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About the Book


When Leonie Dransfield’s husband loses everything in the Great Depression, she is forced to get a job to put food on their table.  But Steve resents his wife’s success and, trapped in a loveless marriage, Leonie is drawn into the arms of another man. . .


On discovering she is pregnant, Leonie knows her duty lies with her husband and children, though when Amy is born she brings joy to them all.  Then the Second World War leads to Amy’s evacuation and, as the bombs fall on Liverpool, her family must find the strength to survive. . .



CHAPTER ONE



Summer 1929

LEONIE DRANSFIELD HAD UNDRESSED for bed. Feeling confused and worried, she was sitting in front of her dressing table watching Steve, her husband, in her mirror. His movements were slow and awkward and it took him a long time to unstrap his false leg and take it off.

Without it, he needed his crutches to move about and he kept them propped against the side of their bed. He let his false leg clatter to the floor and heaved himself between the sheets; even now she had to look away from that bare stump.

During the war, Steve had fought in the trenches and been horribly injured in the winter of 1917. His left leg had had to be amputated above the knee, and though his other wounds had eventually healed, scars had been left not only on his body but on his mind.

She’d noticed he’d been upset and grumpy over the last few days. He’d said he wasn’t well, that he was plagued by one of his migraines, but now he’d admitted that he’d had this bad news and hadn’t been able to tell her. That made it sound very bad indeed.

She felt anxiety stir within her. ‘What d’you mean, bad news?’

‘You know I’ve sold two shops.’ Steve had inherited a leading antiques business from his family. ‘You know the business went down in the war and that it’s never really recovered.’

‘Of course I know the shops have been sold.’ Leonie was impatient, afraid something terrible had happened. ‘You said the money would be a nice little nest egg, it would provide a cushion in bad times and a comfort in our old age, but really we need it now to put food on the table and fuel in the grate. What have you done with it? I thought you intended to hand it over to Hawkes and Harmsworth to invest.’

The stockbrokers Hawkes and Harmsworth had served the Dransfield family well over the last fifty years. They still looked after the remnants of the wealth they’d made in antiques.

‘I tried something new. I went to a different firm.’

‘For heaven’s sake! What on earth made you do that?’ Leonie’s heart plummeted. They were desperate for more income. That was why he’d sold the shops in the first place. Surely he hadn’t lost all that money? She could hardly sit still.

Steve groaned. ‘William Hawkes is so old-fashioned. He puts me into companies that don’t earn much interest.’

She leapt up to open the bedroom window. ‘He’s honest, Steve. Yes, he may be conservative, but he’s always been mindful of your interests and doesn’t take unnecessary risks with your money.’

‘I did it for you and the children.’

‘What?’ Leonie could no longer bite back her anger. ‘The last thing I wanted was for you to take risks. You must know that.’

‘I’m sorry. We needed more money. I thought I could get it. You know I’ve lost my health and strength, I can’t work like a normal man.’

Leonie seethed, everything always came back to that.

She couldn’t help bursting out at him, ‘You were greedy. So not only is there no interest, but the capital has gone too?’

‘It wasn’t my fault. It was out-and-out fraud. They were gangsters, out to do me. I’ve been worried stiff this past week.’

‘Steve, surely you knew there were fraudsters out there who would cheat you if you gave them half a chance? You knew you could trust William Hawkes. I can’t believe you’ve done this.’

Steve looked contrite.

‘Have you reported it to the police?’

‘Yes, but I don’t think anything will come of it. They didn’t hold out much hope of my getting it back.’

‘What’s done is done,’ she said with the resignation she’d learned from married life.

He was only forty-six but he was gauntly thin with rounded shoulders and sparse mouse-brown hair that was greying. Pain and disappointment had dogged him since the last war. He looked old for his years and she felt full of pity for him, but he didn’t want pity. There was nothing he resented more.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Don’t go on at me, Leonie, I can’t stand that. I know I made a mistake and I truly wish I’d stayed with William Hawkes.’

She could see tears welling in his eyes and looked away. She mustn’t say any more, he was given to bouts of depression and she didn’t want to make matters worse. He knew well enough he’d been a fool. ‘If it’s gone, it’s better to put it out of your mind.’

‘But I can’t. What are we going to do for money? Our income is going down all the time and we’ve got two children to bring up.’

‘We’ll manage somehow,’ Leonie said, giving her darkblond hair a perfunctory brushing – a token of her normal routine. ‘We’ll manage,’ she repeated. ‘We always have.’

She glanced at herself in the mirror and sighed. Worried eyes stared back at her.

Was her fringe and shoulder-length bob getting a bit girlish for her at thirty-six? She wished she had lustrous curls like her children but they’d inherited those from Steve, though his brown hair was anything but lustrous now. Her hair was almost straight with just enough bend in it to frame her face. At one time, Steve used to say it suited her like this.

Leonie got into bed beside him but she couldn’t get to sleep. To be defrauded out of the money they’d been relying on brought them to crisis point.

Leonie had been orphaned at seven years of age and brought up by her Great-Aunt Felicity, who had managed on a small income through thrift and self-sufficiency and using her common sense. Leonie had been brought up to do the same and it was these skills that had helped them survive so far. Steve, on the other hand, had been born to a family that had never gone short. He’d been used to spending money freely and having the best of everything.

When Leonie had become engaged to Steven Dransfield, her Aunt Felicity had said, ‘How fortunate you are, to be marrying into a family like the Dransfields. You’ll never want for anything.’ Leonie had been of the same opinion and had enjoyed every comfort money could buy during the first few years of her marriage. But the war had changed everything and Aunt Felicity had been proved very wrong.

Leonie knew well enough how they’d managed so far. Steve’s only brother Raymond had been killed at Mons and Steve had inherited all his family’s wealth. First and foremost was the house they lived in, it had been the Dransfield family home and very comfortable in its day. In addition, he’d received the business that had earned a good living for the family over several generations. As they’d been antique dealers, they’d kept the pieces they’d admired most to furnish it, so he’d inherited many valuable objects too. Most of these he’d already sold into the trade because he owned the shops where the value of antiques and fine art could easily be realised.

