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CHAPTER ONE


New Year, 1913


 



‘I wish Pa would come home.’ Harriet Knell looked at the clock for the tenth time. The hands showed a minute to midnight. ‘He promised he’d be back.’

‘It won’t be the same without him.’ As her younger sister Maggie spoke, the first of the ship’s hooters began to sound.

‘It’s here!’ Maggie jumped to her feet, all smiles. ‘Happy New Year!’

‘Happy?’ Hattie laid aside her sewing. ‘Thirteen’s unlucky anyway.’

‘Only for some.’ Thirteen-year-old Frances, the third sister, planted a kiss on each of their cheeks. ‘Happy New Year.’

‘Can’t be worse than the last,’ Hattie sighed. ‘We weren’t asked to even one party.’

The Mersey was filled with a cacophony of sound that could be heard for miles around. Every ship moored in the river was now celebrating the start of another year by making as much noise as it could. Sailing ships used their whistles; those with steam let it blow.

‘It’ll be better, much better,’ Maggie insisted when the sound had died away, but Harriet knew they all shared the same sinking feeling that it might not. The front door slammed.

‘Who’s that?’ Fanny leapt to the door to see. ‘We must  be careful about letting in the new year properly. Not leave it to chance.’

‘Not leave it to Pa, you mean. That’s what happened last year.’

According to ancient custom, to guarantee a good year, the darkest possible person must come first over the threshold with a piece of coal in his hand.

‘Pa’s quite the wrong person.’ His hair had so little colour, it was only possible to see where silver encroached on platinum blond when he sat right under the gas lamp.

Harriet watched Maggie push her mass of tight creamy waves away from her face. Most of her sisters had inherited his pale colouring.

‘And you’re no better.’ Fanny’s hair was much the same, but reached halfway down her back.

‘It’s like sheep’s fleece,’ Hattie told them often, to stop them getting too big-headed. She was a little darker than the rest of them. Her hair was pale fawn rather than creamy white, and she wore it up, as became a young lady of eighteen.

‘Not you either, Hattie. Your strange eyes would put a jinx on it.’

Hattie knew that her huge green eyes dominated her small face. ‘At least I don’t have pig’s eyelashes, like yours,’ she retaliated. ‘Long and straight and white.’

Fanny burst back into the kitchen with a young man, her face all smiles.

‘It’s all right, it’s Patrick O’Brien from upstairs. Just the person, positively swarthy.’ She brought him in.

It had been Hattie’s idea that Pa should rent the whole house and then sublet the rooms upstairs in order to cover the cost of their own. They had the O’Briens on the first floor and the Platts in the attic.

‘Happy New Year to you, Patrick.’ Hattie could smell beer on his breath.

‘Will you bring us luck?’ Maggie snatched a piece of coal from the hearth. ‘Here, take this and come in again.’

‘I’ll do a good job for you, so I will.’ He grabbed the poker and raked out the fire.

‘Not too much,’ Hattie protested as glowing coals rattled down into the ash can.

‘You’ve got to let the old year out before the new can come in. I used to do this when I was a boy in Dublin. For the neighbours, like. Now then, what’s the rhyme I have to say?’

‘What rhyme?’ Maggie asked.

‘There’s something we used to chant, about the old year and the ghosts. I don’t remember . . .’

‘We’ve never heard of that,’ Hattie said. ‘Forget it.’ He ran to the front door, flung it open, banged on it with the poker and ran out into the street. He was back in an instant, crashing up the hall, rattling the poker on the stair rails as he passed.

‘Not so loud, you’ll wake the young ones,’ Hattie protested.

‘Now the back door. Out into the yard,’ Fanny sang out. ‘We can’t take any chances, not with this year. We need all the luck we can get.’

She followed him out to pick up the black cat curled up inside the wash-house door. It belonged to the family who lived in the attic.

‘Black cats are lucky.’ She brought it into their kitchen. ‘Tibbles should bring us the best year ever.’ But the cat fought to free itself and fled squawking upstairs. It made them all laugh.

‘Can we close all these doors now?’ Hattie wanted to know. ‘It’s perishing cold.’

‘How about a little drink to celebrate?’ Patrick O‘Brien hiccoughed. ‘Now I’ve let the new year in good and proper for you.’

Harriet went to the teapot in the hearth. ‘It’s been quite a time, I’m afraid, but it’s still fairly hot.’

‘Is that all you’ve got, tea?’

‘Yes.’ Hattie always remained aloof, could never relax when other people came into their rooms.

‘In Dublin, as a boy, they used to tip me, so they did. Half a crown and a mince pie. That would be about right.’

Hattie watched Maggie look up in dismay. They hadn’t thought of this.

‘I can offer you a mince pie.’ Maggie opened their cake tin and offered it to him. They’d been keeping the last seven pies as a treat for New Year’s Day. One for each of them. Patrick took two.

‘I thought, being landlords like, you’d have something nice to drink. Whisky?’

‘We can’t afford whisky,’ Hattie said with disapproval.

Patrick sniggered: ‘Your dad can. Bet he’s having his fill tonight.’

Hattie felt both her sisters recoil. Papa was drinking more than he used to - hadn’t they been talking about it not half an hour back? Not that he was ever drunk, not like Patrick, who was swaying on his feet now. Pa drank just enough to jolly himself up and be his old self for a while. Usually, then, he fell asleep.

‘He’s working,’ Maggie said coldly. Pa worked shifts, so it was always believable, but Hattie knew he wasn’t.

‘Right, Happy New Year to you then. All the best.’ When the door closed behind him, Hattie felt deflated. Was this all there was to the New Year celebrations? She folded away the pieces of cloth on which they’d been working. To add to their income, she took outwork from a local factory making baby clothes. For four rows of hand-smocking across the bodice of a matinee gown, she was paid three shillings a dozen. She examined Fanny’s carefully.

‘You’re improving,’ she told her. Fanny’s smocking wasn’t always up to the standard required.

‘Let’s go to bed, I’m tired,’ Fanny said. ‘I’ll fetch our nighties.’

Undressing in the kitchen was a routine they’d got into, partly to avoid waking their three younger sisters, and partly because it was warmer here and saved lighting either the gas or a candle.

‘We must put the bad things behind us. Forget them. Look forward, not back.’ For fifteen of Maggie’s sixteen years, family life for the Knells had been ordered and comfortable. Suddenly, last year, everything had gone wrong. ‘There’s nothing we can do about what’s happened.’

‘We can’t sink any lower.’ Harriet looked round the cramped and shabby kitchen with an air of disbelief. In order to seat all the family they had a bench behind the kitchen table instead of chairs. ‘We’re touching bottom.’

Pa had moved them to this run-down three-storey terraced house in Elizabeth Place when his business collapsed. When he’d been looking for the cheapest possible place to rent.

Hattie hated the continual grind of household jobs she had to do. Hated the single cold tap over the brownstone sink that dripped continually, and was the only place they had to wash. An even greater bugbear to them all was the lavatory out in the yard.

‘There’s no way we can get away from here now,’ she said slowly. ‘Without money, we’re trapped.’

‘We’ll all marry rich men,’ Fanny giggled. ‘Live happily ever after in lovely houses with as much as we want to eat.’

‘And where do you think we’ll find these rich men? Patrick O’Brien is the only sort we’ll meet round here.’

‘He’s very friendly,’ Maggie said. ‘And he has big, rippling muscles.’

‘He developed those labouring on the docks. He’s never going to be rich. And I bet he drinks most of what he earns.’

Maggie lost her patience. ‘If you dwell on what might have been instead of what you’ve got, you’ll make things worse. Nothing good will happen to you. You’ll always be thinking things could be better.’

‘You’re an optimist.’

‘Yes, well, it would be better if you were too. If we all were. That can be our New Year’s resolution. We’ll be more optimistic.’

