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Chapter One

‘Mother, I don’t want to go to a finishing school!’ Abbie Dennison and her mother faced each other across the wide, highly polished mahogany table. ‘I’d like to take a six-month course at a commercial college.’

Edwina Dennison’s nostrils flared. She was a tall, thick-set woman with mousy-coloured hair which was swept back severely from her face and curled into a bun at the nape of her neck. She had a dull complexion, hard hazel eyes and thin lips that were seldom stretched into a smile. And her long thin nose added to her ever-present haughty expression. ‘A commercial college? And what, pray, do you expect to learn there that would equip you for a life befitting our family’s standing in the community?’

‘I could learn shorthand and typing, book-keeping and—’

‘We’ll hear no more of this nonsense.’ Edwina cut short her daughter’s words. With her hands resting on top of one of the eight beautifully carved dining chairs which stood in uniformity around the table, she stared at her daughter. ‘You’ll continue to be educated as your father and I wish. You show little sign of ambition and left to your own devices would probably be quite happy serving behind a shop counter. A year at a finishing school will teach you deportment, etiquette and the art of conversation.’

‘But Mother, that is not what I want!’

‘Abigail, do not answer me back. You are a very ungrateful girl who does not appreciate the finer things in life that being a member of this family has given you. Now we’ll hear no more of this nonsense and you will go to your room and reflect on how lucky you are.’

Unnoticed by his wife and daughter, Robert Dennison was sitting in his favourite armchair which was set in the bay window and looked out on to the large garden at the back of the ten-roomed house. It was the place he found most peaceful to read his newspaper, away from his wife’s incessant chattering. Had his youngest daughter not been the victim of her acid tongue, he would probably not have made his presence known. As it was, he swivelled the chair around to face them. ‘Stay where you are, Abbie, please. I think there should be some discussion on what is, after all, your life. It is only right that your wishes are taken into account.’

‘Robert, I thought we agreed the children’s education should be left to me.’ Edwina was not best pleased. ‘I am their mother and know what’s best for them.’

Her husband sighed. Usually he gave into his wife to keep the peace, but not this time. ‘Abbie, will you go to your room while your mother and I discuss this? And don’t look so downhearted, it’s not the end of the world.’

‘All right, Dad.’ The girl smiled at him before leaving the room. If it wasn’t for him, she would have a very miserable home life.

As soon as the door closed behind her, Edwina started. ‘She’s far too old to be calling you “Dad”, and it’s so working class. Why can’t she call you “Father”, as Victoria and Nigel do? And why is she so awkward and ungrateful? Any normal girl would be delighted at the chance of going to finishing school, but not Abigail, oh dear, no! Look what it did for Victoria. She moves with ease in all the right circles and her friends are from some of the richest families in Liverpool.’

‘Oh, Victoria moves with ease in all the right circles, I’ll grant you that. But that is all she can do. She doesn’t have a job, she wouldn’t know how to dust or wash dishes, and she can’t even make a cup of tea. That is what finishing school did for Victoria. And what did Nigel’s expensive education do for him? Nobody will ever employ him because he refuses to work or get his hands dirty. I’ve tried to interest him in the firm’s business because the idea was that he would take over when I retire. But when I make him come down to the office with me, he shows no interest whatsoever and just gets under everyone’s feet. The youngest clerk has got more nous than he has.’

Edwina’s nostrils were white and her head quivering with anger. ‘How can you talk about your own children like that? Victoria is a daughter to be proud of. She’s very pretty, always well-groomed and can converse with anyone. And Nigel is not a strong boy, never has been. He’s only twenty years of age, and I’m sure that when the time comes for him to take charge of the business, he’ll be well up to the task.’

Robert gazed at his wife and wondered how she could forget her roots. She’d been a lively, pretty girl when he started courting her. They lived in the same street of two-up, two-down houses, and she was called Edie then. Her family, like all the others in the street, had to struggle to make ends meet. But looking at her now no one would believe she’d worked in a factory until they’d married. And she made sure none of her snooty, middle-class friends ever found out.

Robert ran a hand across his forehead. He’d been working at the office all day and his head was filled with figures. That’s why he’d come to sit in his favourite chair in the dining room, so he could read his paper undisturbed. Now he could feel a headache building up.

‘I am not going to argue with you,’ he told his wife. ‘I shall not even raise my voice. That is something I should have done years ago. But because I was so busy building up the business to give you and the children a decent life, I allowed you free rein. That was the worst thing I could have done. It is too late to do much about Victoria and Nigel, you’ve spoiled them since I started earning decent money. But it’s not too late for me to show some interest in my youngest daughter, and this I intend to do. By asking to go to commercial college, Abbie’s shown she wants to do more with her life than swan around all day doing nothing, and I say she should be allowed to do as she wishes.’

Edwina was shocked. Her husband had never interfered before, nor spoken to her in such a challenging tone. ‘And I say she should go to a finishing school,’ she argued.

‘The subject is closed, Edwina, so please let it drop.’ How it stuck in his throat to call her by that name. ‘And I do not want you discussing it with Abbie. I will tell her when we’re having our meal, and I would advise you not to go against my wishes. You have a good life, one you could only have dreamt about in the old days. A house in Mossley Hill, plenty of money to entertain and buy the most expensive clothes, a live-in housekeeper, a daily cleaning woman and a gardener. Not bad for someone brought up in a two-up, two-down in Seaforth.’

‘Aren’t you forgetting you only lived a few doors away?’

‘I have never denied my roots, and never would. I slogged my guts out, working to make something of myself. Missed going down to the pub with my mates for a pint, cut my smokes down to five Woodbines a day, anything to save a few coppers. Even when we got wed I used to deny myself things, but I always made sure you never went without. And I sometimes wonder if it was all worth it. You see, I was far happier when I was younger, even though my mother and father were as poor as church-mice. What we lacked in the way of food and clothes, they made up for with lots of laughter and love. I used to call them me mam and dad, as all the kids did, yourself included, and I still think the words have a ring of love about them, not as cold as Mother and Father.’

