and butter from the mound prepared during the morning and kept under a damp tea towel. Pushed her way through the waiting queue to the tables.

The alcove wall was decorated with three incongruous pictures. Already the steamy atmosphere was condensing  against the glass, toning down the emerald palms and aquamarine sea, the red bathing suits of natives cavorting with beer barrels on a foreign shore.

She had been serving behind the counter for another half hour, when she looked up to find Alex had returned. With an apologetic look in his dark eyes, he handed over a paper bag.

‘What’s this?’ She took it automatically.

‘Blackcurrant tarts. Your favourite. For tonight.’

‘Why bring them now?’

‘Billy Wade has asked me to go out with him.’

Emily bit back the protest. They always spent Saturday evening together, always had as long as she could remember.

Alex’s father was Charlie’s friend. Even as a child he’d been brought round to play with her on Saturday nights, when his mother went to the pictures. It had become the social occasion of the week: Ted Fraser brought beer round at closing time, and Charlie provided the fish and chips to go with it.

‘Billy Wade? What does an evening with him consist of?’ She knew she was showing her hurt. She sounded like a fish wife.

‘Just a drink at Donovan’s. Just for once.’ The shop door opened with a rush of cold air. Emily turned to attend to the customer without another word.

‘See you around, Emily,’ he said shamefacedly. Emily eyed the paper bag he’d given her with displeasure. Alex had been bringing cakes on Saturday nights since he was ten years old.

‘After all,’ he’d said. ‘Dad brings beer.’ They’d laughed together, sharing the secret of how on Saturdays Alex put a couple of custard tarts or doughnuts in a paper bag, and hid it below the counter so they wouldn’t be sold. It meant they had to eat their feast sitting on the stairs, so Ted wouldn’t see the cakes, but they preferred being on their  own. Over the years, Alex’s mother had found out, but had given permission to take them. Now Alex was working, she knew he paid for anything he took from his mother’s shop.

Emily couldn’t shake off the feeling she’d been let down for the second time today, and being let down by Alex was far far worse.

It was after two when the shop closed. Charlie took the last of the chips and slumped down at one of the tables. Emily was tired and hungry, but she had to make something for Gran. She went to the scullery and simmered two pieces of fish in milk, but Gran could only manage a few mouthfuls. Emily ate her share too and hurried down again, wanting to get her afternoon work finished.

There was another pan of dried peas to set boiling, and another batch to soak. She wiped down the counter and the fryer, swept out the shop.

One job she quite liked doing was getting the weekend shopping; it made a break to get out along the Parade. Charlie rang up the till and gave her a pound note, and she found a bag.

It gave Emily a feeling of freedom to stand outside Wade’s the newsagent next door and read the placards in their window. Not good news: the number of unemployed was growing. The scent of newsprint came wafting out with a customer. As she passed Fraser’s Grocers of Distinction, she peeped in to see if Alex was behind the counter. He wasn’t.

Sunday was the one day they always had meat. She went into McFie’s, the butcher at the end of the row, to buy some stewing steak. Old Mrs McFie served her, wearing an apron spattered with blood. She was stout and ten years younger than Gran, but had been her crony for many years.

‘Your gran looked real poorly this morning,’ she said. ‘I told her I’d send round some lozenges, had them for my  bad throat in the spring, and these were left over. Wait a minute while I get them, had to turn out my cupboards but I found them.’

Emily waited in the empty shop, forcing her gaze away from the speciality of the shop, delicious-looking boiled ham. When old Mrs McFie came bustling back, she pressed an opened packet of throat sweets in her hand. ‘Tell her they taste terrible, but they’ll do her good. Hope she’ll be back on her feet soon.’ For Emily, shopping along the Parade was a social occasion too.

Outside Tarrant’s the greengrocer’s, boxes of produce were stacked on the pavement. From them she chose carrots, onions and a couple of lemons to make lemonade for Gran. Cathy Tarrant came to serve her. When she’d gone to school with Cathy, she’d had thick pigtails, but now she had a head of bushy brown curls.

‘Guess what?’ Cathy’s eyes danced with excitement. ‘I’ve got a job. Start on Monday.’

‘What as?’

‘Dentist’s receptionist. Lloyds in Well Lane.’

‘Lovely,’ Emily breathed.

‘Be much better than working for me dad,’ Cathy said behind her hand.

Emily laughed; Cathy was a few months older than her and she knew she’d been trying to get a job for a long time. ‘All the best for Monday.’

She went along to Fraser’s. It was the most stylish shop along the Parade. On one side of the door a brightly coloured metal sign read ‘Camp Coffee is Best’. On the other, was a sailor boy advertising Reckitts Bag blue. Alex’s mother, Olympia, a junoesque matron of thirty-five, was behind the polished mahogany counter.

‘Half a pound of cheddar, please.’ Emily drifted to the glass-topped mahogany boxes in which biscuits were displayed. Digestive, eightpence halfpenny for half a pound. Gran’s favourite were Crawford’s meadow creams but  they were tenpence halfpenny.

‘How’s your gran?’ Olympia drew a wire through the cheese, cutting a slice.

‘She’s got tonsillitis.’

‘Gave Myra quite a turn seeing her drop in a dead faint like that. I’ve told your dad he shouldn’t make her work so hard.’

‘A packet of Rinso Washing Powder and half a dozen eggs, please.’ Emily thought the grocer’s shop an Aladdin’s cave of delights with mahogany shelves piled high with Skipper sardines, Fry’s chocolate, and Libby’s cooked corned beef. She sank down on the bentwood chair provided for customers.

