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Part One

A Mother’s Dreams




Chapter One

December 1888

Melissa pulled the eiderdown up and tried to get back to sleep. She didn’t know what had awakened her but something was different. She raised her head and peered over the edge of the bedclothes. An eerie light filled the room, almost as bright as daylight. But it could not be morning. Surely she had come to bed no more than an hour or two ago?

Now thoroughly awake, Melissa reached for the shawl lying on the bed and pulled it towards her. She sat up and drew it round her shoulders as quickly as she could. Then, with her arms wrapped around her body, she kept very still and listened. Nothing. After a moment or two she pushed the bedclothes aside and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Spurred on by curiosity and a vague sense of dread, she rose and hurried across to the window. She pulled the curtain aside to gaze out on a world of cold beauty.

A light fall of snow covered the road and the gardens of the small but respectable terrace houses in West Jesmond. The rooftops sparkled under a frosty moon. Melissa smiled with delight. If the snow lasted just a few days there would be a white Christmas, and the streets and brightly lit shops  would look as cheery as the pictures on the greetings cards.

She wondered if the snow was deep enough to allow sledging in the nearby park. But her smile faded a little when she realised that she would probably be considered too old for such games. She didn’t even look like a child. She was tall, taller than her mother. She had been fourteen the previous February, and her body was already taking on the graceful appearance of young womanhood. She knew she appeared to be older than her years, which was something she regretted.

She gazed out for a while longer and then the cold drove her back to bed. But even though she had solved the mystery of the strange light, she still could not settle. She lay listening to the silence. Then she sat up. That was what was wrong. The silence. Any noise in the street would be muffled by the snow, but that was not what Melissa was listening for.

Her mother slept in the room next to hers. Emmeline Dornay was a poor sleeper and Melissa’s sleep was more often than not punctuated by her mother’s restless movements and her coughing. Tonight she had heard nothing and yet she must have been awake for half an hour at least. The only explanation was that her mother wasn’t there. Unless . . . no, Melissa pushed the fearsome thought into the well of dread that lay deep inside her.

Melissa got out of bed again and this time reached for her robe and her slippers. Her mother had been working late to finish the ball gowns for two of her regular clients, Mrs Winterton and her daughter, Gwendolyn. The order had come with little time to spare but Lilian Winterton, so rich, so gay and so charming, had persuaded the dressmaker to take on the task, reminding her that the Wintertons, mother and daughter, were good customers and promising that there would be plenty of work in the future.

Melissa had wanted to stay up and help, but just before midnight Emmeline had insisted that her daughter go to bed.

‘Off you go, Cinderella,’ she’d said, ‘or you might find you’ve turned into a pumpkin when the clock strikes twelve!’

‘Oh, Mama, that’s not what happened,’ Melissa said, but she looked up from her work to find her mother laughing.

‘I know, I know,’ Emmeline Dornay had told her, ‘but there’s not much more to do and I want you to get your beauty sleep.’

‘You need your sleep too.’

‘I promise I won’t be long.’

But now Melissa could only suppose that her mother had not yet come up to bed and was still working quietly in the front parlour that served as their sewing room – their ‘salon’, as her mother liked to call it. At least she hoped that was the explanation. She decided she would go and help – no matter how much her mother might object.

After opening her bedroom door she paused, trying to remember exactly which floorboard it was that creaked. She didn’t want to awaken Miss Bullock. Their landlady slept in the back bedroom. She was deaf as a post when it suited her and yet she claimed that the slightest noise after bedtime disturbed her sleep. When Melissa and her mother came upstairs they had to say good night in whispers otherwise the old lady would complain the next day and hint that it was time she found less bothersome tenants.

It would not do to annoy Miss Bullock. The rent was reasonable and the rooms were perfect for them. There was room for Emmeline Dornay’s established dressmaking business and, as the old lady hardly ever used the dining room, preferring to eat by the cosy warmth of the range in the kitchen, Melissa and her mother had that room to themselves also. They could take their meals away from the workroom for an hour and gossip without Miss Bullock glaring at them or cupping her ear and telling them to speak up.

They had to share the bathroom and the kitchen with Miss Bullock, but long ago Emmeline had offered to cook for the landlady when they were making their own meals. The old lady appreciated the offer; especially as she never contributed to the cost of the food.

Melissa managed to avoid the loose floorboard and she opened the door of her mother’s bedroom as quietly as she could. The room was filled with the same cool blue-white light of the reflected snow. In fact it was even brighter as the curtains had not been closed. As she had suspected, her mother’s bed was empty. She felt the small knot of anxiety begin to unravel and she closed the door.

The landing was cold with the draught coming up from the passageway, and Melissa shivered as she crept downstairs. The cold struck up even through the soles of her slippers. She was chilled to the bone by the time she reached the door of the front parlour.

At least the room was warm. A small fire burned in the grate, its glow providing most of the light. The gas lamp overhead had been turned low. Melissa shut the door quietly and looked at the day bed where her mother lay sleeping with her head on the cushions that Melissa had embroidered with pansies when she was only ten years old.

The rug, which had been covering Emmeline Dornay, had slipped to the floor and Melissa picked it up. Then she realised that she had been holding her breath until she saw the soft rise and fall that told her that her mother was breathing easily. But, even in sleep, her mother looked exhausted.

The light from the fire cast rosy hues into the room and yet her mother’s complexion was as pale as parchment. Her long chestnut hair had lost its lustrous shine. Emmeline had always been small-boned and dainty, but of late she looked more and more fragile; like a china doll that could easily be  broken if care was not taken. But her constant fatigue had not stopped her from working as hard as ever, and as Melissa arranged the rug carefully over her mother’s slender form she was overcome by a fierce surge of love.

Blinking back hot tears, she turned to look at the two dressmaking dummies, standing by the worktable. One of them wore the evening gown her mother had made for Lilian Winterton. The Parma violet silk shone in the flickering light; the moiré pattern glimmering as if it were already moving and swaying to the rhythms of a waltz.

Mrs Winterton had pored over the fashion magazines that Emmeline kept and had chosen a gown with a fitted bodice and scooped neckline – ‘To show my diamonds to their best advantage!’ she had exclaimed.

She had insisted on the exaggerated puffed sleeves but, thankfully, had decided against a bustle. Emmeline was sorry that bustles had come back into fashion. She’d told Melissa that in her opinion the earlier version, all deep frills and flounces, which had been fashionable when she had been a child, made society women look like elaborately draped pieces of upholstery.

This second version of the bustle, introduced in Paris – where else? – was altogether more uncompromising. With fewer frills and furbelows it jutted straight out like a table top and, in Emmeline’s opinion, made the women who wore them look ungainly. ‘They look like the back end of a pantomime horse!’ she’d said, and she and Melissa had shared a moment of laughter.

Mrs Winterton had at first been attracted to this latest fashion but Melissa’s clever mother had drawn the talk round to the music and the dancing, and soon had her client thinking it was her own idea that the bustle would restrict her movements on the dance floor. So Mrs Winterton had settled for a flowing gored skirt, but she had won the battle over the  deep purple lace and, much against her inclination, Emmeline had added rows of fussy flounces to the front of the dress. That was what had kept her up so late. That and the alterations she had agreed to make to Gwendolyn’s gown.

When Melissa had gone reluctantly to bed the younger woman’s gown had been on the other body form. Now it lay on the worktable. She went to examine it. Cut in the same style as that of her mother, Gwendolyn Winterton’s ball gown was made from creamy white satin and, apart from the exaggerated puff sleeves, it was unembellished. There were no frills, no lace, no flounces, and this was the way Mrs Winterton had wanted it.