Robert sighed, asking himself why he bothered. Not once while he was talking was there a flicker to show his wife remembered those days. He shouldn’t have expected any, knowing she’d spent the last seventeen years deliberately putting them out of her mind. She’d worked hard on losing her Liverpool accent, and the richer they became, the more of a snob she became. And like a fool, he’d allowed her to change him, as well. At least on the surface she had. She’d be horrified if she knew he often frequented a small local pub near his office. And if she heard him in conversation with some of the workmen in the pub, sipping a pint of bitter and conversing so easily in the local dialect, she’d have one of the fainting fits she seemed able to bring about at will, and which confined her to bed for the day. But Robert had noticed these dizzy spells never occurred on a day she was entertaining some of her snooty friends. She was all sweetness and light then, playing the perfect hostess as if she had never known any other kind of life.

‘I would very much like to go back to reading my paper now,’ he said firmly, ‘if you would kindly leave me alone to do so.’

As he swivelled his chair back towards the view of the garden, Robert didn’t need to be told his wife was blazing with anger. He could hear it in the swish of her long black skirt, and the harsh closing of the door. Years ago, this would have upset him, and he’d have halted the argument with a kiss. But those days were long gone. There was no love or passion in their marriage now, it had been slowly killed by her aloofness. They shared the same bed because of the children, but they hadn’t lived as man and wife since Abbie was born, seventeen years ago. Although Edwina never spoke the words, she made it clear that she had done her duty by giving him three children and found the act of lovemaking sordid.

Robert opened the newspaper and sought the article he’d been reading before the interruption, but he could no longer interest himself in it and let the paper fall to his lap. Resting his head on one of the wings of the maroon velvet chair, he closed his eyes and let his mind take him back in time. It was 1901, he was fourteen and had left school. Jobs weren’t easy to come by, and he thought himself lucky to be taken on by a man who had a small furniture-removal business. The wages were low, only two bob a week, but his mother had said it was better than nothing and would tide him over while he looked for something that paid better. But Bob, as he was called then, loved the work because he was able to sit on the long seat at the front of the cart and watch the horse clip-clopping along. And after a few months, his boss, Will Lathom, let him take the reins and it was one of the most exciting days of his life. He became attached to Mr Lathom and Blackie, the horse, and he felt proud sitting on a cart that had high sides and bore the name of William Lathom – Furniture Removals. And he never did look for another job. He was a big lad for his age and capable of handling heavy furniture with ease, so they were able to take on more jobs and soon he was given a shilling a week rise in his pay. He’d been so proud that day, he remembered, when he handed his mother his wages. And the sixpence he got back as pocket-money made him feel like a millionaire.

He was so lost in thought, Robert didn’t hear the discreet cough of the housekeeper and was startled when she appeared in front of him. ‘I thought yer might like a cup of tea, Mr Robert.’ She handed him a delicate china cup and saucer. ‘A little milk and two sugars, just as yer like it.’

‘Thank you, Agnes, that’s very thoughtful of you.’

‘Dinner will be in half an hour, sir.’

He smiled up at the woman who had been their live-in housekeeper for the last ten years. She was a good, hard worker, her cooking renowned, and the envy of all their friends. But her greatest gift, Robert thought, was that she smiled a lot and was very down to earth. She knew her place, but wasn’t afraid to speak her mind if she thought she was right. She had been known to swear like a trooper on occasion, but housekeepers of her calibre were hard to come by, so even Edwina handled Agnes Weatherby with care.

‘I’ll drink my tea and then change for dinner.’ Robert pursed his lips. ‘On second thoughts, Agnes, I might not get changed for dinner tonight.’

‘If yer don’t feel like it, Mr Robert, then don’t get changed.’ The housekeeper walked towards the door, muttering, ‘Waste of bleedin’ time anyway, if yer ask me.’

Robert swallowed a mouthful of tea before setting the cup back in the saucer. Then he chuckled and called after her, ‘I agree, Agnes, it is a waste of bleedin’ time.’

She turned with her hand on the door knob and a look of innocence on her chubby face. ‘I never said no such thing, Mr Robert, yer must be hearing things.’ Then she straightened the white cap on her head and smoothed her apron down over her ample bosom and tummy. ‘It’s either that, or I was talking to meself.’ She gave him a broad wink then disappeared through the door to walk down the wide, expensively carpeted hall, to her domain. Nobody entered her kitchen without first knocking. Once there, she again addressed herself. ‘Him and Miss Abbie are the only two sane people in the bleedin’ house! The other three are away for slates and haven’t a clue what life’s all about. Lazy buggers, if yer ask me, more money than sense.’

Robert finished his tea and was placing the saucer on a mahogany side table when his eyes lit on the solid crystal ashtray. His wife disapproved of smoking and wrinkled her nose at the smell of tobacco, so for the sake of peace he used his study as a smoke room. But tonight he was going to change the rules. He would smoke his cigar here, and instead of changing for dinner, he would spend the time reflecting on the past. So when his cigar had caught, he puffed away contentedly and allowed his mind to go back in time, to when he was eighteen. There was one day which would always stand out in his mind, because, although he wasn’t to know it then, it was the day that was to change his life.

Will Lathom had been complaining about feeling off-colour for some weeks, but had struggled to carry on working because he had plenty of orders and didn’t want to let people down. But one morning when Robert called for him, Mrs Lathom invited him in and said her husband was ill in bed, and he’d asked her to say he wanted a word with Robert. It was plain to see the man was in a bad state, with a racking cough and high temperature. And worrying about the four removal jobs they had for that day certainly wasn’t helping. The people would have all their belongings packed ready to move, and if he let them down, word would get around like wildfire that he wasn’t reliable and his reputation would suffer.

Robert had stood at the bottom of the bed and tried to calm the man down. He said he knew the job inside out, and if he had help, he knew he could manage. There was a lad in his street who would be glad of a day’s work, and if Will agreed, he’d pick the lad up and get started. That first day had been a nightmare. The young lad, Jeff, was willing enough, but wasn’t used to handling furniture or breakables, and Robert needed eyes in the back of his head, making sure nothing was scratched or broken. But he was determined to show he could manage the round until Mr Lathom was better, so he and young Jeff ran themselves ragged in the process. And when he knocked at the Lathoms’ house that night, an hour later than the usual time for finishing, he was almost dead on his feet. He passed over two pounds five shillings and sixpence that night, just for one day’s work. It had been a busy day, granted, but even so Mr Lathom must be earning at least ten pounds a week. And that was after he’d paid Robert’s wages and the bloke a few streets away where the horse and cart were stabled. So as he walked home that night, bone weary, Robert told himself that although the day had been hard, he’d learned something. That it was a mug’s game to work for someone if you had the wherewithal to start your own business. It was a pipe dream, he’d never have the money to do that, but dreams didn’t cost anything.