‘Come to bed.’ Fanny was creeping into the next room. Maggie followed. Hattie paused in the kitchen doorway. From the O‘Briens’ rooms above, she could hear a quavering voice singing ‘Auld Lang Syne’. The sound of shattering glass followed.

Pa was letting himself in through the front door, his shoulders bowed and his face downcast in the half-light.

‘Happy New Year, Pa.’ She went to kiss his cheek. It felt icy. Her sisters were crowding behind her to do the same. They all adored Pa.

‘Shall I make you a hot drink?’ Hattie offered, wanting to please him.

‘No, off to bed with you. It’s very late, and I want to talk to Maggie.’

She felt a rush of disappointment that he wanted Maggie and not her.

 



Maggie followed Pa into his own room and watched him light the gas lamps. He’d said he wanted to talk, but usually he wanted her to play the piano for him.

Pa’s was the bigger of the two rooms they had. Originally it had been the house’s main sitting room and was packed tight with furniture: two large wardrobes of fine mahogany, a dressing table, a china cabinet, a bookcase full of books and several chairs. There were boxes and trunks full of belongings piled everywhere.

Hattie had lit a fire for him this morning but he’d gone out before lunch and it had long since died out. Henry Knell raked out some of the ash, and on the spur of the moment pushed the morning’s newspaper into the cinders. He achieved a momentary blaze, but the fire didn’t catch. Maggie saw him shiver.

‘Ineffective, that’s what I am,’ he said. ‘Hopelessly ineffective.’

‘Nonsense, Pa.’ She tried to smile. ‘You’re tired, that’s all.’ It hurt to see his self-confidence crumbling. He didn’t hold his head up any more and was beginning to shamble round.

Maggie whisked back to the kitchen and collected on to a shovel the glowing embers that remained in the grate. As she bore them at arm’s length to Pa’s room, she could feel the glow against her face.

‘How practical you are,’ he said, as she lowered them carefully into his grate and placed a few new coals on top.

‘We’ll soon have a nice fire now.’ Maggie turned towards the piano.

‘Where are your slippers and your dressing gown? You’ll catch cold like that.’

He fetched his own dressing gown from the foot of his bed and helped her into it. It was big enough to wrap round her twice and felt rough and hairy. His best suit was flung over the bedchair that served as a cot for her younger sisters when they were sick and unwilling to leave him. He pushed his slippers across the hearth rug to her.

‘Put them on.’

‘It’s never cold to the feet here.’ Maggie smiled. Rugs were piled on carpets three deep in all their rooms.

‘We let the New Year in properly, Pa.’

She threaded her way over to the small upright piano and sat down. They’d been unable to bring the baby grand from the Rock Park house. This one had been in their playroom. Pa had had it retuned for her. She lit the candles in the sconces on each side of her sheet music. Pa said he liked that, it created an illusion. Helped him forget their present circumstances.

Maggie played a few scales to loosen her fingers, and then went straight into a Chopin polonaise, enjoying the ease with which she could create such beautiful music.  Pa said her playing soothed him, brought tranquillity and peace to this crowded room. Often, he told her it was the only enjoyment left to him. She was glad she could do this for him, it was her way of pleasing him.

She knew she had a lot more to learn, but lessons were out of the question now. She practised all the time, striving to acquire greater skill, and she lived in hope.

She wasn’t given to fantasies, but she had one that kept recurring. She saw herself seated at a grand piano on a concert platform, giving a recital. She could hear herself playing her favourite pieces by Chopin and Liszt and Berlioz. As the last notes died away, the audience was cheering and applauding her, giving her a real ovation. With her music, she was lifting her whole family out of their poverty.

Even in her down-to-earth moments, she was sure she could accompany a singer or another instrument if only she were given half a chance. She’d adore doing anything like that, to earn a little for the family budget.

Maggie felt capable of teaching others. She’d decided to take paying pupils, but the people who lived nearby couldn’t afford to feed their children, let alone provide piano lessons for them. And parents who could pay refused to send their children to Elizabeth Place. The streets behind the gasworks had a bad name. Maggie only ever had one paying pupil, and she didn’t stay long.

She’d also written to all the private schools within travelling distance, asking if they had a vacancy for a teacher of pianoforte. She did get one interview, but they thought her too young for the job.

She played a piece by Beethoven and felt her spirits soar with the melody. When she came to the end, she realised that Pa was standing behind her. He looked bereft of hope. She knew that for once her playing had not reached him.

He took her hand. ‘I really do want to talk to you, Maggie.’  She let him lead her back to the fire, and perched on the edge of the chair opposite his.

‘What about?’

He was feeling for her other hand too. ‘I’ve found a job for you.’

She felt her heart leap with anticipation. She was the one who ought to be working. ‘Oh, good. What sort of a job?’

‘I hope you’ll be pleased. Mrs Moody is willing to take you on as a nurserymaid.’

It took her breath away. A nurserymaid!

‘I think the position might suit you. You’re good with children, Maggie. You like them.’

The blood was pounding in her head. She only just stopped herself shouting ‘No!’ at him. She met Papa’s eyes. Eyes of blue like hers. She saw shame and guilt and dread there.

‘Daniel Moody used to be a business associate of mine. Mrs Moody’s father is Stanley Dransfield, I know him too.’

Maggie thought herself a cut above being a nurserymaid. That was domestic service! It wasn’t all that long since they’d employed a nurserymaid themselves. She swallowed hard.

‘There’s plenty I can do for the children here.’

In the next room, she could hear Ruth, her youngest sister, whimper and Hattie’s voice trying to soothe her.

‘There’s Harriet, you see.’ She watched her father tighten his lips. ‘We have her to take care of the family, and Fanny’s old enough to give a hand now.’

It had always been Harriet’s wish, and Pa’s intention, that she should stay at home and help with the family. Even before he lost his money. Maggie wanted to refuse to go, but she knew she couldn’t. Pa hadn’t said so, but it would mean he’d have one mouth fewer to feed. Poor Pa was almost going under with all his troubles.

She and Harriet had been telling themselves they’d put  the worst one of all behind them. It was five years since their mother had died in childbirth with her eighth child. It had been so unexpected it had left them all reeling. Maggie had seen her father weep that night.

‘How can I possibly manage without her? We’ll all miss her dreadfully. And another child to care for - as if five were not enough.’ Their two brothers had already died in infancy.

She and Harriet had clung together in their agony over Pa’s tears. They chose the name Ruth for their new sister. They’d thought those first weeks without their mother desperately difficult, yet they’d had a nanny for the new baby, and Aggie, who’d been part housemaid and part nursemaid, as well as a cook. Pa still had his work, and she and her sisters had been settled and contented in Herman House School. It hadn’t occurred to them then that things could ever be worse.

Her father went on gently: ‘It’s an opportunity that might not come again, Maggie. I know this family, you see. They know who you are. It’ll make a difference.’

Maggie didn’t want to be reminded of Papa’s business associates either, because she’d had to watch her father struggle and fail to keep his glove-making business afloat. That had been another terrible disaster. It had happened barely six months ago, and the results were still painfully raw.

‘Three generations of Knells have made gloves for a living,’ he’d said bitterly. ‘What’s the matter with me? Why can’t I do the same?’ More than the rest of them, he felt their reduced circumstances.

When Pa’s bankruptcy first threatened, Hattie had whispered that she thought Pa was unable to keep his mind on business matters because he was still grieving for Mama. Now they thought he was losing heart for everything.

Maggie went to her room and climbed into the double bed with her sisters, but she couldn’t get to sleep. Fanny’s  knee was sticking into her back, and all round her she could hear deep and heavy breathing. Despite all they’d done to ensure the new year would be happy, now it looked as though there would be another change for the worse. She felt very fearful.