Gwendolyn had complained. She’d wanted something fancier, but her mother had been adamant. ‘You are young and beautiful but as yet you are unsophisticated – no, darling, don’t frown, that is not a criticism. That is your strength. I want you to look fresh and . . . innocent.’

‘I’m eighteen.’ Gwendolyn’s frown deepened to a scowl, her peaches-and-cream complexion flushing a dull red. ‘You want me to look plain in comparison to you,’ she’d said. ‘You want to be belle of the ball, as usual.’

‘Gwendolyn, how could I ever be the belle of the ball when you are there?’ Mrs Winterton’s smile was genuinely affectionate.

Her daughter’s sulky expression softened a little. ‘But that dress is just like my school party frock.’

Her mother looked at the dress critically. ‘Well, maybe you are right,’ she said. ‘Perhaps the gown is a little too young for you. I tend to forget that you are no longer my darling schoolgirl. Maybe our dear, clever Emmeline can think of something to liven it up a little. A little passementerie, perhaps?’

Emmeline Dornay had promised to do her best although any trimmings on such a classic gown would have to be  applied with a light hand. The Winterton women had left with peace restored between them.

Melissa examined Gwendolyn’s ball gown now. At first she thought nothing had been done but, when she looked closer, she saw that her mother had begun to sew a delicate pattern of seed pearls and gold bugle beads around the neckline, and here and there were tiny rosebuds made from curls of white satin. This was exhausting work. No doubt Emmeline Dornay had decided to have an hour or two’s rest and then start early in the morning in order to have the work finished before the Wintertons returned for the final fitting.

Melissa glanced at her mother and saw that she was still deeply asleep. She moved quietly to the fireplace and added coals to the fire. She arranged them carefully; she did not want it to blaze up noisily. Back at the worktable she lit the oil lamp, then sat down and examined the pattern on Gwendolyn’s ball gown. It only took a minute for her to work out exactly what her mother had in mind. She took up the needle and thread.

Her concentration was so intense that she did not notice the hours passing. The window was draped with rich burgundy brocade trimmed with gold. Emmeline liked the room to look stylish in order to impress her customers. But the expensive, lined curtains, as well as being fashionable, were heavy enough to help keep the room warm and to exclude all light. So Melissa didn’t realise that morning had come until she heard the rattle of the churns on the milk cart and the crunch of its wheels on the snow as it made its way to the dairy at the bottom of the street.

By the time the work was finished Melissa’s shoulders were aching and her eyes were stinging. She rose from the worktable and went quietly to the window, pulling the curtain aside a little. She sighed with disappointment. The  snow was already melting and treading into slush as grey hunched forms made their way to work. She let the curtain fall and, looking round, she saw that her mother was still sleeping.

Melissa moved silently to the fireplace and lifted the kettle from the side of the hearth, judged that it had enough water in it and put it on the trivet. Then she left the room and hurried along the passage to the kitchen at the back of the house. When she opened the door she was met by a sudden blast of cold air. Mrs Sibbet had just arrived and was in the act of closing the door that led to the back yard.

‘Hello, hinny, you’re up sharp,’ Martha Sibbet said as she placed a jug of milk on the table. It was her job to call at the dairy each morning and buy the milk for the day. ‘Couldn’t you sleep?’ she asked.

She removed her shabby coat and hung it on the back of the kitchen door. Martha Sibbet was Miss Bullock’s daily maid of all work. She came in early to clean the range and get the fire going before scrubbing floors, sweeping, dusting, preparing the vegetables, or whatever was needed.

Mrs Sibbet looked much older than her thirty-six years and had her own large family to look after so she was always in a hurry to get through her assigned tasks and go home. But she did her best because she was grateful for the money and could not afford to lose her job.

She was pleased that Mrs Dornay had told her not to bother with the front parlour as she and Melissa would prefer to clean and tidy their workroom themselves. This was partly due to consideration but mostly because Emmeline did not want anyone interfering with the swathes of material or her paper patterns; especially as Martha’s hands, even after she had just washed them, seemed to be permanently ingrained with grime.

Mrs Sibbet sat down on a chair at the kitchen table to remove her boots. Long ago Miss Bullock had told her that she must not wear her dirty, clumsy footwear in the house, and the poor woman had actually been working in a pair of holey old socks with her toes pushing through until Melissa’s mother gave her some of her own cast-off and neatly darned stockings and a pair of cloth-lined, embroidered carpet slippers.

‘Eeh, what a treat!’ Mrs Sibbet had said when she’d first put the slippers on and performed a comic pirouette. ‘It’s like walking on velvet – not that I’ve ever had that pleasure!’ And she’d laughed out loud.

‘Well, then, pet,’ she said now as she stood up and tied her pinafore around her angular body, ‘what’s got you up this early?’Then she answered her own question: ‘The cold, I’ll be bound. It’s perishing out there although it’s not quite cold enough for the snow to lie long. I’ll get the fire going straight off and you can make your breakfast.’

‘It’s all right. I’ll boil a kettle on the fire in the parlour and make a pot of tea in there. I’ve just come for the bread and butter,’ Melissa told her.

‘That’s a good lass. You look after your mam, divven’t you? She’s lucky to hev you.’

‘And I’m lucky to have her.’

‘Yes, pet, you are.’ The kindly woman looked solemn for a moment. Then she shrugged and made an effort to smile. ‘But, hawway,’ she said, ‘this won’t buy the bairn a new bonnet. I’ll give you a hand. What do you want? Bread? Butter? That nice little jar of honey? Shall I slice the loaf for you?’

‘No, that’s all right.’

She took what was left of yesterday’s loaf from the stone crock in the pantry and cut several slices. The baker would call soon with a fresh loaf but this one would do for toast.

While she was occupied, Mrs Sibbet took the tray from its place beside the dresser and put it on the table. She poured some of the milk into a small jug and placed it next to Emmeline’s rose-patterned teapot while Melissa took what she wanted from the larder. By the time Melissa left the kitchen Martha Sibbet was on her knees cleaning out the grate.

‘Best hev things shipshape before the old termagant comes down,’ she said with an anxious glance at the clock on the mantel shelf. Then she turned to look at Melissa and covered her lips with a sooty chilblained hand. ‘Eeh, divven’t tell Miss Bullock I called her that, will you, pet?’

Melissa smiled and shook her head. ‘Of course not.’

She balanced the tray on one hip as she shut the door behind her.

Martha Sibbet paused from her labours for a moment and thought about her life.

Her husband had never earned enough to keep their growing brood of bairns and that was why she was here, charring for Miss Bullock, who never seemed to be pleased with anything. Thank goodness for gentle little Mrs Dornay, who had shown her kindness in so many ways: giving her leftovers from their table and even making up clothes for the bairns with remnants of material. Working for Miss Bullock wouldn’t be anywhere near so agreeable when Mrs Dornay had . . .

The good woman shook her head in an attempt to rid herself of unwelcome thoughts. She began to rake the ashes out vigorously. She mustn’t think like that. Mrs Dornay was frail, it was true, but sometimes femmer little bodies like that could hold out for years if they just took care of themselves and didn’t put too much strain on their hearts. She hoped that would prove the case; not just for her own sake but for that poor little lass, Melissa, who loved her mother dearly  and despite being almost grown up and clever with it, was still too young to be left an orphan.

