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Chapter 1

Katherine stared at the man sitting opposite her, her green eyes wide and blazing. ‘What do you mean there’s nothing for me?’ she said, fighting back tears. She was angry with Gerald for humiliating her like this.

Mr Cannon, a tall middle-aged man, looked the perfect solicitor, but he appeared uncomfortable as with his finger he eased the stiff white shirt collar away from his flabby neck. His morning suit did nothing for his pale complexion.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Brown, but as the late Mr Edwin Brown didn’t leave a will, and unless you can prove you were married to the late Mr Edwin Brown, produce a marriage certificate, there is nothing I can do to help you.’

Katherine’s mind was racing. What was she going to do? She was thirty-eight, with a twelve-year-old son to bring up. ‘Are you sure there was no will?’

Mr Cannon cleared his throat. He was sitting behind a very neat and tidy wide desk. ‘As the late Mr Edwin Brown’s solicitor I can assure you he never made one in my presence.’

‘Could there be one in the house?’

‘I shouldn’t think so. He always conducted his business affairs through me.’

Katherine felt stifled. The windows were tightly shut and heavily draped even though it was a warm bright spring morning.

Mr Cannon looked over his rimless glasses. His mouth twitched and he appeared embarrassed. His black hair was sleek and flat against his head and when he glanced down at the papers  in front of him the glow from the gaslight above his head made his hair shine.

Katherine sat bewildered. ‘How long can I stay at the house?’ she asked quietly.

A slight smile lifted Mr Cannon’s thin mouth. ‘Mr Gerald Brown, the deceased’s younger brother, has kindly offered to let you stay in his employment. As you know he has taken over the business and the house. Unfortunately you will have to leave the house if you do not wish to work with him.’

Katherine didn’t need to be told who Gerald was. She didn’t want to work with him or for him. As soon as she received the solicitor’s letter telling her she would have to leave her home she knew it was Gerald who had told Mr Cannon about her and Edwin’s ‘arrangement’. When she’d confronted Gerald about it he had told her to see Mr Cannon.

Much to Edwin’s dismay she could never see eye to eye with his brother. Gerald couldn’t wait to get his hands on Edwin’s estate. He was a waster and a womaniser. What could she do? She had Joseph to think of.

Mr Cannon continued. ‘I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I do have to ask rather . . .’ he hesitated, ‘shall we say rather difficult questions. You do understand I am only acting on Mr Gerald Brown’s behalf. Were you married to the late Mr Edwin Brown?’

Katherine shook her head. ‘No.’

‘But your name is Brown?’

She crumpled the black lace gloves nestling in her lap, then painstakingly smoothed them out again. She looked up. ‘No. I was only known as Mrs Brown when we opened the restaurant. We met on the ship when we both came back to England from Australia in 1900.’

‘Twelve years ago. You’ve done extremely well in that time.’

‘We both worked very hard. When we opened the restaurant it seemed easier at the time to answer anyone, staff and customers,  who called me Mrs Brown. But I didn’t expect him to die and not leave a will. He was only fifty-eight. I’ve worked hard helping him, now I’ve got nothing to . . .’ Tears tumbled from her eyes and plopped down on to her hands. She took a spotless white handkerchief from her small black brocade drawstring bag and dabbed at her eyes. ‘What’s going to happen to me and my son?’

Mr Cannon sat back and put his fingertips together. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs . . . er, er, Brown, but I must ask, is the boy Mr Brown’s?’

Katherine shook her head. ‘No, he’s my husband’s. You see as far as I know Mr Carter is still alive, and I’m still married to him.’ Did he need to know all this? And did all solicitors ask such impertinent questions?

Mr Cannon was visibly shocked. ‘Don’t you know?’

Again she shook her head. ‘He stayed in Australia.’

‘I see. Does your son know about this?’

Katherine nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘Did he call the late Mr Brown Papa?’

‘No. He always addressed him as Grandpa. Edwin was very good to Joseph, making sure he had a good education. They were very fond of each other, and Edwin was like a father to me.’

‘Is your son’s name Carter?’

‘Yes.’

‘Didn’t that cause complications?’

‘No. I never explained it to anyone, we didn’t see that it was anyone else’s business.’

‘I see,’ Mr Cannon repeated. He wrote something on a piece of paper in front of him.

Katherine’s mind was in turmoil. What if there was a will, where would Edwin have hidden it? She must begin looking before Gerald moved in. Gerald - his name made her cringe. Edwin was always so good to him and told her many times that if she had been free he would have liked to see her wed to his  brother. Katherine knew Gerald was devious. She had to get home, get to Edwin’s room before Gerald.

‘Is that all?’ she asked eventually.

‘I’m afraid so.’

She stood up. She had to go, get out of here. She was filled with panic. What was she going to do for money? How would they survive? ‘Excuse me, Mr Cannon. Will Gerald Brown pay for Edwin’s funeral?’

‘Of course, it will come out of the estate.’

‘Thank you.’

‘I will see you in church on Friday,’ he sighed. ‘It will be a very sad and painful occasion for you and your son. Mr Brown will be sadly missed.’ He held open the door and she swept past him, her long expensive black mourning gown rustling as she moved.

 



Katherine stood at the front door of their house, which overlooked Green Park. She loved this part of London. This was the home she and Edwin had shared for ten of the twelve years she had known him. Their house, with furnishings she had chosen. It wasn’t overlarge, but it had a garden and a stable. It had been a happy place with plenty of laughter. Now she was about to lose it. Edwin had been a good man and she had been very fond of him, but even he never thought he would go so soon or so quick. As she opened the front door, Joseph came out of the drawing room.

‘Uncle Gerald’s been here.’ Joseph was a tall slim lad who looked older than his twelve years. He seemed upset, and Katherine’s heart was full of love for him.

‘Did he say what he wanted?’

‘He went into Grandpa’s study.’