 



When Henry Knell had kissed his daughter and sent her off to bed, he stayed leaning against his mantelpiece. It seemed a shame to go to bed now that the fire was blazing up, although he had an early shift in the morning. He was left with a feeling of guilt, that he’d failed Maggie yet again.

He caught sight of himself in the mirror over the grate. He looked an old man, much older than his forty-six years. He felt older, well past his prime.

That made him laugh mirthlessly to himself. His prime had come and gone so quickly, he’d barely noticed it. His father had been a widower, his only interest in life his glove-making business. He’d seemed to think Henry was blessed with eternal youth. His apprenticeship with the family firm had been stretched out to twice the length any other had to serve.

‘What are you complaining about?’ his father had barked at him. ‘The business is paying you a generous salary, isn’t it?’

It was, but he wasn’t allowed any responsibility. He’d wanted to be more involved in the business.

‘You don’t understand, Henry. You’re young yet. Impatient to be given your head. You need more experience. There’s more to learn about making gloves than you realise.’

Knell’s Gloves came in at the top of the trade, with the finest leather and the best workmanship. Henry learned all he could. His father had seemed to show, by his lack of trust, that he didn’t think much of his ability.

Henry was not allowed even a small say in how the business was run. Worse, any suggestions he made were  dismissed out of hand. Father was very conservative. He didn’t like new ideas, or even new styles in gloves.

He’d been kept waiting, just as Victoria had kept her Prince of Wales waiting for his throne. He’d been stranded on the sidelines without any power. His prime had come and gone before he’d started.

Henry had found other things to interest him. Found consolation in his wife and family. His whole world had revolved round Edith, and now she’d gone too.

He’d been forty-two when his father had died suddenly, and control was thrust upon him. The business had been thriving when he’d taken it over. It had thrived all the years he could remember. That had been the wonderful thing about Knell’s Gloves: it could be relied upon to produce a good profit, year in and year out.

He’d decided to put in hand some of the schemes he’d been mulling over for a decade. He wanted to expand the business. Where had he gone wrong? Henry had asked himself that countless times.

It was no good pretending he didn’t know. He’d done what he’d been urging his father to do: he’d borrowed money to expand. That had given him a loan to service, and before he understood what was happening, he’d turned in a loss. The following year the loss had been greater.

After a few short years under his control, Knell’s Gloves was gone. He’d had to file for bankruptcy, and because of that his home was gone too. All his money had been used to repay his creditors, and he was left with none at all and the feeling that his father had been right. He had no aptitude for business. He’d never been able to throw off the awful feeling of failure.

Henry sighed. He’d been reading recently about family businesses. Statistics said that thirty per cent were still being run by the second generation, but only thirteen per cent by the third. Clogs to clogs in three generations was the average fate of a small business.

Hospital porter! There were times when he couldn’t believe he’d descended to this. He’d been bred to be an executive and had nothing in common with his fellow porters. They thought him very strange not to be interested in keeping pigeons and betting on the dogs. He should be glad he had a job at all, but he didn’t care for lifting patients on stretchers the way he had to.

Henry felt he had more in common with the doctors. The anaesthetist was always ready to chat with him as he changed the cylinders on the anaesthetic machine. He even looked like a doctor. He’d kept his bowler hat and fine wool overcoat; a cloth cap and boots were not for him. He hadn’t been able to change - still couldn’t, though Harriet had kept scolding and telling him he must. Only yesterday she’d really gone for him again.

‘You’re still trying to live the way you used to. You pretend nothing has changed.’

‘How can I pretend? I’ve only to look round this room. It’s awful.’

‘Better than we have. You’ve taken over the best room here and keep it all to yourself. This furniture all came from the old house. There are six of us sleeping in the dining room.’

‘Hattie, it wouldn’t be seemly to invite you to sleep in here with me. Not now you’re a young lady.’

He’d been half teasing her. Trying to stop her saying more. Talk like this brought him awful, gnawing guilt.

Hattie had looked ready to stamp with rage. ‘We have nowhere to sit in comfort.’

‘You have the kitchen. It’s always warm because of the range.’

‘While you have this sitting room. I light the fire in your grate. You have the big comfortable chairs and your books all round you. You don’t want to share any of that with us.’

‘Hattie! That’s not true. I’ve told you to come in and  use my desk. I want you to go on writing your little stories.’

‘Little stories?’

He knew that had upset her. Hattie rarely spoke of her desire to write stories for children. As a schoolgirl she’d tried to hide the fact, but he knew she had ambitions in that direction. It made him press on.

‘I know Ruth and Clara still ask you to tell them stories. I heard the one about Millie the monkey last night. Well, part of it. There’s no need to stop writing them down, if you enjoy it. Why give up your own interests? Maggie hasn’t given up playing. She comes in often. I like to hear her.’

‘Yes, Maggie! She’s still hanging on to the past too. Practising her accomplishments instead of doing something useful like making a stew for dinner.’

‘Maggie isn’t able . . .’

‘You tell her that, cosset her, and then she doesn’t try. Everything is left to me, and I’m tired of it, Pa.’

It had been a wail of anguish. ‘How can I write? I don’t have time any more. I don’t have the energy.’

Henry knew he’d said the wrong thing. He’d never handled Hattie properly. Hers was a complicated personality.

‘It’s not just giving up the tennis parties and musical evenings. I look back and think of all that leisure time I used to have. I never have a minute to myself here.’

Hattie was quiet in company and seemed shy, but she could lay the law down and rant at her own family. She had a brusque manner that seemed designed to rub everyone the wrong way, but underneath, Henry knew she was trying to do her best for them all.

He owed her a lot. Hattie had been only thirteen when Edith had died, but it was she who’d taken the greatest interest in the infant daughter he’d been left with. She’d mothered her, still did.

The girls worried him terribly, particularly Maggie. He’d  been arranging for her to go to a school of music in Manchester when the collapse had come.

If he’d had just a little money he could have had them trained to earn their livings in some way. With the typewriter, perhaps. As it was, none of them had had any training, and the younger ones had had to be removed from Herman House School and would be without the polish that Maggie and Harriet had. He’d dragged his girls down with him.

His daughters were his only source of comfort now, and very precious to him. He felt well loved in return. They clamoured for his attention, had done since their mother had died, particularly the two older ones. Ever since they were children, he’d felt this rivalry for his affection, and yet they were closer than most sisters.

Perhaps he did cosset Maggie more. Everybody seemed to. She was slim and slight; prettier and more responsive. He knew he’d made matters worse by letting her take some of the limelight off Hattie.

Since they’d moved here from their comfortable house in Rock Park, Maggie had developed pale-mauve shadows under her eyes. They only served to enhance her beauty. She was the one who looked most like Edith. The only one with a real interest in music.

‘Come and play for me, Maggie,’ he’d say, and her fingers would conjure up magical sounds. She had such assurance, he felt carried away very often by her music. It was the one thing that could make him forget his problems.

Harriet’s green eyes were angry. ‘You’ve kept in touch with some of your old friends, you still go out to meet them and have a nice meal. You expect good nourishing meals here at home. I’d be glad to put them on the table, Pa, if you provided the wherewithal to make it possible.’

He felt Harriet’s words like the lash of a whip. He knew it was the truth.

‘And you never lift a finger to help. You step out of  your clothes when you’ve finished with them. You expect us to run round after you, tidying up, and cleaning and cooking.’

He did. It was the way he’d been brought up and the way he’d lived for years. He couldn’t help it. He’d even given her some of her own medicine.

‘You’re turning into a shrew, Harriet.’

‘I have to. If I didn’t nag and nag, nothing would ever get done.’ He saw tears of desperation clouding her big green eyes. ‘Six of us is too many in this small space. We’re all cross and tired, looking after the little ones, trying to sew late into the night to earn extra money.’