 



When Emmeline Dornay opened her eyes she felt disorientated. Was she in bed? She didn’t remember coming upstairs. After a second or two, she realised she was fully clothed and her limbs were stiff. She turned over and a cushion fell on to the floor. She looked down at it and frowned as she tried to marshal her exhausted wits.


A cushion not a pillow . . . I’m on the day bed . . . I’m still downstairs  . . .why?


Emmeline raised her head and caught the flicker of a movement near the fireplace. She squeezed her eyes tight shut to clear them of sleep and opened them to see Melissa kneeling by the fire, her long dark hair hanging down her back; her beautiful face was illumined by the soft glow of the flames. Her profile is like that of a Grecian lady on an antique vase, Emmeline thought as she puzzled over what her daughter could be doing.

As if aware that she was being observed, Melissa sat back on her heels, turned her head and smiled. ‘Good morning,’ she said.

Emmeline now saw that Melissa was toasting bread with the long toasting fork held over but not too close to the flames. Behind Melissa the tray was resting on the ottoman and on the tray were cups and saucers, milk, a dish of butter, a jar of honey, and a rack already filled with slices of toast.

‘I thought we’d have breakfast by the fire,’ Melissa said as she put the last slice of toast in the rack. Then she opened the caddy and spooned tea into the teapot.

‘Be careful, darling,’ Emmeline said when Melissa took the quilted pot holder from its hook at the end of the mantel shelf and reached for the kettle.

‘Really, Mama,’ Melissa said as she poured boiling water into the teapot, ‘I’m not a child.’

‘Yes, you are,’ Emmeline said so quietly that her daughter did not hear her. You are my darling only child, she thought, and the fact that one day soon you may have to fend for yourself haunts all my waking hours.

Emmeline’s eyes filled with tears and she blinked them away, wiping her cheeks surreptitiously with her lawn handkerchief. Then the significance of what Melissa had said came home to her.

‘Breakfast!’ she said, and she sat upright, causing the rug to fall to the floor in her haste. ‘For goodness’ sake, Melissa, what time is it?’ Her glance flew to the clock on the mantel shelf. ‘Nearly seven o’clock. Oh, no!’

Her heart started to pound and she began to rise from the day bed, but Melissa put the kettle back on the trivet and hurried towards her.

‘It’s all right. Sit down. We’ll have our breakfast and a lovely gossip over tea and toast.’

‘But you don’t understand. I only meant to rest a little while. Instead I’ve slept for hours and there’s so much more to do.’

‘No, there’s not.’ Melissa crossed to the window and looped the curtains back with the corded tassels she had helped her mother to make. Despite Melissa’s order to sit and wait, Emmeline got up and followed her. Daylight fell across the gown lying on the worktable and the reluctant winter sun glinted on the completed pattern of beads and pearls. Emmeline was mystified.

‘I don’t understand,’ she said. ‘Did I wake up, finish the work and then go back to sleep?’

She looked up to find Melissa smiling at her and she understood. ‘You did this!’ she exclaimed, and she lifted the bodice of the gown to examine it carefully. ‘But this work is  excellent, Melissa! It must have taken you all night. You must be exhausted.’

‘Not quite all night, and I’m not tired so much as hungry. Do let’s sit down and make a start on the toast.’

Melissa loved moments like this. Just her mother and herself, gossiping cosily. They would talk about the latest fashions, the fabrics, the practical styles and some of their impractical customers. Some were only too pleased to be guided by Emmeline Dornay, who had a reputation for good taste, but others would insist that they have exactly whatever latest fad had caught their fancy.

Emmeline was always uneasy about giving in to such demands. It went without saying that she would do her very best and that the garment could not have been better made, but if the lady in question looked ridiculous she worried that it would reflect on her skills.

But she could not afford to turn work away. Not since she had become a widow with a child to support. Melissa’s French father had been a sailor. He had been tall and broad-shouldered, and Melissa could remember him sweeping her up into his arms each time he came home. And she owed her ability to speak French to her father. For although he spoke English very well he wanted his daughter to speak and understand the languages of both her parents, a wish her mother had honoured and was now paying for Melissa to have French lessons lest she forget.

Bertrand Dornay had run away from his family home in Marseilles and become a cabin boy as soon as he could pass himself off for the age of fourteen. He had never told his wife why he had run away, only that he would never go back there. She assumed it was because of some family matter, for he remained proud to be a Frenchman.

Emmeline herself spoke reasonably good French. Even before she had met Bertrand, while she was still working in  the sewing room of the department store, she had paid for private lessons so that she could read the French fashion magazines. Working for long hours at the cloth-covered tables with the other girls, she had formed the ambition to have her own dressmaking business one day. And it wouldn’t be the usual little corner shop where mending and alterations were the main part of the business.

She would find rooms in a respectable house and her clientele would feel they were visiting a friend. She would provide tea or coffee, and her customers would be able to select a dress design from the latest magazines from Paris. Then Emmeline would run it up on her very own sewing machine, although the finishing touches would still be hand sewn. She had worked hard and saved as much as she could but she knew it would be years until she could achieve her ambition. But then she had met Bertrand and he had helped her realise her dream.

‘Come and sit by the fire,’ Melissa told her now. ‘I’ll pour the tea.’

Her mother took the armchair while Melissa sat on a small padded stool and insisted on doing everything for Emmeline as if their roles of mother and child had been reversed.

‘It snowed during the night,’ Melissa said as she buttered them each a second piece of toast. ‘But it looks as though it’s melting already. What a pity.’

‘Why is it a pity?’

‘Because the streets look so pretty in the snow. The dirt and grime are covered up – everything looks clean and new.’

They were both silent as Melissa stared into the fire.

‘Are you looking for pictures?’ her mother asked. ‘Pictures in the flames.’

‘Yes.’ They often played this game when they had time to sit and dream.

‘What do you see?’

‘A sailing ship tossed on a stormy sea,’ Melissa said, and immediately wished she hadn’t. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘No, sweetheart, no need to say sorry,’ her mother said, but Melissa could see the tears glistening in her eyes. ‘Your father was lost at sea, and I wish with all my heart that was not so. And yet I will be ever grateful for the happy time we had together and the greatest gift he could give me . . . you, Melissa, my own darling daughter.’




Chapter Two

Lilian Winterton sat forward in her bed while Ena arranged the pillows behind her. The maid had lit the lamps and the fire had been made up by one of the housemaids while she was still sleeping. The luxurious bedroom was both comfortable and warm. When Lilian announced herself satisfied with the arrangement of the pillows Ena took the breakfast tray from the bedside table and put it across her mistress’s knees.

‘Will there be anything else, Mrs Winterton?’ she asked.

‘Yes, would you bring me my correspondence?’

‘The post has not been delivered yet, madam.’

‘I know that. I mean those letters over there – look – on my escritoire.’

Ena knew this was a posh word for the daft little writing desk by the window. It wasn’t half the size of the desk in the morning room but Mrs Winterton preferred to keep her more personal correspondence in her bedroom. ‘Yes, madam,’ the lady’s maid said.

‘No, don’t open the curtains yet,’ Lilian told her, and gave an exaggerated shudder. ‘I’m not yet ready to face the gloom of a winter morning.’

Ena brought the letters over and asked when she should return to help Mrs Winterton bathe and dress.

‘I’ll ring for you. Just go. Oh, wait a moment – is Miss Gwendolyn awake yet?’