Panic again surged in Katherine, but she knew she had to act calmly to hide her fear from her son. She moved across the hall  and stood in front of the large ornate mirror, the dust dancing where it was caught in the beams of bright sunlight. She removed the hatpins that secured her large-brimmed black hat and, carefully taking it off, placed it on the small green brocade chair that stood next to the hall stand. She gently ran her fingers up the back of her chignon. Her deep red hair blowing in the wind while she was being seasick was what Edwin said he had first noticed about her.

‘What did Gerald have to say?’ she asked, looking at her son in the mirror. She smoothed down the folds of her gown over her small waist; she was still very shapely.

‘Uncle Gerald wanted to know if we were going to stay here. What did he mean? Are we leaving here, Mama?’ Joseph, fairer than his mother, looked at her, his pale blue-green eyes full of sadness and bewilderment.

Katherine turned to face him. ‘I’m afraid so.’ She hadn’t wanted to upset her son, so when she received the letter she went to see Edwin’s solicitor to make sure she hadn’t been told a lie.

‘But this is our house.’ Joseph’s voice was full of pain.

‘It was.’

‘But where will we go? This has always been our home.’ Frustration began to fill his flushed face.

‘Yes I know, but it belongs to Gerald now.’

‘But why? He didn’t live here with us.’ His voice had a slight tremor.

‘I know. It’s a long story, I’ll tell you all about it one day.’

Joseph looked upset. ‘I don’t understand. Why can’t we stay here and live with Uncle Gerald?’

‘I’m afraid that isn’t possible.’ Katherine bent down and hugged him to her.

‘Where will we go?’ he asked again, freeing himself from her.

‘I don’t know,’ she said out loud. Then to herself added: ‘I only wish I did.’

Katherine closed the door and looked round Edwin’s study. It was warm and manly. The smell of his expensive cigar smoke hung in the air. She opened the drawers in the desk and sorted through the papers. There was nothing she didn’t know about. She sat in his armchair and studied the room. Where would he hide a document like a will? And would he have any reason to hide anything from her or any member of the household?

Perhaps Gerald had got here f irst . . .

Katherine put her head in her hands and wept. She wept for Edwin, Joseph and herself. What would happen to them now? She brushed the tears from her cheek and let a smile lift her sad face as her thoughts drifted to when she first met Edwin.

 



She had been leaning over the side of the ship being very seasick. She felt terrible. Every wave sent her hanging over the rail, her red hair blowing wild in the wind, and her body rejecting everything. They had only left Darwin a day ago; there were six months of this ahead of her. She let out a long groan and slumped to the deck.

‘Can I help you?’

Katherine looked up at the friendly face. ‘Only if you can make the ship keep still.’

The man smiled and sat beside her. He was tall and well-built with a shock of uncontrollable light brown hair. White lines caused through screwing up his blue eyes against the Australian sun appeared whenever he looked serious. ‘I’m sorry I can’t do that. Would you like me to help you back to your cabin?’

She shook her head. ‘No thank you, that only makes me feel worse.’

‘Would you like me to get you a drink of water or something?’

‘Please.’

‘The name’s Edwin, Edwin Brown,’ he said when he returned and handed her a glass of water.

‘Pleased to meet you. I’m Katherine Carter.’ She held out her hand.

‘You’re English.’

She nodded. ‘So are you.’

During the long months that followed Katherine learnt that it wasn’t only the sea that was making her sick, she was also expecting a baby.

She and Edwin became close friends. He told her he was going back home to England to start a business. He had made a little money in Australia but felt a longing to return home.

‘It’s a young man’s country, new and exciting,’ he had said. ‘Full of opportunities for the young.’

‘But you’re not old.’

‘I’m forty-six.’

She didn’t have an answer to that as in another twenty years, when she reached his age, she too would be considered old.

‘Also,’ continued Edwin, ‘I recently heard my mother has passed away and I have a young brother that I feel needs looking after.’

‘I’m sorry. How old is your brother?’

‘Gerald’s twenty-five,’ Edwin laughed. ‘I know that’s not young, but Gerald has always been Mother’s baby, and in her eyes he could do no wrong, and I’m afraid now, well, who knows . . .?’

He was a year younger than Katherine. She remembered thinking to herself that he sounded a bit of a weed.

‘What line of business are you considering going into?’ she had asked, changing the subject.

‘I rather fancy opening a restaurant. In a classy place somewhere.’

‘Did your family have a restaurant?’

‘Good heavens no. My father worked on the railway. He died when I was on my way to Australia ten years ago. I would have  liked to come back right away, but Mother insisted I stay. My wife, whom I met in Australia, died in childbirth two years ago. The baby died too.’

‘I’m so very sorry,’ said Katherine. ‘Do you have any other children?’

‘No.’ He smiled as if trying to blot out a painful memory. ‘So you see now, well, I feel I should go back. What about you? Are you going back to your family?’

‘No.’ Katherine was definite about that. If her parents did take her back, which she very much doubted, she would be the laughing stock of the village they lived in. Those women would never leave their husbands. That part of her life was a closed book.

 



Katherine sighed and, leaving Edwin’s armchair, moved over to the window. ‘You were my family, dear, dear Edwin. What will I do without you?’

 



All the while they stood at the graveside Katherine could feel Gerald’s dark smouldering eyes on her, boring into her. She put a protective arm round her son’s shoulders. Joseph had taken Edwin’s death very hard, and now that they had to move, it was all proving too much for him.

Gerald thanked the vicar and the assembled guests began to slowly move away. They were going to the restaurant. The restaurant she and Edwin had built up. Katherine had told Gerald she didn’t want to go, but he had insisted. He came towards her and took hold of her arm forcefully.

Bending his head towards her he said in a hushed tone, ‘I’ve arranged for the carriage to be at your disposal until the end of the month.’ He stopped and gave a fellow mourner a nod and a brief smile, then added, ‘He will take you and the boy to wherever you wish.’