‘Alex has gone to the match at Prenton Park.’ Olympia collected the goods with quick economical movements, and added up the bill. ‘I suppose he told you?’

‘With Billy Wade?’ She hadn’t meant to sound so bitter.

‘No, he’s taken his dad.’ Olympia reached behind her for a tin of peaches.

‘Give this to your gran for her tea, Emily. They’ll slide past her sore throat.’ Olympia tucked a loose tendril of hair behind her ear; it was deep chestnut red, very like Alex’s, but drawn back in a severe bun.

‘Thank you, that’s very kind.’

‘I’ll come in and see her tomorrow. Tell your dad I’ll find a girl for him, he’s only to say the word.’

When she got back home, Emily found her father already down in the cellar which was their preparation room. With a box of coley at his feet, he was cutting the fish into portions. It was the one job he always did himself. He said other people cut them too big.

‘See to the potatoes, Emily,’ he ordered. It was the job she liked least. Although Charlie had bought a machine to peel potatoes from a café that had gone bankrupt, it sprayed her with cold water as she fed them in, and then the eyes had to be removed by hand. As she dragged  another sack of potatoes down from the yard, she hoped Charlie would make up more batter and not leave it to her. She went on feeding in potatoes till her back ached.

‘That’ll do. What’s the matter with you? I’ve told you twice you’ve done enough. It’s Sunday tomorrow.’

Emily switched the machine off. Her mind had been on Alex. She’d been miles away paddling in the Mersey. They’d had long expeditions on summer Sundays as children. Walking for miles along the narrow band of fine sand on the Rock Ferry foreshore. Looking for crabs in small pools beneath the broken bricks, rusting bicycle wheels and other flotsam and jetsam that lay on the firm sand below the tide mark.

She was relieved to see her father measuring flour and bicarb into the enamel washing-up bowl to make batter. She was now free to make a cup of tea and put her feet up until the shop reopened at five. Charlie had already put a match to the fire. It was beginning to burn up.

Emily sipped her tea, letting memories of Alex come and go. She had gone with him out to the clean firm sand at the low-water line. To get there, they had to cross a broad band of thick oozing mud that sucked and pulled at their bare feet. She had been frightened; dragging one foot out made the other sink deeper.

Billy Wade called it going ‘out lowie’. He told her it was sinking sand, and once three girls had been sucked under and lost for ever. He’d dared her to cross.

Alex had said it was possible, so she went with him, leaving two sets of footprints in the mud, marking the way they must return.

There was the compensation of clambering up the keels of fishing boats and yachts marooned on their sides in the mud. It was exciting to go on board, though they had to keep a sharp eye out. Once an irate owner had stolen up on them, uttering dire threats if they had interfered with his moorings. When he found they had not, he knocked  their heads together anyway, for trailing mud on deck.

Always there were the ferry boats hustling importantly on their three-point journey, from Liverpool Pier Head to Rock Ferry pier, and then on to Woodside. Steamers chugged upriver to Runcorn. Gulls wheeled overhead and both Liverpool and Birkenhead drowsed in hazy sunshine.

Today, Birkenhead was known rather derogatorily as a satellite town, because Liverpool had been a bustling port, when Birkenhead was still a bank covered with birch trees. But when iron ships with engines were built in the last century, the ferry service made it easier for the rich merchants of Liverpool to cross the river than reach the outskirts of their own town. Then Rock Ferry had prospered and become a residential resort for the wealthy. It boasted of Royal visitors.

There had been many fine hotels, a splendid sandstone Esplanade, and it had been possible to take donkey rides along the sand to New Ferry. Sometimes she and Alex walked the length of it and rested on the fine sand in the gap. Sometimes they took sandwiches and went on past New Ferry Esplanade, and under the shore fields to the old brickworks. Now the big houses in Rock Ferry were growing shabby, and many were rented by the room. Summer visitors went elsewhere.

In less pleasant weather, if Alex could get them two-pence each, they went indoor swimming in Bryne Avenue baths, though she had to do it in her knickers because she had no bathing costume. Alex had taught her to swim there because it was easier than in the swirling Mersey tide.

When Gran found out she had forbidden it, saying she ought to be ashamed, and only a very brazen girl would show her bare body. She had found her an old blouse to wear as well as her knickers.

Emily’s thoughts went back to the summer of 1924 when she’d had her tenth birthday. Even the year before,  Gran had said it was quite improper for her to swim in blouse and knickers, and had looked out a cotton dress that she’d worn to Sunday school at the age of six. It had had sleeves and a sash in a pretty print of birds and flowers, as well as matching bloomers.. Gran thought if she pulled the bloomers down to hide her thighs, it would look like a real bathing dress.

It had been tight across her chest the year before, and had been rolled up in a drawer over the winter. In the changing room at the baths, it had been a real struggle to get the dress fastened up the front. It was constrictingly tight, and she could hardly move her arms.

She had tried to keep up with Alex jumping in the deep end and racing to the shallow. Emily had felt the seams give at her first jump, and her vigorous breast stroke finished off the bodice. The material had rotted and now tore easily, and at the end of the afternoon, there was precious little to cover her body, which was showing the first changes of adolescence.

Alex had thought it funny until he’d realised how ashamed she was. Then he’d run to fetch her towel to hide her nakedness as she went back to the changing rooms. Back on Paradise Parade, she’d pulled him to a halt to gaze at a red bathing costume in Ethel’s window. It was priced six shillings and elevenpence.