‘I don’t believe so, Mrs Winterton. She hasn’t rung for her morning tea.’

‘Dear girl, no doubt she’s tired after the late night we had. My guests simply didn’t want to go home! But in any case, I want you to take her breakfast tray and awaken her as gently as possible.’

Ena’s lips tightened. She dropped her gaze to hide her scowl. ‘Yes, madam,’ she said unenthusiastically and she left the room, closing the door without making a sound, as was required.

Lilian had seen the sulky grimace and she wondered if she ought to have reprimanded the girl. After all these years as the wife of a rich man, Lilian was still sometimes at a loss as to how to deal with subtly recalcitrant servants. But Lilian Frost, as she had been before her marriage to the successful property developer Austin Winterton, had been the daughter of two dancing teachers to whose studio Austin had gone to learn how to acquit himself in fashionable ballrooms.

Trained by her parents in deportment and elocution, Lilian was both vivacious and enchantingly pretty. She had partnered Austin in his dancing lessons and had won his heart. Although she had already given her own young heart to Dermot, a handsome but impecunious musician, there was no way she could have refused Austin’s offer of marriage. As his wife she would not only be wealthy but would move in a much grander social circle than that of her parents.

Once she became Mrs Winterton she had worked tirelessly to make the right sort of friends. Austin approved of this. His own background was ‘trade’; his father had been a builder, and it pleased him that he and his wife were now on speaking terms with those he regarded as his betters. He knew very well that his money made him both respected and  despised. So he encouraged Lilian to play the society hostess, although he was often aghast at how much this cost him.

Lilian read all the ladies’ magazines to seek advice on the table, the flowers, and the menus, and had several books on household management. She was satisfied that last night’s dinner party had been successful and imagined that every single guest would have been impressed by her ability to arrange such things so tastefully.

Now she spooned apricot preserve on to a freshly baked bread roll and took dainty bites from it while she sipped her coffee. Thank goodness Austin had not ‘bothered’ her last night. He had stayed up even later than she and Gwendolyn in order to discuss business with two of the guests he was hoping to interest in a new development. Those two gentlemen had sent their wives and daughters home and had talked into the small hours.

Lilian had decided to feign sleep if Austin came to the bedroom but, thank goodness, he must have gone straight to his dressing room where there was a bed kept ready for him.

She poured herself another cup of coffee and topped it up with warm milk. Then she settled back more comfortably against the pillows. All in all life was good, she thought, and tolerating Austin’s attentions was not too high a price to pay.

She hoped Gwendolyn would not be in one of her moods this morning. Honestly, she didn’t know how to deal with her grown daughter sometimes. Gwendolyn, at eighteen, was the same age as Lilian had been when she had married Austin. Lilian set her coffee cup down and gazed into the near distance. She sighed and, in a moment of honesty, she admitted to herself that that was the problem. Gwendolyn was a grown woman and certainly old enough to marry although, pretty as she was, her petulant manner was not attractive to any of the suitable young men who might have come courting.

Holding on to her breakfast tray with one hand, Lilian reached for the hand mirror she kept in a drawer in her bedside table. She stared at her own reflection thoughtfully. With her blue eyes, and her pale blonde hair loose about her shoulders, she liked to think that she didn’t look old enough to be the mother of a grown girl. In fact she believed that the virginal white linen nightgowns that Austin preferred made her look almost the same age as Gwendolyn.

She frowned. She would much rather have had nightwear made from China silk that would flatter her shapely figure but Austin disapproved of such frivolities. Or so he implied. Lilian sometimes wondered if some dark need in her husband required him to see her as a very young girl rather than a fully formed woman.

Lilian put the mirror aside. She wondered if there had been any truth in her daughter’s accusation that she always wanted to be the belle of the ball. She did like to be the centre of attention – why not? And perhaps she was finding it difficult to watch her own child become a beautiful young woman. That was why she had unconsciously chosen the simple design for Gwendolyn’s ball gown.

Thought of the ball gowns that were to be collected today prompted her to pick up one of the envelopes that Ena had handed her. She had opened it some time ago and now she took out the single sheet of paper and looked at it again. She frowned as she examined the dressmaker’s bill. Emmeline Dornay had been good to let it run on so long and she really ought to settle it before Christmas but she wasn’t sure how she was going to manage that.

Instead of being pleased with her because she had found a dressmaker who could run up gowns that looked as though they had come straight from a London salon, and at a fraction of the price, Austin was continually telling her that she had too many clothes and she was being extravagant. It  was very tiresome of him. After all, he was very rich and he could easily afford to indulge her. Lilian thought that it must be his puritan upbringing in a God-fearing home that made him disapprove of her frivolity, as he put it. Which made his behaviour in her bed all the more strange . . .

Suppressing an involuntary shudder, Lilian brought her mind back to the vexed question of the dressmaker’s account. She knew she didn’t have enough of her allowance left to settle with Emmeline before Christmas and she felt guilty. Emmeline was such a sweet person and she had always been prepared to put other work aside in order to please Lilian. And then there was the favour she had done her some years ago . . .

And now she had taken on the ball gowns with only weeks to spare and that had added more to an account that Lilian would already have struggled to pay. Austin had told her that she and her daughter between them had more pretty frocks than they needed but he simply didn’t understand how the minds of women worked and how the other guests would have gossiped if she and Gwendolyn had appeared at Lady Bowater’s ball in gowns they had worn before.

Then the very thought of the ball made her smile. It was such an achievement to have been invited to the ball in the Assembly Rooms, even if the invitations had come at the last respectable moment, which had made Lilian suspect that the Winterton family had been invited to take the place of other, more important, people who had had to refuse the invitation for some reason. It was because the invitation had been so tardy that she had been driven to beg poor dear Emmeline to work so hard and have the gowns ready in time.

She had reminded Emmeline Dornay what good customers she and Gwendolyn were . . . and that was true. She always settled her account eventually and the dressmaker had never complained. But this time it was Christmas. What if  Emmeline had planned to spend the money on treats for herself and her daughter?

This thought reminded her that she had another problem and she frowned. With only days to go she had not yet bought any of the presents she intended to give to her husband and her daughter, and also to some of her fashionable friends. Just a few days ago she had seen the most delightful little corsage watches in Fenwick’s. There was a choice of red, green, black or blue enamel, all set with pearls. You could buy the watch only or also get the brooch to match. She had already worked out which of her society friends would be given the watch only and which would receive the brooch as well.

And then her brow cleared as a solution presented itself. There was no problem at all really. She would do all the shopping she needed and put everything on her account. And that also solved the problem of what to do about Emmeline. Well, it didn’t exactly solve it but it would alleviate the situation a little.

Lilian pushed the tray aside, not noticing or caring that the dish of apricot preserve tumbled on to the rose silk eiderdown, and sprang out of bed. First she rang for Ena and then she hurried over to the escritoire and, sitting down, took pen and paper and began to write. When Ena arrived Lilian was already putting the paper into the envelope.

‘Miss Gwendolyn is having her breakfast, madam,’ the maid said.

‘Good. But now get one of the housemaids – Joan, perhaps – to take this note to Fenwick’s; the name of the gentleman who will deal with it is on the envelope. Tell her to hurry. I suppose I’d better give her the money for a cab.’ Lilian took some small change from her purse and handed it to Ena, who looked at it doubtfully.

‘That’s all right,’ Lilian said. ‘She can walk back.’

‘And what does she have to say at the shop, madam?’