She looked at him. He was thirty-seven, tall and slim, always well-dressed and very good-looking. Edwin had found him a good position in one of their suppliers’ offices. He had never married but there were plenty of young women who would gladly grant him any favours, and he wasn’t above boasting about his latest conquest.

‘You are being a very silly woman, you know. You could always come and work for me, and you and Joseph could stay on at the house. He doesn’t want to move.’

She quickly looked up. ‘What have you said to Joseph?’

‘Nothing.’ He bent his head closer. ‘We could be partners in more ways than one.’

Katherine didn’t answer. He was still holding her arm tightly; as they moved across the uneven ground, she stumbled and trod on his foot. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said smiling and without sounding remorseful. Under his fixed smile she saw him grimace.

‘You know we could be very good together.’

Brushing his arm away she stopped. She knew the time had come to make a stand. She turned and faced him, and said rather loudly, ‘Gerald, I don’t know what sort of woman you take me for. I was very fond of your brother. Although we lived in the same house we never married. We never shared the same bed or even the same room. He was like a father to me, we were never lovers.’

Gerald looked about him, clearly agitated. ‘Katherine, for God’s sake keep your voice down,’ he hissed.

‘So you see I would never work or live with you, as I haven’t the same respect for you as I did for Edwin.’

The people within earshot had stopped to listen. There were many raised eyebrows as well as intrigue and amusement on some of the men’s faces, but the women looked shocked and were shaking their heads in disgust.

‘Come along, Joseph, we have to go.’ She began to move away.

Joseph looked at Gerald with blind hate as his mother ushered him to the waiting carriage. In so many ways Katherine could see herself in him - she couldn’t hide her feelings either.

 



When they arrived home Katherine was still angry. She told Joseph to go to his room to make a start collecting all he wanted to take with him. He was not happy about leaving.

‘I always thought Uncle Gerald liked you.’

‘He probably does in his own way, but he still wants the house.’

Joseph stomped up the stairs. Katherine was beginning to worry - was he going to be difficult?

She sat in the drawing room looking out over the garden. The daffodils were still tight buds waiting to burst open. Soon they would be producing their annual display, then everything would look fresh and green. The garden would be a blaze of colour but she wouldn’t be here to see it.

Tears ran down her cheeks. She loved this house and the thought of leaving it filled her with dismay. How would she manage? Where would they go? Edwin had been a wonderful person and partner. If only he’d made a will. Had he made a will? Katherine knew he would have made sure she’d have been well provided for if he’d had the chance, but his death had been very sudden. Surely she was entitled to something after all she’d put into the business. But not if Gerald could see a way of getting his greedy hands on all they’d worked for. Her thoughts went to Edwin and when after all those months at sea they’d finally arrived back in England.

 



By the time the ship had docked at Tilbury, Edwin Brown knew a lot about Katherine. How she had come from a well-to-do family in the north and was engaged to a Mr Thomas Carter. She was very young when she married, and soon after, her husband  had been offered a good post in Australia. He took the job but Katherine had hated the heat and the flies and she had never felt well. She never told Edwin till much later in their relationship that most of her illness was the result of many miscarriages brought about by her husband’s violence. It was after one particularly bad time, when she feared for her life, that she knew she had to return to England. Mr Carter refused to let her take their son, Robert, with her. Katherine spent many months torn between her sanity, health and her beloved boy.

When Robert was eight years old Mr Carter sent him to a boarding school many miles away, and Katherine knew she wouldn’t see much of him from then, so after a great deal of soul-searching, she left. Although she had two sisters she could never go back home, the family would never accept her. She had married well and no woman left her husband for something so trivial. After all, she had promised to love, honour and obey, and like all good women, that had to be until death parted them.

It was when they arrived in England that Edwin offered her a home. By this time she had become very fond of him. Two months later her second son, Joseph, was born.

Soon after Edwin opened a small teashop, Katherine found she had a gift for cooking. The business had grown, and they moved into larger premises near to Green Park and opened the restaurant. Afternoon tea was always accompanied by a small trio playing in the background, and the beautiful chandeliers and tall potted palms all added to the grandeur.

 



Katherine sighed. What was she going to do now? Gerald hadn’t mentioned money. Where would she go? If the worst came to the worst at least she had fine clothes and jewellery to sell. She stood up. Once again she was in charge of her destiny, and if she could travel halfway across the world on her own, she would get  through this. But although Edwin had helped mould her into an astute businesswoman, she was twelve years older now, and with a son to bring up alone.




Chapter 2

Katherine walked into the large kitchen. ‘Dolly,’ she called out.

A short, grey-haired, plump and jolly-looking woman came bustling out of the larder. Katherine could see she’d been crying.

She sniffed. ‘I’m sorry Miss Katherine.’ She took a handkerchief from her white apron pocket and dabbed at her eyes.

‘I understand how you feel. Losing Edwin has been very painful.’

‘It ain’t only that,’ sniffed Dolly. ‘It’s the thought of you and the lad going.’

‘I know. I feel very upset about it.’

Katherine and Edwin hadn’t believed in their staff at home being formal, and had encouraged them to call them by their first names, much to the dismay of Gerald and some of their friends and acquaintances.

When they first came to the house Dolly Webb and her husband told Katherine they thought it odd. But after a short while they found that they had never been happier in all their years in service. Dolly was their cook and general cleaner, her husband, Tom, a quiet, tall, thin man, their gardener and handyman, who also looked after the horse and carriage. They didn’t have any children and lived over the stable. They were almost part of the family, joining in at Christmas and birthday parties. Katherine had always looked on Dolly as a lovely elderly aunt who showed her many short cuts in the art of preparing food and cooking.

‘Where’re you gonner live?’ asked Dolly.