Will Lathom’s health deteriorated and he was never able to return to work. So one day, a month after Robert had started to run the business on his own, the older man patted the side of his bed and told him to sit down. Then, with a catch in his voice, he said the doctor didn’t give him much hope, so he wanted to sort his affairs out. He needed to make sure his wife and kids would be all right, so he had a proposition to put to Robert. He had a bit of money put by, but he wanted to make sure his family had enough to keep the wolf from the door. So he asked if they could continue with the present arrangement for another six months, giving him time to build on his savings. Then at the end of that time he’d be prepared to sell the business to Robert for the sum of five pounds. That included the business and the horse and cart. And it would all be done legally, of course, drawn up by a Commissioner for Oaths.

The emotions that ran through the young man’s mind that day would stay forever in his memory. Sadness that Mr Lathom was dying, because he’d grown really fond of the man. Then excitement that in six months he’d be his own boss. But after the initial sensation, came reality. He’d never be able to save five pounds in six months because he didn’t have that much to himself once he paid his mam his keep. And he couldn’t, or wouldn’t leave her without because she was struggling as it was and would never manage on the pittance his dad earned.

He’d racked his brains on the walk home that night, but when he was putting the key in the door, he still hadn’t found a solution. It would take a miracle, and who had ever heard of a miracle happening in Seaforth? Best to forget about it. He should have known it was too good to be true.

‘Robert, what are you thinking of?’ Edwina stood at the side of his chair, a frown on her face. ‘Dinner is ready and you haven’t even changed yet.’

‘I decided not to bother changing.’ He looked at her through narrowed eyes, remembering her as she was all those years ago, and now seeing what she had become. ‘I’ve spent the time reminiscing about the old days, instead. I’d just got to the part where Will Lathom had offered to sell me his business for five pound, and I couldn’t see a way clear to raising the money. D’you remember Will Lathom, Edie? I used to work for him before I started going out with you.’

Edwina flinched at his use of her old name. ‘You would have been better employed making yourself respectable to sit down to a meal. What good does it do to hark back to the old days?’

‘Oh, I often do it. And just lately I’ve been wondering if life wouldn’t have been better if my mother hadn’t struggled to help me raise that five pound. In gaining the wealth that we now have, we lost something that is far more important. We lost the ability to laugh and love. Sadly, there isn’t much of either in this house. Our old neighbours in Seaforth would be green with envy if they saw us now, but I think they are the lucky ones. At forty-six I’m still quite a young man, with the needs of a young man. But I don’t have the kind of loving wife who would find pleasure in satisfying those needs.’

Edwina heard the voices of her eldest daughter and son in the hall, and lifted a hand to silence her husband. What was the man thinking about, he was quite mad! ‘The children are here, shall we take our seats at the table?’ She glanced nervously at him as he took his seat at the top of the table. Surely he wouldn’t bring up the bad old days and embarrass her? The children had no recollection of being poor because by the time Victoria was born, and Nigel two years later, they were living in a six-roomed house and were quite comfortably off. The horse and cart had long gone, and Robert had two motorised removal vans and employed four men.

‘Good evening, Father.’ Victoria smiled across the table. She was a very attractive girl who had inherited her mother’s colouring, with mousy hair and hazel eyes. But she had a clear complexion and a fine set of white teeth. She had very good taste in clothes and chose those which showed off her slender figure and shapely legs to advantage. ‘Have you been naughty? I do believe I smell cigar smoke.’

‘Your father’s had a busy day and needed to relax.’ Edwina spoke before her husband could answer. It was to act as a warning to her daughter and also, hopefully, to soothe Robert. ‘He spent an hour in his favourite chair and I’m sure he feels much better.’

‘You work too hard, Father.’ Nigel had the same mousy hair as his sister, but there the resemblance ended. He was pale of face, with watery hazel eyes and a weak chin. Everything about him was effeminate. His mannerisms, mincing walk and high-pitched voice. ‘You should leave the work to those you employ. That’s what you pay them for.’ He giggled like a girl, thinking what he was about to say was funny. ‘After all, what’s the point of keeping a dog and barking yourself, eh, what?’

Robert was saved from answering when Abbie entered the room. She came in smiling, like a breath of fresh air. ‘I’m sorry I’m late, I didn’t hear the bell.’

‘That is no excuse,’ Edwina said. ‘You have a clock in your room and you know we dine at seven, not ten past.’

‘Are you going to tell Agnes off, too?’ Robert asked. ‘As you remarked, it’s ten past seven and no dinner on the table. Oh dear, oh dear!’

‘Is somebody taking my name in vain?’ Agnes pushed open the door with her hip, a huge soup tureen in her hands. While the housekeeper had told Robert not to change if he didn’t feel like it, she had herself changed into a smart black dress with a white lace pinny tied around her ample waist. The white lace headpiece which Edwina insisted she wore when serving dinner had slipped sideways making her look slightly tipsy, and brought sly grins to the faces of Victoria and Nigel. Luckily Agnes didn’t see them, or she wouldn’t have thought twice about telling them off. ‘I’m all to pot, tonight, so would one of yer serve the soup while I go and make sure the potatoes don’t burn?’

‘Really!’ Edwina tutted. ‘You do seem to be disorganised tonight, Agnes.’

The tureen now safely in the middle of the table, Agnes turned on her mistress. ‘If yer didn’t insist on me getting meself all dolled up like a dog’s dinner, I wouldn’t have had to leave the dinner to cook itself.’ She looked pretty formidable with her hands on her hips and an ‘I dare you’ expression on her chubby face. ‘I’ve only got one pair of bleedin’ hands, so it’s up to you. Serve the soup yerself or take a chance on yer dinner being burned.’

‘I’ll serve the soup, Agnes.’ Abbie scraped her chair back. She’d do anything for this woman who showed her more love than her mother did. Whose arms she’d run to when she was little and had fallen over and hurt herself. It was always the housekeeper who kissed her wounds better. And it was still those arms she ran to when anything went wrong or she thought she was being treated unfairly. ‘I don’t mind.’

‘Thank yer, Miss.’ With a withering look, the housekeeper left the room. ‘Lazy buggers,’ she chunnered on her way back to the kitchen. ‘Won’t even get off their backsides to feed themselves. If it wasn’t for the master and Miss Abbie, I’d have told them where to put their bleedin’ job and I’d be packing me bags right now.’