‘Nothing, it’s all explained in the note. Just tell her to hurry. Then come back and help me get dressed.’

 



‘You go up first,’ Melissa told her mother. ‘You’ll feel much better if you have a proper wash and change your clothes.’

‘But I should tidy the room.’

‘I’ll do that. What time is Mrs Winterton coming?’

‘She said about eleven thirty.’ Emmeline smiled. ‘But you know what she’s like. She’s never been less than an hour late.’

‘There you are, then. I’ll have the bathroom when you’ve finished and we should still have time for coffee before they arrive.’

When her mother had gone upstairs Melissa tidied the worktable and swept the scraps of material from the floor. Any bits of cloth that were big enough she stored in the chest where they kept their remnants. When she had been a small child she had loved to go through the scraps of material, especially the velvets, the silks and the satins. Her mother had taught her to sew almost before she could read and write, and as soon as she had mastered the stitches, Emmeline made the lessons more interesting by making outfits for the French doll Bertrand had brought for Melissa when he returned from one of his voyages.

Ninette had a porcelain head with beautiful blue glass eyes and extravagant silky, gold ringlets. Her body was made of jointed kid and her pretty party frock was in the latest fashion. She had arrived with one change of clothes; the second outfit had been a dress and smock more suitable for a peasant girl. But over the years Melissa and her mother had made her so many new dresses and coats and items of underwear that there surely had never been a better dressed  poupée in the entire world.

Melissa still had the doll. She kept her in a cardboard box  with all her clothes and, even now she was fourteen, she sometimes amused herself by choosing some of her mother’s remnants and making up a gown in the latest style – although Ninette’s sturdy kid body was not quite the right shape for more grown-up fashions.

Just when she thought she had finished tidying, Melissa noticed a scatter of beads under the table. She kneeled down to pick them up and returned them to their glass-fronted box. Then she straightened up and looked at the two ball gowns. Mrs Winterton was an exceptionally pretty woman and she would look attractive in the Parma violet, but Melissa’s favourite was the white satin gown made for Gwendolyn. The gown itself was as beautiful as her mother could have made it, and the exquisite detail of beads and satin flowers around the neckline and on the upper bodice made it as good as any garment sewn in a London salon.

Melissa stared at the shimmering satin, which seemed to have some inner glow in the diffused winter light filtering through the lace curtains. She wondered what it would be like to lead the sort of life that Gwendolyn did; to have more clothes than she could possibly wear even though convention called for her to change them two, three and maybe four times a day.

She opened the chest again and took out a large remnant of the white satin cloth. Then she slipped off her dressing gown and draped the material around her body. She closed her eyes and imagined she was in a gilded ballroom. The floor was polished ready for the dancing to begin, and around the room were set huge jardinières filled with masses of white blooms. She could smell their fragrance and as she stood with her eyes tight shut she could hear the musicians tuning their instruments.

With a tap of the conductor’s baton the orchestra began to play and Melissa began to sway to the imaginary music.  ‘Of course,’ she murmured when a tall handsome young man bowed before her and asked her to dance. ‘Just let me consult my card – oh, yes, this dance is free.’

She was clutching the draped material about her body with one hand and the other was raised as if resting on her dancing partner’s shoulder when Emmeline came back into the room. She paused in the doorway and smiled fondly as she watched her daughter. Melissa was so beautiful, so graceful, that many a time Emmeline had been tempted to design and make up dresses that would do justice to her looks and her figure. But what was the point when they did not lead the sort of life where these dresses could be worn?

Instead she had made sure that her daughter had good, modestly tasteful clothes; made from the best quality cloth that she could afford and of styles suitable for a dressmaker’s daughter without being at all pretentious or showy. She knew Melissa dreamed of wearing some of the more luxurious dresses they made, and Emmeline remembered her own girlhood dreams.

She had been born into a poor but respectable family who managed well enough on the money her father made working as a jobbing gardener at several big houses. Perhaps it had been his love of natural beauty that had inspired her own artistic dreams. The flowers he had brought home whenever he could would be received by her practical mother with barely a smile. She told her husband that some tatties and a cabbage or two would be more use to her. Of course he brought them too when he could.

Although bright and hard-working, Emmeline had had to leave school when she was thirteen because her mother said they could not afford to keep her there any longer. And, in any case, book-learning was not meant for girls. But at least Emmeline, or Emma Johns, as she had been then, had won the battle over what she was to do next.

Her mother had wanted her to go into service in a big house, for there she would have room and board, and there would be one less mouth to feed at home. But Emmeline had seen a notice in a corner shop dressmaker’s advertising for an apprentice. If she was taken on her board and lodging would be provided, but the first drawback had been that there was no pay, and the second and more serious was that Emma would have to pay a fee for her apprenticeship.

Her mother had been outraged. ‘What, pay for you to go to work?’ she’d said. ‘Not likely. We need money coming in, not money going out!’

Emmeline’s father, usually happy to let his wife rule the roost for the sake of peace and quiet, had intervened on his daughter’s behalf. It was probably the only time he had done so. ‘Let the lass go,’ he’d said. ‘We can afford it. And anyways, our Janet is bringing a wage home from the pickling factory.’

Hannah Johns, amazed that her husband had stood up to her for once, and seeing that he was determined, had given way ungraciously and Emmeline had got her apprenticeship. She had never lived at home again.

Now she watched her daughter’s game of make-believe and reflected with pain that, whatever became of Melissa, she herself might not be here to see it. Her cough had led her to believe that she had consumption but the doctor had told her that she had a weak heart and that she mustn’t put too much strain upon it. Rest whenever you can, he’d said.

Oh, how she’d wanted to take his advice. And she did try. But she still had a living to earn and Melissa must be provided for. She had taught her daughter everything she knew about dressmaking and she now believed that Melissa had much more talent and flair than she had ever had.

If I can survive a few more years, Emmeline thought, Melissa will be able to make a good living for herself. But at the moment she is still too young. I’ll have to think of some  way of safeguarding her future. Her gaze moved beyond her daughter to the two evening gowns waiting for the Wintertons. Perhaps there is a way, she thought.

‘Oh!’ Melissa opened her eyes and saw her mother standing there. ‘I was just . . . I was just . . .’

‘Dreaming. I know. Don’t look so guilty, there’s no harm in a game of let’s pretend. But now you’d better go and get ready. I want you to slip along to the baker’s shop before Mrs Winterton arrives. Get some mince pies and a box of fancy cakes. I think we’ll offer our best customers a little Christmas treat.’

Melissa had no sooner left the room than there was a knock at the door. ‘Mrs Dornay, pet, you’ve a visitor,’ Martha Sibbet said as she put her head around the door.

‘Visitor?’ Emmeline said anxiously. ‘Surely Mrs Winterton has not arrived so soon?’

‘No, pet, it’s not that posh wife. It’s Mrs Cook.’

Emmeline was relieved but not exactly pleased. ‘You’d better show her in.’

‘Right oh. And if you want me to make you a cup of tea I divven’t mind.’

‘No, thank you, that won’t be necessary. My sister won’t be staying long.’

Emmeline prepared herself for her elder sister’s censorious expression. Janet had never forgiven her for persuading their father to pay for her apprenticeship. Janet had seen it as a prideful attempt to rise above her station. She believed that Emma, as she still thought of her, should have been content to join her at the pickling factory and marry an ordinary decent working man instead of that fancy French sailor.

She had even disapproved of Bertrand calling his wife Emmeline because that was a French name. Janet thought her sister should have been content with the name her parents  had given her. And when the baby came she had asked what sort of fancy name Melissa was.