‘I don’t know. I have a little money, but it won’t last for ever.’

‘What about the lad’s school?’

Katherine shrugged her shoulders. ‘I don’t know. I can’t afford to send him any more.’ She pulled a chair out from under the large deal table which dominated the warm friendly kitchen and sat down.

Dolly began to get angry. ‘Watched him grow up, I have, he’s a lovely boy.’

‘Yes, I’m very lucky.’

‘I reckon it’s a disgrace that young Mr Gerald turning you out like this.’ Dolly pulled out another chair and sat opposite Katherine.

‘He isn’t exactly turning me out, it’s my decision to go. Besides, Mr Edwin didn’t leave him any option.’

Dolly shook her head. ‘He went so quick. I’m sure he would have provided for you if he’d known. Treated you like a daughter, he did.’

‘I know.’ Katherine sighed.

‘You won’t consider staying on at the restaurant then?’

‘No, Gerald and I could never see eye to eye.’

‘I’m gonner miss our little chats and laughs. We’ve had a few in here when we’ve been trying out new dishes.’

Katherine smiled. ‘And we’ve had a few disasters.’

Dolly laughed. ‘Yer, but it’s been good fun. It won’t be the . . .’ There was a sob in her voice. She quickly rose and walked out of the kitchen, dabbing her eyes on the bottom of her apron as she went.

Katherine followed her and put her arm round her shoulders. ‘Come on now, Dolly, promise me no more tears.’ Katherine hugged her close. She too felt tears stinging her eyes.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Dolly. ‘But we’ve got on so well together, always felt like one big family.’

‘Yes I know, but that’s all over now. I’m going to have to  look for somewhere suitable to rent.’

‘Any idea where to start?’

‘No. It can’t be too expensive. I might even have to go over the water.’ She smiled. ‘Mr Edwin and I lived south of the river for a short while when we came back from Australia.’

‘My young sister lives over there by the docks. Rovverhithe. Do you know it?’

‘No, I can’t say I do, we lived at Kennington.’

Dolly pushed past Katherine’s boxes lining the hall ready for her move. She suddenly took hold of her arm. ‘I know I shouldn’t say this, but if you ever get settled and wants someone to, you know, do for you, you know where to find me.’

‘I would love that, but at the moment I couldn’t afford you, even if I did manage to find somewhere large enough.’

‘Would work for you for nothing.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t let you.’

‘Well, just you wait and see. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, I can’t see you down for long.’

Joseph descended the stairs, his face set in anger.

‘Joseph, what’s bothering you?’

‘This.’ He waved his hands at the boxes. ‘I don’t want to move away from here.’

‘You’re not the only one, but we don’t have a lot of choice, do we?’

‘You could go and work for Uncle Gerald. He said we could stay here then.’

‘He’s been here to see you?’ Alarm bells rang in Katherine’s head. Was Gerald trying to get round him?

‘Yes. D’you know he’s thinking of getting one of these new motor cars. He’s going to take me round the show rooms to see them.’

Dolly took a sharp breath.

Katherine quickly looked at her.

‘He said I could sit in it. Mama, it’s going to be such fun. Please let us stay.’

‘Joseph, I don’t want to work for Gerald, and I certainly don’t want to live in this house with him.’ Gerald had been getting at her son. He knew his weakness and was playing on it to get at her.

‘Why not?’ Joseph began to kick his toe against the bottom stair.

‘Please stop that.’ Katherine tried to keep her voice under control. She could see Joseph wasn’t to be reasoned with. ‘Come along, you’d better come with me.’

‘I’ll tell Tom to get the carriage ready,’ said Dolly, quickly moving away.

 



Katherine called at a few houses she knew might be available, but at the moment the rents were way out of her price range. Was that because she was well-dressed and arriving in a carriage? People got a false idea of her wealth and quoted prices accordingly? She knew what little money she did have wouldn’t last very long if she had to pay a high rent. Should she bury her pride and go and work for Gerald? That at least would keep Joseph and Dolly happy.

The carriage was halted when they turned into Whitehall, police everywhere. A column of women came down the road singing and waving banners. They were wearing green, purple and white sashes.

‘Who are they, Mama?’ asked Joseph.

‘Suffragettes.’

‘What are they doing?’

‘They are women who are fighting for their rights.’

Joseph wasn’t listening as he excitedly gathered leaflets that were thrown through the open window. Katherine picked one up. It told of future meetings. In many ways she would have liked to  join them. She too had rights that were worth fighting for.

It was a lovely day, and after Tom had battled with the traffic and abuse from drivers of the motors and omnibuses, he suggested they take a turn along the river.

As they approached, Joseph eagerly rose to his feet and put his head out of the window. ‘Tom, please stop,’ he called.

He jumped out. ‘This is a wonderful sight. I wish I’d brought my sketchbook with me.’ Joseph loved drawing.

Katherine too left the carriage and watched the boats on the busy Thames that glistened in the afternoon sunlight. Large and small ships used the waterway to ply their trade. Long lines of barges tied together were strung out like a necklace, those very low in the water probably loaded with coal and pig iron. They all appeared to move effortlessly, up and down, back and forth. It was very calming and peaceful. The suffragettes were still on Katherine’s mind. She shuddered. She admired these women: you had to be very dedicated to risk imprisonment and go on hunger strike.

‘Look at those sails,’ said Joseph, breaking into his mother’s thoughts. ‘Could we go over there?’ He was pointing to the other side of the river at a ship with its tall majestic sails gently moving in the slight breeze.

‘I don’t know, I don’t know my way around that part.’

‘Oh please. They look so lovely.’

‘No I’m sorry, Joseph, I have far more important things to do. Besides, Dolly will be waiting to get our tea.’ Katherine smiled up at Tom. ‘And Tom will be wanting to get back as well.’