‘Ask your gran to get it for you,’ he suggested. ‘For your birthday.’ But Gran had already bought her a pretty dress with poppies on, as well as a cardigan.

‘You need them more, love,’ she’d said. Emily loved the dress and knew she was right, but still she hankered after a bathing costume.

‘If I come up on a horse,’ Gran had promised, ‘you shall have it the very next time I win.’

Emily knew Gran liked a flutter on the horses, but she seemed to lose more often than she won. ‘Unless . . . Why don’t you ask your dad?’

Emily did, but not with much hope. ‘You need shoes,’ Charlie complained. ‘Bathing costumes are unaffordable luxuries for the likes of us.’

‘He’s mean!’ Alex had said fiercely. ‘He could afford it. I’ll get it for you, Emily.’

‘How?’

‘I’ll do it somehow,’ he vowed. ‘Let me think.’ By the next day he had a plan. ‘Promise you won’t breathe a word,’ he’d whispered, and explained how Charlie would pay for the bathing suit without knowing.

‘He buys dried peas by the sack from my mother, but we also sell them loose in the shop. When you put his peas to soak, fill a paper bag too. I’ll sneak them back to our shop, weigh them, and add them to the sack we have open. Mum will sell them without realising she’s selling the same stock twice. Then I’ll take the money from the till without her being any the wiser. We can work the same trick with the tea and sugar he gets for the shop.’ Emily had tingled with fear and admiration of his daring.

‘He also buys potatoes by the sack from Tarrant’s.’ Emily’s mouth had sagged open. ‘I’ve arranged with Ken Tarrant that we’ll return a couple of bowlfuls daily.’ Her hand covered her mouth. Ken was the fifteen-year-old son of the owner.

‘Ken will weigh them, and add them to the potatoes being sold loose in the shop. It’s foolproof.’

‘Ken Tarrant would do that for me?’

‘He’s keen to get one up on Charlie.’

Emily had been shocked at the time, though she had already practised some of the deceptions they suggested. From every shop along the Parade, children were expected to spend their Sunday afternoons at Sunday school. They all dressed in their best, accepted a half-penny for the collection, but went to the shore or to play ball in Mersey Park. The money usually went on sweets, or latterly a twopenny packet of Woodbines to be shared  round the boys. Emily’s big preoccupation was to return home looking clean.

In order to reassure her, Alex had whispered details of another scheme the boys along the Parade used to raise money.

Mr Wade, the newsagent next door, already knew a day’s consignment of newspapers could be spirited away a moment after the delivery van tossed them on his doorstep. He’d complained too often to his wholesaler that they hadn’t delivered, when they had. Now he made sure the shop was open when the delivery van came.

‘Billy Wade sold them on his own account outside Rock Ferry Station. Ken Tarrant even did it outside the ticket office at the entrance to the ferry.’ But that had proved too close to home, and he’d been recognised. They’d all been terrified of trouble, but it hadn’t come. ‘Billy said it was a good source of income while it lasted.’

A few days later, Alex had given her a shilling to put down on the bathing costume. Emily had crept guiltily into the shop. Ethel had measured her, and ordered one on the large size to give her room to grow into it. By the time it came a week later, Alex had given her enough money to pay for it.

He’d taken her to the baths the next weekend, and she’d had the smartest bathing costume there. The bodice fitted modestly high at the neck and had ample overskirts. Guilt had spoiled the gift for her. She’d told Gran that Alex and his friends had clubbed together to buy it for her birthday, but she lived in dread of her knowing the truth. She had worn that bathing suit till last year, when she’d treated herself to the brand-new backless style for the thirties, in blue wool.

From her tenth birthday, Emily had had to spend most of her Saturdays working in the shop. She enjoyed Alex coming round when it closed, and always secreted the best pieces of fish for them both.

Often in the week, if Alex wanted chips, he’d come in and openly tap his penny on the counter. Careful to time his visit so Emily was free to serve him, the penny only appeared to change hands. Billy Wade had wanted her to do the same for him, but she’d refused. She’d never liked Billy much, and even though he had offered the same service for sweets in his dad’s shop, she had not been persuaded.

When Alex was fourteen, he left school and went to Wythenshaw’s as an office boy. He found they had a scheme to help bright youngsters, and had been sponsored on a night-school course and further training. Now he felt he had prospects. When she started at Wythenshaw’s too, Emily had felt very close to Alex. He encouraged her to apply for the secretarial course Wythenshaw’s ran for girls.

‘We are not going to slave in a shop all the hours God sends,’ Alex said. ‘We’ll have careers, and work from nine to five-thirty with weekends free.’

Sometimes, after they had eaten their fish and chips on a Saturday, Alex took her home, knowing Ted was with Charlie and his mother was at the pictures. The Frasers’ living-room was furnished with a comfortable sofa.

She’d been fifteen when Alex first told her he loved her. Still fifteen when they first made love. It happened again, and while Emily leaned back, feeling flushed with love and contentment, Alex was suddenly on his feet, tense and straight faced.

‘We can’t keep doing this,’ he said, agonised. ‘You could have a baby.’

‘I love you,’ she whispered.

‘We can’t get married now, Emily! What would we live on? It could put you in a terrible position. No, we mustn’t do this again, I couldn’t bear to see you hurt.’

‘It doesn’t seem wrong.’

‘Look, we’ll get married as soon as I’m twenty-one. We  could afford to rent a little place for ourselves. I’ll be on good money by then.’

‘I’m earning, Alex,’ she said.

