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CHAPTER ONE

Grand National Day, Liverpool, March 1934

 




DINAH RADCLIFFE WAS fizzing with excitement. She’d never been to the races before and the atmosphere at Aintree was electric. It was her first afternoon out in months and she felt on top of the world, even though she and her friend Millie Hunt were pinned against the course rails by a frenzied crowd screaming encouragement to the horses. She could hear the thunder of horses’ hoofs coming closer. The spring sunshine blinded her as she strained to pick out Tim Reece riding Pomeroy.

‘Let’s hope he’s in front.’ She was yelling to make herself heard above the crowd. ‘It would mean so much to Tim.’ The ground seemed to shake as the horses hurtled past in a bunch. She caught one glimpse of Tim wearing the owner’s silks: white polka dots on a cerise background.

‘He’s there,’ she screamed. ‘Did you see him?’ The horses were gone in an instant, except for two stragglers. ‘Tim’s not leading the field but he was well up.’ Dinah could hardly get the words out she was so excited.

‘Yes, yes.’ Millie was jumping up and down and her ginger hair bounced. ‘What a shame we can’t see the winning post from here.’ Those in the crowd who could roared in a tantalising crescendo.

‘Has he? Has he?’

‘It must have been close.’ Millie’s cheeks were scarlet with excitement. ‘Gosh, my throat’s sore with all the screaming.’

The crowd fell silent as they waited for the results board to light up. Dinah held her breath until it came. 1st Ardwick Beauty, 2nd Pomeroy, 3rd Doubting Dan.

‘He was second,’ she gasped, as the loudspeaker crackled with the same news.

Dinah felt exhilarated and hot, almost as though she’d run the race herself. ‘I hope he’s not disappointed with that.’ She was afraid he might be.

‘I’m glad we backed him each way,’ Millie chortled. ‘We’ve won something, haven’t we?’

Dinah and Millie were apprentice milliners working at Carlton Hats, a business making the expensive confections that ladies wore at smart weddings and fashionable race meetings. They’d had a good look round before the race started, trying to spot hats they’d helped to make. They’d seen a few, but the free passes Tim had given them didn’t allow them into the areas reserved for owners, trainers and the seriously rich, so there could be many more Carlton Hats here than they were likely to see.

Dinah would have loved to see Tim and Pomeroy  parade in the winners’ enclosure, but their passes did not allow them to go there either.

‘That was marvellous.’ Millie Hunt was still jumping up and down, but it was only the second race of the afternoon. There were three more to come including the famous Grand National. Tim would be riding Flyswitch in one of them.

‘Let’s collect our winnings, and then have a cup of tea and a sit down.’

They headed towards the bookies’ stalls, but Dinah pulled at her friend’s arm. ‘Look, there’s a long line of punters waiting to collect their winnings. Why don’t we have tea first?’

But there were also people waiting for tables in the cafeteria. While Millie queued, Dinah went to the ladies’ where she found there was also a line. She could see herself reflected in the big mirrors, her cheeks flushed, her brown eyes sparkling, and her brown felt hat slightly askew. It was meant to perch on top of her head and slant forward over one eye. Beneath it, her curly shoulder-length dark hair was wind-tossed and untidy. She pulled out a comb to set it to rights before repositioning her hat.

She and Millie had spent ages trying to decide what they should wear today. They wanted to look smart. Her best oatmeal tweed coat made her look slim and tall and she’d borrowed the hat from Aunt Enid, who was no relation but her mother’s best friend and Tim Reece’s mother. The Reeces lived next door but one to them. Like  her mother, Aunt Enid had been widowed in the Great War and they’d helped each other out with shopping and childminding ever since.

Dinah knew Tim counted himself lucky to be working for the trainer Llewellyn Digby, who was considered one of the best and owned the Rivington Lodge stable in Birkdale. It had taken Tim a long time to work his way up from stable boy, but when he had completed his apprenticeship he had been thrilled to be kept on as a yard jockey. He was twenty years old now, a year older than Dinah.

The yard had no horse competing in the Grand National this year, but Tim had been given two rides today in the supporting races that made up the meeting: Pomeroy in the two-five in which he’d just come second and Flyswitch in the three-fifteen.

Tim had been given the free entrance tickets and had intended his mother to come with Dinah this afternoon, but she hadn’t wanted to.

‘Saturday is my busiest day,’ she had said. Enid earned her living giving piano lessons to children. ‘You go, Dinah, and take a friend. Tim will be glad to have you there to watch, and you could do with a break. All you’ve done recently is go to work and look after your mother.’

The one blot in an otherwise happy upbringing had been her mother’s illness. She’d been fighting breast cancer for the last seven years and was growing noticeably more frail. Dinah was very concerned about her now.

Millie’s bright auburn hair made her easy to pick out across the cafeteria but she gave Dinah a wave just in case. She had got a table and had ordered a pot of tea and some fancy cakes.

‘Wildly expensive here,’ she whispered. ‘But what the heck, it’s our big day out and Tim’s come in second.’

Millie looked unfamiliar in the blue hat she’d bought for her sister’s wedding. It suited her; like Aunt Enid’s, it was in the latest style. She and Millie not only worked together but spent a lot of their spare time in each other’s company. Like several other girls from Carlton Hats they belonged to a cycling club and went on long trips on summer Sundays.

After tea, they went back to where the bookies were paying out. There were fewer people waiting in line now. Heavy cloud was building up and the brisk breeze was getting stronger.

Millie shivered. ‘I should have worn an extra cardy under my coat,’ she said.

‘But we decided looking our best was more important than comfort,’ Dinah giggled. ‘I wish I’d worn flat heels.’

‘We’ll know better next time.’

‘Why don’t we wager our winnings on Tim’s next race?’ Dinah suggested. ‘It’s a lot more fun if we have a bet on, isn’t it?’

‘Yes. To win or each way?’ Millie grinned at her.

Standing just in front of them was a broad-shouldered, smartly dressed man with smooth hair the colour of  butter. Dinah saw him take what seemed to be a bundle of betting slips from his pocket. He was shuffling through them when one slipped through his fingers and fluttered off across the grass. He looked round and seemed shocked to see it go. Dinah ran after it and anchored it with her foot.

She picked it up as he came over, touching his grey trilby. ‘Much obliged,’ he said. His eyes were the colour of amber and lingered as they met hers. Then he smiled. ‘Thank you. I’m glad that one didn’t blow away. I think there’s a payout on it. Very grateful.’

When they returned to their places in the line, Millie gripped her wrist and whispered, ‘Isn’t he handsome? He could be a film star. Don’t you think he’s like Clark Gable?’

‘No, he hasn’t got a moustache. He’s more like Gary Cooper.’

They watched the bookie pay out on the errant betting slip. He put quite a lot of pound notes into his wallet. It seemed he’d backed the winner.