Steve had been a boarder at a public school and though his children weren’t having that luxury, they were at fee-paying day schools. His mother’s jewellery was the first thing he’d sold to meet that expense.

When they’d had a plumbing problem, Steve had taken an eighteenth-century French ormolu mantel clock to the shop. When a tree had blown down in a gale and taken a few slates off the roof, he’d taken the George III silver tea and coffee service to pay the bill.

Leonie tossed and turned in bed, wondering how on earth they would manage now.


CHAPTER TWO



LEONIE AND STEVE HAD been married just before the Great War began. At that time his parents had been alive and so had his brother. Leonie felt full of love for Steve and knew he felt the same way about her. She expected marriage to transform her life. She’d looked forward to being a good wife and taking care of Steve and the home he’d rented for them. They’d both hoped that, in time, they’d have a family of their own.

Steve had been working for his father in the family antiques business which had been started by his great-grandfather in the last century. At the time, they’d been running an auction house and they owned four shops. The flagship of the business was in central Liverpool.

The family lived in some style on the Esplanade at New Ferry, in a spacious single-storey house they called Mersey Reach, built to their own specifications about the middle of Queen Victoria’s reign. It had been designed with many Georgian features, and had six bedrooms, a music room, a garden of two acres and accommodation for live-in staff in the cellar. It was in a very convenient position being within easy walking distance of the ferry terminus to Liverpool.

At the beginning of the war Steve hadn’t wanted to join up, he’d just wanted to get on with his life and stay with Leonie, their future had looked rosy. He’d had to struggle with his conscience, believing he should do his bit but his father had persuaded him not to, saying he needed him in the business. When the avalanche of volunteers dried up in 1916, conscription came in and he’d had to go.

The war had marred everything and brought unexpected hardships. Leonie felt it had torn them apart. Left on her own, she gave up the tenancy of the house Steve had rented on their marriage and returned to live with her Aunt Felicity because she was now in her eighties and in failing health. There was little food to be had in the shops and it was rising rapidly in price. By the time Miles, their first child, was born in 1917, Steve was fighting in the trenches in France.

Miles was a Dransfield family name and Steve’s choice. He was a lovely strong baby with a lot of dark hair that had a reddish tinge. His face was round and rarely without a smile and he slept all night from an early age.

Leonie was kept busy caring for her baby and her aunt and looking after the house. Every evening when both were settled for the night she wrote to Steve, and his regular letters gave point to her day.

Then suddenly his letters stopped coming. Leonie tried to believe it was a problem with the post and that several would come together. The empty days stretched on until she was almost out of her mind with worry.

It was over a month before she heard that he’d been injured on the Somme and repatriated to a hospital near London. Her first feelings were of utter relief. He was alive and that was all that mattered.

When she went down to see him, she was shocked to find him in pain and looking so ill. He had been caught in shellfire which had killed three men and injured two others. He had abdominal injuries caused by flying debris, as well as major injuries to his leg which had meant amputation.

His doctors told Leonie they saw no reason why he shouldn’t make a good recovery and cope with his disability. He spent almost a year in different hospitals before being sent to Woodley Grange, a mansion near Chester that had been converted to provide rehabilitation and convalescence for injured soldiers. He was near enough for Leonie to visit him often, and though his doctors continued to talk hopefully of his recovery, he’d begun to lose heart.

Steve’s parents, Edward and Isobel, were worried about him too and they did their best to help her. Edward hired a carriage to drive Leonie to and from the train station and Isobel liked to have charge of the baby. But only a few months later she began to complain of feeling unwell. Nothing seemed to help and eventually she was diagnosed with stomach cancer. It was a terrible shock to them all.

There were other problems too. The Dransfields had always employed a cook and a housemaid, but they both gave notice in the same month. The war had resulted in a dearth of domestic help as munitions factories were advertising for workers and paying higher wages for shorter hours. Leonie found them a woman who would come on three mornings a week to do the rough work but it wasn’t enough. Edward did what he could but Leonie had to go in every day to help with the cooking. With Miles and Aunt Felicity to take care of too, they were both finding it exhausting.

One day Edward and Isobel suggested she move in with them and take over the running of the family home. It seemed the only logical course. Leonie was fond of her in-laws and they got on well together.

Great-Aunt Felicity was moved into a room with a lovely view over the river, but she survived there for only another six weeks. Leonie cared for her and sat with her when she was dying and found it emotionally exhausting. Steve’s mother was failing too. She spent the last months of her life when the weather was fine on a day bed in the summer house.

When Isobel passed away in her sleep one night, Leonie was grief-stricken and she and her father-in-law comforted each other as best they could.

Edward was coming up to retirement age but carried on working because a lot of his staff had joined up, but in truth, there was less work to do, the business was suffering.

Leonie longed for the end of the war but focused her mind on visiting Steve in Woodley Grange, her daily chores and caring for Edward and her little son. Miles was thriving, a happy little boy who brought great pleasure to them both and made them hope for a better future.

When the war ended, the War Office granted Steve a pension of £1. 10/- per week and Leonie brought him home to Mersey Reach to join the family. By the end of 1919 he’d recovered enough to return to work to become one of their buyers. It entailed a lot of travelling and attending auctions to buy good-quality antiques to stock their shops and both Leonie and Edward noticed he found the work tiring.

The only good thing that happened in the family in the aftermath of war was that Leonie gave birth to a daughter. They called her June and she brought comfort to Steve and his father. She was a pretty baby with fair hair and big round blue eyes and both Edward and Steve loved to sit and hold her in their arms. Leonie blessed the fact that there was a family business to support them and devoted herself to the children and the running of the house.

They’d always held their auctions in a hall that was leasehold and in 1924 the lease came up for renewal. Edward deliberated for a long time about whether he should renew it and in the end decided not to because the rent was being put up to what he considered was an exorbitant level. It upset him to see the family business going downhill.