Tom nodded and although he too had a general air of sadness, managed to smile back. ‘Only when you’re ready, Miss Katherine.’

As they made their way home Joseph said, ‘When I sit in the kitchen Dolly often tells me about her sister who lives over by the docks.’

Katherine looked surprised. ‘You never told me that.’

‘Didn’t see any point. I would love to see the docks. Her brother-in-law’s name’s Charlie and he’s a docker. He loads and unloads the ships. It sounds very exciting, and I bet he’s a nice man.’

Katherine grinned. From what she’d seen and heard of dockers she wasn’t so sure ‘nice’ was quite the right word to use.

 



For days she searched for suitable rooms, having lowered her sights from a house, but all the while getting more and more frustrated and worried. Everything she found in her price range was either a dark and dismal basement, or rooms in a house with many other people that was noisy and didn’t look very clean.

Gerald continually returned to the house enquiring how long would it be before she left.

‘You have another week before I move in,’ he told her on his most recent visit. ‘I hope you have found somewhere by then - that’s if you really wish to leave.’

After he went Katherine sat and stared out of the window. What was going to happen to them? Where could she go?

‘Do you and young Joseph want tea in the drawing room for a change?’ asked Dolly interrupting her thoughts.

Katherine nodded.

‘Not had any luck then, with the rooms, that is?’

‘No. I don’t know what I’m going to do.’

‘Tom said you’ve started looking a bit further afield.’

‘Yes, I can’t afford any of the fancy rents some of these people are asking.’

‘Can’t say we’re looking forward to Mr Gerald moving in. He’s already talking about changing things.’

Katherine didn’t reply. She didn’t want to know. It was all too painful.

Dolly plonked herself on the window seat next to Katherine.  ‘Look, I know it ain’t none of my business, and you can tell me to shut it if you like.’ She took Katherine’s hand. ‘I was telling me sister all about this ’ere carrying on with Mr Gerald when we went over to see her last Sunday - she rents out a room, you know. Her place ain’t as posh as this but she’s clean.’ Dolly straightened her shoulders. ‘Which is more than can be said for a lot of ’em round there. Well, to cut a long story short she said you could stay there till you got yourself sorted.’

‘That’s very kind of her, but I don’t know.’

‘Her last lodger’s just left. Nice young man. Gorn to work abroad somewhere, so she said.’

‘But what about her husband and children?’

‘Charlie don’t mind. It helps out with the rent when there ain’t a ship in, ’cos he only gets paid when he works. He’s a stevedore.’

‘I thought Joseph said he was a docker.’

Dolly took a quick intake of breath. ‘Don’t let Charlie hear you say that. You see, stevedores are the skilled ones. They load and unload the boats, making sure it’s right. Wouldn’t do to have the boat lopsided now, would it?’

Katherine shook her head.

Dolly continued, ‘Milly’s only got the boy at home now, young Ted - he’s apprenticed to the barrel-makers - named after our dad he was. Her girl, Olive’s, married. Her and Ernie, that’s her husband, don’t live all that far away. She’s just found out she’s expecting,’ whispered Dolly. ‘Nice kids the pair of ’em. It’ll seem funny our Milly being a granny.’

Katherine didn’t want to offend Dolly, but she hadn’t envisaged living near the docks. The other side of the water didn’t hold any enthusiasm for her. ‘Won’t I look a bit overdressed round that way?’

Dolly looked her up and down. ‘Yer I suppose you would. But once Milly’s told everybody your hard-luck story they won’t worry what you look like. ’Sides, you could even send young  Joseph to school over there. They only charge a penny a week.’

It seemed as if Katherine’s plight had been well and truly discussed.

‘Anyway give it some thought. If you like, Tom’ll take you both over in the morning.’ Dolly looked down at her hands. ‘If Mr Gerald gets one of these newfangled motor things what’s gonner happen to Tom?’

‘Tom?’ repeated Katherine.

‘Yer. If he gets rid of the horse, what will Tom do? He can’t drive one of those things.’

Katherine couldn’t answer. She had been so worried about her plight she hadn’t thought anyone else might be affected by these changes.

‘Miss Katherine, I hope you don’t mind, but I did tell our Milly you might be over.’

‘But I—’

‘Don’t worry about it now. I’ll bring in the tea.’

Dolly left Katherine bewildered. Should she go and stay with Dolly’s sister? It would only be temporarily till she found something more suitable. But Rotherhithe . . . Perhaps tomorrow she would ask Tom to take her there, just to have a chat to Milly. After all, it wouldn’t do any harm, and besides, she didn’t have a lot of choice. She only had a week to come to a decision. Either she stayed here and lived with Gerald - she shuddered at the thought - or tried to make a new life for herself and Joseph. But what about Dolly and Tom? What was their future?

 



The next morning Katherine was toying with the idea about going to Rotherhithe when she heard Gerald downstairs.

‘Katherine my dear,’ he said as she walked down the wide staircase. ‘I was just coming up to see you. Could we go into the drawing room? I have a proposition to put to you.’

‘I’ll ask Dolly to bring in some tea.’

‘No, leave that till later. Wait till you’ve heard what I have to say first.’

Katherine followed him into the drawing room and sat in an armchair.

‘I know you don’t like me - you’ve always made that perfectly clear - though I can’t think why.’

Katherine quickly glanced at him.

‘Oh yes,’ he smiled. ‘There was that Christmas when I tried to, as you called it, seduce you. It was only a Christmas kiss.’

Katherine drew herself up with indignation. ‘A Christmas kiss? You tried to get your hand down the bodice of my gown.’

‘Well I’d had a few drinks. Besides, no one noticed.’

‘I noticed.’

‘I always thought you were wasted on Edwin. You could have a far more exciting life with me.’

‘Don’t you dare take dear Edwin’s name in vain. He was a good man.’

‘Good yes, but boring with it.’

‘I’m not going to stay here and listen to you insult Edwin.’ She stood up.