‘You wouldn’t be able to work, love, if you had a baby, and there’d be another mouth to feed. No, we’ve got to be patient. It could happen. Could have already happened.’

Emily shivered.

‘Don’t we see it happening all the time? Myra, who works in our shop?’

‘She managed. Your mother was very good to her.’

‘I don’t want it to happen to us. I want us to save up, do things properly. Not be rushed or panicked. I want us to have a good life. So there’ll be no more of this. We’ve both got to work hard if we’re to get anywhere. I want the best for you, Emily. We mustn’t spoil everything. We’ve . . . I’ve got to be sensible.’

 



‘You wouldn’t think I’d killed a man with my bare hands, would you, Emily?’ Ted Fraser unfurled his palms in front of her face. They were gaunt and bony like the rest of him.

‘I would,’ she retorted, turning to slither coal from the hod on to the living-room fire. ‘You’ve told me often enough.’

‘But you don’t care.’ Ted went to the shabby sideboard to get two beer glasses, with the ease of one who visits frequently. ‘You don’t listen.’

‘I do, Uncle Ted, but it was a long time ago.’ She straightened up and her brown eyes flashed back at her from the mirror over the mantelpiece. How dowdy she looked with her hair pushed beneath a turban like this. If Alex had come, she’d have combed it out by now. She washed it on Sundays anyway.

‘I can’t get the feel of his throat out of my mind. The way he squirmed and fought.’ Ted’s pale protruding eyes stared at his palms. ‘I dug my fingers into his windpipe till my hands ached.’

‘It was in the war. You had to do it.’

‘The Captain shouted: “Watch out Fraser, get him.” And I did.’

‘It was a terrible time for you.’ Emily knew he was looking for the sympathy she provided. She knew the war had been Ted’s heyday, and he was proud of surviving on the Front from 1914 to 1918. Apart, that was, from a bullet wound that kept him in Blighty for eighteen months.

‘I just went for him.’ Ted coughed as he fetched a bottle opener, his chest sucking and wheezing as he struggled for breath. He’d come home a broken man living on his memories.

‘It was your duty. And you did it. You were fighting for your country.’ She stood warming her back at the fire. The room was lit by a single bulb covered with a parchment shade in the centre of the ceiling.

Poor Uncle Ted, his pale mournful eyes glittered at her from under brows growing wild. He had deep furrows running from nose to mouth that increased his look of misery. He was bald, with a shiny greyish scalp stretched so tight, his cranial sutures showed through. Only a thin fringe of greyish hair circled the back of his head.

Once Alex had lived in dread of going bald like his father. Emily had been with him when he’d said as much to his mother.

‘It won’t happen,’ Olympia had laughed. ‘You’ve got hair like mine and I’ve got a good head of hair, haven’t I?’

‘He might take after Uncle Ted that way,’ Emily had said.

‘No, there’s nothing of Ted in him. You can’t see any resemblance, can you?’

Emily had to admit she could not. She had caught Ted washing at his kitchen sink one day, bare from the waist up, great bony triangles of shoulder blades sticking out at the back. She could count every rib, the outline of his breast bone was clearly visible through a thin covering of  pallid skin. He was tall but never stood straight; his shoulders drooped over a concave chest jutting his head forward.

‘Here we are.’ Her father came in with two big platefuls of fish, chips and peas, and slid them on the table.

‘What are you having, Emily?’ Ted asked, flicking the tops off two of the beer bottles.

‘I’ve had all I want – with Gran.’

‘How is she?’

‘Worse,’ she sighed. ‘I think you ought to get the doctor, Dad. Her throat’s terrible, she can hardly speak.’

‘At this time of night?’ His fork stabbed into his fish. ‘And it’s Saturday, he’ll charge the earth.’

‘She’s very poorly.’ She had sat at her grandmother’s bedside offering her sips of tea. It had been agonising to watch her swallow.

‘I’ll call him on Monday, if she isn’t better.’

‘You wouldn’t care if she died.’ She rounded on him angrily. He chewed silently, so she slammed out to the scullery to make a cup of tea.

Ted’s voice droned on about the war. Mulling it over with Charlie was the highlight of his week. Emily and Alex had heard it all so often, they both switched off when Ted started. She was only listening now to take her mind off Alex’s absence.

‘It’s the gas that did for me.’

Ted had told her many times about being gassed. Of how the Germans waited till the wind was in the right direction and then let them have it.

‘We didn’t know it was deadly poison. We all thought gas would just knock us out for a few minutes.’ She heard Charlie crunch the batter on his fish.

‘We thought it was thick smoke at first, curling up from the enemy trenches, and drifting towards us. Till we heard the Captain shouting it was gas fumes, and they sounded the strombos horn.’

‘What’s that?’ Emily asked, putting her head round the door.

‘A sort of klaxon, the gas warning.’

‘Made me feel groggy, I could smell it.’ Ted replenished the beer in their glasses. ‘Left men coughing and retching and vomiting and dying in agony.’

‘We ran. We all ran, anywhere to get away from that burning curling smoke.’

‘It made us all sick, but I got better. Many didn’t. Went all through the war, Emily. I didn’t think it would do this to me afterwards.’

Emily had put Alex’s blackcurrant tarts on a plate which she took to the table. Gran hadn’t been able to eat one, and they would stick in her throat. Emily felt Alex had rejected her.

‘Didn’t hurt Captain Wythenshaw though,’ Charlie said. ‘Must have had nine lives. Didn’t deserve that sort of luck.’