One lunchtime, Steve argued with his father about the value of a grandfather clock he’d bought at auction. Edward said he’d paid too much for it and Steve blamed him for the deteriorating profits in the business. The argument developed into a huge row. When the shouting died down, Leonie took a tea tray into the conservatory where she knew Edward was reading. It shocked her to see his eyes swimming with tears and she sank down in the chair beside him.

‘He doesn’t mean to upset you, Edward. Deep down Steve probably knows you are right, but he can’t control these terrible moods he has.’

‘He certainly can’t. He said some terrible things.’

‘You must forgive him. There are times when he hardly knows what he’s saying. I think it’s frustration that he can’t pull his weight. He wants to take his rightful place in the business but he can’t. He can’t get over what the war did to him.’

Edward took her hand in his and squeezed it. ‘He’s lucky to have married a strong woman like you.’

‘I don’t feel strong, just sorry that things have turned out like this for us all.’

‘You are strong, Leonie, and very patient too, and you’re going to need all the strength you have. I find Steve hard to cope with now and I’m afraid that in time you may too.’

‘No.’ She smiled. ‘He’s my husband.’

His hand, distorted with the swollen joints of old age, patted hers. ‘He’s not the husband you married. Steve needs you. If ever you left him—’

‘I won’t, I love him.’

‘I love him too but . . . Promise me, Leonie,’ he said, ‘that you’ll never give up on him. Promise me you’ll never leave him.’

‘I won’t, Edward. I promise.’

He patted her hand again. ‘Thank you.’

‘I won’t give up on you either. What about having this tea now?’

For the first time in three generations the family felt short of money.

Steve had been brought up to believe that when his father retired, the job of running the family business would be his, but he was worried that his father thought he was not up to it. Edward knew the time had come for him to make a decision, and he finally concluded that for the sake of the business, his wisest choice would be to promote George Courtney as manager. George was a distant relative, considerably older than Steve, and had been working in the business for ten years in a senior position.

Steve was expecting it, Edward had talked it over with him, but it made him resentful and more frustrated than ever.

Without the daily trip to the shop, Edward seemed to lose all purpose in life and began to fade away. One morning when Steve looked in on his father before going to work he found him asleep. He was still in bed at lunchtime. Leonie heated some soup and took it up for him but she couldn’t persuade him to eat much of it. She’d thought he was dozing again when suddenly he jerked into a sitting position. ‘Open the gates,’ he commanded in a more imperious voice than she’d ever heard him use before. He closed his eyes and dropped back against his pillows. It took her a long moment to realise he was dead.

Leonie could hardly get her breath. She’d failed to understand how close to death Edward had been and that shocked and upset her. With shaking fingers she covered Edward’s face with his sheet, pulled herself upright and went to phone for the doctor, blessing the fact one had been recently installed. She was still trembling when Steve came home.

She didn’t realise how deeply affected Steve was by the death of his father and neither did his doctor. He became completely wrapped up in his own difficulties and left the day-to-day running of the family and the home to her, and the responsibilities of the business to others.

He’d missed several opportunities to buy stock for the shops and George had felt compelled to find somebody else to do his job. After that, Steve only went near the business when he felt like it.

As the years went by he seemed to withdraw from Leonie and no longer wanted to join in family activities. He had good days and bad, but his black moods made him flare up at everybody and the children got on his nerves. She blessed the fact that their bungalow was large and substantially built, so the children’s noise didn’t carry to his study, but all the same it became a struggle to cope.

The children were growing up and finding their own friends. She’d always thought the name Miles a bit formal for a small boy and when he started school and she heard his friends calling him Milo, she thought it suited him better. Only his father persisted in calling him Miles.

Routine maintenance on the house had long since ceased. It had not been repainted for eleven years and was beginning to look shabby. There was a Victorian conservatory between the large drawing room and the music room. The roof was a dome of glass but the walls were brick and windowless. It caught the afternoon sun and Edward had grown hothouse flowers there, but now the glass panes leaked.

The garden was no longer magnificent. Once there had been a full-time gardener and a boy to look after it, now they had an old man who came for a few hours a week in the summer to cut the grass nearest to the house. The children played in the summer house and Leonie occasionally sat there if she had time on a sunny afternoon. She’d dug over a plot and was growing vegetables to save money. That still left a large area that had reverted to field where Milo played football.

Recently, George had suggested they sell two of the shops as they were finding it hard to buy in enough good-quality antiques to stock four outlets. The business was still turning over a small profit but it was largely being eaten up by running expenses. Fewer shops would increase the profitability of the remaining, and as they owned the freehold to all them, it would release capital for them to live on.

It had seemed a good idea at the time, but now the knowledge that Steve had been defrauded of the money made Leonie toss and turn for hours. There was nothing else for it, she’d have to earn money to add to their income. She would have to learn to stand on her own feet. If she didn’t, life was going to be desperately hard for them all.


CHAPTER THREE



BY THE TIME THE ALARM went the next morning, Leonie was in a heavy sleep, but she had to get the children up for school and make them breakfast. Steve didn’t get up with them on school mornings because the noise and the rushing about gave him a headache.

Today, she made boiled eggs with toast and a pot of tea for the children and herself. She was pleased to see them come silently to the table dressed in their school uniforms.

They went to different schools although both caught the same bus. Milo’s school was further on than June’s and he’d been going on his own for some time before she started. In order to save the cost of her own bus fare, Leonie soon gave him the responsibility of seeing June got off at the right stop.

Steve’s daily copy of The Times was delivered to a box at the back gate. June had taken on the job of collecting it and running back with it for her father, before she went to catch the bus.

When Leonie waved them off at the back door and there was peace in the house again, she poured herself a second cup of tea and set about preparing the same breakfast for Steve. She set his breakfast tray and took it to the bedroom. As always, he’d put on his bedside light to read his newspaper. Usually he was still half asleep but this morning he looked agitated.

‘This is terrible,’ he told her. ‘I told you last night we’d lost a lot of money but this is an absolute calamity. This on top of everything else will ruin me.’ He was sitting bolt upright. When she tried to settle his breakfast tray across his knees he waved it away.

‘Look at this.’ He pushed the newspaper across the bed towards her.

With sinking heart she asked, ‘What’s happened?’