‘Please, Katherine, sit down. You see I know how much you will hate leaving this house, so what I suggest is that you stay.’

‘Why? What do you want in return?’ she asked sharply.

‘I need a hostess. I’ve found that now I am in charge of the restaurant I have many invitations, and a lovely woman at my side would be such an advantage.’

‘I would have thought you could have any woman you want.’

‘Yes, but I need an intelligent one, one who can hold a conversation.’

‘I will not stay here just to be your, your . . .’

Gerald threw his head back and laughed very loudly. ‘Good God, woman, I am not asking you to come to some of the places I frequent, just the odd Masonic do and parties I have to attend,  and of course you will be here to entertain my guests. In return I will give you an allowance, buy you a new gown when you require one and you can stay and live in the custom you have become used to.’

‘Sir, I will not be humiliated. I will not be treated like a child. Given an allowance indeed!’

Gerald stood up and walked to the window. He stared out and said in a low voice, ‘Why not? I have felt humiliated ever since you and Edwin returned from Australia. I have always been given an allowance.’

‘Yes, because you couldn’t look after yourself.’

‘That’s all changed now. I’m in charge of a very good business.’

‘Yes, but for how long will it be a good business?’

‘You will see. I intend to turn over a new leaf, for my late brother’s sake, and I would like you to be at my side to enjoy some of the fruits of his and your labour.’ He came and knelt in front of Katherine and took hold of her hand. ‘Joseph can stay on at school. Please, Katherine, stay, for young Joseph’s sake as well as your own.’

‘Please, Gerald, get up.’ She sat for a while in silence. She had to think about Joseph. ‘At this moment I don’t know. Will you require me at the restaurant?’

He stood up. ‘No, the chef seems to be managing without you, or me for that matter.’

‘Where will you live?’

‘I shall be moving into this house.’

Katherine flinched.

‘Don’t worry I’ll be over the other side, well away from your room.’

Katherine’s mind was churning over. What choice did she have? ‘I don’t know. I am still in mourning.’

‘Yes, yes, I know all about that but it won’t last for ever.’

‘I will have to think about it.’

‘Very well, you have till the end of the week.’ He gently kissed her cheek. ‘Remember, till the end of the week.’

As he closed the door behind him Katherine sat thinking. Had she misjudged him? He was younger than Edwin and Edwin had given him everything he wanted, he had also paid off a lot of Gerald’s gambling and drinking debts. Katherine had never told Gerald she knew about that. That was another thing that had turned her against him. They worked hard while Gerald spent hard. Could he have changed? Perhaps he had, now he was in charge of the business.

As she climbed back upstairs, Joseph, who had had a change of heart, becoming very excited at the thought of going to see Ted and Charlie whom he had heard so much about, followed her into her bedroom.

‘I’m taking my sketchbook. Dolly said to ask Charlie to take me to the docks.’ He sat on his mother’s bed.

‘Don’t expect him to take you right away, he has to go to work.’ Katherine began searching her wardrobe for something suitable to wear. It had to be black, of course, but most of her clothes seemed much too grand for Rotherhithe. ‘Besides we’re only going over to see Milly and the room, and if I don’t like it - well, we won’t stay.’ She wouldn’t mention Gerald had asked her to remain there.

‘Will I have to sleep in your room?’

‘I don’t know, we will just have to wait and see.’ Katherine finally chose a simple black cotton gown and removed the fancy collar.

‘Well, I can tell Milly about what I want to do when we get there.’ It seemed Joseph had already made up his mind. She smiled to herself. He changed his allegiance almost daily. Wait till he sees what it’s like in the dock area, she thought. He might change his mind again.

‘Dolly, are you sure your sister won’t mind us turning up unannounced?’ Katherine asked as they made their way outside.

‘Course not. ’Sides, I told her you might be over if you can’t find anything.’

Katherine wondered what else this family had planned for her as Tom helped her into the carriage.

‘Young Milly loves it when we goes over to see her. This outfit always causes a stir when we ride up Croft Street,’ he said, then added sadly, ‘Mind you, I don’t know for how much longer I’ll be in charge of it.’

‘Don’t worry Miss Katherine with our troubles. She’s got enough problems of her own,’ said Dolly, handing Katherine a small brown paper parcel. ‘Tell Milly we’ll see her the end of the month. That’s just a bit of knitting I’ve done for Olive’s baby,’ she said, gently patting the parcel.

Katherine smiled and sat back. She felt strange. All these people relied on her decision. What should she do? She had had this feeling when she went to Australia, and again when she returned to England. Was this to be the beginning of another new journey?

She took hold of Joseph’s hand as the carriage began to move away.

‘Don’t, Mama,’ he said sheepishly, pulling away.

Katherine knew he was trying to grow up. But she needed his warmth and comfort. He had a huge grin on his face. To him this was the start of a great new adventure.




Chapter 3

Tom was right, their carriage did cause a stir when they crossed the Thames and approached Rotherhithe. Much to Joseph’s amusement children ran beside them shouting.

‘Scram,’ shouted Tom as he cracked his whip high above their heads.

They didn’t take any notice and continued laughing and running.

‘Look, Mama,’ said Joseph excitedly, twisting back and forth. ‘They’ve forgotten to put their shoes on.’

‘This is a very poor area. I don’t suppose they have any. Shoes come after food.’

Joseph looked shocked. ‘They look very dirty and scruffy.’ In his sheltered life he’d never come across poverty. This was a lesson he hadn’t learnt at school. He sat back with a worried look on his face. ‘Mama, are we going to have to live here because we’re poor?’

‘Not really, it’s just that I have to watch my pennies now.’

‘If we get ever so poor, will I have to go without shoes?’ Joseph sat back, his brow puckered.

‘Goodness me, I hope not.’ Katherine began to wonder if it had been such a good idea bringing him here.