‘Really, Mother, she goes too far,’ Victoria said. ‘You need to have words with her so she knows her place.’

‘I would, darling, but she flies off the handle so quickly. And if she took it into her head to leave, we’d never get another housekeeper like her. There isn’t one of my friends who wouldn’t snap her up if she left here.’

‘But Agnes isn’t going to leave here,’ Robert said, watching Abbie attending to the soup and feeling disgust that the rest of his family thought they should be waited on hand and foot. ‘And anyone who upsets her will feel my displeasure. I hope I’ve made myself clear?’

Oh dear, Edwina thought, it seems as though everyone is deliberately being difficult tonight. But the fear of being humiliated by her husband made her change the subject quickly. ‘Are you going out tonight, Victoria?’

‘Yes, Charles is calling for me about half eight. He can’t wait to try his new car out, so we’re going for a run in it.’ Victoria only ever mixed with those in the same social class as herself. She’d had several boyfriends, all sons of wealthy men, but in each case the courtship lasted no longer than a few months. Her reason was that they bored her rigid. But one thing Victoria Dennison was not, and that was stupid. She pandered to her mother because she was the one who handed over her monthly allowance and it was easy to wheedle extra cash from her for a new dress or hat. But Victoria never lost sight of the fact that at the end of the day, it was her father who held the purse-strings. He could, if he chose to be awkward, make them all dance to his tune. So putting on her brightest smile, she said, ‘You haven’t seen Charles’s new car, have you, Father? It really is very swish. We went for a run in it last night, just as far as the Pier Head because it was late, but everyone we passed turned their heads.’

Is that all you want out of life, for people to notice and envy you? Robert didn’t speak the words but that is how he felt. For some unknown reason he was seeing his family in a different light today, and he didn’t like what he was seeing. He must share the blame with his wife; he should have noticed sooner that spoiling the children wasn’t the right recipe for making them kind and caring. Then he mentally corrected himself. Only two of his children had been pampered and spoilt. The youngest, Abbie, could easily have turned out the same way, but she hadn’t; she was unspoilable. ‘No, I haven’t seen Charles’s car, I’m usually in the study when he calls. Besides, you know I don’t share his passion for cars. They are a means of transport to me, nothing more.’

Nigel, who spent the best part of every day in the company of his eldest sister, was sensitive to her mood swings. Why she wanted to be nice to Father he didn’t know, but she must have a reason. ‘Yes, it’s a jolly spiffing car. You must tell me what speed Charles gets it up to tonight on the country roads.’ He looked around to see if any face showed a spark of interest, and when he saw none, he tried something no one could argue with. ‘I say, this soup is absolutely delicious.’

Robert laid down his spoon and using the heavy linen napkin, he wiped his mouth. ‘I hope you pass that compliment on to Agnes, Nigel.’

‘Oh, absolutely, Father! I’ll tell her when she brings the dinner through.’

‘Why not tell her when you help your sister carry the soup plates out? That would save Agnes making two journeys. And while you’re there, would you ask her to serve me my meal in the study, please? I have a headache and need to be quiet.’ Robert saw the look of disappointment on his youngest daughter’s face and hastened to add, ‘Before I go, I want you all to know that Abbie has expressed a wish to go to commercial college and I have agreed that she may.’

Victoria gasped. ‘Commercial college! Whatever for?’

‘If I remember correctly, Victoria, when you were her age it was your heartfelt wish to spend a year at finishing school. I never at that time asked “Whatever for?” Your wish was granted, and now I am granting your sister’s wish. And I want it known that I am more than happy to do so.’ Robert rose to his feet. He was still a very handsome man, tall and well-built. His raven-black hair was now grey at the temples and this gave him an air of distinction. His brows were black and bushy, his eyes a deep brown and he had a strong jawline. ‘If you will excuse me, I will retire to the study. When the meal is over, Abbie, join me and we can discuss the way forward.’

There was complete silence until the door was closed behind him, then Edwina hissed, ‘You little madam! You know that’s going against my wishes.’

‘It’s what I want, Mother. I intend to go out to work, and to get a decent job I need qualifications. I won’t get those at a finishing school.’

‘Don’t you dare talk to me in that tone. You have no thought for what I would like for you. You want this, and you intend doing that. Selfish, selfish, selfish! You are a very ungrateful girl, Abigail, and you may find you live to rue the day you went against me.’

‘Oh, steady on, Mother!’ Nigel said. ‘If it’s what Abbie wants to do, why not let her?’

‘Keep out of it, Nigel,’ Victoria said, sitting back in her chair and crossing her legs. At twenty-two, she was four years older than her younger sister, who was not yet eighteen, and she had never felt any sisterly bonding between them. The difference in their ages meant they had different interests and little in common. It was only in the last year she’d noticed her sister blossoming into a very pretty girl. And envy had set in. For Abigail had inherited her father’s looks and colouring. She had jet-black, thick luxuriant hair, black eyebrows perfectly arched, long black lashes, a slightly turned-up nose and a set of strong white teeth. All set in a heart-shaped face, above a body beginning to show signs of a firm bosom, slim waist and hips, and long shapely legs. Competition was something Victoria wasn’t used to, and she’d be quite happy for her sister to be sent away to finishing school for a year.

‘I’m not selfish, Mother, and I’m not ungrateful.’ Abbie thought her mother was being very unfair. But then she’d noticed for years that she wasn’t given the same treatment as her brother and sister. She hadn’t worried about it because she knew her father loved her, but she couldn’t bow down to pressure now, she had to stick up for herself. ‘I don’t know what you have against me going to commercial college. My best friend in school is going – her parents think it’s a jolly good idea.’

‘If, by your best friend, you mean Rowena, I’m not surprised her parents agree. They are no doubt looking to her to find a job because they are not particularly well off. You are not in the same position. You do not need to go to work.’

‘But I want to! And what you said about Rowena wasn’t fair. Her—’ Abbie broke off when the housekeeper entered the room. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Agnes, I was supposed to take the plates out to save you a journey.’

The housekeeper could feel the tension in the air. She’d heard part of what the girl said, but not enough to know why she sounded so upset. The mistress had a face on her like thunder, but that wasn’t anything new, she was a miserable cow at the best of times. Victoria was wearing that supercilious expression that made Agnes want to clock her one, and Nigel was looking very uncomfortable. But it was the young girl’s flushed face and tear-filled eyes that brought forth a reaction. ‘What’s wrong, Miss Abbie? Is someone having a go at yer?’