Henry knew he was still being selfish. He kept enough from the small wage he earned to buy himself the odd drink in a decent pub. He bought newspapers and books too.

‘I’m sorry, I expect too much of you. You’re the capable one, Hattie. You look after us all and keep us clean and fed. Without you, the family would fall apart. I owe you a great deal.’ She’d taken over her mother’s role as best she could. ‘You’re the one making some semblance of civilised life for us now. I am grateful.’

‘Then do something, Pa. We can’t go on like this.’

‘Yes, love,’ he’d said. If he knew what to do, he’d have done it long ago. But he wasn’t being fair to Harriet. He shouldn’t expect his six girls to live in harmony when they were all cooped up in so little space.

‘If only we could get by without renting the next floor.’

‘We’ve been through that a dozen times. We can’t manage without the O’Briens’ rent. Better if you could persuade Maggie to get a job.’

‘Maggie? What could she do?’

‘Play the piano. They must pay people to do that in theatres and music halls. You go to these places, Pa. Don’t you hear of anything?’

He didn’t, and anyway, the music hall? He’d been a little shocked. ‘Not suitable for a young girl like Maggie.’

‘Oh, I know she’s not cut out for anything but being a lady. She’s full of airs and graces. But she’s good with children and she likes babies. Why can’t she be a nanny?’

Henry was even more shocked at Harriet’s vehemence.

‘If you can be a hospital porter, there’s no reason why Maggie can’t be a nanny. She could live in, we’d be one fewer here.’

Harriet’s words had preyed on his mind, making him feel woefully sorry for himself. Making him wish he was no longer in this world. That would provide Harriet with more of the space she needed, but he didn’t have the guts to leave it; he hadn’t been able to screw himself up to try.

He’d gone to the Woodside Hotel for a drink at lunchtime because he didn’t want to go on thinking of such things. Daniel Moody had been there, thin and stiff and upright. Henry had always got on well with him; he seemed a decent fellow, one he could trust. Moody had insisted on buying him lunch. They’d had a good steak and kidney pie and shared a bottle of burgundy.

Henry had wanted to forget his own problems, preferring to hear other people’s. He listened to how Dransfield’s was faring. They’d taken over the running of his business and had made another loss, though it was much reduced. Moody was their accountant, as well as being Dransfield’s son-in-law, so he knew what he was talking about. He was hoping that next year the business would break even.

Moody’s wife was expecting the birth of a third child shortly, and under the influence of whisky and wine Henry had asked if she needed more help with the family.

Moody’s natural caution had been discounted by the same amount of alcohol and holiday goodwill. The details of Maggie’s job had all been arranged in moments.

Now Henry wished he’d not listened to Harriet, and that he’d drunk less whisky.




CHAPTER TWO

Maggie felt fluttery. It was the seventh of January, the day she was to start work. It was also the first day back at school for her younger sisters. Getting them up and out in the mornings was always a rush. This morning seemed particularly fraught.

Unless Pa was on early shift, he usually stayed out of their way until the younger ones had gone, because there was hardly room to move when they were all in the kitchen. This morning, he’d got up and put on his dressing gown to have breakfast with them. Maggie knew it was to say goodbye to her.

Fanny was making the breakfast tea, while the younger ones were having their morning wash at the kitchen sink. Because they’d lost two brothers, there was a gap between Fanny’s thirteen years and Enid’s eight that made the family fall into two halves.

Maggie busied herself doing up buttons and shoelaces for her sisters. She finished twisting Ruth’s hair into thin plaits and sat her up to the table. At only five years of age, Ruth still needed a lot of help.

Hattie was frowning with concentration as she dished up the porridge. She’d laid down strict rules about the size of helpings. Pa’s was always the largest. Then there were three equal servings for the three older girls, two slightly smaller for Enid and Clara and a tiny portion for Ruth, who didn’t eat much.

Maggie called: ‘Clara? Come and get your breakfast. What are you doing in the bedroom?’

Clara was seven and built more robustly than her sisters. She thumped herself down on the end of the bench next to Ruth, jolting her.

‘Is this for me?’ She pulled a bowl towards her, sounding dissatisfied.

Hattie glared at her. Everybody but Pa had started to eat.

‘You know it is,’ Enid said between mouthfuls.

Both Enid and Clara had the family sheep-fleece hair. Both had bright blue eyes, but Clara’s had an aggressive glint. If there was ever any trouble, it was usually Clara who started it.

‘It’s not fair,’ she retorted. ‘You never give me enough, Hattie.’

‘We could all eat more,’ Fanny said shortly.

‘It’s all right for you. You get the same amount as Hattie. Look how much less she’s given me.’

‘You’ve got as much as Enid, and she’s a year older.’

‘Enid isn’t as big as me.’

There was no answer to that. Enid was thin and wiry. Her eyes were owlish behind their spectacles.

‘Are you going to eat all yours?’ Clara turned to Ruth, who had already laid down her spoon and was sipping her tea.

‘She is,’ Maggie answered for her. They were all concerned by Ruth’s fragility and lack of appetite.

Then six pairs of eyes were transfixed as Pa spooned porridge from his own plate to Clara’s.

She was squealing with delight. ‘Thank you, Pa.’ As she lifted both arms in jubilation, she caught Ruth’s elbow, sending a tide of milky tea swamping down the front of her starched white pinafore. Ruth choked and let out a cry of distress.

‘Clara! For heaven’s sake!’ Hattie was on her feet, lifting Ruth away from the table, trying to comfort her with a hug. ‘She’s only had this pinafore on for ten minutes.’

‘I couldn’t help it,’ Clara wailed. ‘I’m sorry.’

Pa got up to help, running cold water on the pinafore. ‘It’s not going to stain.’ He, too, seemed to see his three younger girls as a big responsibility.

‘We all know what the washerwoman costs!’ Hattie was exasperated.

Maggie ran to fetch another pinafore for Ruth. At least there were plenty that the others had outgrown. She tried to still the butterflies in her stomach. She ought to feel glad she was leaving all this behind. When they all settled down to eat again, the scraping of spoons on bowls went through her.

‘Pa, I’m not sure where I’m supposed to go.’ She’d been worrying about that in the night. ‘I’ve never been up that end of Oxton before.’

His eyes searched hers sympathetically. ‘Hattie can go with you.’

Hattie’s sharp intake of breath was very audible.

Pa asked: ‘You’ll help her carry her bags and find the right house, won’t you?’

‘Shouldn’t you do that?’ Hattie was short with him. ‘You already know where these people live. You could take her in and introduce her.’

Maggie saw Pa straighten his lips. They all knew he wouldn’t want to do that. Not when she was to be a nurserymaid.

‘I’m expected to take care of everything.’ Harriet hadn’t calmed down. ‘That’s the trouble with being the eldest.’

Maggie wanted Hattie’s company even if it was grudgingly given. To set off on her own, turning her back on everything she knew, would be harder.

‘Do come, Hattie. And what shall I wear? I mean, what will they expect a nursemaid to . . . ?’

‘The best you have,’ Pa told her. ‘First impressions are important.’

Maggie had put on her best navy serge skirt. It was hardly  worn but a little on the short side, because she’d grown taller. It showed too much of her elastic-sided boots but they were still smart too.

Both she and Harriet had just retrimmed their winter hats with velvet violets they’d snipped from an eye-catching hat that had once been Mama’s best. They’d both wanted the glossy bird that had nestled amongst the flowers and had argued over which of them should have it. The only possible compromise was to leave the bird where it was.

As they set off, Maggie felt her heel slip on some putrid vegetable matter outside the grocer’s on the corner. There were dollops of smelly horse manure left in the road.

Harriet said: ‘Look where you put your feet. I should have thought you’d be glad to get away from here.’ Her strange eyes blazed with emerald light. ‘I wish I could escape so easily.’