‘You mean our Mr Wythenshaw?’ Emily asked.

‘How many Wythenshaws are there? I mean Jeremy Wythenshaw.’

Emily couldn’t believe it. ‘I didn’t know Mr Wythenshaw was your Captain in the war.’

‘Well, he was. We were all in the Cheshires. Fourteenth Infantry Brigade, Fifth Division, B Company. Poor bloody infantry we were.’

‘He’s a lot older than you, Uncle Ted,’ she said.

‘And a lot healthier. Must have the constitution of an ox.’ There was envy in his voice. ‘Sixty if he’s a day, and still going strong.

‘And I got pensioned off when I was thirty-four. The War Office gives me twelve and six a week, fat lot of good it does me. I’m a wreck, but that’s all I get.’

‘Different for the Wythenshaws of this world. They get luxury all the way. It’s the good living that keeps them fit, Ted.’

‘Aye, the riding round in big cars, the cigars and the brandy. He should have caught gout by now, at the very least.’

‘It’s because he doesn’t have to work like us.’

‘He does work, Dad,’ Emily said, frowning. ‘He works hard. Runs a business, the same as you.’

‘But he sits in an office and gets others to work for him.’

‘I’m glad he does, me and lots of others. Wythenshaw’s is the best place to work in Birkenhead.’ Emily lost patience with them. ‘Why do you hold a grudge against him?’

Charlie sniffed. ‘He can afford to be generous to the likes of you. Pay a bit over the odds.’

‘He’s never been generous to me,’ Ted complained. ‘And he owes me. Didn’t I kill a man for him? He’d have been a goner if I hadn’t.’

Emily stood toasting her back at the fire. Ted was making it sound like a boy’s adventure story. Perhaps it was all in his mind, a sort of daydream, like she had about Giles Wythenshaw. Perhaps he never had killed a man with his hands. Anyway, why hadn’t he used his gun? Soldiers had guns.




CHAPTER THREE

It was a fine blustery morning in late October, with grey clouds scudding across the sky. Jeremy Wythenshaw was striding briskly on his way from James Street Station up to the shop. He enjoyed walking and there was a bounce in his step. He carried a walking stick, but it was an affectation. He gave it a twirl.

It amused him to see Higgins, his driver and general factotum, carrying his briefcase as though it were a great burden. He was having difficulty keeping up, though he himself carried a case of valuables he wouldn’t trust to anyone else, and he could give Higgins twenty years.

Jeremy filled his lungs with the scents of tar and rope and seaweed, the smells of a port. Grey gulls wheeled and called overhead, and the bustling crowd gave the feel of being at the hub of the universe. Liverpool had a wonderful vitality that seemed to match his own. He enjoyed his Saturday visits to the shop in Lord Street, and usually went once in the week too.

His first sight of J.A. Calthorpe’s always gave him a lift. As the Calthorpe family had been trading on the premises since 1729 and had built up an enviable reputation for fair dealing in merchandise of good taste, high quality and impeccable workmanship, he had continued to trade under their name. The shop had three largish windows,  two of them on Lord Street, and a marble step leading to double doors.

Jeremy paused at the first window to look at the two or three pieces of antique jewellery displayed against a background of black velvet. He recognised them, a pearl and diamond festoon necklace with matching ring, earrings and brooch, made in Paris in 1820.

He moved to the second window where a still life in oils, possibly of the Dutch school, was shown on a small easel. He saw his dark overcoat reflected in the glass, and mused that he had bought the shop for all the wrong reasons, yet it had benefits he’d not foreseen.

He knew the difference between right and wrong as clearly as anyone else, but so many things depended on the circumstances and the people concerned. Often what seemed wrong turned out to be right, and what he hoped to be right was not always so.

He had not expected to enjoy the shop so much, to find so much pleasure in continental objets d’art. Handling fine china from Limoges and Dresden gave him immense satisfaction. The more he learned about the trade, the greater the pleasure he found in it.

He rounded the corner to glance in the window displaying their bread-and-butter lines. Wedding and engagement rings, watches by Jaeger le Coultre and Rolex. Modern, but all his stock was of superlative quality.

He went inside, enjoying the air of opulence as his feet sank into luxurious carpet. There were five customers in the shop, three separate transactions were being conducted. His staff were in attendance, everything was as it should be.

The wealthy expected polite and knowledgeable service ; he liked to know his business provided it. Even after the crash of ’29, and in the present depression, there were still plenty of people in Liverpool who had money to spend on jewellery and fine art. He was providing them  with a hedge in these uncertain times.

‘Sir,’ Higgins handed him his briefcase, his fingers stained brown with nicotine. ‘Shall I fetch Mr Calthorpe now, sir?’ Jeremy felt in his pocket for some money.

‘Yes, do that. Get him in a taxi, then pick me up for lunch.’

Poor old Arthur, he was too doddery now to come out alone. It gave him confidence to have Higgins in attendance. Still, he was in his ninetieth year, a good age. Jeremy wondered if he would survive as long. Such thoughts weighed on him more now that he had passed sixty. Probably he would not; Arthur had always lived more abstemiously. Jeremy knew he’d lived it up all his life, indulging himself in every conceivable luxury and was lucky now to be so superbly robust.

He nodded to Mr King, his manager, a man not much younger than himself who had worked here for decades, and smiled at Miss Roberts. Not that he found her thin elegance attractive, but he had always smiled at the ladies.

He took off his Homburg in Mr King’s office, and smoothed down the silver hair that still grew rampant thick. He was given to formal dark suits with waistcoats, across which he wore his grandfather’s half hunter on a thick gold chain.