‘No, I’m fine, Agnes, thank you.’

Victoria clicked her tongue. ‘I really don’t think it’s any of your concern, Agnes. How dare you interfere in what is a private family matter! Now please remove these plates and bring in the dinner. I have a visitor coming soon.’

Chubby arms were folded under a voluptuous bosom as Agnes took her stand. ‘Who was yer bleedin’ slave before I came along, eh? I might work here, but I’ll not be walked all over by an upstart like you. If yer want those plates removing, do it yer bleedin’ self, ’cos I’ve finished fetching and carrying for you lot. I’m off to pack me bags.’

Edwina jumped to her feet. ‘Please, Agnes, don’t be hasty. Victoria didn’t mean it to come out the way it did. We are all very fond of you and appreciate your work. We’d be devastated if you left us.’

‘While yer were being devastated, yer’d be bleedin’ hungry as well, ’cos there’s not one of yer would know what to do with a pan. Except Miss Abbie, of course, at least she does try. But that’s your hard luck, nowt to do with me ’cos I’ve had a bellyful and I’m off.’

Edwina caught up with her at the door. ‘Please, Agnes, I beg of you. We’d be broken-hearted if you left. Come back and let Victoria apologise.’

‘If she was sorry she’d have said so before now. And an apology is no good if it’s got to be dragged out of someone. Perhaps she’ll watch what she says in future, ’cos once words have been spoken, yer can’t take them back.’ The housekeeper pulled her arm free. ‘She’s looked down her snotty nose at me for the last time.’

There were tears streaming down Abbie’s cheeks as she jumped to her feet. ‘I’m going to fetch my dad because this is so unfair.’

‘You stay right where you are,’ Victoria warned. ‘Or you’ll be sorry.’

The girl ignored her and made for the door. ‘I don’t care what you say, I’m going for my dad.’ She pulled the door open and walked straight into her father’s arms. ‘Oh Dad, Agnes said she’s leaving us.’

‘There, there, now, dear.’ Robert gave her a brief hug before walking into the room. ‘I don’t need an explanation because I heard everything. I had left my cigars on the small table and I’d come to collect them. And I can honestly say I’ve never been so ashamed in my life. Victoria, you will come and apologise right this minute.’

‘It’s no good, Mr Robert, she wouldn’t really mean it and what’s the good of that?’ Agnes was untying the bow in the back of her apron. ‘Yer don’t have to worry about me, I can walk into another job tomorrow.’

Robert ignored her words. ‘Victoria, this instant!’

His daughter had been regretting her words since she realised Agnes was serious about leaving. She didn’t want the woman to go, she was fond of her in her own way. The house was always immaculate, there were never any complaints about clothes being left on the bedroom floor instead of hung in the wardrobe, and there was no doubt she was a wizard in the kitchen. But having to say sorry to a person she looked on as her inferior, didn’t come easily.

‘I’m sorry, Agnes,’ she said stiffly. ‘I should not have been so rude. I would very much like you to stay.’

‘Words are cheap, Miss Victoria, and not always sincere.’

Robert took the housekeeper’s arm. ‘Come to the study with me and we can talk in peace. My wife and daughters will see to the dinner, which I presume is ready to serve?’

‘It is, Mr Robert, but I’m not serving it.’

‘I don’t expect you to. My wife is quite capable of seeing to her family for once. In fact, when she brings my dinner through to the study, she may as well bring a plate for you. For once in ten years, Agnes, you can be our guest.’ The look he gave Edwina before he led the housekeeper away held a warning that she would be advised to do as he said.

Robert handed the housekeeper a glass containing a generous measure of whisky. ‘This is not a bribe, Agnes, I need a drink as much as you. I am so ashamed that a daughter of mine would talk to you in such a manner. But a lot of the blame lies at my door for not seeing that she and Nigel were growing up into snobs. If I’d been at home more, perhaps things might have been different, but when you have a business like mine, you have to keep a close eye on things. It was hard graft getting where I am; I’m not about to let others ruin it for me.’ He held his glass high. ‘Here’s to me and you, Agnes, and no more talk of you leaving. If you went, Abbie and I would follow you. We couldn’t do without you, and you must know that we are both very fond of you. What happened today was unforgivable and will never happen again, you have my promise.’

Agnes raised her glass. ‘I’d have cried me bleedin’ eyes out if I’d had to have walked out and left you and Miss Abbie. But I would have done it, Mr Robert, ’cos I’ve got me pride. I’ll have no toffee-nosed little madam looking down her nose at me.’

‘I rather think Victoria will have learned her lesson, Agnes. She does love to show off and act the lady, but beneath the surface she’s not as cold as she appears. I don’t think she would deliberately hurt anyone. But that is not to excuse her behaviour because there is no excuse for bad manners.’ Robert sighed. ‘It’s been a rare old day today. I’ve spent much of it thinking about the past, when we were skint and happy. And I’ve been remembering my mam and dad. You’d have liked my mam, she’d have been right up your street. She was only the size of sixpenn’orth of copper, but she was wiry and all there on top. If she’d had a day like today, she’d have been waiting on the step for me to come in from work. And she’d have said, “It’s been a right bleedin’ day today, son, and that’s the truth. I’ll tell yer all about it when ye’re having yer dinner. That’s if there’s any arse left in the bleedin’ pan” ’

Agnes grinned and raised her glass. ‘Ye’re right, I would have liked yer mam. Me and her would have been the best of mates.’


Chapter Two

Abbie rapped lightly on the study door with a knuckle, and when her father answered she opened the door and popped her head in. ‘Would you rather wait until tomorrow night, Dad, to have our talk? What with all the upset, and you having a headache, perhaps this is not the right time?’

‘There’s no time like the present, dear, so come on in.’ He smiled at the daughter who held a special place in his heart, and waved her to a chair. ‘As I said to Agnes, it’s been a rare old day today.’

‘She’s not leaving us, is she, Dad? I couldn’t bear it if she did. She’s always been so kind to me, letting me sit in the kitchen when I come home from school, and listening to what I’ve been up to. And she’s always interested and never loses patience with me, even when she’s busy baking, or peeling potatoes. Never once has she said she didn’t have time to listen, or chase me away. I feel as if she’s one of the family, and I do love her.’