‘This is the place to see the rich and famous. It’s a popular pastime for them,’ Millie said. ‘A different world from ours. Wait till the girls at work hear about this - they’re going to be so envious. I wish I could come to the races every week. With a jockey for a boyfriend, you’ll often be coming to places like this.’

‘He’s not a real boyfriend,’ Dinah said. ‘He’s a neighbour who I’ve more or less grown up with.’

‘But you like him? You talk about him a lot.’

‘Oh yes, he’s good fun.’

 



Tim Reece won the three-fifteen on Flyswitch, which made Dinah’s day. ‘Winning is everything for a jockey,’ he’d told her, and she was thrilled for him.

‘It’s everything for me too,’ Millie giggled. ‘This is wonderful fun.’

Everywhere she looked, Dinah saw a sea of excited and smiling faces. The earlier races were acting as a warm-up for the Grand National. Half the population of Liverpool wanted a bet on that race and Aunt Enid and her mother had each given her a shilling and the name of the horse they favoured to win.

‘My family want me to put sixpence each way on Rombola,’ Millie said, ‘but they don’t know anything about racing.’

‘Aunt Enid thinks Golden Miller will win and Mum wants her money on Prickly Pear, but Tim reckons it will be Bombero.’

‘We must put bets on for ourselves,’ Millie said. ‘Which horse will you pick?’

‘I think I’ll go for Bombero,’ Dinah said as they made their way towards the bookies’ stalls again. ‘Tim’s best placed to know what the horses can do.’

Millie changed her mind four times and it was almost impossible to move in the crowd. They could only get an occasional glimpse of the horses saddling up and  parading in front of the stand while a crackling voice over the loudspeaker announced the name of each one.

‘Did you see that piece in the morning paper?’ Millie asked. ‘It said some of the toffs are complaining about the huge crowds from the back streets of Liverpool who jam themselves into the Aintree course.’

‘No, but they’ll never stop us.’ Dinah laughed. ‘Why shouldn’t we all come and join in the fun?’

As the starting time for the Grand National drew nearer, she could feel the tension growing. The crowd was going mad, the excitement building up like a wall. This time they couldn’t get close to the rail; others had beaten them to the best positions.

When the shout went up, ‘They’re off,’ they were standing on their toes in the crush, craning to get a glimpse as the horses flashed past. They circled the course twice, and there was a commentary so the crowd could follow their progress. In the last moments of the race, the crowd was screaming encouragement to the front runners and Dinah caught the name Golden Miller echoing through the crowd.

Golden Miller won. They heard on the loudspeaker that he had already won the Cheltenham Gold Cup five times.

‘Aunt Enid will be delighted,’ Dinah chortled. ‘I’m glad she’s won something - she’s awfully good to Mum and me. Hurry up, let’s get in line to collect her winnings. There could be a long queue.’

‘Nothing for us, though.’ Millie pulled a face.

‘But we won on Flyswitch, and we’ve had a smashing day.’

 



The afternoon was not quite at an end for those who could get into the winners’ enclosure. Still to come were the photographs, the congratulations, the applause and the presentation of the prizes. But for Dinah and Millie and the average racegoer the excitement was over, and the huge crowd was swarming to the bus stops.

Dinah didn’t mind that they had a long wait for a bus back to Walton. The queues were reliving the thrills of the afternoon and were in a jolly mood.

‘I brought five shillings with me to spend,’ she marvelled, ‘and I’m going home with fifteen. And we’ve had a slap-up tea and an ice cream.’

Millie pulled a face. ‘Same here, but I wish I’d put my money on Golden Miller. How did your Aunt Enid know which horse was going to win?’

‘How does anybody know? She just fancied it.’

They were both tired and windblown but agreed they’d had a wonderful day out. Dinah said goodbye to Millie and got off the bus in County Road to walk the rest of the way home. Picton Street, where she lived, was in a maze of similar streets built in Queen Victoria’s day to house the workers needed for Liverpool’s burgeoning industries. It was a narrow street with two facing terraces of small, two up two down houses, each with a single bay window  to the living room and a front door that opened straight on to the pavement. Number fifteen had been their home for as long as she could remember and she’d found it cosy in winter and sunny in summer.

Her mother smiled her welcome. Once she’d had dark curly hair like Dinah’s, but it had thinned and faded. ‘We’ve heard Golden Miller won.’ She looked tired and washed-out; only her blue eyes had kept their colour. ‘Gladys came round to tell us when she heard it on the wireless. Marvellous that Enid backed the winner.’

‘I’m made up,’ Aunt Enid said as she went to put the kettle on to make some tea. She was Dinah’s mother’s age but her hair was thick and a glossy brown. Her back was straight and her features strong. ‘You’re quite late back. Your mum was getting anxious, but now you’re here safe and sound we can’t wait to hear how you got on.’

‘It was thrilling. I loved it.’

‘Even though you didn’t win?’

‘We backed Tim’s horses, so we did. You heard that he’d won?’

‘Yes. All the racing results were announced and Gladys listens out for Tim’s mounts.’

‘He said Bombero would win the National. I thought he was giving me a hot tip.’ Dinah handed Enid’s winnings over to her.

‘Just stable gossip,’ his mother scoffed.

‘Bombero fell at the first fence, but we had a great time. How d’you feel, Mum?’

Sarah Radcliffe looked frail and ill. ‘I’m fine, love. I’ve slept most of the afternoon.’

‘A pity your horse dropped at Becher’s Brook.’

‘I didn’t have any great expectations,’ Sarah smiled. Dinah bit her lip. That was poor Mum’s lot in life.

‘They say the BBC will soon be giving live commentaries on the big races.’ Enid brought cups of tea in from the kitchen. She was bubbling over. ‘It’s been quite a day for me. Not only did I pick the winner but I’m absolutely delighted for our Tim. First in one race and second in the other.’

‘I’m sure he was thrilled to bits, but we couldn’t get close enough to say congratulations. Such a crush.’

‘They were talking on the wireless about the huge prize money Golden Miller won.’

‘Money isn’t everything,’ her mother said quietly. ‘We’re rich in other ways.’

‘Yes. We’re very grateful to you, Aunt Enid,’ Dinah said.

That the Reeces lived in the house next door but one meant Enid could look after her mother while Dinah was at work. She’d never asked her to; Enid had just come in and done what was needed for her mother. She was doing more and more these days.

‘I only do what’s neighbourly,’ she said now. ‘We’re all in the same position, aren’t we? We help each other out where we can. You’ve done your share of that, Sarah, over the years.’

‘Well, it’s been a good place to live,’ Sarah answered, looking round her home.

Dinah knew that now Mum was ill, the house didn’t suit them as well as it had. The stairs were steep and narrow and had a sharp turn in them which Sarah was finding hard to cope with. The only lavatory was out in the back yard, and although chamber pots were generally employed in the bedrooms during the night, Mum couldn’t easily get down low enough to use one these days.