‘You can go in my place,’ Maggie assured her, but of course she couldn’t. Pa had arranged this for her.

They got off the tram where it turned round in Shrewsbury Road, and started walking with the heavy bag between them. Maggie’s hand was pinched because the handle wasn’t big enough to allow both of them to hold it comfortably.

‘I like it better up here.’ Harriet was striding out as she looked round. ‘The whole place looks so prosperous.’

Maggie was nervous of what lay ahead. The crowded rooms and her big family spelled security. She’d never had to do anything on her own before. Always there’d been Harriet or Papa to take care of her. Except with her music, she’d always followed where others led.

‘This is it.’ Harriet relaxed her grip on the bag so suddenly that Maggie let one corner drag along the pavement. ‘Ottershaw House.’

It was a square three-storey house set well back in a  garden of lawns and flowers. A turret with a castellated roof line ran up one corner, providing magnificent windows.

‘You are lucky! You’ll be able to forget all the family troubles here. Look at the size of it.’

‘Much grander even than our old house.’ Maggie paused to look more closely. It was an imposing stone-faced house, built in the middle of Queen Victoria’s reign. Harriet had set a brisk pace, and they’d had to walk a long way. She felt drained and poised on the brink of something she couldn’t handle.

‘I bet you won’t have to sleep six to the room here. I’m quite envious.’

Maggie didn’t believe that. Harriet was just trying to bolster her courage. Her heart was beginning to pound with dread.

‘They’ve even got a motor car.’ Harriet was peering through the gate. ‘It’s parked round the side. That side, where the Virginia creeper is. Isn’t it grand?’

‘They must be very rich.’

Pa had never owned a car, nor a carriage either. If they’d needed transport they sent their kitchen maid down to the livery stables.

Maggie shivered. ‘You’re sure this is the right place?’

Harriet took out the piece of paper on which Pa had written directions. ‘Look, Ottershaw House, and here’s the name on the gatepost. Definitely the right place. You’re on your own now.’

‘Won’t you come to the door with me?’ Maggie begged. She was fighting the urge to turn and run.

‘What for? All you have to do is tell them who you are. They’ll be expecting you. They’ll think you need a nursemaid yourself if I say I’ve brought you.’

Maggie knew that although Harriet could lay the law down at home, with a bossy manner and a sharp tongue, she was quite different with strangers, she never spoke up in front of them.

‘You’d hate to find yourself a nurserymaid in a strange house. And to think of them being friends of Pa’s only makes it worse.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Hattie’s arms came round her in a quick hug. ‘Why am I such a witch to you? Go on,’ she said more gently. ‘You’ll be all right once you’ve settled in. This is the worst moment.’

‘Goodbye, then.’ Maggie took a deep breath and reached for her bags. The newly painted front door shone in the winter sun. But should she be knocking on the front door? This was the problem of working for Pa’s fine friends. Mama had expected their staff to use the back door. She changed direction. It would take her past the motor car. As she drew closer, she could see that the bonnet was propped open.

It was a very fine car, with great brass headlights, sparkling wire wheels and wooden running boards. Her feet were crunching on the white gravel. The sound brought a head round from under the bonnet as she approached.

‘Hello.’

Maggie jumped and lowered her bags.

‘Sorry.’ The young man had a friendly smile and a smudge of oil on his cheek. ‘Did I frighten you?’

Other things were frightening Maggie more. She managed: ‘What a magnificent car.’

‘Hispano-Suiza. A joy to drive. Goes like the wind.’ He put his head on one side in puzzlement. ‘I know you, don’t I?’

Maggie didn’t think so. ‘Are you Mr . . . Moody?’

‘No,’ he laughed. ‘He’s my brother-in-law. I’m Tom Dransfield.’

It was silly of her, she decided, to mistake him for her employer. He didn’t look old enough to have a family. No more than twenty or so at the most.

‘I remember.’ He grinned at her. ‘You came to one of our Christmas parties. At the Woodside Hotel. Not this year, though. You’ve a lot of sisters.’

Maggie remembered the party, but she didn’t remember him. His grey eyes were searching her face. She’d tied her hair back neatly with a navy ribbon this morning, but he was taking in the creamy rippling waves that showed below her hat. She thought he’d noticed her horrible eyelashes. Not everybody liked pig’s eyelashes, but she thought from his expression that perhaps he didn’t find them repulsive. He was frowning at her bags.

‘Has Sophie invited you to stay?’

She managed to choke out: ‘No! I’m the new nurserymaid.’ She could feel the heat running up her cheeks. ‘Can you tell me where should I go?’

‘Oh!’ He laughed, and his eyes travelled over her again. ‘Nurserymaid? I didn’t realise. Let me show you.’ He wiped his hands on a rag before lifting her bags. ‘This way.’

Maggie’s heart was beating fast as she followed. She liked him, she liked the way his bright honey-brown hair curled into his neck at the back. He was friendly. He led her down steps to the back door. The windows were only half above ground here.

She said: ‘Do you live here too?’

‘Yes, my sister didn’t leave home when she married. Our mother didn’t want her to.’

Maggie felt her anxiety lessen. She needn’t have worried about coming here. The Dransfields were friends and erstwhile business associates of Pa’s. As he’d said, it wasn’t like going to strangers.

She said: ‘Will you tell me about your family? I need to know . . .’

‘There’s a lot of us. My mother and father, then we are three sons and a daughter. Sophie is married to Daniel Moody — he works for my mother now - and they have two children, Adam and Jane. Oh, and my grandmother, Mrs Clark, lives with us too. My mother’s mother.’

Maggie hoped she was going to remember all their names as she followed him up a stone-flagged passage.

‘My mother is very family-orientated. She calls us her dynasty.’

She glanced into a large kitchen as she passed, and saw two pairs of eyes riveted on her.

‘I didn’t know Sophie wanted another nurserymaid,’ he said over his shoulder.

‘You mean, there already is one?’

‘Well, the nanny, you know. But Sophie’s expecting an addition to her family.’ He turned to smile again. ‘Perhaps we’d better leave your bags here for a moment.’ Maggie was hovering beside them. ‘Come on, we’ll find Sophie and let her know you’re here.’

On then across a parquet-floored hall smelling of beeswax. How long since she’d smelled that?

Suddenly a voice demanded from the top of a wide staircase: ‘Tom, who is that you’re bringing in?’

Maggie swung round to see a tall middle-aged woman scowling down at her. Tom murmured: ‘This is my mother.’

Lenora Dransfield lifted her skirts just sufficiently to show neat boots skimming downstairs with surprising agility. Bangs of pepper-and-salt hair were arranged over a somewhat forbidding face, though it had handsome bone structure. Her tight grey dress covered an over-large bosom. Her skirts were dropped to her ankles the moment she reached the ground floor.

‘It’s, er . . . Sorry.’ He smiled down at Maggie. ‘You didn’t tell me your name.’

She stammered: ‘Margaret . . . Margaret Knell.’

His mother’s strident voice boomed: ‘Knell? Henry Knell’s daughter?’ She seemed outraged. Eyes like cold steel seemed to bore into Maggie. ‘What are you doing here?’

Maggie was quaking. ‘My father said that Mrs Moody needed a nurserymaid. That she would . . .’

Tom’s eyes were wide as he breathed: ‘Henry Knell’s daughter? Of course, I remember now . . .’

Maggie moistened her lips. ‘You know my father?’

He wouldn’t meet her eyes. ‘Yes, of course. My father’s in business too . . . I’m sorry . . .’

Maggie felt the colour rush up her cheeks. It made Pa seem somehow notorious. She didn’t like to think that everybody knew of his disaster. It embarrassed him to talk about it. This was making her feel terrible.