‘She’s not leaving, dear, but it was a close thing. If it had been one of the nights when I go straight from the office to the club, Agnes would have upped stakes and walked out of the door. And, frankly, I wouldn’t have blamed her. She deserves to be treated with the respect she has more than earned in the ten years she’s been with us. And I’ve given her my word it will never happen again.’ Robert clipped the end of his cigar before eyeing his daughter. ‘I know half of the story, but not the whole. I want you to tell me what caused Agnes to think you had been getting picked on?’

‘It was nothing, Dad.’ Abbie couldn’t quite hide the catch in her voice. ‘It’s best forgotten, there have been enough bitter words spoken today. So let’s put it behind us and start afresh.’

‘If that’s the way you want it, dear, but if ever you think you’re been unfairly treated, come and talk to me. If you can confide in Agnes, then surely you can confide in your own father?’

She smiled. ‘I can stick up for myself, you know! That is what started the trouble in the first place. If I’d known that would happen I would have kept my mouth closed. I’ll be very careful in future.’

‘No, my dear, it is best to speak your mind if you think you are in the right.’

Not when you’ve got two against you, it isn’t, Abbie thought. She left Nigel out, because in his own way he had tried to defend her. But the scene in the kitchen when her mother had insisted that Victoria help serve the dinner, was still fresh in her mind. Tempers flared when her sister objected, saying she had no intention of ruining her nails, and she only changed her tune when her mother threatened to stop her allowance for a month if she failed to show some remorse. And while her sister had been complaining, Abbie listened and wondered why it didn’t enter the older girl’s head that what she was being coaxed to do, was something the housekeeper did automatically three times a day, six days a week – and all without so much as a thank you. But it would do no good to rekindle the argument now by speaking her mind. ‘We’ve still got Agnes, Dad, and that’s the main thing,’ she said quietly.

‘I’d have gone down on bended knee to her if necessary. She’s a hard-working, decent woman, and while she’s in my house I will not allow her to be treated like a skivvy.’ Robert was thoughtful as he reached into his pocket for a handkerchief he didn’t need, but the action gave him time to consider. ‘She reminds me a bit of my own mother, does Agnes. They would have got on well together because my mother used to swear like a trooper, too!’

‘Did she? I don’t mind Agnes swearing because it doesn’t sound bad coming from her. I think she’s funny.’ Abbie leaned her elbows on the table and her eyes were alight with interest. ‘I don’t remember my grandmother, or my grandfather. I wish I did. Tell me about them.’

‘How far back can you remember, dear?’

‘Erm, let’s see now. I can remember playing in Balfour Road where we used to live. I had a friend and her name was Milly and we both had a doll’s pram. We also had skipping ropes, but we weren’t very good at skipping, not like the older girls in the street. And I can remember Mother taking me to school on the first day I started. I was petrified. But it wasn’t so bad, ’cos Milly sat at the same desk as I did and the teacher was very kind.’

‘Do you remember the removal vans I had at that time?’

‘I think so. Were they a dark red with your name painted on in yellow?’

‘That’s right. They weren’t as grand as the ones we have now, but they were a definite improvement on the horse and cart I started with.’

His daughter’s face was now agog with excitement. ‘You had a horse and cart, Dad? I didn’t know that, you’ve never said.’

‘I was only nineteen when the man I worked for sold me his horse and cart, and the business, all for five pound. It was something in those days, for a young lad to have his own business. And it was my mother who made it possible. For months she took in extra washing to help me raise the cash, and I scrimped and saved every penny I could lay my hands on. The day I passed the money over to the man who had been my boss, I had holes in the soles of my shoes, and not a farthing in my pocket, but I was as proud as a peacock because I owned my own business. And I’ve got my mother to thank for everything I have today. I’m just sorry she and my father didn’t live long enough for me to repay them. Oh, I made life more comfortable for them when they were alive, and saw that they wanted for nothing, but I certainly didn’t have the wealth I have today. I had visions of moving them to a nice house with a garden, but it wasn’t to be. They died in the small two-up, two-down house I was born in. My mother was only fifty-six when she suffered a severe stroke and died within two days. My father, God bless him, couldn’t get over losing her, and he died six weeks later of a broken heart.’

‘Oh Dad, that’s so sad! It must have been terrible for you.’

‘It took me a long time to come to terms with it, Abbie, because they were the best parents anyone could ask for, and I loved them dearly. Everything I owned, I would have gladly given away to have them back again.’

‘Did you live with them, Dad, or were you married then?’

‘Your mother and I had been married about five years when they died. Victoria was three and Nigel one, so they will have no memory of their grandparents. You came along two years later.’

Part of Abbie’s mind was asking why she was only hearing all this now. Surely at her age she should have been told about things like this. She knew that her mother’s parents, Ada and Joe, had died because Nigel had once told her so. She’d ventured to ask about them a couple of times, but her questions had been brushed aside by her mother in such a manner as to suggest the subject wasn’t one she ever wanted discussing. And tonight wasn’t the time, either, because she could see sadness in her father’s eyes and he was the one person in the whole world she wouldn’t hurt. ‘Tell me about the horse and cart, Dad.’

Robert shook his head to clear his mind. His plan had been to tell his daughter about his roots, and how he’d got where he was now. He thought it right that all three of his children should know, then perhaps his eldest daughter and son would realise the money they spent like water hadn’t just dropped from the heavens above, it had been earned the hard way. And as they hadn’t had to toil for the money themselves they should consider themselves lucky and not walk around as though they’d been born with a silver spoon in their mouths. But he hadn’t imagined talking about his parents would be so painful. ‘Blackie was the horse’s name and he was quite a character. He had a mind of his own, did Blackie, and could practically talk. He could tell the time, too! If he wasn’t back in the stable with his nosebag on by seven o’clock, he wouldn’t half let us know. His head would be thrown back and he’d snort as if to tell us it was past his feeding time.’

‘I wish I’d known him,’ Abbie said wistfully. ‘What happened to him, Dad?’

‘He was getting old and a year after the war finished I gave him to a man who I knew would be good to him. I used to visit him when I was in the area and know he was well looked after until the day he died. I’d been saving hard because most of the removal firms were using motorised vehicles, and we were losing business to them. So I bought a good second-hand van and business increased so much, a year later I was able to buy a second van. And those are the two that you can remember. I worked on one with Jeff, who’s been with me since the day I started on my own, and I had to employ two extra men for the other van.’ Robert put a hand to his mouth and gave a dry cough. ‘My dear, would you be an angel and make a pot of tea for us? Agnes usually brings one through about this time but she’s been given the night off for obvious reasons.’