Mr King always cleared and vacated his desk when Jeremy was expected. Jeremy opened up the safe set into the wall, and took out the books that King kept there. He opened the case he had carried and locked some jewel cases and a small statuette inside. Then he settled down to see what had been sold since he’d been here on Tuesday.

It was an hour before Higgins was back to say the taxi was waiting at the door with Mr Calthorpe. Jeremy went down and got in beside him.

‘Morning, Arthur.’ His father-in-law was dwarfed by his thick overcoat. He looked grey, his eyes sunken and dull. Jeremy usually took him to lunch, it was the only time the  old man got out. Even at ninety it must be dull to look at one’s own four walls all the time. Arthur livened up a little as they ordered steak and kidney pie in the Exchange Hotel. Jeremy called for the wine list.

‘A glass of claret will do you good, Arthur.’

The old man smiled. ‘Give me indigestion more like.’ But all the same, he drank two glasses with every sign of enjoyment. ‘You’re a lucky man, Jeremy, able to enjoy the good things of life the way you do.’

Jeremy took him back to the shop afterwards for the business of the day. He was sorry Arthur could not get to the office, but that was up two flights of stairs he could no longer manage. The shop itself was on two floors, and the stairs to the first floor were wide and easy. It was the last flight, up to the office and storerooms, that was so steep and narrow. A rope had been fixed to the wall as a handrail, but it gave no great sense of security.

Nowadays Arthur was satisfied to get to the shop at all. Seated behind the counter at the back he came to life. As Jeremy got his latest treasures from the safe to show him, he felt the old man’s interest quicken.

‘You got this from Paris?’

‘Yes, early eighteenth-century soft-paste porcelain.’

‘Not much of it left now. Very fragile. Early Sèvres?’ Arthur’s fingers were like claws against the delicate statuette, but however unreliable his hold might seem, he never let anything slip. It had been right to buy the shop if only to give Arthur pleasure in his old age.

Though he’d had a lifetime passion for the stock, Arthur had not been a good businessman. The shop had flourished in the ownership of his family for two centuries. Arthur would have counted himself a failure had he had to sell it on the open market.

These days, his mind was clear at some moments and gone at others, but face him with some objet d’art or piece of fine jewellery, and he seemed to lose thirty years.  Jeremy never ceased to marvel that he always knew exactly what he was looking at and could suggest a price appropriate to the present day. He had lived for the trade all his life and knew it backwards.

‘What do you think of this?’ Jeremy put a pocket watch in front of the old man, who opened it with infinite care, and took the outer case off.

‘Two solid covers hinged together, embossed with rococo ornament. Gold of course.’ Arthur took off his glasses, and put his jeweller’s magnifying glass to his eye. ‘Made in London, in . . . 1724. Looks French, doesn’t it? Possibly made for a Frenchman.’

Then he gently prised the inner case open. ‘The movement is Swiss, the inner case is engraved and pierced to allow the sound of the bell to escape. Wonderful quality.’

‘How much can I charge, do you think?’

The old man chuckled. ‘I’m sure you’ve already made up your mind. Worth five hundred of anybody’s money. Splendid condition.’

‘I’ve something rather special to show you today.’ Jeremy slid a large case in burr walnut on the counter and opened it.

‘A toilet set,’ the old man said. ‘Splendid.’

‘Twenty pieces.’ Jeremy started to take them out. ‘A silver-framed mirror, comb cases, brushes for hair and clothes, candlesticks, pomade pots, salvers, ewers, caskets. It’s all here.’

Arthur picked out a pomade pot and looked at the hallmark. ‘Made in Paris, have you got your directory of continental hallmarks? I’m not as familiar with them as I am with the English.’

‘It is Paris, 1791, the maker’s mark is LJP which I believe is Louis Jeinopurte. Have you heard of him?’

‘Yes, fine craftsman.’ Arthur’s fingernails looked faintly blue against the silver.

‘But what’s really wonderful about this, is that we have  the original bill made out to a Monsieur Henri Aurele Lasac. It shows the cost of the silver, the engraving cost, and the cost of making everything.’

Arthur replaced his glasses slowly to study the account.

‘Five hundred and twenty ounces in all, and it gives the exact purpose of each piece. Marvellous! Three thousand five hundred and twenty francs, twenty centimes. I wonder who Monsieur Henri Aurele Lasac was?’

‘A rich man.’

‘Enormous luck the bill has survived, adds to the interest and value. Authenticates it.’

‘Enormous luck,’ Jeremy agreed. Even greater luck that he had not been able to find out anything else about Henri Aurele Lasac. The risk would have been greater if he’d been well known. He shivered, perhaps he was making a mistake? He hadn’t been able to bring himself to destroy the original bill, it was an historical document, but it made identification possible. He’d feel safer now if he’d burned it.

Arthur was studying each piece in turn. ‘Superb workmanship. Wonderful condition.’

‘Always been kept in the case. What can I ask for this, Arthur? I need your opinion. I’ve never seen anything quite as good before.’

‘Have to think about it.’ He began to list the pieces. ‘Considerably more than the three to four hundred pounds it cost originally.’

Jeremy watched his staff going about their duties and let Arthur add up in peace. He had already fixed on a price for the toilet set, what he wanted was confirmation that he had priced it correctly. At last Arthur came up with a figure.