‘There’s been a financial slump in America.’ He spoke rapidly. ‘People are throwing themselves out of skyscrapers in New York because they’ve lost all their money on the stock market.’

Leonie wasn’t sure how that affected them. New York seemed a long way away. ‘You might as well eat your breakfast while it’s hot.’

‘Don’t you understand what I’m saying? The London stock market has crashed too. Last night’s prices are printed here and it looks as though I’ve lost a packet. I must get up and phone William Hawkes.’

‘He won’t be at his desk this early. Eat your breakfast.’

‘He’ll probably have been in his office all night.’ He swung away on his crutches to do it.

Leonie picked up the newspaper and sat down to read.

Steve soon came back and slumped on the bed. ‘You’re right, he’s not in his office.’ Leonie lifted his breakfast tray across his legs. He looked fraught. ‘What are we going to do now? As if we haven’t got enough trouble without this. I’ve probably lost the last few pounds Dad left me.’

Leonie sighed. ‘I wouldn’t worry about losing all the money. You’ll still have the shares, they’ll just be worth less and you’ll still get the same dividends.’

‘I doubt that when shareholders are committing suicide in New York.’

‘Yes, but it says in the paper that those people were borrowing money to buy shares because the market was going up and up. They were greedy, expecting to make a fortune, but instead the market has collapsed and their shares are worth less than the amount they borrowed to buy them. You haven’t done anything like that.’

‘But they’ll certainly be worth less than they were last week.’

‘Yes.’ She frowned. ‘I couldn’t get to sleep last night. I spent the time pondering what I could do to earn some money. We aren’t going to have enough to live on.’

He was irritable. ‘You don’t need to tell me that!’

‘I thought I might set myself up as a dressmaker.’

‘What d’you mean?’ He was full of suspicion. In Steve’s family the women didn’t work.

‘I could make clothes for other people – anybody who’ll pay me for doing it.’

‘I can’t let you do that.’ He was horrified.

‘I enjoy sewing, you know I do, and I’ve always made my own clothes and those for the children. It seems sensible to use the skills I have. I already have a large sewing room to work in and Aunt Felicity’s treadle machine, and there’s plenty more space in the house if I should need it.’

‘You’ll never earn enough to make it worthwhile.’ He screwed up his face, showing his abhorrence.

‘It’ll take me time to build it up but I love fashion and Aunt Felicity earned her living that way.’ Steve had rather looked down on her for doing that. ‘She taught me a lot about the trade. I think it’s my best bet.’

‘Leonie, nobody has much money to spend on clothes these days. You’ll hardly earn anything. I could try going back to work. George will find me a job in the office if I ask him.’

Leonie turned to stare out through the big Victorian bay window and across the Mersey estuary. This morning it looked grey and misty but it was always busy with small coasters bustling up and down, each with thick black smoke pouring from its funnel. And of course there were the ferry boats crisscrossing the river, but unfortunately for Steve, the service no longer came to New Ferry.

In 1922, the same severe gale that had blown down a tree in their garden had caused a steamer to run into the end of the pier. It did so much damage that the pier had had to be demolished and the ferry service closed, thus bringing to an end the pleasant and convenient way of travelling to Liverpool that Steve’s forebears had enjoyed.

The parade of shops leading down to the pier lost much of their custom and the post office closed, turning the district into an increasingly shabby backwater. The middle-class merchants who had once occupied the neighbouring large houses had moved to other districts. Some of the houses had been split up and were now occupied by more than one family.

That and the coming of the motor car had put out of business the commercial stable that had once plied for trade almost at their back gate. Steve had never owned a car or learned to drive. There was a good bus service into town but it was an eight- or ten-minute walk to the bus stop on the New Chester Road and Steve could not walk far. It was hardly practical for him to think of going back to work, especially as it was some years since he’d done so. Leonie was afraid he’d do again what he’d done so often in the past. He’d take on a job with good intentions but a morning would come when he’d feel unwell and just stay in bed.

Leonie made up her mind. Whatever Steve thought of the idea, she intended to try dressmaking. She would advertise in the local paper, put cards in nearby newsagents’ windows and put a notice on the back gate inviting would-be customers to the door to ring the bell.

She set about reorganising her sewing room and found it exciting to have something different in her life. She went out and bought a new oil heater because it would be cold to sew in there in the winter. They were reduced to one coal fire in the dining room which had come to be used as a general living room.

Steve couldn’t eat his breakfast. He slid the tray over to Leonie’s side of the bed and stared out of the window at the view he’d known since childhood. Those had been sunlit years for him and his family, but the war had changed all that.

He was fated. No matter how hard he tried, everything went wrong. Everybody gave up on him. Dad had decided George Courtney was a better man to run the firm, and now Leonie was going to take over as the family breadwinner. He felt reduced to nothing. He was superfluous here; he wished he’d been killed in France, at least they’d remember him as a hero.

His eye was caught by a coaster chugging upriver, leaving a trail of smoke. The Mersey tide was full in and slapping against the wall of the Esplanade; he never tired of watching life out there. He craned his neck to see the two old ships moored permanently in the Sloyne, an area of deep water just to the right of their window.

The Conway was a handsome nineteenth-century black and white wooden ship that had started life as HMS Nile and was now a school for training officers for the merchant navy. The other, the Indefatigable, was an iron ship, now a school for training the orphans of seamen for a life before the mast. Nothing much seemed to be happening on either of them at the moment.

As Steve saw it, life was hell and set to get worse, they were going to be as poor as church mice. He should be thankful he still had Leonie. At least she still loved him, even though everybody else had given up on him.

Over supper that evening, it brought him more pain to hear her talk of plans to add to the family income. He thought it highly unlikely she’d earn much, particularly as she’d started by buying a new oil heater.

‘That’s an unnecessary expense,’ he told her. ‘There’s an oil heater in the old servants’ quarters in the cellar that you could have used.’

Milo looked up from his mutton chop. ‘Is there? If Mum doesn’t need it, I’d like to take it to the summer house. Can I have it, Pa?’