Tom turned into Croft Street with its row of back-to-back terraced houses. As soon as he stopped Milly came racing out of her house and stood at the side of the carriage as Tom jumped down and opened the door for Katherine.

‘Been looking out the window then, gel?’ Tom said to his  sister-in-law. ‘Milly, this is Miss Katherine what we told you about.’

Katherine wondered how Milly knew they were coming on this particular day.

Milly curtsied. ‘Pleased to meet you I’m sure.’ She held out a thin bony red hand. ‘I was dusting the front room when I saw you. Don’t get many posh carriages down this street.’

Katherine grinned. ‘And I’m pleased to meet you. I’m sorry we couldn’t let you know we were coming, but Dolly said it would be all right. I hope we’re not putting you out.’

Milly blushed. ‘No, course not. I’ve been hoping you’d come. And this must be young Master Joseph. How do you do?’

Milly, a thin, wiry woman, wore her naturally curly brown hair twisted into a bun at the nape of her neck, though many strands had escaped the pins. Her pale blue eyes darted nervously about. She was a lot younger than Dolly, but it was hard to guess her age. Katherine thought she could be about thirty-eight, the same as herself. Milly ran her hands down the front of her spotless white overall.

Tom burst out laughing. ‘Good Gawd, Milly, they ain’t royalty. They’re just Miss Katherine and—Oh never mind. Got the kettle on?’

Milly gave him a filthy look. ‘Yes, course. This way.’

Tom adjusted the nosebag he’d put on the horse and stepped aside to let Milly lead them into the house.

Katherine noted that in a few windows the lace curtains were quickly pulled into place.

Joseph was studying Milly’s feet. He seemed almost relieved that she was wearing shoes.

They followed Milly down the passage with the faint smell of lavender polish filling their nostrils. Small hand-made scatter rugs at the foot of the stairs and at the door of what Katherine guessed was the front room, rested on the shiny brown lino.

When Milly pushed open the kitchen door the warm friendly aroma of baking filled the air.

‘Please sit down.’ Milly pulled a chair out from under the table.

‘I hope we’re not putting you out,’ said Katherine.

‘No, no, not at all.’ Every word was carefully chosen, and said slowly. ‘I’ll see to the tea.’ Milly took one of the kettles from off the hob and went off into the scullery.

Katherine sat and took in her surroundings. The kitchen was of modest size but very clean and tidy. The table where she sat dominated the centre of the room and was covered with a plum-coloured chenille cloth that almost reached the floor. An empty cut-glass bowl stood in the middle. Two wooden armchairs either side of the fireplace had comfortable cushions and headrests, neat and very colourful, which Katherine assumed must have been embroidered by Milly. Above the well-black-leaded cooking range was a large mirror, and the mantelpiece was full of china and brass knick knacks. The hearth had been whitened and the brass fender shone. One side of the fireplace was taken up with a huge dresser with plates and dishes tastefully arranged.

Milly returned with a tray. Pretty cups and saucers and a plate of biscuits were neatly laid out.

‘This is all very nice,’ said Katherine, trying to hide the surprise in her voice.

‘Milly always likes to do things right, don’t yer, love?’ said Tom.

Milly beamed as a slight flush crept up her face. ‘Oh go on with you, Tom. Mind you, I do try. That’s till Charlie gets in.’

Katherine was smiling from one to the other till her face hurt. What was wrong with Charlie? she wanted to ask. Did he beat Milly? She knew all about that. Was he a drunk? Did she want to be here?

‘Charlie’s all right,’ said Milly quickly. ‘It’s just that when he’s  working on lampblack he gets in a bit of a state, but he can’t help it.’ She turned to Katherine. ‘He’s a stevedore, and if a ship comes in that’s carrying lampblack he gets filfy, and we don’t have a barfroom, so if the public barfs is shut the tin barf has to come in and sometimes he makes a bit of a mess - but I only let ’im do it in the scullery.’ The words tumbled out.

Katherine quickly glanced at Joseph. His eyes were like saucers. She could almost see his mind turning over. This conversation was like nothing he had ever heard before. There would be a hundred and one questions to answer later.

‘If you’ve finished your tea perhaps you would like to see your room?’

Katherine was stunned. They all assumed she would be moving here. She was being rushed into things. Was this where she wanted to live? ‘Well, yes, that’s if it isn’t any trouble,’ she replied politely.

Milly’s face was filled with a smile. ‘It ain’t no trouble, and I’ll be that pleased to have you here. Ain’t had a real lady living here before.’

‘But I’m not . . .’

‘Take a look upstairs ’fore you makes up yer mind,’ said Tom.

Katherine and Joseph duly mounted the stairs behind Milly. At the top Milly flung open a door. ‘This could be your room.’

Katherine stepped in and held her breath. The lace curtain at the long sash window was gently swaying in the slight breeze. The room was bright and airy. She moved to the window. Below was a tiny yard like all the others in the row. Every house had a scullery attached to the back looking like a large carbuncle, and a smaller building that was back-to-back with next door, and which Katherine guessed was the lavatory. She turned. There was a large mahogany wardrobe whose full-length mirror reflected the room. The matching dressing table with pretty lace doilies set out on top had long spindly legs and a green velvet stool  pushed under. The bed had a spotlessly white folkweave bedcover thrown over.

‘This is a lovely room,’ said Katherine, genuinely impressed.

Milly beamed with pride. ‘Don’t get all me nice bits out when I’ve got blokes in. Never take in any riffraff, mind. Wouldn’t let to dockers or the like, let Mrs Harris across the road ’ave them. Most of me good stuff was our mum’s. Dolly only wanted a few small bits as her and Tom’s always been in service, so I was lucky enough to get it. Lovely ain’t it?’ Milly gently ran her hand over the dressing table. ‘Won’t let any of the blokes smoke up ’ere just in case they leave burn holes on it.’