Jeremy smiled. Once he had needed Arthur’s experience. He hadn’t known the good from the excellent. It had taken a long time but he was learning to trust his own judgement. If anything happened to Arthur . . . he smiled  at his euphemism. Arthur was ninety, there was only one thing likely to happen to him, and Jeremy knew he could now manage alone.

‘Just look at the gadrooning on the rim of this salver.’ Arthur ran his fingers over it. ‘There’s not a lot I still hanker for, but I envy the person who buys this.’

Jeremy stood motionless. That was the answer. The toilet set with its bill would be safely away from public scrutiny in Arthur’s possession. ‘Would it give you pleasure?’

‘Immense pleasure.’ Arthur couldn’t bear to put the salver back in the box.

‘Buy it, then,’ Jeremy said. ‘I’ll give you thirty per cent off.’

‘I don’t know, I’m too old to accumulate more. Got a houseful of lovely things.’ Arthur’s slack lips pursed doubtfully.

‘Nonsense, as you get older there’s a lot you can’t do, and more you no longer enjoy. You should jump at anything that still gives you pleasure. Owe it to yourself.’

‘I’m tempted.’ Arthur was trying again to match the pieces to the bill.

‘Take it, then.’

His ancient face wrinkled into a smile. ‘I think I will.’ He felt in his top pocket for his cheque book. ‘Be yours again soon, anyway.’ Jeremy knew Arthur had willed his antiques to him.

‘Not too soon, I hope,’ he said truthfully, musing that it was very wrong to destroy anything of historical interest. Almost a sin, but he would have to when it came back in his possession. It wasn’t safe, foolish to take the risk.

‘I was never able to find stock like this. First class.’ Arthur’s claw-like fingers stroked his new possession.

‘Lefarge & Drogue, in Paris. You dealt with them?’

‘I remember them well. Old Marcel Lefarge.’

‘He’s retired now. I deal with his son, Emile.’ Jeremy  twirled a tumbler from the set between his fingers, holding it to the light to see the glass sparkle. Arthur had fired his interest in antique crystal, taught him all he knew about glass. He owed Arthur more than the old man realised.

‘I’ll have it packed up.’ Jeremy closed the burr walnut case; he was relieved Arthur was having it. It was only right he should get pleasure out of all this too.

‘Emile? He was a strip of a lad, just come into the business. Of course you often go to Paris, you’ve built up a good relationship. He lets you have his best things.’

‘Perhaps,’ Jeremy allowed, but he wasn’t going to say too much about Lefarge & Drogue, the truth was too awful to think about. His mind skidded over it, just as it always did. He’d trained himself not to dwell on it. It played havoc with his sense of security. Too late to do anything but benefit from it now.

‘I shall go again next week. I feel as much at home there as in Liverpool. Wonderful restaurants and, since the war, remarkably cheap.’

‘If I were younger, I’d like to come with you.’ Arthur pondered a moment. ‘You’ve got that house there, but no, it’s too late now for me.’ Jeremy took a deep breath, reflecting that his luck still held.

‘You always knew how to get the best out of everything,’ the old man chortled.

 



Feeling a pleasant glow of anticipation, Jeremy crossed the hall to his library. He always enjoyed coming home to Churton after a busy day, to relax for half an hour before dinner with one of his single-malt whiskies, Glenfiddich or perhaps Glenlivet tonight.

A big fire flickered and leapt in the grate, the curtains had been drawn against the winter dusk. It was the room he liked best. Comfortable, with all his old books lining two walls. One table lamp provided a subdued and welcoming pool of light by his drinks cabinet.

He went towards it rubbing his hands, pulling up with a start when he saw the top had been left off his bottle of Laphroaig. And of all things, a bottle of ginger ale had been brought from the kitchen and was open beside it.

‘Hello, Father.’ Jeremy turned to find his son Giles sprawling in the green velvet armchair he liked to use himself. ‘Can I have a word with you?’

‘Of course.’ He sounded abrupt. Irritation welled up in his throat as he replaced the top on the Laphroaig, and reached for the Glenlivet. He could guess what was coming. He poured himself a drink and went to sit on the other side of the fireplace. He crossed his legs, tried to relax. Just looking at Giles made it impossible.

‘I find I’m a bit short.’ Giles smiled disarmingly through the smoke idling up from his cigarette in its long jet holder. He could be very charming when he tried. ‘Could you possibly increase my allowance? Please.’

Jeremy felt himself bristle with dislike. He disliked the calculating look in his son’s tawny eyes, the self-indulgent line to his lip. He hated the pale wavy hair that reminded him of Elspeth, and he hated himself for feeling this way about his son.

How many times had he tried to analyse why he should feel like this? A likeness to Elspeth should endear Giles to him. He’d loved Elspeth, almost to the end.

He’d welcomed Giles into the world. He’d wanted a son to follow him in the business but was afraid of being too hopeful. After all, he’d already been married to Elspeth for six years. What a fuss he’d made of her and the child.

Giles had been a pretty baby whose toes he’d loved to tickle. Later, he’d enjoyed teaching him to play cricket and to swim. Everything had been set fair at the start. He’d wanted Giles to go to a good boarding school. It made boys stand on their own feet, and Giles had always been inclined to hang on to his mother’s skirts.

Elspeth had doted on Giles to such an extent that he  began to feel she loved the child more than she did her husband. She had insisted he stay with her, and because she hadn’t been well, Jeremy had agreed.

Jeremy sighed. He’d hoped Giles would do well at his day school, and choose some profession, but he hadn’t applied himself to anything but games. When Elspeth died of tuberculosis at thirty-seven, Giles had been inconsolable. Perhaps he hadn’t tried hard enough with him then.