‘No,’ Steve retorted. ‘It’s too dangerous. You’ll set the place on fire and burn it down.’

At twelve, Milo was growing up and becoming more independent. Steve had objected to his friends coming to the house, saying they were too noisy and he couldn’t get his rest. Some of the boys were scared of him because he would burst into the playroom and scold them when their noise level lifted high enough for him to hear it. Milo had argued with him, saying it was just good-humoured chatting. As a result, he’d asked his mother if he could take over the old summer house that nobody used now.

‘A good idea,’ she’d said. She’d thought they wouldn’t annoy Steve out there in the fresh air.

Milo and his friends had begun to use it as a club room, but it did annoy Steve, he’d see the boys coming and going through the window of his study. ‘They disturb me,’ he’d complained.

‘Dad, can we move it further from the house?’

‘No, it’s far too old. It was my mother’s, your grandmother’s. She liked to sit out there on sunny days.’

‘It was meant to move, wasn’t it?’

‘No, only round to catch the sun.’

‘I could ask Duggie’s father to come and see if he thinks it’s possible to move it. If we set it against the wall by the back gate, Pa, you wouldn’t see or hear anything.’

‘You’ll never manage it,’ he said contemptuously and returned to his study.

Leonie believed in letting children attempt what they thought they could achieve, and as Steve hadn’t actually forbidden it, when Milo had appealed to her for permission she said, ‘You can try if you wish, but you mustn’t churn up the garden and there must be nothing left on the lawn near the house.’

Milo brought two adults, a father and an older brother to give their opinion. They thought moving it would be possible, the wood had been treated with ship’s varnish and was still in good condition, but they would need to take it apart into manageable pieces. Leonie persuaded Steve to give his permission and it took three weekends. Milo rounded up almost every boy in the neighbourhood to help and they all seemed to enjoy doing it.

Somewhere along the line it was decided that the open front of the summer house should be turned against the eight-foot garden wall and bonded to it. There were windows on both sides, one of which was turned into a half-glassed door that became the entrance. The boys loved it. Milo reckoned it was better than the scout hut and it was marvellous to have the use of it for himself and his friends.

They had played there throughout the summer and Steve had not been disturbed. The weather was getting cooler now and when Milo asked to use the oil heater, Leonie said to Steve, ‘I think we should allow it, providing Milo promises to abide by certain rules.’

‘Oh, I do, Mum. I promise I’ll take great care. Being able to use the heater will be marvellous over the winter. The last thing I want is to burn the summer house down.’

The next morning, Milo carried the heater up to the summer house and Leonie positioned it against the brick wall. She impressed on Milo that he alone must be responsible for lighting it and turning it out every night.

She showed him how to manage it and checked that he could. ‘This old summer house will go up like a tinder box if it catches fire but I think you’re old enough to take responsibility for your own safety and that of your friends.’

‘I am, Mum. I promise I’ll be very careful.’

‘Don’t forget,’ she warned, ‘at the first sign of fire, get everybody out as fast as you can.’

Customers started to come in response to Leonie’s advertisements. She enjoyed sewing for them. It brought purpose to her life.

She was sewing one day when she heard the phone ring. ‘My name is Elaine Clifford,’ an attractive, husky voice told her. ‘I’ve designed three summer dresses and made paper patterns so that a home dressmaker could make them. I need to test my work by having them made up in some cheap material. It’s sort of experimental. Would you be interested in doing that for me?’

‘That sounds intriguing,’ Leonie said. ‘Yes, I’m very interested.’

‘Good. When can I come round to see you?’

‘This afternoon or tomorrow. What time would suit you?’

Elaine Clifford gave a hoot of pleasure. ‘This afternoon, say three o’clock. Is that all right?’

‘That would be excellent,’ Leonie replied and spent the intervening time wondering about her. She sounded young and enthusiastic.

When Leonie answered the ring of the doorbell shortly after three, she found a smartly dressed young lady on the step. Elaine Clifford looked elegant in navy blue and white. Her clothes looked expensive. Leonie knew she could not reproduce clothes like that.

‘Come to my sewing room,’ she said, leading the way.

Leonie had rearranged her room and put a chair each side of a table where she could spread out her patterns and fabrics to show customers. ‘Take a seat,’ she said.

Elaine took off her coat and hat, and Leonie hung it on the peg on the door and hooked her hat on top. Elaine had thick, dark shiny hair and friendly dark eyes. She sat down and opened her case to spread her sketches and paper patterns across the table for Leonie to see.

‘Before I was married,’ she said, ‘I worked in the fashion department of George Henry Lee’s and I loved it.’ Leonie nodded. It was one of Liverpool’s more expensive department stores, too expensive for her.

‘I gave up to get married and that’s long enough ago for me to feel the need for more to fill my days. They sell lovely clothes. Very fashionable clothes.’

Leonie could see she was ambitious. ‘The height of fashion.’

‘Yes, well, I’m hoping to make a new career designing clothes and selling paper patterns of them to the trade. There are several large firms who sell patterns for dressmakers.’

‘Yes, I sent for those three heavy pattern catalogues so my customers can choose what they want.’ Leonie pointed them out on a shelf.

‘I’m hoping to sell my designs to one of them,’ Elaine said. ‘I understand some of their designers are freelance. And I’ve noticed magazines quite often give away free paper patterns.’

‘They probably get them from the big companies.’

‘Well, what I want to do is to check my designs. I want you to cut out the garments and run them up in cheap material. I have to be sure my patterns work and that they are simple enough for the home dressmaker to follow.’

‘I’ll be glad to do that.’ She’d enjoy doing it, it was something different. Leonie pulled the first of Elaine’s designs towards her and studied it. ‘This is quite complicated – a sophisticated design. It would take some degree of skill to make it up.’

‘Could you do it?’

‘Yes.’ She looked up and smiled. ‘I could but I’ve always done a lot of sewing. What sort of material would you recommend it be made up in?’

‘Something soft like chiffon, delicate, sheer and filmy silk.’

‘There’s no cheap cloth like that. Muslin might work. You need a material that would drape.’