It had been Aunt Enid who’d told her that a neighbour at number thirty-six had a commode for sale for twenty-five shillings. Mrs Biddolph had bought it second-hand when her father was ill, but sadly she’d buried him the month before. Tim Reece had helped Dinah carry home the heavy, old-fashioned piece of furniture. They’d swung it between them while their younger neighbours laughed and cheered them on. It had come complete with its own large chamber pot, but they’d removed that to make it lighter.

They’d had a fit of giggles as they’d tried to get it up the steep stairs and make room for it in Sarah’s room, but eventually they manoeuvred it alongside her bed and it had eased things for her.

Mum needed to lie down during the day, but they had no sofa and getting upstairs took too much out of her. Dinah had looked for a sofa in the shops but could find only three-piece suites, and their living room was too  small to take that much furniture. It was a local furniture shop that finally matched her up with another customer who wanted only the two easy chairs.

Dinah had gone with the customer to the shop in question to pick out the suite, and fortunately they were able to agree on the red and brown uncut moquette. Mum said the sofa had good springs and was as comfortable for a nap as her bed upstairs. Dinah thought they were still managing well.

Last year, the landlord had modernised the living room by putting in a new grate with a back boiler to give them hot water. They had no bathroom, of course, but they did have a deep sink in the kitchen and once a week they brought in the zinc bath from the back yard and filled it with hot water. At first they had both bathed in it, but poor Mum hadn’t been able to do that for a while either. Dinah had to give her bed baths.

Everybody in the street was willing to help. Gladys next door at number thirteen and Flo on the other side in number seventeen were in and out all day, making cups of tea for Sarah. Flo helped with the shopping and Gladys made stews and casseroles for Dinah to heat up when she came home. Mum had plenty of company and was always well up with the local gossip. She encouraged Dinah to go out with her friends, and Dinah did so though nowadays it made her feel, guiltily, that she was neglecting her mother.




CHAPTER TWO


AT WORK THREE DAYS later, Dinah’s team had had a busy stint blocking felt crowns into the latest fashionable shape. It was hot steamy work, and after two hours the next team relieved them, allowing them to return to the main workshop where the hats were decorated and finished.

Dinah looked up to see a man come in with a confident swagger. He took off his hat, revealing hair the colour of butter.

‘Could you help me?’ he said to the whole workshop. ‘I’m looking for Mr McKay. Where will I find his office?’

Dinah happened to be closest to the door and knew immediately that she’d seen him before. His was not a face anyone would forget. She scrambled to her feet to show him the way to her boss’s office.

‘I’m Richard Haldane.’ He pushed a card into her hand. Richard Cameron Aldgrave Haldane, she read. ‘I made an appointment. Mr McKay is expecting me.’

He had the polish of a man who enjoyed the best of everything; the sort of man who attracted second looks  wherever he went, and every girl and woman in the workshop stopped work to watch him. Dinah found him magnetic.

He said, ‘Do I know you? Haven’t we met somewhere before?’

She smiled. She hadn’t forgotten. ‘Wasn’t it at Aintree Racecourse?’

‘That’s right. On Grand National Day.’ His gaze was interested, intense; he seemed to stare right into her. When they reached her boss’s office, Dinah found the door open and the room empty.

‘He won’t be far,’ she said and stood chatting, curious to know more about the visitor. By the time Mr McKay returned to his office she felt drawn to and totally dazzled by Richard Haldane.

Back in the workshop, Millie squealed, ‘It’s him, isn’t it?’

The other girls pointed out the smart blue Riley saloon that he’d parked outside. ‘Isn’t he handsome? Millie says you saw him at the races. I bet he’s rich. What could he possibly want from Mr McKay?’

Dinah smiled. ‘He told me he owned a business making petersham ribbons like the ones we use to decorate our hats, and that he’d come seeking an order to supply us.’

‘I hope he gets it,’ Millie said. ‘We might see more of him then.’

The girls did not stop talking about him all day. Before  they left work that evening, they noticed that his car was outside again. As Dinah came out with Millie, Richard Haldane got out of it and came towards them.

‘Hello,’ he said, fixing his gaze on Dinah. ‘I had to bring back more samples for your Mr McKay. I hoped I might see you.’ He drew her to one side. ‘I’m sure you’re going to think me very forward,’ he said, ‘but I have to say I’ve never seen anyone more beautiful. I feel quite bowled over.’

Dinah didn’t know what to say.

‘I can’t rely on meeting you again at the races,’ he went on, ‘and I’d like to know you better. Would you come and have a meal with me? I know a good restaurant.’

‘Heavens!’ she said. She couldn’t remember ever being taken to a restaurant, but with him it would be wonderful. ‘When?’

‘Now, this evening.’

Dinah felt a mess in her everyday clothes; she’d been working all day and was tired. She had an attack of cold feet. He looked too much a man of the world for her. And what about her mother?

‘Sorry, I can’t,’ she said. ‘I have to go home. My mother’s ill. I picked up some new medicine for her in my dinner hour and she needs it now. Thanks all the same.’ She was about to walk on to the bus stop.

‘What if I drive you home? Give you time to have a wash and brush up first?’

She paused, flattered by his eagerness. ‘Please,’ he said.  ‘I won’t eat you. Your Mr McKay will tell you I’m quite respectable.’

She smiled. ‘His car’s gone so it’s a little late to ask him now.’ But she let him take her arm and settle her into the front seat of his car.

She turned back to look at Millie, whose face was wreathed in smiles of encouragement. ‘Good luck,’ she mouthed.

Dinah had never ridden in a car before. If her friends and family wanted to go further than they could walk, they travelled by bus. It took them all their time to pay the rent and put food on the table.

Richard Haldane talked on the way about horses and horse racing. ‘You enjoy it, don’t you?’

She said she did, and he seemed to assume she knew as much about racing as he did. So she told him about Tim and Aunt Enid. Dinah thought they got on well together, and he was pulling up outside her house in what seemed a very short time.

‘You’d better come in and say hello to my mother,’ she said. They found her drowsing on the sofa. These days Sarah did little else after she’d got dressed and come downstairs.

Dinah introduced them and he said, ‘I’m so pleased to meet you, Mrs Radcliffe.’

Her mum looked exhausted but he chatted on quietly and easily about how he’d met Dinah and Millie at Aintree racecourse and how his friend Mr McKay of  Carlton Hats had told him how impressed he was with her work.

‘He called her his brightest apprentice,’ he said. ‘Very hardworking and interested in everything. He thinks she’ll go far.’

Dinah knew Mum loved hearing things like that about her. Then he added, ‘Why don’t you let me take you and Dinah out for dinner?’

‘Dinner? Oh, no thank you. I don’t think I can.’

‘You could act as chaperon for your daughter.’

But Sarah’s face was twisting with pain. She hadn’t been outside for weeks, so there was really no question of her going.

‘You take Dinah,’ she said. ‘She needs to get out more. It can’t be easy for her, having me to look after.’

‘Mum, I’m very happy to stay at home tonight.’

‘I’ll be quite all right,’ Sarah said. ‘Enid will come round later, you know she always does.’