‘I can see you’ll bring your daughter up with even more far-fetched ideas than you have,’ she’d said.

Furthermore she had never forgiven Emmeline for finding so much happiness in her brief marriage. It was only when Bertrand was lost at sea that she could even bring herself to try to restore sisterly relations, such as they had been.

Emmeline watched as Janet unbuttoned her coat and then stooped to rub her hands together in front of the fire.

‘By, it’s cold outside,’ she said.

‘Yes.’ Emmeline never knew how to respond to Janet’s attempts at conversation.

‘You’ve got it nice and warm in here, though.’ The words, harmless enough, somehow managed to suggest disapproval. Before Emmeline could think of some sort of reply Janet continued, ‘But I suppose you have to allow a little luxury when you’re as ill as you are.’

‘It’s not a luxury to keep warm,’ Emmeline responded.

‘It is for some folk.’

‘I know that.’ Emmeline tried her best to keep her voice from betraying her exasperation. ‘I work hard and I can afford to provide the basic comforts for Melissa and myself.’

‘Aye, but you’ve still managed to become mortally ill, haven’t you?’

‘I haven’t “managed” to become ill. The doctor says that this trouble of mine is a consequence of when I had rheumatic fever as a child.’

Janet didn’t like to be contradicted. ‘Whatever the cause,’ she said sourly, ‘what is going to happen to that precious daughter of yours?’

‘Please keep your voice down. Melissa doesn’t know . . . she doesn’t know how . . .’

‘How little time you’ve got left? Then it’s time you told her.’

‘But I don’t know exactly. Even the doctor doesn’t know. If I’m careful I could live to see my daughter settled.’

‘What do you mean by settled? Married?’

‘Perhaps. But what I want more than that is to see her being able to take over from me.’

‘A dressmaker.’ Janet’s tone was disdainful. ‘Like yourself.’

‘Yes, like myself, and I don’t see anything wrong in wanting my daughter to follow a respectable trade and be able to support herself even if it happened that she doesn’t get married.’

‘Respectable? I’ve heard it’s more like sweated labour.’

‘Stop this, Janet. We’ve been over this before. It’s true that some young women work long hours in backstreet workshops for very little, but Melissa will never have to live like that. I have my own business with established customers and one day it will be Melissa’s.’

‘Well, let’s hope you live long enough to make sure that happens.’

Emmeline gasped at the brutality of her sister’s words. ‘Why are you doing this?’ she asked. ‘Why are you being so cruel?’

Janet took off her coat and placed it over the back of the armchair. Then she took her time sitting down before she replied, ‘I don’t mean to be cruel. Or rather I’m being cruel to be kind.’

Emmeline sank on to the sofa. She sighed. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Yes, you do. You ought to be providing for your daughter.’

‘I thought that was what I was doing.’

‘Stop fooling yourself. Melissa couldn’t take over your business now or even in a year or two.’

‘She’s clever. I’ve taught her everything I know. She’s a  better needlewoman than I am already, and she has a real flair for design.’

‘But she’s only a girl. Your grand customers aren’t going to come to her.’

‘I don’t see why not.’ Emmeline felt the familiar cough starting and she clutched at her chest.

‘For goodness’ sake, Emma, get the lass a proper job before it’s too late.’

‘And by a proper job you mean in a factory or a shop, or in service in a big house?’

‘There’s nothing wrong with any of those.’ Janet glared at her.

‘I know. I didn’t mean to imply that there was. But Melissa is capable of so much more.’

‘Look, I believe you if you say the lass is good with the needle. So why not get her a job in the sewing room of a department store? After all, that’s what you did after you’d served your apprenticeship.’

‘Melissa is already more accomplished than I was then. Her talent would be wasted.’

‘But I keep telling you, she’s not much more than a bairn.’

‘I know – I know, but will you please stop haranguing me like this!’ Emmeline looked at her sister bleakly, her eyes filled with tears, which she brushed away hastily.

‘Look,’ Janet said, and her voice softened a little, ‘I didn’t mean to make you cry but I have Melissa’s interests at heart.’

‘Do you?’

‘Of course. She’s my niece. I’ll do the best I can for her when you . . . when the time comes.’

‘I’m sure you intend to. But what you consider is “the best” might not be the best at all.’

‘You’re talking in riddles.’ Janet looked and sounded exasperated.

Emmeline looked at her elder sister searchingly. ‘I’d like to  believe you but I can’t help feeling that you’ve never quite forgiven me because our father gave me the chance to better myself, and that it would give you the greatest satisfaction to thwart my plans for Melissa in the guise of doing the best for her.’

Janet’s lips thinned with displeasure. ‘Well, if that’s what you believe, I can see I’m wasting my time here.’ She stood up. ‘So I’ll take what I came for. It is ready, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, it’s in the cupboard over there. You can try it on if you like.’

Janet opened the tall cupboard and took out the three-quarter-length jacket that Emmeline had altered for her. The jacket had been passed on to Emmeline by one of her customers who had put on weight. Too small for Mrs Cunningham, it was a little large for Janet, so Emmeline had taken it in.

One or two of Emmeline’s dressmaking customers let her have good quality clothes they had finished with, knowing that she could alter them and sell them second-hand. Some of them expected a little discount on their bill for this favour. Some of them didn’t care.

Whenever she could she would put something aside for her sister, and Janet kept up the pretence of paying her for them. Pretence because she would ask Emmeline how much she owed her and Emmeline would say it didn’t matter. This had developed into a ritual.

‘No, I must insist,’ Janet would say, and when Emmeline refused payment yet again she would add, ‘Well, here’s something for the bairn,’ meaning Melissa. Then she would make a show of putting some coins in Melissa’s money box; this was never more than a penny or two, but Janet thought she had done her duty.

‘Very nice,’ she said now as she tried the jacket on. ‘How much do you want for the work?’

‘Nothing. You know that.’

‘Very well.’

Janet took off the jacket and put on her coat. This time she didn’t ask for Melissa’s money box. Emmeline got up wearily and took a sheet of brown paper from the cupboard.

‘Sit yourself down again, I’ll wrap it up,’ Janet said. ‘Where’s the string?’

Emmeline indicated one of the shelves in the cupboard. She sat in the armchair by the fire as her sister, pin thin and angular, made up the parcel. Janet had always been neat and precise, and ever since the day she had married Albert Cook she had boasted that her floors were clean enough to eat off. Heaven help Albert or their lanky only son Bert Junior if they forgot to take their shoes off at the door. The Cook menfolk might be big and strong but it was Janet who wore the trousers, like her mother before her, as their father used to say. Emmeline relaxed back into her chair a little and remembered their father with affection.

If he had been alive he would have understood her ambitions for Melissa even though their mother wouldn’t. Poor Ma, Emmeline thought; she used to be the domestic tyrant and now she’s forced to live with Janet and obey her daughter’s orders meekly. Try as she might Melissa could not feel sorry for her. As you sow so shall you reap, she thought.

‘Why are you smiling?’ Janet asked as she put her coat on and buttoned it up.

‘Was I?’

‘Humph,’ Janet snorted. ‘You always were a strange one.’

She picked up her parcel and walked to the door. Then she paused and turned. She looked uncharacteristically awkward.

‘What is it, Janet?’ Emmeline asked.

‘Christmas. What are you doing for Christmas?’

‘Melissa and I will enjoy ourselves together as usual.’