‘Do you think it’s too complicated? That I’m wasting my time?’

‘No, I like it. There’s one company that specialises in sophisticated patterns so they might like it too. What size have you made the patterns?’ She unfolded the tissue paper to see the shapes.

‘Thirty-four bust, twenty-six waist. I want my dresses to look their best, so I think of fairly slim women.’ Elaine was tall and slimmer than that but Leonie could see she was at least a decade younger than her. ‘I’ll have to work out the measurements for every size but I thought I’d find out if any adjustments to the basic shape were needed first. I’ve got a simpler design here and it would look good in cotton.’

‘Yes, I could make this one up in cheap cotton for you.’ She got up to find a dress length in the pile of fabrics she was building up. ‘Do you see it in this?’

‘Yes, it would look good in that.’

‘Then I’ll start with these two. The size is right for me and I could make them fit me. I need some summer dresses. I’ll pay for the cloth if you’ll let me keep them.’

‘That’s kind of you. If these look as good as I hope when they’re made up,’ Elaine said, ‘I’ll start measuring out patterns in every size.’

She had a friendly, outgoing personality, and they shared a keen interest in the latest fashions. Leone felt she might have found a friend. Running the dressmaking business gave her a life of her own and it made her feel better, more confident and less affected by Steve’s low moods.


CHAPTER FOUR



LEONIE HAD BEEN DOING her dressmaking for more than a year and was delighted at her growing list of clients and the money it brought in. But she found Steve was beginning to follow her round the house, often coming to her sewing room to demand her attention. He didn’t like her having a fuller and more interesting life in which he could play no part. In particular he seemed to resent her growing friendship with Elaine. She had sold several of her designs and had seen one bought specially to give away with a magazine. ‘That woman’s here by the minute,’ Steve complained, though Elaine was always friendly and polite towards him.

One evening, a client arrived late for a fitting and Leonie was late getting their supper on the table. Steve ate in cold, brooding silence so that even the children noticed he was in a bad mood. Milo tried to help his mother but he heaped too much praise on the rather ordinary casserole that had been cooking all afternoon.

After they’d eaten, the children washed up and Milo made coffee for them. Steve began to grumble about women coming to the house for fittings.

‘You know I’m not well,’ he complained. ‘How do you expect me to rest when there are strange women ringing the doorbell and tramping through the house at all times of the day?’

‘I always answer the door,’ Leonie replied quickly. But her sewing room was further from the front door than his study and they had to walk past his door to reach it. She’d known for months that he found that an irritation.

Things came to a head one afternoon when Elaine was with her. She was full of enthusiasm and had come with two new designs for summer dresses, together with their paper patterns.

‘I love these,’ Leonie said. ‘They’ve really got a modern look.’

‘I’m dying to know if they’ll work out.’

Leonie got out a well-tried stock pattern of her own for comparison and frowned. ‘I think this one may need further adjustment on the shoulders.’ Concentrating hard, they worked together on the measurements until the middle of the afternoon, by which time Leonie felt she was flagging. ‘What about a cup of tea?’ she suggested.

Elaine was still bubbling with energy. ‘I’m thrilled with what we’ve done, and yes, I’d love a cuppa.’

Together they went to the kitchen to make it. Steve had had a bad headache that morning and stayed in bed until lunchtime. Leonie took a cup of tea and a slice of cake along to his study for him.

The kitchen was a vast bare room, a place for hired staff to work. It had changed little since the bungalow had been built and wasn’t a comfortable place. As their work was spread over her sewing-room table, she took the tea tray into what had once been a formal dining room, but since they’d lost the live-in servants it was used as their living room.

‘Gosh,’ Elaine said. ‘I’ve never seen so many large pictures in one room. I can hardly see the wallpaper.’ They were all of early steamships and most were pictured at the height of a great storm. They were darkened with age, all in ornate gilt frames.

‘Does Steve collect them?’

‘No, his father collected them, but Steve’s fond of them. They’re all over the house. Unfortunately they aren’t popular these days and Steve doesn’t think they’re worth much.’ He’d talked of getting George down to give his opinion but had never got round to it. ‘Grandpa loved his pictures and maritime history was one of his hobbies.’

They were drinking their tea at the huge mahogany dining table and laughing over a story Elaine was recounting when Steve stormed in, his face flushed with anger.

‘Leonie, do you have to make so much noise? It’s bad enough when your customers are ringing the doorbell and tramping to your sewing room, but now you’re spreading them all over the house.’

‘Elaine isn’t a customer,’ she said sharply. ‘She’s my friend.’ She was angry with him for pretending not to recognise her. She’d taken Elaine to his study to introduce her and he’d seen her about the place several times since.

‘You knew I was having a bad turn,’ he complained, ‘and I can’t stand noise when I’m not well. You woke me up.’

‘You were awake when I took your tea in.’

There was an awkward silence.

‘I’m sorry.’ Elaine stood up abruptly. ‘I’ll go.’

‘There’s little point in rushing away now I’m awake. The damage has been done.’

‘I need to go anyway,’ Elaine said mildly. ‘My husband will be home soon.’

‘I’ll see you out.’ Leonie got to her feet. She was angry and felt she had to get away from Steve for a few minutes to calm down. It was always a mistake to take offence at what he said or did. It could put him in a bad mood for the rest of the day.

‘He’d try the patience of a saint,’ Elaine sympathised once they were out of earshot. ‘It must make things very hard for you.’

‘Let’s go for a little walk,’ Leonie said, leading her out through the front door. They set off along the Esplanade. ‘Steve resents me having anybody to the house,’ she explained. ‘I’ve been thinking for some time that I’ll have to rent a workroom and keep my customers out of his way. The business is thriving and I love the work. Everything is fine but that. He knows we need the money but it’s as though if he can’t work, he doesn’t want me to.’

Elaine squeezed her arm. ‘That’s the answer, isn’t it, a workroom quite separate from your home. Are you making enough to afford the rent?’

‘I am,’ Leonie said, ‘but I’d rather work at home and spend it on things we need. It isn’t as though there’s any shortage of space.’