‘All right, but I’ll pop round and tell her I’m going out anyway.’

Dinah gave her mother a dose of the new medicine and then went upstairs to change, leaving Sarah with Richard. From upstairs she could hear his voice, low and gentle, still chatting to her.

She found him hard to understand. He seemed suave and sophisticated in many ways and yet here he was, almost throwing himself at her feet. She was surprised that her mother seemed to approve of him. Dinah had  expected her to make a fuss about her going out with a man she hardly knew, but poor Mum was so sick she probably didn’t realise how short the acquaintance was.

Richard had implied that he knew her better than he did and that he was familiar with her boss. Dinah knew she should have corrected him, but she was thrilled to think Richard could be interested in a girl like her. Already she could feel her heart race when he smiled at her.

Having dinner at a restaurant with him was a revelation. The roast beef was delicious but it was the hovering waiters with their silver platters that impressed her. Richard was good company and seemed to enjoy it as much as she did. It was exciting and very different from anything she’d done before. But she knew nothing about him and had to ask.

‘I’m a widower with two young children, a boy and a girl.’

Dinah felt a rush of sympathy. ‘You’ve been left with young children to bring up on your own?’ She knew how hard that must be for him. Mum and Aunt Enid had made no secret of the problems involved in raising a child alone.

‘They’ve always had a nanny. She takes full charge and is very good with them, so I cope.’

He looked much older than she was and she was curious about his age. ‘I’m nineteen,’ she said, afraid he’d think her still wet behind the ears.

‘And I’m thirty-seven,’ he replied gravely, ‘But you  mustn’t let that worry you. I enjoy being with you, and what has age got to do with that?’

Richard drove her home and kissed her when he pulled up outside her front door. She was glad it was dark and the neighbours couldn’t see them. They’d have gossiped about her for a month, being brought home by car and then kissed in the street.

He whispered, ‘I’ve lived a lot longer than you and it gives me a history. I hope that doesn’t put you off ?’

‘No, of course not.’ Nothing could put her off him now.

His kisses were urgent and pure heaven. They lifted Dinah to unimagined heights of pleasure. He had a way of running the back of his finger down her cheek that thrilled her to the tips of her toes and made her reach out to stroke his yellow hair. He was like a magnet pulling at her senses. In the dim light, she wanted to feast her eyes on him. She was still in an emotional spin when she went to work the next day, and she made a point of asking Mr McKay about him.

‘He took you out to dinner?’ He was taken aback. ‘My goodness! I didn’t know he was one for the ladies.’

‘No, he isn’t,’ she said. ‘His wife died quite recently, and I think he’s lonely.’

‘I know. I was quite shocked to hear about it. It hasn’t taken him long to get over her. Oh, well, you’ve certainly caught his eye. I hope you aren’t boxing above your weight.’

Dinah laughed. ‘Course not. Richard can get down to my level; he says he works hard but he needs more orders for his factory.’

‘I know. He asked me to give him one.’

‘Are you going to?’

‘No. Once I used to buy a lot from his factory, and there’s nothing the matter with what he makes, but business is slow at the moment. All my suppliers are trying to get me to buy more. Still, if he’s struck up a romantic dalliance with you, he won’t feel he had a wasted journey yesterday.’

‘It’s not a romantic dalliance,’ Dinah protested with an embarrassed laugh.

Richard had asked if he might take her out again. He brought flowers for her mother and chocolates for her. Millie and the girls kept telling her she was definitely on to a good thing. He was rich, wasn’t he, as well as good-looking? And he had a lovely car.

He chatted to her about steeplechasing and flat racing.

‘I’m fond of horses,’ Dinah told him. ‘When Tim became a stable boy at Rivington Lodge, he got me a job there on Sunday mornings, mucking out and grooming the horses. I loved doing it, but I had to give it up so I could spend more time at home. Once Mum became sick, I had to shop for food on Saturday afternoons and do the washing and cleaning on Sundays.’

‘I have a couple of racehorses myself.’

Dinah was amazed. ‘You mean you own them?’ She  knew that in Tim’s world an owner was an important person. She’d known Richard was rich, but he must be very rich if he owned two racehorses.

‘Yes. Ardwick Beauty and Ardwick Prince. I must take you to see them run.’

‘I’ve already seen Ardwick Beauty,’ she reminded him. ‘I saw her at Aintree the other day.’ Dinah remembered only that she’d beaten Tim’s mount Pomeroy into second place.

‘Yes, I have high hopes for Beauty. High hopes for both of them really. Prince is bigger and stronger and probably better at jumping.’

‘Then why didn’t you enter him in the Grand National?’

‘He’d pulled a tendon in his foreleg. I’d have loved to enter him for the big race.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘Next year, with a bit of luck.’

‘Gosh, is Prince that good?’

‘I hope so. His trainer thinks he is.’

‘Tim Reece loves going over the jumps. He’s very ambitious, you know. He’s hoping to win the Grand National one day.’

Richard’s expression told her he didn’t think that was likely.

‘He’s winning quite a lot of his races,’ she told him proudly. ‘Did you see him win on Flyswitch in the three-fifteen? He did it by two lengths.’

‘So he did. Well, good luck to him.’

‘All he needs is more experience,’ Dinah said.

Richard’s smile was even more wry. ‘Plus the horse that jumps fearlessly and faster than any other horse in the race.’

 



Soon Richard was asking her out almost every night and giving her frequent gifts. He took her to places she’d never been: theatres and expensive restaurants. It was not long before he asked her if she’d like to go with him to Chester Races to see Ardwick Beauty compete for the Chester Cup.

‘I’d love to.’ Dinah was thrilled. That Sunday, Tim had a day off and was at home with his mother. He was very impressed when she told him where she was going.

‘You’ll love it. I’ll be there too. I’ve got six definite rides over the four day meeting, including the Huxley Stakes and the Dee Stakes. I’m down as substitute for the Chester Cup, in case one of the other jockeys drops out.’

‘Because they’re sick, you mean?’

‘It’s usually because they don’t make the weight.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Well, horses that win a lot of races are handicapped by being made to carry more weight. It includes the weight of the jockey and his saddle and stuff, so we jockeys can’t afford to weigh much or we’d never get a ride.’

‘You don’t weigh much, Tim.’

‘I’d like to weigh less, we all would. The lighter we are,  the greater the possibility of getting rides. Making the weight is our big problem.’

Dinah found that being taken to a race meeting by Richard was a very different experience from going with Millie. To be driven to Chester was luxurious compared with going by bus, and as an owner Richard was able to get them seats high in the grandstand. It was Cup day and there was a buzz of excitement in the air.

‘It’s such a pretty place,’ Dinah said, feasting her eyes on the loop of the river and Curzon Park on the far bank. ‘And we’ll be able to see the whole race from our seats.’

Richard laughed. ‘Chester is the only racecourse in the country, if not the world, where you can see top race horses and jockeys for free. The best vantage point is over there on the city walls. You can see people on them now, where the walls parallel the finishing straight of the course.’