‘Well . . . yes . . . I know you’ve never wanted to come home . . .’

‘Home?’

‘To my house. To your family.’

‘I’ve never been invited.’

For a moment Emmeline thought that Janet was going to walk out but, visibly controlling her temper, she said, ‘Perhaps I didn’t think you’d accept my invitation but let’s not quarrel about it.’

‘I agree.’

Her elder sister pursed her lips and, after a pause, she continued, ‘Ma thinks you ought to come along.’

‘Whatever for?’

Janet didn’t reply. She looked uncomfortable.

‘Oh, I see. You all think it might be my last Christmas, don’t you?’

‘Perhaps.’

‘And you actually want to spend time with me?’

‘Maybe.’

Suddenly Emmeline couldn’t help laughing at Janet’s mulish expression. ‘Don’t worry, Janet. I’ll make sure that anyone who might care knows that I was invited – that my family did the right thing. But, if you don’t mind, I won’t accept your invitation.’

‘Please yourself.’ Janet placed her hand on the doorknob and turned to deliver one more barb. ‘And on a cold day like this you might have offered me a cup of tea.’

She left before there was time to reply and Emmeline didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry. In the past she had always offered a cup of tea to Janet, and her sister had refused. Her words were always the same: ‘No, don’t bother, thank you. I won’t be staying long.’

And she never had stayed long. Not until this time. Emmeline thought over everything Janet had said. Her elder  sister was quite right in suggesting that she ought to be thinking of what would happen to Melissa if – she forced herself to think the words – if she died. Lord help the poor girl if she was to rely on Janet, who would probably have her working in the pickling factory as soon as possible. No, it was unthinkable. But she hoped there was a better way to deal with this heartbreak. Emmeline had already decided what she was going to do.




Chapter Three

No matter how grand the landau looked there was no denying the windows were small and therefore, inside, it was always dim. And on days like today it was also cold and draughty. Lilian Winterton huddled inside her black sealskin coat, glad of the shoulder cape with its lining of grey and white squirrel. The cape also had a standing fur collar, which was just as well because her almost brimless hat, perched forward on her upswept hair, gave no protection at all against the weather.

She tried to sit comfortably as they swayed and lurched over the slush-covered cobbles. Gwendolyn, sitting opposite her, was glowering to compete with the dark winter sky. Gwendolyn Winterton’s coat was also made of sealskin but did not have a shoulder cape. Instead there was a neat silver fox collar and a matching muff. She wore a fur hat, also silver fox, which Lilian thought made her look romantic – like a fairytale princess. But a princess who must learn not to scowl like that; for no reason at all as far as Lilian could see.

Gwendolyn was gazing out of the window and Lilian studied her daughter surreptitiously. There was no doubt she was good-looking, but in a more robust way than Lilian herself. Gwendolyn was tall and, so far, slender enough, but  there was already a hint at her waist of the corpulence that lay in wait for her if she did not control her desire for cakes and confectionery – especially cream buns.

As they made their way through the busy streets Lilian began to rehearse in her mind what she would say to Emmeline Dornay. She could hardly plead poverty, for everyone knew that Austin Winterton was enormously rich. And it would be embarrassing to admit that her husband had refused to make her allowance more generous because he believed her to be excessively extravagant. And what if I am extravagant? she thought rebelliously. Austin likes me to dress fashionably; he likes people to see how beautiful I am because he is so ugly.

She shuddered at the thought of her husband’s long raw-boned face and his lanky, awkward frame. And then she tried to suppress the disloyal thoughts by reminding herself that she had willingly married the man because of the life he could offer her. He had taken her away from the dismal little lodging house where she lived with her parents and installed her in one of the largest and most luxurious houses in Newcastle. And now there was to be a country house too, where she could play at being lady of the manor and queen it over the unsophisticated country gentry whom she considered to be ‘bumpkins’.

She sighed. If only he didn’t sometimes exhibit this mean streak Austin would be all that she required of a husband. That is, if you didn’t expect love to be part of the relationship. She had been in love with Dermot, very much in love, but even at the height of her passion she had known that she could not bear to be the wife of an impoverished musician. She had only to consider her parents’ life, always working for long hours at the dance studio they leased from the Assembly Rooms and never earning quite enough to buy their own house so that they had to live in a succession of  shabby lodgings. No, she couldn’t have faced that sort of existence.

How lucky Gwendolyn was, she thought; brought up in luxury, having been a pupil at the most fashionable school in the North of England; never having had to lift a finger to fend for herself. So it was all the more vexing that the girl was always so dissatisfied with life.

For a moment Lilian considered her dressmaker’s daughter, Melissa Dornay. As far as she could see the child never complained and assisted her mother as much as she was able; even helping to prepare the meals and then working late into the night with her mother at her dressmaking.

Emmeline had also told her how happy she had been with her French sailor husband. How she had met him at church and how her mother and sister had disapproved of him. Simply for being foreign as far as Lilian could make out. They had not even come round when he had used his savings to help Emmeline set up her own little business. Indeed, that seemed to offend them even more. Emmeline had hinted that her sister had believed she was ‘getting above herself ’.

Her dressmaker had told her all this, woman to woman, during some of their cosy chats, and Lilian had responded with confidences about her own life. Well, it was so intimate, somehow, stripping down to your petticoats and letting another woman take your measurements. In Lilian’s opinion you had to like that woman otherwise the whole process would be distasteful. She stirred uncomfortably. For if Emmeline had confided in her then so had she confided in Emmeline. And her confessions had not been so innocent.

Oh dear, now she felt all the more guilty about not being able to pay Emmeline what was owing to her. And by the time the carriage drew up outside the decently modest house  where the Dornays lived, Lilian Winterton had not even the faintest glimmering of an idea of how she was going to explain the fact that she could not settle her account.

The coachman, William, leaped down from the box seat and opened the door; he let down the folding steps and helped them out, first Mrs Winterton and then Gwendolyn. Then he preceded them up the short path and rang the bell before returning to see to the horses. It was Melissa who opened the door and greeted them.

Lilian and Gwendolyn entered, bringing a draught of cold air in with them. Melissa had helped her mother put the dressmakers’ body forms in the bay window and a ray of winter sunshine struck through the lace curtains like a spotlight on the stage. Melissa thought the gowns looked perfect and she was rewarded with smiles of delight from both the Winterton women. Mrs Winterton was lavish with her praise and even Gwendolyn was smiling, although it appeared to Melissa that the smile was a trifle grudging. It was as if she had not expected to be pleased and, finding that she was, she didn’t want to admit it.

‘My dear Emmeline,’ Lilian said, ‘you have excelled yourself. Now shall we have a final fitting?’

‘No, I don’t think that’s necessary,’ Emmeline told her. ‘You were both satisfied with the fit yesterday. It was simply the frills and furbelows that had to be adjusted.’

‘Emmeline, please don’t look at me like that.’

‘Like what?’

‘So reproachfully. You know how I like my frills and flounces.’

Emmeline laughed. ‘Yes, I do, and I don’t really mind. I forget sometimes that the customer should have what she wants even if it wouldn’t be my idea of what’s right.’

‘Oh dear, you don’t think the gown is ruined, do you?’

‘No, of course not. I wouldn’t have done it if I thought it  would ruin the gown. I would have talked you out of it somehow.’

‘Well, I’m glad you didn’t because I think the result is simply perfect. And, as for Gwendolyn’s gown, it is divine!’