‘Bite the bullet and go as soon as you can,’ Elaine advised, ‘if that’s the only way to stop Steve griping at you.’ She pondered for a moment. ‘Look, I need your practical experience if I’m ever to get my designs off the ground. We could do this together, couldn’t we? Let me help you find a workroom.’

That comforted Leonie. It would be easier if she could talk things through first and have Elaine’s opinion. ‘That makes sense,’ she said, ‘though I have other clients on my books and other sewing to do.’

‘Of course you have. And if we choose the right place to rent, you might find more customers. Your home isn’t easy to find, it’s away from the bus routes. Really, you’re not in a convenient place to run a business.’

‘I’d love to expand, who wouldn’t? But we’re in the middle of a depression. Will I get enough new customers to make it pay?’

‘There are always women who have money to spend on clothes,’ Elaine told her. ‘George Henry Lee’s has advertisements that say things like, “We can provide ladies with smart clothes for every occasion at prices well within the average dress allowance.” You should aim for that market.’

Leonie was excited at the idea. ‘All right, let’s do it, let’s start looking for a place.’

A few days later, Elaine came to see her again. ‘I’ve been round the local estate agents to see what is available to rent, and I’ve picked up particulars of several places I think might suit you. How about this – it’s a couple of rooms to rent in a house on Kennet Road. You’d have pretty much the same setup as you have here and it would be more central for your clients. But have you thought about renting a shop? There are a lot of empty shops at the moment because of the depression. If you took one on a busy road, with people passing the window all the time, wouldn’t that attract more customers?’

‘Yes,’ Leonie agreed, ‘it probably would.’ She read the brochures Elaine had brought her. ‘This shop on the New Chester Road sounds ideal, but I had in mind to pay a weekly rent and the offer here is for a long lease.’

‘That seems to be usual for a shop.’

‘But I don’t want to sign a ten-year lease, I can’t think that far ahead, not yet, and I don’t know what leasing entails.’

‘Neither do I, but I know somebody who does. He’s a solicitor, a friend of Tom’s, and he’s coming round for supper tonight. I’ll ask him about leases and rental agreements.’

Elaine reported back to Leonie the next morning. ‘It’s quite complicated. He told me to bring you to his office to meet him. He thinks you might find it easier to understand if he spoke directly to you.’

That lunchtime, Elaine took her to see the shop that had impressed her on New Chester Road. There was a flat upstairs and another room behind the shop. Leonie could see great possibilities in the premises and began to feel quite excited. She went to look at one or two other shops but they were not on such a busy street, nor within such easy walking distance from her home.

A few days later, Elaine took her to a solicitor’s office in Hamilton Square where her friend worked. As soon as they entered his room, he got up from his desk and came forward to greet them with his hand outstretched.

Elaine introduced him. ‘Nicholas Bailey, he’s a very good friend of ours. He lived with Tom for years.’

He smiled at Leonie. ‘Please sit down. I’d better start by looking at the documents you’ve been given,’ he said. ‘You’ve brought them with you?’

She studied him while he did so and liked what she saw. He was good-looking and in his early forties, of medium build with neatly trimmed dark hair. His eyes were a very dark blue and he had a habit of screwing them up against the light. There were a lot of fine lines round them. He was wearing the formal dark suit, white shirt and quiet tie she’d expect of a solicitor.

He outlined all the advantages and disadvantages of a lease to her. ‘If you sign a long lease like this,’ he told her, ‘you are agreeing to pay the rent for the whole of the ten years. This could be a problem if the business doesn’t do as well as you hope. Legally you’d have to continue paying even if your business failed and you closed the shop.’

‘I was afraid that might be the case.’ Leonie was getting cold feet.

‘The shop has been empty quite some time,’ Elaine said. ‘About a year, I think. The estate agent told me it used to be a camera shop.’

‘In the present financial depression, many businesses have failed and people are understandably reluctant to sign up to a long-term lease like this.’ He looked up and smiled again. ‘But with so many empty shops on the high street, some landlords are willing to settle for a weekly rent. Would you like me to see if I can negotiate something with this landlord? I’ll be happy to act for you as a friend.’

It took Leonie a moment to realise what he meant. ‘You mean for free?’ She met the gaze of his intense blue eyes and he nodded. ‘That’s very kind of you,’ she faltered.

On the way home, Elaine told her that Nicholas and Tom were close friends and had been brought up together after Nick’s mother had died. ‘Nick has always come regularly to our house but three years ago he lost his wife and baby in childbirth.’

‘How dreadful for him.’

‘Yes, it took him a long time to get over that,’ she said. ‘Tom and I feel sorry for him, so now he has a regular invitation to Sunday lunch to get him through the weekend and on Wednesday evenings we either go out to the theatre or cinema or he has a quiet supper with us at home.’

Leonie thought about him a good deal over the next few days. He had an aura of sadness about him and seemed a quiet and gentle person.

He was as good as his word. He negotiated a tenancy at an affordable rent for a period of six months, which afterwards could be terminated with a month’s notice.

Leonie went alone to his office to sign the agreement and chatted to him for half an hour over coffee and biscuits. She warmed to him; he seemed interested in what she was doing. ‘Your problem now,’ he said, ‘is that after six months the landlord can give you a month’s notice to leave, but in the present climate it isn’t very likely. He’s probably glad to get some income from his property.’

When Leonie left his second-floor office, Nicholas Bailey went to the window to watch her cross Hamilton Square. She walked with a spring in her step and held her head high.

Elaine had told him all about her, had spoken at length about how much she liked and admired Leonie. He’d gathered that her husband was a bad-tempered invalid who demanded his family’s full attention and kept Leonie running in circles trying to keep him happy. Elaine said the only reason Leonie wanted to move her little business away from her home was because her husband complained if customers came to the house. He was a positive tyrant and even complained about her asking her friends in. He was too ill to work but he hated to see her trying to earn a little money.

From Elaine’s account, Nick had envisaged a subservient woman in need of help, and he’d been surprised to find Leonie very different. She had an air of calm composure and gentle patience but she was quick to understand his reasoning. Her hair was thick, dark blond and cut into a fringe; she had wide-spaced greenish eyes and a short straight nose. He thought her quite beautiful. She looked younger than her years, no older than Elaine.