‘I know nothing of this.’ Lenora Dransfield’s chest was heaving. The magnificent brooch she wore on it flashed diamond fire with every breath. ‘I don’t approve.’

Maggie made herself say: ‘I understood that I was expected. Mr Moody arranged it with my father.’

She caught the look of approval in Tom’s eyes. He backed her up. ‘Hadn’t we better see what Sophie says, Mother?’

‘I don’t know what Daniel’s thinking of. It’s none of his business. He’d do better to leave the finding of staff to me.’ Mrs Dransfield’s thin lips parted in a grimace, showing a number of gold fillings.

‘But the nursery,’ Tom put in, ‘is his and Sophie’s business, surely?’

Maggie warmed to him. He seemed to be supporting her. She was facing the stairs and now saw an older woman clinging with both hands to one rail, as inch by inch she edged her way down. Lenora turned to follow her gaze.

‘Mother! What on earth are you doing?’ She bounded back up the stairs. ‘You might easily fall. I thought you were going to wait for Bridie to help you.’

‘My grandmother,’ Tom murmured before going up to help too.

With support on both sides, Mrs Clark edged each foot forward and then painfully down, her face screwed up with pain. She wore a lace-edged cap on her grey hair but was otherwise dressed all in black.

Lenora seemed exasperated at their slow progress, and when they reached the ground floor she said to Tom: ‘You  see to your grandmother. And you come this way,’ she ordered Maggie.

Maggie found it difficult to keep up with her swishing skirts. After what seemed a great distance, the older woman flung open the door of a pleasant sitting room and barked:

‘Sophie, are you expecting a new nurserymaid to arrive today?’

Sophie had reached the stage of pregnancy when it was no longer possible to hide it. She stood up and came towards them. Her hair was brighter than Tom’s, a rich bronze shade, and quick little smiles came and went.

‘Yes, hello. Your father told my husband that . . .’

Her mother interrupted with a snort of impatience. ‘Whatever made Daniel take her on like this? I like to vet the staff carefully, particularly for the children.’

Then she swung round on Maggie: ‘How old are you? Where are you living now? Are your nails clean? Let me see.’

The door opened and Tom supported his grandmother to a chair.

Maggie was taken by surprise, and struggling to take off her gloves, she dropped one. She watched Tom pick it up and stroke the soft leather.

‘How many sisters do you have? Are any of them in service?’

‘No.’ Maggie bristled with mortification. It seemed she could expect no privileges from Mrs Dransfield just because she knew her father. She decided the woman’s manners were atrocious. No doubt this was her usual way of hiring domestic staff.

Lenora was taking in every detail of Maggie’s appearance. ‘Turn round,’ she commanded.

Maggie didn’t move. She’d taken trouble with her appearance; this woman was not going to find a better-turned-out maid. Her family would never have treated anyone like this.

‘I’m very fond of children,’ Maggie told her. ‘I believe in occupying their minds and bodies. Getting them interested in as many things as I can.’

There was a moment’s silence. She wondered if she’d gone too far. That sounded more like a governess’s job.

‘Have you any experience?’ her inquisitor wanted to know. ‘What about new babies?’

‘I’ve helped look after my younger sisters.’

‘But can you do it properly?’

Maggie drew herself up to her full five feet one inch. ‘Certainly I can. My parents were very particular and took a great interest in childcare. They wouldn’t have . . .’ She was about to say ‘entrusted them entirely to hired staff’, but changed it hurriedly to ‘. . . allowed any but the highest standards in their nursery.’

Mrs Dransfield’s tone was condescending. ‘Your family was able to employ a nanny?’

‘Yes, we had a nanny. My father ensured we were well cared for.’

‘Yes, of course, your father.’ There was a sneer in her voice. ‘Your mother died when you were how old?’

‘Ten.’

‘I can’t believe your father will have taught you what you need to know. All girls in your family - how many are you?’

‘Six.’

The old lady had straightened up in her chair. Maggie noticed that she too seemed to flash with diamonds. She wore them at her ears and on her gnarled fingers. ‘Who did you say she was?’

‘It’s Margaret Knell, Gran.’ It was Tom who spoke. ‘She’s coming to help Sophie with the children.’

‘One of Henry Knell’s girls, Mother,’ Lenora told her. ‘You remember Henry Knell? It seems Daniel has taken it upon himself . . . Probably sorry for him, but all the same, I don’t think it’s a good thing to have one of them here.’

Sophie said: ‘Mother, they’re having a hard time. Daniel told Henry we’d be willing to take her if it would help.’

Maggie was horrified. Nothing could be worse than being discussed by her employers like this. And she’d tell Pa he was wrong: the fact that she was a Knell was not guaranteeing her a welcome here. Certainly not from Lenora.

The old lady had sharp, clear eyes. They came up to meet hers.

‘Bridie told me you were coming.’ Her voice was not unfriendly. ‘Can you read? From books and newspapers?’

‘Yes, I read well.’

‘Then I’ll let you read to me.’

Maggie felt heartened. Reading to an old lady didn’t seem too menial.

The old lady went on: ‘She speaks nicely, Lenora. Not a bad thing for the children. We don’t want them picking up a nasty accent.’

Lenora’s gaze moved abruptly to her son. ‘You can go, Tom. Hiring a nurserymaid has never interested you before. I thought there was something you wanted to do to the car before we could go to the factory. I’ll want to leave in five minutes.’

Maggie hated to see him to go; she needed his protection. She found it hard to believe such a friendly person could have such a ferocious mother.

 



‘I hope you’ll be happy with us here,’ Sophie said, as she took her up to the nurseries on the top floor. ‘I’m sure you’ll find Nanny easy to work with.’

Sophie had a crimson spot on each cheek but she didn’t apologise for her mother. Maggie was still shaking from the reception she’d been given.

‘She’s quite young and go-ahead. Her name’s Bridie McNammee.’

The day nursery was bright and cosy, with a good fire  burning in a high grate behind a guard. Sophie stood with her back to it, swaying back and forward on her heels. Maggie watched as two children who had been crayoning at a table ran to her. The fireside chair creaked as she collapsed on it and pulled them both on her knee.

‘I told you, Nanny, that I’d get you some help before the new baby came. Here she is, Margaret Knell.’

Nanny wore her cap folded in half and pinned high on top of her head. Only an edging of lace showed above her upswept red hair. On her it wasn’t a cap of servitude, more a halo. The skirt of her uniform dress was short enough to show not only slim ankles but also a good deal of shapely calf. Pa said short skirts were flighty; he was always ordering Maggie and her sisters to let their hems down.

‘And these are my children. Little Jane, who’s nineteen months.’ She gave her a hug. ‘And Adam, who’s three and a half.’ Adam had dark eyes and strong features for one so young.

Maggie heard him say: ‘She looks nice, Mummy, doesn’t she?’

Sophie’s eyes smiled at her over the child’s shiny dark hair.

‘Yes, love, she looks very nice. I think we’ll like her, won’t we?’ Maggie warmed to them. ‘What are you going to say to her, Jane?’

The little girl was shy. Maggie could see the effort it cost her to lift her brown eyes to hers. She was chubby, with a pretty round baby face and hair that had more curl in it than Adam’s.

‘Hello.’ She wore a white pinafore over a dress of tartan wool.

‘And what else?’

‘Happy New Year.’

They all laughed. ‘I meant what is her name? Say it properly.’

‘Hello, Marg . . . Marg . . .’

Maggie bent down to greet the child. ‘Margaret isn’t an easy name to say. Why not call me Maggie?’ She saw Sophie’s nod of approval. ‘We’re going to be friends, aren’t we?’

‘Nanny will explain your duties to you, Maggie. Oh, and there’s a uniform for you somewhere.’ Sophie was on her feet again, flitting about the room, seemingly unable to stay still.