Richard bought a racecard for her and she saw that Tim would be riding in the next race as well as a later one in the supporting programme.

‘It’s the flat racing season now,’ Richard told her. ‘The next race is run over one mile five furlongs and will be over in the blink of an eye.’

Dinah almost missed seeing Tim to begin with because he was wearing silks of a different colour. ‘Why isn’t he wearing white spots on a cerise background?’

‘Warrington Lad belongs to a different owner. Your friend will take every ride he’s offered.’

The horses were lining up at the starting line and were away in seconds. Dinah was thrilled to see Tim leading the field and winning easily.

‘Not an important race,’ Richard said. ‘I’ve entered Ardwick Beauty in the next race, and Ardwick Prince will be taking on the best horses in the country. I’ve entered him for the Chester Cup.’

‘Who trains your horses?’

‘They’re with Bob Watchit at his stables near Tarporley in Cheshire. Come on, I’ll introduce you. He’ll be in the paddock. We’ll have time to say hello before the horses start saddling up for the next race.’

Bob Watchit was a burly man with an affable manner. Dinah didn’t catch the name of the jockey, though she was introduced to him too.

‘How d’you like my silks?’ Richard asked. Dinah had heard enough about racing from Tim to know that meant the jockey’s green and white outfit. ‘I designed it myself.’

‘It makes him stand out.’

‘That’s the idea. Easy to pick out as he runs.’

Ardwick Prince was a large grey colt. He was trying to nuzzle the trainer’s neck. Dinah looked round for Tim, but the congratulations were over and he was riding Warrington Lad back to his stall.

‘He’ll be staying with the horses,’ Richard said dismissively. ‘He won’t have time to come and chat to you.’

Dinah wished she knew more about racehorses. One looked pretty much like another to her, but Richard and  his trainer were discussing their finer points, and it seemed Richard rated his horses very highly.

‘There’s nothing like seeing your own horse run,’ he told her, his eyes glowing with enthusiasm. When the horses began coming into the paddock to saddle up for the next race Dinah was photographed between Richard and Ardwick Beauty and then he hurried her back to their seats.

‘They’re about to start now. Come on - I don’t want us to miss this.’

Ardwick Beauty won by a head. Richard was delirious with joy. ‘I knew she could do it!’ he cried, almost running to the winners’ enclosure to congratulate the horse, the jockey and the trainer. They were all laughing with delight, none more so than Richard when he was presented with the prize money.

He bustled Dinah to the owners’ bar after that and bought champagne to toast Ardwick Beauty. They watched Tim win again, and then Richard said he was hungry and took her to the owners’ restaurant for a plate of smoked salmon and prawns and other lovely things Dinah had never tasted before. Richard seemed to move in a circle that was seriously wealthy. The women round her wore fur coats and lots of jewellery. Dinah had borrowed a different hat from a friend at work, and the coat was her mother’s Sunday best. Although it was four years old, Dinah felt very smart in it, though her outfit had not cost any great fortune when new.

It was almost time then for the big race of the day. Dinah could feel the tension tightening its hold and could hardly believe how excited Richard and the other owners and trainers became. As soon as they were off he was shouting himself hoarse trying to spur Ardwick Prince on. It took Dinah’s breath away. Her own heart began to pound and she felt strung to fever pitch.

‘He’s going to win,’ she screeched. No, he was being overtaken, no, he could still do it. But over the last furlong other horses swept past him, and Blue Vision won the Chester Cup. Ardwick Prince came in fifth in a field of eighteen.

‘No good,’ Richard spat the words out and tore up his betting tickets. ‘No damn good. Damn, damn, damn. Is his foreleg still bothering him? Perhaps he hasn’t quite recovered from that pulled tendon.’

Richard had little to say on the drive home. Dinah was afraid he was disappointed.

‘Of course I’m disappointed,’ he said. ‘But I can’t expect my horses to win every race. They bring the best horses over from Newmarket to compete.’

When he pulled up outside Dinah’s house, his amber eyes had sparkling depths of gold and they stared into hers while his deep voice whispered endearments. Several of her neighbours were on their doorsteps watching with interest; it wasn’t often a smart car came down their street. She was embarrassed. ‘I wish it was dark and they couldn’t see me.’

She wouldn’t let Richard take her in his arms and kiss her. Instead, he held her hand and told her it had been love at first sight for him. Dinah was in no doubt that love had come in the same way for her.

Gladys from next door had come to spend the afternoon with her mother. Usually, Auntie Enid did that, but it was Saturday and she had pupils to teach. When Dinah told them about her afternoon out, Gladys said, ‘He must be making a fortune from his ribbons, even though the country is in the middle of a depression.’

‘He makes buttons too,’ Dinah told her proudly.

She couldn’t get enough of Richard. She’d found love and couldn’t believe her good fortune. She wasn’t sleeping properly, she couldn’t eat and she found herself thinking of Richard all the time.




CHAPTER THREE


ON THE FOLLOWING WEDNESDAY, Dinah was coming home from work when a group of passengers on the bus ahead of hers got off at her stop. She recognised Tim immediately: a small slight figure with a long athletic stride bouncing towards Picton Street. His brown hair was unruly and tossing in the wind.

She’d always been very close to Tim. He was the one person in the world with whom she could be entirely herself, and she believed he was completely honest with her. She felt she knew him inside out. He’d heard all her fears for her mother and done his best to help. As Sarah had grown weaker over the years, Dinah had had to take over much of the housework. Tim had come round regularly to help her; he’d laid fires and carried in the coals and even on occasions washed her kitchen floor. They’d cooked meals together, often for four people so that his mother could come round to share them.

In return, Dinah had listened to all his fiery ambitions and self-doubts. She hadn’t shared his obsession with horses, but she liked them well enough and had gone with  him to beg unsold apples and carrots from the corner shop, then helped him feed them to the horses that hauled the milk floats and coal carts.

When at fifteen he’d gone to work at Rivington Lodge she’d really missed him, and waited impatiently for his day off to come round so she could spend some time with him. To their mothers, they’d always been a pair. They were more than friends; they went out together to the pictures, to dances and to parties. Until recently, she’d expected it to go on, and she knew Tim wanted that too.

Then Richard Haldane had come into her life and offered not only love but romance. He wouldn’t share the housework; he’d swept all that away. He’d come between her and Tim and she felt guilty about letting Tim down. But at twenty Tim was still a youth, full of dreams and plans for the future, while Richard was a mature man. And she was head over heels in love with him. A love that blotted out everything else.

She ran to catch Tim up and his face lit when he saw her. ‘I was planning to call and see you,’ he told her. ‘King Kong is on at the Odeon this week, and everybody says it’s a marvellous film. How about it tonight? I’ll come round for you about seven, shall I?’

She was stricken. ‘Oh, Tim, I’m sorry. I can’t.’