‘It is very nice. Do you and Charlie have . . .?’

Milly laughed. ‘Na. Wouldn’t let him near anything good. He’s a bit like our Ted, clumsy.’

Katherine was getting a little worried about Charlie; now there was Ted as well.

‘The lad can sleep in with Ted,’ said Milly, gaining confidence. ‘This is his room.’ She moved out and pushed open another door.

The difference was dramatic, and Katherine could feel Joseph reel back. It smelt of stale tobacco, clothes were strewn over a chair, and odd pieces of woodwork were on the table, but despite that, Katherine could see it was clean.

‘My Ted might be clumsy with his feet but he’s good with his hands and he enjoys making things, and drawing.’

Katherine noted Joseph suddenly take an interest.

‘Takes after his granddad. Ted’s apprenticed to a barrel-maker round in the Old Kent Road,’ said Milly proudly.

‘You only have the two children?’

Milly smiled. ‘Yes. Me daughter,’ she shuffled Joseph down the stairs and whispered over her shoulder, ‘she’s expecting.’

‘When’s the baby due?’

‘End of September. It’ll be lovely being a grandma.’

Katherine was beginning to warm to this family. In many  ways it would be good to live with a woman who, like Dolly, made her main pleasure in life looking after people.

‘Shall we go down? That’s me and Charlie’s room,’ said Milly, walking past the last door upstairs.

‘Well, Miss Katherine,’ said Tom when they returned to the kitchen. ‘What d’yer think? I know it ain’t like the place you live in, but our Milly’s a good ’en. She’s clean, and she’ll look after you.’

Katherine didn’t know what to say. The thought of no bathroom was one of the drawbacks. ‘What kind of rent did you have in mind?’ she asked tentatively.

Milly looked embarrassed. ‘Well, I usually charge me other lodgers five bob a week, that’s if that’s all right with you. That’ll be for the both of you,’ she added quickly.

Katherine looked across at Joseph. He was unusually quiet. She tried to read his mind but his face was blank.

‘That will of course include all your food,’ said Milly. ‘I do charge a bit more for washing, but if you’re here you might want to do your own.’

Katherine was amazed. She could manage that for many weeks to come. ‘Well, Joseph, what do you think?’

He looked downcast. ‘Don’t know.’

‘We’ve got to live somewhere, and perhaps Charlie could take you to the docks.’

‘Don’t know if I want to sleep in Ted’s room.’

‘Well, you can’t sleep in with your mother,’ said Milly sounding more confident.

‘What about schools?’ asked Katherine.

‘There’s one not too far away,’ came the quick reply. ‘My Ted went there.’

‘I don’t want to go to school round here,’ Joseph mumbled while playing with his fingers.

‘Joseph, that’s not nice,’ said Katherine.

He looked from one to the other then lowered his gaze, his face full of pain.

‘What about another cup of tea?’ asked Tom, trying to ease the situation.

Milly jumped up. ‘I’ll put a drop of water on these leaves.’

‘Milly, I’m afraid I will have to look for work,’ Katherine said quickly.

Joseph’s head shot up.

‘We can’t live for ever on what I’ve got,’ she added before there were too many questions.

‘Let’s see. We’ve got the biscuit factory. My Charlie will know more about that.’ She took the kettle, whose lid was bobbing up and down, from off the top of the range and filled the teapot.

There were many things Katherine wanted to know, but at the moment she didn’t want to show too much enthusiasm just in case somewhere better to live came up. But would it in just a week? Then there was still Gerald’s offer to consider.

‘If I decided to move in, would it be convenient say, Friday?’

‘Could come tomorrow if yer like,’ said Milly.

‘I do have rather a lot of boxes.’

‘Not to worry, we can stack ’em in the front room for now.’

Milly appeared to have all the answers.

‘I know you’ll be happy here,’ said Tom.

Katherine finished her tea and stood up. ‘Well, we had better get going.’ She held out her hand. ‘Thank you, Milly.’

Milly smiled a broad smile that filled her face. ‘Wait till the neighbours round here find out I’ve got a lady living in. Old Ma Harris will go green with envy.’

Katherine also smiled, but it was false. She didn’t fancy being the subject of local gossip.

 



Although Katherine tried hard to make conversation with Joseph on the way home, he remained quiet.

‘Well,’ said Dolly, as they walked in, ‘you gonner move in with our Milly?’

‘I really don’t have a lot of choice, do I?’ Katherine stood and watched Joseph run up the stairs.

Dolly looked a little put out at that remark. ‘I know it ain’t like this place, but at least she’ll look after you.’

‘Sorry, Dolly. Yes, I know she will, but after having my own home, I’m not sure I want to share someone else’s.’

Dolly straightened her shoulders. ‘Well, as you said, you don’t have a lot of choice at the moment.’

‘No, I know.’ Katherine removed her hat. ‘I’d love a cup of tea.’

‘I’ll bring it into the drawing room,’ Dolly said coldly.

Katherine sat staring out of the window. She should go and talk to Joseph, but at the moment she just wanted to be alone and wallow in self-pity. She wanted to cry, but knew that wouldn’t help the situation. She had to be positive. Why is it when you think your life is all mapped out, something happens to turn it all about again?

There was a slight tap on the door and Dolly walked in carrying a tray. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Katherine, if I got a bit . . . well, you know. It’s just that I don’t like to see you down, and I know our Milly will make you very welcome.’

‘I know. If I do go I’ll have to leave some boxes here. Perhaps when you come to see Milly you could bring them with you.’

‘Course we will. That’s if Mr Gerald will still let us have some time off, and lets us use the carriage. I always feel ever so grand when we go over in it.’ Dolly fiddled with her fingers. ‘I only hope he lets Tom stay on if he does get a motor thingy.’

‘But he’ll still have the garden and the odd jobs.’
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