Melissa and her mother exchanged smiles. They were used to Mrs Winterton’s extravagant way of expressing herself and it amused them.

‘I’ve brought a small trunk,’ Mrs Winterton went on. ‘I’ll get the coachman to bring it in, if you will do your usual magic with the tissue paper and pack the gowns carefully for me. Perhaps you would get your maid to go out and tell William?’

Melissa had to suppress a laugh at the idea of Martha Sibbet being their maid. ‘It’s all right,’ she said, ‘Mrs Sibbet will be busy. I’ll go and tell the coachman.’

A sleety rain had begun to fall through the soot-stained air and Melissa, who had pulled a cloak over her shoulders, wondered if the Wintertons’ coachman minded sitting out in the bitter weather. But he seemed well wrapped up in waterproofs and he gave her a cheerful grin. The carriage horses were steaming gently and Melissa thought how good they were to stand there so patiently in the dismal weather.

The coachman unloaded a small trunk from underneath his seat and carried it into the house, turning into the front parlour as Melissa instructed him.

‘Thank you, William,’ Mrs Winterton said. ‘Please wait in the hallway. I don’t want you dripping over Mrs Dornay’s carpet.’

Melissa thought she detected a long-suffering look on the coachman’s face but he waited, as patient as his horses, until the gowns were packed and, when called, he took the trunk back to the coach.

‘That’s all for the moment, William, but I shall send for the – that other thing in a moment,’ Mrs Winterton said  mysteriously. Then her expression changed. Melissa thought she looked nervous – or perhaps embarrassed was a better word. ‘Now, Emmeline,’ she said, ‘I’m afraid I have to tell you that—’

But whatever she was going to say was curtailed when Emmeline Dornay, equally ill at ease, it seemed to her puzzled daughter, said, ‘Do you have time to stay and take a cup of tea with us?’

‘Oh . . . I don’t know.’

Emmeline persisted. ‘Please do. I planned a small treat – for Christmas, you know.’

‘Treat?’

‘Yes. Some mince pies and fancy cakes and, if you prefer, instead of tea the girls can have blackcurrant cordial with a dash of hot water, and you and I will have a glass of sherry.’

Melissa stared at her mother. Why, despite her smile, did she suddenly look so anxious? And Mrs Winterton too – why had she lost her usual air of confidence?

While Mrs Winterton hesitated Emmeline Dornay hurried from the room. ‘I won’t be long,’ she said, and they were all left staring at each other.

‘I don’t see why we can’t stay for mince pies and cakes,’ Gwendolyn said. She was scowling again.

Her mother glanced at her daughter’s mutinous expression and sighed. ‘Oh, very well then.’

Emmeline returned. ‘I’ve asked Mrs Sibbet to take a tray to the dining room. We’ll sit properly at the table. Melissa, take Gwendolyn along; I’ll just have a word with Mrs Winterton before we join you.’

When Melissa and Gwendolyn had left the room Lilian faced her dressmaker apprehensively. She was certain that Emmeline was going to ask her to settle her account.

‘Mrs Winterton . . . Lilian . . . I have something to ask you,’ Emmeline began.

‘Yes?’

‘But please sit down; here by the fire.’

Lilian sat down and watched nervously while Emmeline took the chair at the other side of the hearth. There was a small silence broken only by the crackling of the burning coal. Emmeline is worried because she doesn’t like having to ask me for money, Lilian thought. She thinks I’ve forgotten and she feels awkward. Should I speak first?

She had decided to pretend that she had left her purse at home and that she would send the money along later. She wouldn’t say exactly how much later this would be. This was feeble, she knew, but it was all she could think of. However, before she had opened her lips, Emmeline forestalled her.

‘We have known each other for some time now, have we not?’

‘We have.’

‘I hope I am more to you than just your dressmaker?’

‘Yes, of course you are!’ Lilian injected sincerity into her affirmation. She wondered where this conversation was leading. ‘And . . . and I haven’t forgotten the – the favour – you did for me.’

Emmeline shook her head slightly as if she would never have mentioned that favour. She paused and then, looking solemn, she said, ‘Now I am going to ask you to do something for me.’

‘Anything!’ Lilian exclaimed. ‘Just ask.’

Then Emmeline looked so grave that Lilian was frightened. ‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘It’s Melissa . . .’ Emmeline paused and Lilian thought she saw tears glistening in her eyes.

‘Melissa? Is she in trouble of some sort?’

Emmeline shook her head.

‘Is she ill? Do you need a good doctor? I have a very fine physician. I will send him to see you. And don’t worry about  the cost of his visits. My husband will be pleased to pay for whatever is needed.’ Austin likes to be thought of as a philanthropist, Lilian thought, so he won’t object to that.

‘No. That’s kind of you, but I have a good doctor and I can afford to pay him. But it isn’t Melissa who is ill. It’s me.’

Emmeline told her how grave the situation was and when she explained that she might not have long to live, easy tears came to Lilian’s eyes.

‘My dear,’ she said, ‘what do you want me to do?’

‘I want you to look after her.’

‘Look after Melissa? Do you have no family?’

‘Yes, as you know, I have a sister but I don’t trust her to do the best for my daughter. Melissa has the makings of a fine dressmaker, better than I could ever be. I don’t want her ending up in the pickle factory.’

‘Melissa work in a pickle factory?’ Lilian was startled by this patently absurd suggestion. ‘Why should she?’

‘Because that’s where my sister, Janet, would send her if she goes to live with her.’

‘Oh, no.’ Lilian was genuinely aghast. ‘Why couldn’t she stay here and carry on with your business? I’m sure none of your customers would desert her.’

‘I know she has the appearance of a young woman and, indeed, she is very sensible, but she is only fourteen.’

‘But surely you don’t expect to die just yet?’ She saw Emmeline flinch at the baldness of the words and hurried on, ‘I mean – you look so well.’

Emmeline smiled sadly. ‘Do I? Do you honestly think so?’

‘Well, a little tired perhaps, but I’m sure you’re not going to – I mean – I’m sure you’ll be with us until Melissa is old enough to be independent.’

‘Obviously I hope so. But if I’m not then I want you to be – well, a sort of guardian. Make sure that she can go on making her living with the needle. Miss Bullock would let her  stay as long as she can afford to pay the rent. But I am worried that my sister would take her to live with her.’

‘Could she do that?’

‘Until Melissa comes of age my sister would be considered to be her guardian. She could insist.’ Emmeline stared at Lilian Winterton bleakly. ‘I know this is a great deal to ask of you but . . . but . . . if you could . . .’

‘Yes – of course I will. If the need arises I shall act as her guardian. I’m sure nobody could object to that. Melissa will not have to stay here on her own and risk being taken by your sister. She must come to my house. I insist. I shall find a place for her.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course I am. And I will see that she has everything that she needs until, as you say, she can be independent.’

Lilian saw Emmeline’s taut shoulders relax a little but her eyes were still troubled.

‘One day she must have her own business, a salon of her own. That is my ambition for her.’

‘Of course. I promise you.’

‘Thank you. And now, just give me a little time to compose myself and we’ll go and join our daughters.’

 



It was not long past noon but outside the sky was dark and indoors the lamps had been lit by Mrs Sibbet when she built up the fire. The dining room was cosy and, thanks to Emmeline, had an air of modest elegance. But Melissa had to acknowledge that no matter how much lavender polish was applied by Martha Sibbet, it couldn’t disguise the musty smell of age emanating from Miss Bullock’s ancient sideboard.
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