‘In the cupboard beside the fire.’ It was Nanny who threw open the doors, and Maggie lifted it out. A uniform drove home the fact that she was now in service. There were three shapeless blue dresses and a pile of aprons and caps.

‘You’d better change into it,’ Sophie said before she went back downstairs.

The uniform didn’t fit well. It was uncomfortable and it made Maggie look a drudge. Bridie McNammee’s sultry eyes were watching her.

Maggie asked: ‘What will I be expected to do?’

‘Light the fire in the mornings and bring up the coal. Clean up in here and the night nursery. Make the children’s beds and do their washing and ironing. Look after them, play with them, that sort of thing.’

Maggie’s heart sank. It was exactly what she’d been doing at home, but doing it there, for her own family, was quite different.

She asked Adam to show her his toys. There was a bookcase with plenty of books, and a huge toy box with more bricks and balls and teddy bears than she’d ever seen before.

Bridie had a tongue that never stopped wagging. Her soft Irish brogue went on and on, always behind her hand. Maggie presumed that was in the hope that the children wouldn’t understand.

‘Better stay out of the grandmother’s way. She’s a right tartar, that one. You don’t want to get on the wrong side of her. Their mother’s a bit scatty but all right, and their  father’s lovely. They’re always talking of getting a house of their own but they depend on Dransfield money. Couldn’t live like this anywhere else. I think they’re scared to cut themselves free.

‘Don’t think Mr Moody likes working in the business either, but like the rest of us, he has to butter his bread somehow.

‘Wish they would get a house of their own. Wouldn’t have to see so much of the old ogre if they did. Have you seen the Dransfield sons?’

Maggie shook her head.

‘Three, so there are. Tom . . .’

‘I’ve seen Tom. He was kind.’

‘A lovely boy. Wait till you see Luke and Eric.’

‘What do they do?’

‘Work in the business. Luke’s the eldest and the handsomest.’ She rolled her eyes appreciatively. ‘Quite a catch for somebody.’

‘You?’ Maggie suggested.

‘Chance would be a fine thing.’ Bridie giggled. ‘He wouldn’t marry me. Got the world at his feet, that one.’

The rest of the day passed in a blur of first impressions. A house so large it was difficult to find her way about it. The children were polite, obedient and easy to manage.

Maggie was reading to them that evening when Tom put his head round the nursery door. He smiled at Nanny but pulled a chair up next to Maggie’s. ‘How are you getting on?’

‘Fine.’ She was pleased he’d come back to see her.

He whispered: ‘Don’t let my mother frighten you. Her bark’s worse than her bite.’

She couldn’t keep her voice steady after that and was glad when she’d finished the story.

Adam sidled up. ‘Will you be a pony, Uncle Tom? Let me ride on your back?’

Tom got down on his knees on the hearthrug. First one  child and then the other was allowed to sit on his back while he pranced round the nursery on his hands and knees. They screamed with delight, and his eyes laughed up into hers every time he turned.

Nanny stopped the game. ‘We’ll never get them to sleep after this. You’re making them too excited.’

‘It’s time I went down to supper anyway,’ he said. Maggie felt quite cheered as she ran the children’s bath. Perhaps it wouldn’t be too bad here after all.

Harriet was wrong about her being given a bedroom to herself. Maggie found she was to sleep in the night nursery in case the children woke in the night.

‘I’ve slept there since I came.’ Bridie tossed her red hair. ‘It’s your turn now. I’m moving to a room of my own across the landing.’

Maggie thought the night nursery light and airy and more comfortable than the room she’d left. It was much larger, and her bed was in an alcove that allowed some privacy.

She found, over the following nights, that Jane woke frequently, so her sleep was broken. She didn’t mind too much, she was used to it. At home, her youngest sister Ruth had had nightmares since they’d moved to Elizabeth Place.

It was all so new, and there was so much for her to take in, that the days seemed twice the length they had at home.

 



Visitors came to the nursery from time to time. Sophie came several times a day but didn’t stay long. Their grandmother came less often, but hers were the visits Bridie feared. Tom dropped in most evenings, and sometimes he romped on the floor with the children. If he came early, he’d tease them by pretending to eat their supper. If he was late, he’d read them a bedtime story.

Bridie said, with a very obvious wink, ‘He’s taking more interest in his niece and nephew now.’

Maggie felt the heat run up her cheeks. She found herself thinking about him and looking forward to his visits. It was  better than wondering how they were all getting on at home without her.

One Sunday teatime, she was alone with the children in the nursery when the parlourmaid was sent up to say that Mrs Moody wanted the children brought down to her sitting room.

Maggie found the whole family assembled there round a tea trolley elaborately set with silver and china, lemon and milk and a cake stand full of fancy cakes. Stanley Dransfield stood with his legs apart on the hearthrug, a tall man, with the shoulders of an ox. He had receding mouse-brown hair and mutton-chop whiskers on his cheeks that were half a shade darker. His eyes followed every movement she made. Sophie was fidgeting on the settee, next to her husband; he seemed thin and austere and older than Maggie had expected.

Tom winked at her, and she saw his brothers for the first time, though she’d heard their deep voices ringing through the house. Both Eric and Luke had bright bronze hair like Sophie’s. Both smiled at her. Lenora, who was spreading jam thickly on to her scone, dismissed her.

‘We’ll let you know when we want you to come and take them back,’ she said.

A week or so later, Bridie came in after seeing Mrs Clark into bed. ‘Are you finished here for the night?’

‘Yes, the children are all tucked up. Their parents have been up to hear their prayers and say good night.’

Bridie had changed out of her uniform and was putting on her hat and coat.

‘I’m going out,’ she announced. ‘Now you’re here to listen for the children, it won’t hurt if I disappear for an hour.’

In one of her whispered asides, she’d told Maggie that she had a boyfriend, who worked next door as a gardener. She was constantly peering out of the casement windows that had fancy iron grilles on them just like the windows in Maggie’s old nursery.

‘Can’t see him. Must be working in the greenhouse this morning. I hate the winter. We used to be able to talk over the hedge when the weather was good and I could take the children out to the garden.’

Maggie had been somewhat surprised, because whenever the children’s father came up, or even Tom, Bridie’s eyes became flirty and her smile coquettish. She had a way of laughing up at men and walking with such a spring in her step that her full skirts flared out.

That evening, Tom came up and found her reading on her own by the nursery fire. ‘Where’s Bridie?’

‘Gone to see her boyfriend next door.’

‘What?’

‘Charlie, their gardener.’

He chuckled. ‘She’d better be careful. Mother doesn’t approve of followers.’

He stayed with her until it was time for bed. He told her he was regarded as a sort of apprentice in the family business. His mother expected him to spend a lot of time with her. He drove her about from one factory to another, and was presently spending several days a week in a firm that belonged to somebody else. It was a retail business with five haberdashery shops scattered around Merseyside.

She gathered that he found making blouses and baby wear a very dull way of earning a living.

As the fire died down, she started to talk about her own family and the effect on them of Papa’s business collapse.

‘I didn’t realise it was common knowledge. That you’d all know about it. I thought once we’d sold our house in Rock Park and left the district it would be forgotten.’

Tom’s grey eyes were full of sympathy, and he took her hand in his. ‘We’re business people too, you see. We were closely connected. I knew your father. I worked in Knell’s Gloves for a few months, under him. My mother arranged it. She thinks I need experience of other businesses before settling down in the family firm.’

It took him a little longer to get round to saying: ‘You do know my mother bought your factory?’

‘No!’ Maggie felt the strength drain from her legs. ‘No, Pa won’t talk about it. Doesn’t even like to think about it. All he told us was that his business went bankrupt. That the factory had to be closed.’

‘My mother reopened it. Gloves are being made again, and my father’s in charge now. I’m told I shall go there again. To widen my experience.’