Abbie jumped to her feet. ‘Remember where you’re up to, Dad, because I want to know everything. I’m finding it very interesting, and I’m proud you’ve done so well. If I learn shorthand and typing, and book-keeping, I’d like to work for you, if you’ll have me.’

‘I’d be delighted, my dear.’ And Robert really was thrilled that his daughter was showing such an interest. ‘By the way, I still see Milly now and again.’

Her mouth gaped in surprise. ‘But you never said, Dad! Oh, I’d love to see her, how is she?’

‘Very well and very pretty. She left school at sixteen and works in an office in Dale Street. I call about once a month to see the old neighbours, and I also take a trip down Memory Lane every month to see my mother’s old neighbours who lived either side of her in Seaforth. They were good to her when she took ill; nobody could have been better looked after. Everyone turned out for her funeral because she was well-known and well-liked. She never turned anyone away from her door if it was in her power to help them. And they tried to look after my father when he was left alone, but he didn’t want their help. Not that he didn’t appreciate their concern, he did. But no matter what they did they couldn’t give him back the one thing he wanted, and that was the wife he adored. He just wanted to be with her, so he pined away.’

‘Oh, Dad, it’s so sad. It must have been awful for you.’

‘It’s nineteen years ago now, but their faces are still fresh in my mind.’ Robert gestured for her to move. ‘Tea, my dear, please, my throat is parched.’

Edwina was in the kitchen when Abbie appeared, and the look she gave her daughter was not one of motherly love. ‘What on earth have you and your father got to say to each other that is taking so long?’

‘Nothing much, Mother. Just general conversation about this and that.’

‘Would you kindly be more explicit about what this and that is?’ Edwina’s temper should have been directed at her eldest daughter for causing such an upset. But she knew it would be a waste of time because Victoria would just dismiss the matter with a wave of her hand and a look of disdain on her face. So she tried to take her anger and frustration out on her youngest daughter, who seldom answered back. ‘If I thought you were telling tales, Abigail, I would be very displeased.’

‘Tales, Mother? What tales would I have to tell? We’ve talked about Agnes, and you shouldn’t be surprised at that, since Dad heard everything for himself.’ Abbie usually tried not to upset her mother because of the lecture she was bound to get if she had done anything thought to be untoward. And that is why, she realised now, she was always the whipping-boy – because she made it easy by not answering back. But what she had heard in the last hour from her father about her paternal grandparents had given her a sense of belonging, and it had also given her confidence in herself. ‘We’ve talked of nothing that would be of interest to you, Mother. Just general chit-chat, that’s all.’

As she set about preparing a tray, Abbie could feel Edwina’s eyes boring into her back. The silence was heavy, broken only by the hissing of the gas under the kettle. She began to hum, softly, feeling really uncomfortable. It shouldn’t be like this, she told herself. Families should be loving towards each other, not always at loggerheads. So she held out an olive branch. ‘Would you like a cup of tea, Mother?’

‘I think not.’ Edwina made her way towards the door. ‘Wash the crockery when you’ve finished, we don’t want Agnes to start complaining about dirty dishes.’

‘No, of course not.’ Abbie sighed. Why could she never find favour with her mother? Her sister and brother could do no wrong, while she couldn’t please, no matter how hard she tried. Sometimes she felt like a stranger in her own home. She picked up the tray and when she reached the study door, she forced a smile to her face. At least she was sure of her father’s love, and knew when she entered the room she would be greeted by eyes that would say they were happy to see her.

‘Go on, Dad, carry on where you left off,’ Abbie said, after pouring the tea and setting a cup down in front of her father. ‘And don’t leave anything out because I’m interested in everything you’ve done.’

Robert smiled. ‘I hope this information you’re so eager for doesn’t mean you intend to start up your own business eventually, in opposition to me?’

‘I’m not as clever as you, Dad, I couldn’t do what you’ve done. And I can’t see a woman driving a removal van, can you? No, I want to come and work for you. I’d like to learn the business inside out, so I can help you.’

‘Your mother wouldn’t be happy about that, my dear. You’ll be eighteen in a couple of weeks and she’ll expect you to mix in the same social circle as Victoria and Nigel where you would meet the type of young men she would find suitable for you to choose a husband from. She has high hopes of all her children making good marriages.’ Robert had no such hopes himself, but he thought his youngest daughter should know all the options open to her. ‘You need to think things through very carefully before committing yourself.’

‘Is that what you want for me, Dad? That I marry a man from a good family with plenty of money?’

‘All I want is for you to be happy, Abbie. I want that for all of my children.’

‘As you said, Dad, I’ll be eighteen soon, and I believe that’s old enough for me to know what I want from life. I am not going to criticise any of my family, that would be unfair and futile, but suffice to say the life they enjoy would not be for me. I don’t want to spend my time lounging around, and then marrying a man because he has money. When I do marry, Dad, it will be for love. But that’s years off, and in the meantime I want to achieve something, to justify my being on this earth. If it means going against Mother, then I shall have to face that problem when it arises.’

‘Are you absolutely certain, my dear? Have you given it plenty of thought?’

‘I’ve known all along it’s what I want, Dad! It’s not something I’ve just thought of. You said Milly left school at sixteen – well, that is what I would have liked to do. But Mother insisted on the extra two years’ private tuition, and I didn’t have a choice. I know she had my welfare at heart, but I can’t let her keep on running my life for me when I know I won’t be happy. I’m sorry, Dad, because I know it will cause a lot of bad feeling, but I really am quite determined to make a stand on this.’

Robert gazed into his daughter’s pretty face and his heart went out to her. She was very young and very tender-hearted. No match for his wife’s venomous tongue and her sister’s scorn. ‘I’ll be standing right beside you, Abbie; you won’t be alone. I’ll tell your mother tonight that your future has been decided, and that you have my blessing. And tomorrow you can make enquiries on how to enrol at commercial college, and find out when their term starts.’

Abbie left her chair and flung her arms around him. ‘Oh, thank you, Daddy! I won’t let you down, I promise.’

Robert felt a lump form in his throat at the show of affection and her use of the word Daddy. She’d always called him that until Edwina decided it was too childish. Hugs and kisses, they were childish, too! And loud laughter was frowned on as being very common. In her quest for perfection, his wife had thrown out the very things that make a house into a home – love, warmth and laughter. ‘I know you won’t let me down, Abbie, and I admire your determination.’