‘But we’ve always gone to the pictures on my night off and it’s usually Wednesday.’

That was true and it brought another rush of guilt.  ‘I’ve arranged to see Richard tonight,’ she told him. ‘I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking straight.’

She knew Tim would have heard from his mother that she’d taken up with Richard, and was afraid he’d be hurt, but she had to be honest with him.

He pulled a face. ‘I suppose I should have expected it. How can the likes of me compete with a man who owns racehorses?’

‘Next week, Tim. We’ll go next week.’

‘He’s too old for you,’ he told her. ‘And he’s not a nice man.’

‘How can you say that? You don’t know him.’

‘Perhaps not in the way you mean. He wouldn’t deign to speak to a lowly jockey like me, but I see him parading round at race meetings. The lads from the stables that train his horses say he has a terrible temper.’

‘That’s not fair, Tim. You don’t want to like him.’

‘You’re right there, but don’t let’s fight about him.’

‘No.’ They covered two hundred yards without speaking, then Dinah said, ‘I saw you win two races at Chester. You’re a great jockey.’

‘I have to win to stay in the game.’

‘Richard was disappointed Ardwick Prince didn’t win the Cup.’

‘He was a rank outsider. Nobody else thought he had much chance.’

‘I wish I knew more about horses. Richard assumes I know more than I do.’

‘You know a lot. You used to muck out on Sunday mornings at the stable.’

She laughed. ‘I wanted to learn to ride, but in the end I didn’t manage more than mucking out and giving them clean bedding and water. But I meant about racing horses.’

‘It costs a huge amount to own horses and race them. Richard Haldane must be a millionaire.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. Thoroughbred horses are expensive, but it’s not just that. The horse has to have the best trainer too. You wouldn’t believe how particular a trainer has to be. He takes the horses into his stable and controls everything.’

‘Yes, I heard all about it while I worked at Rivington.’

‘Then they have to be taken to the racecourses and sometimes stabled there for a few nights, not to mention the fee for entering them in a race.’

‘And vets’ bills. Richard complains about vets’ bills.’

‘They can be enormous.’

‘But horses can win a lot of prize money for their owners.’

‘Sometimes, but there’s no guarantee. Llewellyn Digby reckons it’s a rich man’s hobby and that the owners spend more on getting a racehorse ready to compete than they win.’

Dinah laughed. ‘I don’t see why they do it, then.’

‘They do it for the fun. It’s big business for everyone involved.’

‘And the jockeys?’

‘The owner has to pay his jockey’s wages too, and he needs the best rider he can get. We have to understand the horses, and know how to handle them. There are times when you push the horse to the limit and times when you hold him back.’

‘For heaven’s sake, why would you want to hold them back?’

‘It depends on their stamina and strength. Not many horses can run flat out for a mile and a half. We may keep the horse jogging for the first mile, then give him his head. There’s a strategy worked out for every horse to give him the best chance of winning. And luck comes into it too. To draw a place on the starting line nearest the rail is marvellous. Then some horses start well and some trip over themselves and fall. Some are fouled or blocked by other horses in the race and are never able to get through.’

Dinah was thinking of Richard. Tim must be right about his being a millionaire, but she found it hard to believe a millionaire would be interested in her.

‘A good trainer can even things out and so can a top jockey, but the best of it is that we all get a share of the fun. It’s not like working for a newsagent.’

 



The following Wednesday, Dinah refused Richard’s invitation in order to go to the pictures with Tim, but the evening was not a success. Her thoughts were with Richard and Tim was edgy, so she could not even console herself for displeasing one by feeling she had pleased the other.

When she came home late the following night, she found Enid tidying up in the kitchen.

‘Is Mum all right, Aunt Enid?’ Usually, when Dinah went out, Enid settled Sarah for the night and then went home.

‘Yes. I sat with her and had a little chat. She’s been brighter today. It’s you I’m worried about. I waited to have a word.’

‘I’m fine.’ Dinah smiled. Everything was going so well with Richard she’d never been happier. ‘No need to worry about me.’

‘Well I do. Your mum isn’t well enough to see what’s happening. She can’t take care of you now and I feel somebody should.’

‘Why?’

‘Dinah, you’re a pretty girl and very young. You’re vulnerable. This Richard you’ve taken up with, well, he’s much older than you, and a man of the world. Tim reckons he has a reputation for chasing women.’

‘How would he know?’

‘He says he’s seen him with other women at race meetings. One in particular.’

‘He’s only recently lost his wife. Tim doesn’t really know him, just sees him from time to time.’

‘Well, all I’m trying to say is, do be careful. We know very little about him, after all. Don’t let him land you in trouble.’

‘I won’t, Aunt Enid.’

As Dinah understood it, there was only one sort of trouble a handsome man could get her into. She knew by the way Richard held her that he was eager for serious lovemaking. She’d told herself it was understandable: he’d been married for a long time.

For herself, she was not only curious about lovemaking but desperate to try it, but even so Enid was right. She must damp down her own feelings and take care not to encourage him. Not yet. All that should wait until they were married.

Richard was always eager to take her in his arms, and as he had a car they had some privacy for kissing and cuddling. A few nights later he started to unbutton her blouse, and when she pushed his hand away he said, ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t do things like that. Not until I put a ring on your finger.’

That had made Dinah catch her breath. It was only a few weeks since they’d met. He kissed her cheek gently.

‘I’m very much in love with you,’ he said. ‘I want us to be married. Darling, will you?’

That he was ready to make the ultimate commitment so soon was more than she’d dared hope for. For her part, she thought about him in every wakeful moment; she was living in a bubble of ecstatic happiness.

The following day, she popped in to have a word with Aunt Enid. ‘Richard isn’t going to get me into trouble,’ she said happily. ‘He’s asked me to marry him and I’ve said yes.’

Aunt Enid was smiling too. ‘So his intentions are honourable?’

‘Absolutely. Mum’s over the moon.’

‘So am I, love. I want you to be happy.’

The following evening Richard slid a diamond ring on her finger. ‘I hope you like it,’ he said, pushing the leather box into her right hand.

She gasped. ‘It’s absolutely beautiful.’ It was a large and handsome stone. None of the girls at work had a ring like this. Richard was very generous. ‘Thank you.’ It was all happening so quickly she felt quite overcome.

In the next breath he was talking of their wedding and suggesting a date just a month away. Dinah drew back, twisting the diamond on her finger.

‘Richard, I can’t marry you yet. I’m an apprentice. I need to finish my time.’

He seemed taken aback. ‘How long will that take?’

‘Another eighteen months.’

‘Goodness! We can’t wait that long. Do you want to be a milliner that badly?’

‘I love hats. Perhaps I could carry on? After we’re married, I mean. Though I think there might have been something in the agreement I signed to say I couldn’t. I’ll ask Mr McKay.’

‘No, Dinah! I was hoping you’d come and help me in my business. I really need you there. We’d be parted all day and every day if you carried on with your hat-making. I’d hate that and so would you.’