Giles had grown up with expectations. Who could he blame for that but himself? The boy was lazy, it riled him to see Giles putting out his hand, expecting to be given all manner of luxuries, when he wasn’t prepared to do a jot of work in return.

Jeremy had had to work hard all his life. How could Giles expect to do otherwise? A business didn’t run itself. Jeremy despised men who couldn’t stand on their own feet, and if Giles didn’t learn to run the factory, he never would.

Giles had inherited all his faults too. He was self-indulgent, enjoyed good living, was knowledgeable about food, wine and where to find the best tailor. It wouldn’t take him long to appreciate the Laphroaig on its own. He loved parties and women, and Jeremy wouldn’t have minded about any of that if only he worked.

But no, Giles preferred to sponge, to spend money he hadn’t earned. Jeremy tried to swallow his irritation. It was wrong for a father to feel like this.

‘I already give you a thousand a year, and that’s generous, considering I cover all your living expenses too.’

‘I know, Father. You’re very generous, but . . .’

‘No.’

‘What?’

‘I’m not going to increase your allowance.’

‘Father, be kind to me. You wouldn’t miss another couple of hundred. You can’t give it away fast enough to  charity. You’re over-generous to your employees, so why not your only son? It doesn’t make sense.’

‘It makes sense to me.’ He had to hold his irritation in check when he saw Giles returning to the Laphroaig for a refill. ‘You’ve got to learn to earn it, Giles. Settle down and make something of your life.’

‘I’m trying. Honestly, Father, I’m trying.’

Jeremy let the Glenlivet roll over his tongue. Nothing had changed. Last year he had talked to Giles, man to man. Spelled it out. He had been twenty-two then, had had time to sow his wild oats, but was still young enough to learn.

Jeremy had made up his mind not to lose his temper with Giles. He would be kind but firm. Giles would change given time, he’d settle eventually. He must have inherited enough sense to ensure that.

Jeremy had set out a training programme for him. Explained how he wanted him to work in each department, manage the factory a bit at a time from the bottom up. Eventually he would take over.

Giles had spent three months on the factory floor, where they die-stamped brooches and bangles from sheet metal. When he’d first enquired about his progress, Billings his overseer had said he was no trouble. It transpired later that he was not often there, and showed no interest. It had been a disappointment, but he’d moved him on to beads.

They’d been working on a big order for pearls from Woolworths. Covering plain glass beads with pearlised paint. Murphy had asked Giles to order more paint and he’d forgotten.

‘You’ve not had any bad reports from the canteen these last few months, have you?’

‘Nothing as bad as the foul-up you caused with the pearls. That cost good money.’ Two lines were idle for half a day while they tried to get the paint in a hurry.  Murphy had lost his temper and asked him to move Giles elsewhere.

‘You see, I am improving.’

Jeremy sighed. ‘Perhaps . . .’

‘Just a couple of hundred, go on. To encourage me.’

‘I don’t think it will help.’

‘Honestly, Father, it will. Everybody needs to be rewarded.’

‘I want you to work. Running the factory will be your reward. Independence, and the knowledge you can stand on your own feet.’

‘I think I could do it now. Really, Father, I do.’

‘You’ve still a lot to learn. It’s taken generations of Wythenshaws to build the business up; we don’t want it to go down the drain. It has to be a gradual process.’ Very gradual if Giles was to cope.

‘Why do you do it, Father?’ Giles’s innocent gaze locked into his.

‘Do what?’ he asked irritably.

‘Work the way you do.’

Jeremy swirled the amber liquid in his glass. He was caught on a treadmill. He had started on what seemed to be the right course, now he had to finish the job. Tidy everything safely.

‘You’ve already got more than enough to live on, you’ve said so. Why carry on working to give it all away? It doesn’t make sense.’

Jeremy watched the firelight flicker against the ornate plasterwork on the ceiling. ‘I take a pride in running the factory, providing work for the community. And I’m making my name as a philanthropist.’

‘What is the point of that?’ He heard the hollow ring in Giles’s laugh. ‘A name for giving money away?’

There are still things I want from life, Giles.’

‘You’ll get nothing from giving it away.’

‘I get the satisfaction of helping people.’

There was no mistaking his son’s disbelief. ‘You get no satisfaction from helping me.’

‘Believe it or not, if you could be helped, it would give me more satisfaction than anything else. We just don’t agree on what would help you.’

‘But giving money away?’ Giles’s prominent eyes held his.

‘It might help with a knighthood. I’d like that. Sir Jeremy Wythenshaw. Does it make sense now?’ He sighed, he’d said all this to Giles before, but he didn’t seem to take it in. ‘What’s the matter with your face?’ There were three scratches from eye to jaw, one was livid.

He saw Giles’s fingers feeling up his cheek. It was swollen. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

‘I’m not worried. How did you do it?’

‘Lovers’ tiff,’ Giles mumbled.

‘Really? Who’s the lucky girl?’

‘She works in the office.’

‘That’s a change.’ Jeremy took another sip of his Glenlivet and wondered about the girl. He hadn’t heard anything bad about Giles from the canteen. She might be a good influence, settle him down. A girl who worked for her living, instead of having a wealthy father and nothing better to do but hang round the golf club.

‘About the extra two hundred you were thinking of allowing me,’ Giles began, getting up again to help himself to more whisky.

‘I wasn’t thinking of any such thing,’ Jeremy snapped, his irritation blowing up in his face. ‘How many times do I have to tell you?’
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