‘But. . .’

‘Mother likes to look for bargains. She won’t pay over the odds for a business. It’s still called Knell’s Gloves.’

Maggie felt sick.

‘She says it fits in well with the blouses. Sales outlets much the same and all that. It’ll be why Mother was against having you here. She thought you’d be upset. It isn’t that she doesn’t like you, or anything like that.’

Maggie spent a wakeful night thinking about what he’d said. It seemed strange to her that Dransfield’s had taken over Pa’s glove business, and yet Pa had wanted her to come here to work for them. He still trusted them.

The following day was Sunday, and during the afternoon Bridie went to read to Mrs Clark, while Maggie was left in charge of the nursery. Tom came up and was romping on the floor with the children when Lenora Dransfield walked in unexpectedly.

‘Really, Tom! All this horseplay!’ She was frowning and looked more forbidding than ever. ‘I came to fetch the children down to tea, but they look hot and untidy.’

Maggie hadn’t yet changed Jane’s apron. ‘I’ll have them ready in five minutes, Mrs Dransfield,’ she said, hurrying them to the bathroom to sponge their faces.

Tom and his mother went downstairs together. Maggie could hear them now at the bottom of the nursery stairs. Lenora’s voice was raised.

‘What are you doing up there all the time? I hope it isn’t that girl.’

She could hear Tom’s voice, but not all he said. With the water running and Adam’s piping voice at her elbow, his words were being drowned out. She turned off the taps, opened the door further. She was afraid Tom would be forbidden to come near her. She could hear the resonance of his voice again.

As she took the children across the landing to the night nursery, she heard Lenora’s voice say crossly: ‘What do you mean, does Dad know? It’s my business, Tom.’

Maggie left the door wide open and was straining her ears. She was sure she heard the words ‘Knell’s Gloves’. As she pushed Adam’s arms into a clean shirt, she heard Tom ask angrily:

‘Is that how you managed to get your hands on the glove factory? It’s dishonest, Mother.’

Maggie’s heart was beating like a drum. Was Tom accusing his mother of taking Knell’s Gloves by fraudulent means? Had her father been cheated out of his business? Her mind swam at the thought.

‘Has Uncle Tom been naughty?’ Adam was tugging at her skirt.

‘No, no, nothing like that.’

Holding the children’s hands, she led them down to the drawing room. She could tell by the flush on Tom’s cheeks that he hadn’t yet recovered. He wouldn’t look at her. She took back to the nursery the impression of a gracious lifestyle; a prosperous family playing with their children in a very comfortable home.

The contrast between that and what her family now had could not have been greater. She felt upset and angry. The glove factory was just one more source of income to them. To her family it had been everything. She couldn’t wait to ask Tom about it.

‘You heard that?’ He seemed embarrassed.

‘Sounds carry up the stairwell. I’d have heard more if the children hadn’t been chattering. Is it true? Were you accusing your mother of defrauding my family out of their business?’

‘Did I say that?’ He looked aghast.

‘Something to that effect. I couldn’t sleep last night for thinking about it. You don’t know what a difference losing the business made to us. What did your mother do?’

‘To be honest, I’m not sure.’ Tom covered his face with his hands. ‘I don’t know. It was just something Mother asked me about the retail business I’m with now. It struck a chord . . .’

‘She denied it?’

‘Yes.’ His cheeks were scarlet. ‘I could be wrong, Maggie. I’ve no proof. Better if you forget what you heard. I was just arguing with Mother.’

Maggie knew she’d never be able to forget it. She was burning to know more. She thought Pa was mistaken about the Dransfield family being his friends. It seemed more likely that he had an enemy amongst them.




CHAPTER THREE

Late one evening, when the children were asleep in bed, and dinner had been served and cleared in the dining room, Bridie said:

‘Some nights I go down to the kitchen for a natter. You can come too. The rest of the staff are asking what you’re like. They haven’t had much chance to speak to you.’

Maggie followed her down. The kitchens at Ottershaw House were semi-basement and rather dark, even at midday. The windows looked out on a low wall but grass and railings could be seen above it. Tonight the curtains had been drawn.

There was a warren of sculleries, larders, pantries, laundry rooms and storerooms, and even a housekeeper’s sitting room, though that wasn’t used much nowadays. Mrs Summers, the cook, was the most senior on the staff, and she preferred to sit in front of her own range when her duties were finished.

There was a fourteen-year-old between maid called May. Tonight she was upset; her cap was sliding off her straight mousy hair. Lenora Dransfield had scolded her because they’d run out of coal for the drawing-room fire.

‘All she has to do is ring the bell and ask for more,’ she wept. ‘How can I see how much coal they’ve got from here?’

But May had dropped a trail of slack on the carpet when she’d taken it in, and five minutes later Mrs Dransfield had rung for her again to sweep up the mess.

‘She said the carpet sweeper didn’t do a good enough job, they were treading it round. She sent me back for a dustpan and handbrush. Made me get down on my hands and knees.’

‘She’s sour, that one, if everything isn’t perfect for her family.’ Ruby, the parlourmaid, was the wrong side of thirty and had thin brown plaits wound tightly round her head. She wore black dresses and frilly aprons in the afternoon, once her heavy work was done.

‘But if it’s any consolation, things aren’t what she’d like them to be.’

‘She’s got a lot more than we can hope for,’ Bridie said smartly. ‘Three different businessess, all churning out money for her.’

‘How does she come to own them?’ Maggie wanted to know.

‘Belonged to her father. Old Mrs Clark’s husband. He started Clark’s Blouses.’

‘And something very funny happened to him,’ May said.

‘You don’t know that’s true,’ Mrs Summers said severely. ‘Not for sure.’

‘I do then.’

‘That’s family folklore now,’ Bridie scoffed.

May tried to clip her cap more securely to her hair. ‘Percy knows all about it, and he told me. He’d just started as under-gardener here when it happened. Everybody thought it very strange.’

Maggie asked: ‘What did happen?’

‘Osbert Clark disappeared whilst on holiday in Ireland,’ Bridie told her. ‘Didn’t come back to his business. Mrs Clark and Mrs Dransfield inherited it.’

‘Lucky things, I’d say,’ May put in.

‘But her husband isn’t all she hoped for.’

‘Mr Dransfield seems pleasant enough,’ Maggie said. She thought him quite kindly.

‘Oh, he is, but he always has a bit on the side.’ Bridie gave her an exaggerated wink.

‘Go on, you don’t know that either.’ Mrs Summers poured herself a glass of her mistress’s sherry and flopped back on the rocker beside the range. She wore a cross-over pinafore tied tightly round her plump figure, and every bit of her grey hair was tucked under her cap.

‘They have separate bedrooms, don’t they?’ Ruby said. ‘Can’t keep that a secret. Me and May have to clean them and make two beds.’

‘Posh people like having separate rooms, married or not. They all do it. It doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong.’

‘But there is,’ Ruby said. ‘Remember that mammoth row they had last year.’

‘More than a year now,’ May put in. ‘Missus found out he had a mistress.’

‘We think he made a baby.’ Bridie giggled. ‘And that he paid for her to have it taken away. The rich know the doctors who’ll do it. The missus found out because of the money and was really mad. There was no pleasing her for months.’

‘For years,’ May corrected. ‘Still can’t.

Cook raised herself in her chair. ‘If you want to stay out of trouble, May, bring a cloth and wipe the mantelshelf now. I can see the dust from here. You know what she’s like. She’ll run a finger along there when she comes down in the morning to set the menus.’

‘And if you want to stay out of trouble you should drink less of her sherry,’ Bridie told her pertly.

‘Probably blames Stanley for getting through too much.’ Ruby stifled a giggle.

‘No, it’s her sons who get blamed for that.’ Bridie tossed her head. ‘I’ve heard her at it.’
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