Abbie returned to her chair with a smile on her face. ‘Now I want to know how the business grew to what it is today, and how the auction houses came about.’

‘Hard work and good fortune, I suppose. As you know, I have six furniture-removal depots across Lancashire, and they bring in enough money to allow us to live in comfort. Plus, I have a good manager in Jeff, who makes sure things run smoothly. He replaces vans when they are too old, and he can hire and fire. As for the auction houses, they are not something I intended, they just seemed to happen. It started in a very small way when I was asked if I would buy the contents of a house in Orrell Park. The elderly lady who lived there had died and her family didn’t want her furniture. They weren’t asking much for it, and I bought it more as a favour to them. I emptied the house and took the furniture to a second-hand shop, where I got four bob more than I had paid for it. Remember, this was 1924, and four bob was a lot of money in those days. A couple of weeks later the same thing happened, but this time I decided to sell the furniture myself. My thinking was that if the man in the second-hand shop could give me four bob over the odds for the other furniture, and make a profit himself, the money was better in my pocket, seeing as I had to remove the stuff. So I rented a small shop on Hawthorne Road in Bootle, and stored the furniture there until I had enough to open it up as a second-hand shop. It did very well because there were a lot of poor people in the area and I kept the prices as low as possible.’

As Abbie listened, she was filled with admiration for her father. He must have worked very hard, and yet his achievements were never mentioned! At least not in her presence. ‘It’s a wonderful story, Dad, you must be very clever. There’s not many men could do what you have.’

‘Ah, but I had the good fortune to have such a staunch friend as Jeff. From day one he’s been there for me and he’s never let me down. He’s not afraid to speak his mind, either, which is what I like about him. If he thinks I’m wrong, he’ll look me straight in the eye and tell me. And I listen to him because he has a good head for business. For instance, it was Jeff who told me that some of the furniture we were selling in the second-hand shop was worth a lot more than we were asking for it. I approached an antique specialist who is a member of my club, and after inspecting a few pieces he agreed with Jeff that they were indeed quite valuable. And so the idea was born for our first auction sales room in the city. I remember the first day as though it was yesterday. We had advertised the opening in the local newspapers and booked an auctioneer to handle the affair. Imagine our dismay when only ten people turned up, and they’d only come out of curiosity. Jeff and I often have a laugh about it, and he said it was a lesson to warn us not to get too big-headed.’

Abbie’s eyes were wide and her mouth gaped. ‘Only ten people, Dad! Oh, you must have been very disappointed.’

Robert chuckled. ‘Agnes would have loved it there, the air was blue with my language. Not because we hadn’t made any money, because that’s hardly life-threatening, is it? No, it was because we felt foolish. Not so much Jeff, but I must have looked ridiculous, standing out like a sore thumb in my hard bowler hat, immaculate shirt and cravat, best overcoat with red carnation in the buttonhole, spats, kid gloves – and I was carrying a cane. The great businessman not doing any business.’

‘Oh Dad, I know it probably wasn’t funny at the time, but you describe yourself so well I can see you in my mind’s eye and it must have been hilarious.’

‘I can assure you I didn’t find any humour in it at the time. I was all for closing the place down but Jeff persuaded me to give it a couple of months. The auction was only going to be held every two weeks, and he said there was no need for me to go along, he would attend to it. Once again he was right, Abbie, because in three months the business was up and running and has never looked back. And as you know, we started a similar scheme over in Chester five years ago, and that is also very successful.’ Robert took out his fobwatch and pulled a face. ‘That’s all for tonight, young lady, it’s very late. Besides, I think you know all you need to know about the business for the time being.’

‘Can I ask a favour of you, Dad?’

‘Of course you can. And if it is in my power I will grant it.’

‘Will you take me to see Milly’s house one day? I’d love to see her.’

Robert lowered his head. This youngest daughter of his was really stirring up a hornet’s nest. Her young friend Milly was part of the past that Edwina had gone to great pains never to mention. It was as if seven years in Balfour Road had never been; she had erased them from her mind. And whether by word or deed, she seemed to have been successful in erasing them from the minds of her two eldest children. Victoria and Nigel also had friends in the street where Milly lived, but they appeared to have forgotten them. Yet was it right that Abbie should be encouraged to also forget the friends of her childhood? No, there was no justification for that. She had a right to choose her own destiny. ‘Yes, I’ll take you down to see her one night. I’m sure she’ll be delighted because she never fails to ask after you. But I’ll have to let her know when you’re coming and that may take a week or two, so you’ll have to be patient.’

He was smothered in kisses. ‘You are the best father in the world, and I do love you.’ Abbie picked up the tray and made for the door. ‘I’ll wash these before I go to bed. Goodnight and God bless.’

‘Goodnight and God bless, my dear.’ Robert sat deep in thought when his daughter had left. Then he spoke to the empty room. ‘I’ve tried to be a good father, and on the whole I believe I have. But I’ve also been a coward, and turned a blind eye when I should have put my foot down. Because of that, my two eldest children are snobs who spend their days playing tennis, swimming, shopping for clothes they don’t need, or going to afternoon tea dances. They don’t know any other kind of life, and I must take the blame for that. Now my youngest child wants to be free to lead a different life, one I would dearly love her to have. But she’ll have to fight every foot of the way to get it. Unless I do what I should have done in the first place, and that’s to be master in my own home.’

Edwina was sitting up in bed pretending to read when Robert entered the bedroom. She was wearing a plain white cotton nightdress, long-sleeved and buttoned to the neck. She would never show an inch of flesh if it was possible to cover it. And her face revealed she was not in the best of tempers. ‘You have been shut in that study for over two hours, Robert,’ she said shrilly. ‘What could a seventeen-year-old girl possibly have to say that would hold your attention for so long?’

‘It was a very enjoyable two hours, Edwina.’ Robert pulled off his cravat and placed it on top of a tallboy. ‘I discovered that Abbie and I have a lot in common.’

When he didn’t offer any further information, her nostrils flared. ‘More in common than with myself and your other two children?’

‘Good gracious, Edwina, aren’t you being a little dramatic? What is so wrong with a father spending some time with his daughter?’ Robert studied his wife’s pinched face before picking up his cravat and walking through to his dressing-room. What on earth had happened to them? They’d been madly in love with
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