He was fond of Elaine, she and Tom had the sort of marriage he’d aspired to. They seemed very happy together and he envied that. Tom had grown up in a close family and had been able to establish the same happy relationship for himself when he married.

Nick felt he hadn’t been so lucky. His own father had been killed in the trenches in the Great War and he had only dim memories of him. His mother Grace had brought him up single-handed. She had been cushioned from the economic woes of the time because she’d inherited a small house from her husband and had been trained in her youth as a primary school teacher.

Grace and Tom’s mother, Bernice, had been fellow teachers and colleagues at one time, and had remained close friends throughout their lives. In those days, marriage meant they could no longer be employed as teachers, but although Bernice went to live with her solicitor husband in Mollington just outside Chester, and Grace stayed in Birkenhead, they’d remained in touch and met frequently.

They had their first babies at almost the same time; Tom was just one month older than Nick. Bernice went on to have a daughter called Olive but by that time Grace was widowed and had returned to her career. At Christmas, she and Nick were invited to spend a week with Bernice and her family. In the summer they usually all went to the seaside for a holiday. Then Grace would take Tom and Olive home with her for another week so their parents could go away on their own. Both thought they gained from these arrangements.

Nick had been eleven years old when his mother had had to go into hospital to have her appendix removed. Bernice volunteered to take care of Nick until she recovered and a camp bed was set up in Tom’s bedroom for him.

They all had the shock of their lives when Grace died suddenly following what was considered a routine operation. Somehow, she developed a blood clot which travelled to her heart and killed her two days later. Nick had been heartbroken.

The Clifford family told him he’d have a home with them for as long as he needed it. ‘From now on,’ Bernice told him, ‘you’re one of the family, another son for us and a brother for Olive and Tom.’

Tom and Olive called their father Pops and Nick had no trouble doing the same, but he couldn’t bring himself to call Bernice Mum. Grace had been his mum and no one could take her place. The Clifford family understood and suggested he call her Aunt Bernie.

Nick was entered in the school Tom went to, and placed in the same class. For the first few months he relied heavily on Tom but eventually he found his feet and began to settle. The Cliffords talked to him about adopting him legally but as things were working out satisfactorily as they were, nothing was ever done about that.

Tom’s father decided that Grace’s home should be sold and the money invested in Nick’s name. He looked after Nick’s investments for the rest of his life. When the time came for the boys to decide on their careers, it pleased George Clifford that Nick wanted to be a solicitor like him. He arranged for him to take up an apprenticeship with the Liverpool firm that had trained him. Tom wanted to become an accountant and they lodged together during their apprenticeships. Nick saw Tom as both his brother and his closest friend.

Tom fell in love and married Elaine soon after he qualified, and they set up home near his job in Birkenhead. Nick was invited round frequently but once again he was the outsider looking in. What he wanted more than anything else was to get married, have a family of his own and settle down. But love evaded him for almost a decade and he was afraid he’d be left a permanent bachelor.

Then at Olive’s thirtieth birthday party, she introduced him to a friend, and he fell in love with Marianne Mathews and a year later they married.

Nick longed to have a family of his own and planned to make it as much like the Clifford family as he could. Within eighteen months Marianne was pregnant and he was overjoyed. But her pregnancy did not go smoothly, at thirty weeks her ankles began to swell and her blood pressure went up. At thirty-four weeks she was admitted to hospital and told she had pre-eclampsia.

Nick had never heard of such a condition but the doctors told him it could be very serious. He spent as much time as possible at her bedside, but Marianne didn’t improve and her blood pressure continued to rise. Two weeks later, they decided to induce labour. After that Nick wasn’t allowed in, in case it tired Marianne. The process took thirty-six hours.

He was worried sick and the outcome was even more terrible than he’d imagined in his worst nightmare. The baby was stillborn and Marianne faded into unconsciousness and died the following day.

Nick stayed in his bed feeling bereft and raw. He didn’t want to see anybody, not even Tom. He blamed himself. If he hadn’t wanted children, if he hadn’t got her pregnant, she’d be well and with him still. If he’d had the faintest inkling that Marianne might die, he wouldn’t have risked it, but now it was too late.


CHAPTER FIVE



WHEN LEONIE TOLD STEVE she’d taken a lease on shop premises, he told her she was foolhardy to do so in the present dire financial climate. He predicted she’d increase the cost of her business and get no more customers. But Elaine was full of enthusiasm and came to help redecorate the shop inside and out before Leonie moved in. As Milo was on his half-term holiday, she roped him in too.

They spent a morning painting all the ceilings on the ground floor in readiness for the paper hanger who was due to start work the next morning. Elaine rushed off to get lunch for Tom because they were going to Chester, and Milo had had enough, so Leonie sent him home. She was tidying round and wiping away the few spots of white paint they’d dropped on the shop window when she looked up and saw a smiling Nick Bailey outside on the pavement watching her. Her heart jolted but she laughed and ran to door.

‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I’m so glad you’ve come to see my new premises, I’m delighted with them. Do come in, you’re my first visitor though I’m not straight yet. In fact, the place is a tip.’ She laughed and he laughed with her as he came in to look round.

‘You’ve moved some furniture in already.’

‘No, I’m miles off that. These things were here.’

‘Of course – they’re the shop fittings mentioned in the agreement.’

‘I shall keep most of them. It’s a substantial counter and I can use it as a cutting-out table. I’ll put my sewing machine over in that corner and these glass-fronted cupboards are just right for my threads and patterns.’ She led him through to the room behind. ‘I’ve ordered plenty of mirrors and some artificial flowers to decorate this room and I’ll make a big brocade curtain to hang across that part to provide privacy for my clients to undress and try on the clothes I make for them.’

He bumped into two dummies Leonie had bought from a clothes shop that was closing down, making them rock. She smiled. ‘Those two models will decorate the shop window. Elaine is going to help me dress them in fashionable outfits and we can change them as the seasons change.’
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