Richard’s calm assumption that she would be willing to change every detail of her life took her breath away.

‘If you came to work with me, we’d be able to see much more of each other.’

‘Well, it’s a big step . . .’

‘It is, and I’m afraid you might not find ribbons and buttons as interesting as hats at first. But I enjoy working there and in time you might too.’

‘In time, perhaps,’ Dinah agreed. Her head was spinning. That he wanted her beside him at work showed how much he loved her. ‘But it’s not just that. My mother needs me. She can’t manage on her own, and I have to think of her. I feel I’m neglecting her now because I spend so much time with you.’

‘You spend a lot of time at work too.’

‘Yes I do, but I can’t marry you next month. No, I can’t do that.’

‘Yes you can,’ he pleaded, holding both her hands in his.

‘No.’

‘Listen for a moment. We can look after your mother together. What she needs is a nurse to take proper care of her.’

‘Mum doesn’t want to be bothered with strangers now. There are times when she barely has the energy to talk to me.’

‘But a trained nurse to see to her requirements and be  with her all the time? Surely that would be the best thing for her.’

‘No, Richard. I can’t move in with you and leave her at home. Not even with a nurse. She’d want me there. Anyway, I can’t just tear myself away from her. I want to be with her too.’

‘Of course you do.’

‘I mean, I don’t know how much longer—’

He said quickly, ‘There’s no reason why she can’t come to my place. I’ve got two spare bedrooms, one for her and one for the nurse.’

For the first time, Dinah hesitated. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Darling, of course I’m sure.’

‘I don’t suppose it’ll be for very long,’ Dinah said, and a tear rolled down her cheek.

There was nothing she wanted more than to become his wife and share his life. She was very much in love and wanted to be a wife he could be proud of, and the best mother she could be to his children. He was offering her a wonderful future.

 



Mr McKay was popular with all the girls. He was fair to everybody and went out of his way to teach them their trade. Dinah liked him and enjoyed his teasing.

‘Young lady,’ he’d said - he addressed all the girls as young lady - ‘you could talk the hind leg off a donkey and you let every thought in that pretty head bubble out in an excited rush.’ Even Mum told her she talked too much.  ‘When I bring buyers in here to see what we’re making I wish you’d think before you open your little rosebud. You’re a great help with sales as long as you like the hat and think it suits you, but you’re not very good at hiding your feelings when you don’t like something. Unfortunately, we have to make hats to suit everybody, so I need you to look as though you love them all. You’re a real tonic for everyone, but be a good girl and watch that tongue.’

Dinah was quite nervous when she knocked on his door to tell him she wanted to leave, and he seemed quite shocked.

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ he said. ‘You’re the last one I thought would leave before you were out of your time. Look, if it’s to look after your mother, perhaps we could arrange for you to take time off.’

‘No, it’s not that. I’m going to be married.’

‘What?’ He laughed. ‘You give out about everything, but I hadn’t heard that you had a serious boyfriend.’

‘We got engaged last night. You know him: it’s Richard Haldane.’

‘Oh!’ He was taken aback. ‘Mr Haldane, eh? Young lady, you only met him a few weeks ago and he’s old enough to be your father!’

‘He’s only thirty-seven.’

‘That’s nearly twice your age! I hope you’ve thought about this?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Oh, dear. I had high hopes for you - I expected to turn you into a master milliner. And weren’t you planning to take over Miss Eccles’s job?’

Miss Eccles was his main saleswoman. She was about forty; old in Dinah’s estimation but extremely elegant. She always wore a Carlton Hat and teamed it with an equally smart and expensive suit. She was tall and slim and in the winter she wore a glossy fox fur round her shoulders and carried a leather attaché case with details of their latest designs. Her job was to visit expensive hat shops and hat departments in the big department stores in Lancashire, Yorkshire and Cheshire and get orders for Carlton Hats. She drove herself round in a Morris Eight and talked golf to Mr McKay when she came in. All the apprentices admired Miss Eccles.

‘Only after years of experience here,’ Dinah said, ‘and when you thought I was good enough. But yes, I did fancy her job.’

Her boss sighed. ‘But once Richard Haldane offered marriage, all that went out of the window?’

‘I suppose it did. I’m sorry, Mr McKay. I’ve been happy here and I know I’d have loved selling your hats.’

‘You might even have been good at it,’ he told her. ‘You’ve got the gift of the gab and you can hold forth to anyone. Mr Haldane, eh? Well, I hardly know him.’

He was smiling down at her. ‘Take no notice of me, I’m a miserable old curmudgeon. I wish you every happiness. Look, as a leaving present, you can help yourself to  whatever materials you need to make a hat. Something smart to wear on your honeymoon.’

‘Thank you, Mr McKay.’ She leaned over and kissed his cheek. ‘I love the new pastel straws we’re making for the summer.’

‘Only one, mind, not a whole wardrobe full.’

‘Of course. I shall be married in it. That’s marvellous, Mr McKay. I’m thrilled.’ She’d already decided on the pale blue. ‘Thank you!’

 



Dinah was very curious about Richard’s life. He didn’t say much about it and she wanted to know every detail. She’d asked countless questions about his home and his family and his business, but he seemed more interested in hearing about her. She asked several times about his first wife and discovered that he found it painful to talk about her.

‘I do understand,’ she told him. ‘It’s only four months since she died and you’re still grieving. But I need to know about her, or I’ll never stop wondering. How old was she?’

‘Thirty.’ Richard wouldn’t look at her now.

‘That’s very young to die. Go on.’

‘She hadn’t been well for some time. Her mind . . . You’re forceful and clear-headed about what you want, but she was never like that. She was troubled and nervous, and always frail.’

‘She needed support? From you?’

‘Very much so. She needed support from everybody.  The doctor . . . Her mind wasn’t strong. She couldn’t manage things on her own.’

Dinah frowned, ‘Are you saying she was mentally ill?’

‘I’m afraid I am.’

Dinah put her arms round him. ‘That must have been awful. Mum’s really ill and that makes life hard, but her mind is clear and we can talk things through. Mental illness would be much harder to cope with. For both of you.’

‘The children too.’

‘Of course. It must have affected you all. Tell me about them.’

‘My daughter’s like her mother, timid and nervous.’ He hesitated, biting his lip.

‘And your son?’ He was shaking his head. ‘How old are they?’

‘Oh, darling . . .’ She heard the break in his voice, and wondered what could be making him so upset that he couldn’t even tell her how old his children were. She would have liked to know his wife’s name. He’d referred to her only as ‘my wife’.

She said gently, ‘You haven’t told me how she died.’

‘Suicide,’ he choked out. ‘She killed herself. Can you imagine how awful it was telling the children?’

Dinah was full of sympathy and love for him. She could see tears on his cheeks.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I can’t talk about it even now.’




CHAPTER FOUR


ONE COLD WET evening, Richard took her out for a special dinner. ‘Dress yourself up,’ he told her. ‘I’m taking you to my favourite restaurant in Southport. Quite a long way to go for a meal, but it’s worth it.’

Dinah didn’t have much to dress up in, so she borrowed a silky cream-coloured blouse from her mother to team with her brown skirt. She thought the restaurant very smart and enjoyed being pampered after working all day. Richard had said he wanted to discuss details of their wedding, but he was making all the arrangements himself and it turned out he had firm ideas about what they should be.

‘I don’t want you to be disappointed, but I think it ought to be a low-key affair because your mother’s so ill.’

Enid had already told her she thought her mother would like them to have the ceremony in church, but when Dinah asked her about it Sarah said no, she’d be happy with the choice of the bride and groom. Dinah knew her mother was feeling poorly and wouldn’t be comfortable sitting through a long church ceremony and  formal reception, so she was happy to go along with Richard’s wishes. She wanted the state of marriage rather than a lavish ceremony. There was to be no large guest list and no fuss.

Richard had chosen the date. They were to be married on a Friday. ‘It’s half term then,’ he said, ‘so the children will be home and can come too. About the honeymoon . . .’

‘I can’t leave Mum with the neighbours for long,’ Dinah said.

‘And I don’t want to leave my children or my business for long. Not in these times of economic uncertainty. I want to be home from our honeymoon by Sunday evening.’

Dinah was pleased that at last she’d persuaded Richard to talk about his children. He told her that Nellie had been a difficult baby who’d had health problems, and Mark hadn’t settled well at school. They were, he said, missing their mother and were much in need of another.

‘It would be better for us all if we don’t delay. That’s if, Dinah, you’re quite sure it’s what you want?’

She was absolutely certain it was. ‘I want to be your wife, I’m sure of that.’ She smiled. ‘Mum thinks it’s very romantic, the way you’re sweeping me to the altar.’ So did the girls at work, most of whom were green with envy.

Richard was never out of her thoughts. To see him striding towards her made her heart miss a beat and to feel his lips against hers turned her to putty in his hands. Dinah was in love in a way she’d never been before, and the amazing thing was that right from the moment they’d  met, Richard had felt the same way about her. The last two months with him had been a revelation. The world he lived in was very different from and much more exciting than hers.

‘Richard,’ she said, as they drank their coffee, ‘the wedding is only a fortnight off now but I haven’t seen your house yet or met your children. Don’t you think I should?’

‘Of course.’ He looked disconcerted. ‘What am I thinking of ? The children are at school, so that’s a bit difficult. Nellie’s in North Wales and Mark’s near York.’

‘Boarding school?’ Dinah could hardly believe it. ‘How old are they? I thought they were infants. You said they had a nanny.’

‘Well, Bunty Sugden was always their nanny and I kept her on long after she was really needed. The children were fond of her and she of them, and with their mother the way she was . . . Well, they needed somebody to look after them.

‘As for my house, well, I’m out all day and it has an unlived-in feel to it. I tend to spend less and less time there, but all that is going to change.’

Dinah smiled. ‘When we’re married.’

‘When you’ll be mine and living there too. I could take you to see it now. Why don’t I?’

‘I’d like that.’ Dinah was eager. The idea sent a thrill running down her spine. She felt on the brink of a new and altogether more exciting life.
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When he pulled up in front of heavy iron gates, she got out to open them and could see in the headlights the name Ardwick House engraved on one of the stone pillars. He hadn’t told her much about his home, but she’d known it must be grand compared with hers. Millie Hunt and the other girls at work had speculated more than once.

‘It’ll be a huge mansion. I bet he lives like a lord.’

It certainly seemed a far cry from Picton Street, where the small houses huddled together in a friendly manner. She got back in the car and it climbed slowly up a longish drive. It was getting late and tonight there was no moonlight. The house seemed to stand on a little plateau. She could make out the shape of a high narrow building with a cluster of tall trees to one side.

‘It looks a big place,’ she said.

‘Not really. There’s a big garden, though; over two and a half acres.’

‘I can’t envisage how big that is,’ she said. ‘I’ll have to wait until I can see it in daylight.’

‘I’ve lived here all my life. My parents had it built in 1884 and they left it to me, together with the business.’

The house was in darkness except for one feeble light over the front door, itself as big and strong as that of a bank. He pulled up and switched off his lights. The night crowded close, heavy and black. It seemed thick enough to cut with a knife.

He rang the doorbell and then let them in with his key. ‘Bunty should be here, unless she’s gone out.’

It was cold inside. Even he shivered. They were in a long narrow hall with stairs at the far end. An elderly woman with thick wavy white hair wearing a nanny’s uniform came hurrying down to meet them. ‘Mr Haldane, I wasn’t expecting you.’

‘It’s all right, Bunty. I’ve just brought Dinah to see round the house. We won’t need anything.’ He smiled at Dinah. ‘Unless you’d like another cup of coffee?’

‘Erm . . .’ Dinah was about to say she would, not because she really wanted another drink but because she thought it might give her a chance to get to know the nanny and find out more about the children, when Richard answered his own question.

‘Better not, perhaps,’ he said. ‘It’s a bit chilly to sit down here and too late to think of lighting fires now.’

‘Would you like to come up to see the nursery?’ The nanny asked Dinah. She had kindly eyes of faded blue. ‘I have a fire there, and it’s nice and warm.’

Richard answered for her. ‘No thank you, Bunty. We’ll just have a quick look round.’

He started throwing open the doors. ‘This is the dining room, this is my study. Here is the kitchen and scullery. This is a little sitting room my mother used to use.’

They were mostly big rooms with high ceilings, but his mother’s room was somewhat smaller. She’d had a treadle sewing machine and there was a bookcase full of books,  but Dinah wasn’t given time to look round properly. Another door was opened for her.

‘Mother used to call this the drawing room,’ he said.

‘What do you call it?’

‘It’s the main sitting room.’

She went and stood in the middle of the room. Compared with what she was used to, it was enormous. The whole ground floor of number fifteen Picton Street would fit in here. The ceiling had a border of ornate plasterwork and a cluster of fruit and flowers in the centre from which hung an electric light. The grate was empty; it was cold here too.

‘I knew I’d be out tonight with you,’ he told her. ‘The fire’s never lit unless I’m planning to stay in.’

Dinah looked round, trying to take everything in. The furniture and decor dated from the Victorian era. Everything seemed heavy and old-fashioned.

‘I’m afraid I haven’t been looking after the house as I should. It needs repainting.’ He smiled. ‘In fact it probably needs totally redecorating. You could see to that if you wanted to.’

There were racing prints on the walls; she’d noticed some in the hall too.

‘Most of the stuff here belonged to my parents, but those I’ve added. I’ve got some new pictures of my horses in my study. Come and have a look.’

She followed him back and he took two framed photographs off the wall and put them in her hands.  ‘Ardwick Beauty and Ardwick Prince.’

She’d seen them race. They were handsome animals. ‘I see you named them after your house.’
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