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            Prologue
            
 
            Swindon, Wiltshire; March
            

         
 
         Renie woke with a start as her sisters shook her. She stared at them for a few moments, then realised it was morning and the adventure had begun. They were all running away from home today to escape their bully of a father.
 
         Then she remembered that her eldest sister Mattie was going somewhere on her own, while Renie had to go with Nell. As she got dressed, she tried one last time to persuade them otherwise. ‘I really ought to go with Mattie. If I don’t, she’ll be on her own.’
 
         ‘Shh! You’ll wake Dad.’
 
         Renie lowered her voice but didn’t give up. ‘Yes, but you’ve got Cliff, and you know he doesn’t really want me living with you two after you’re married. Please. It’s not too late for us to change our plans.’
 
         Mattie put one arm round her shoulders and whispered hoarsely, ‘We went through all this last night. I don’t know where I’ll be going or what I’ll be doing. You’ll be much safer with Nell and Cliff. He has a good trade and will always be able to get a job.’ She broke off to cough.
 
         When Renie opened her mouth to argue, worried about how ill Mattie still looked, Nell came to her other side. ‘Shh, love. Do you want to wake Dad? If he finds out what we’re doing …’
         
 
         Nell didn’t have to finish the sentence. Renie shivered at the mere thought of that. If Dad found out they were running away, he’d beat them senseless. He’d done that to Mattie once, when she started courting and insisted she was going to get married. She still bore the marks of his belt buckle on her back. Dad had lamed her fellow, who had left Swindon for good – without Mattie.
 
         Dad didn’t want any of them to marry, just earn him money and then look after him as he grew older. That wouldn’t be much of a life, would it?
 
         But though Renie was eager to get away, she wasn’t looking forward to living with Cliff, either. There was something mean about him. She didn’t think he’d thump her or anything – he’d better not even try – but she didn’t think he’d be kind, either.
 
         She couldn’t say that to Nell, of course, because her sister loved him and thought he was wonderful. Anyway, Nell had no choice about marrying him now, because she was expecting his child. But he didn’t seem even a tiny bit pleased about that.
 
         Renie wasn’t going to let any man have his way with her. She wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, but it sounded awful. She’d heard some of the married women at work talking about their husbands and how they had to put up with them in bed, always ‘at it’.
 
         She had decided not even to walk out with a fellow. She was only sixteen, after all, and there was time to enjoy life before she settled down – if she ever did settle down. Oh, she wanted so much more from life than marriage and children and housework; she wanted adventure, travel, excitement.
         
 
         She read about it in books, the sort of life people from her part of town rarely managed. And whatever anyone said, she was going to—
 
         ‘Renie!’
 
         Mattie shook her again, smiling. ‘Stop daydreaming and finish getting ready.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter One
            
 
            Lancashire, April 1910
            

         
 
         It was hard settling down in Lancashire and Renie missed Swindon and her eldest sister greatly. She missed Wiltshire, too. It was much softer countryside than here, prettier.
 
         Cliff’s relatives in Rochdale were not helpful, and looked down on Renie’s sister Nell for being in the family way. As if she’d done that on her own!
 
         But help had come from the congregation of a small Methodist church, and Cliff had found a job with one of its members.
 
         Renie helped her sister scrub out their new house, but she hated it and knew Nell wasn’t happy with it, either. Cliff had chosen to live in Milnrow, near Rochdale, because he’d found a place that was cheap and close to where he worked.
 
         The five small houses in Willow Court opened on to a yard and shared one old-fashioned lavatory, situated right next to the only entrance to the yard. They were back-to-back houses, which meant they had no rear doors, just a front one, with one big room and a scullery downstairs, and two bedrooms upstairs.
         
 
         ‘You’d think Cliff could find us somewhere better than this to live,’ she grumbled. ‘It’s horrible, as well as filthy.’
         
 
         ‘He wants to be near his new job.’ Nell sighed as she looked round. ‘It’s only for a few months. I’ll look for somewhere better later, once he’s settled in his job. He’ll be happier then.’
 
         Later, as they finished scrubbing the floors, Nell said, ‘As soon as this is dry, I want to whitewash all the walls.’
 
         ‘Wallpaper would look nicer.’
 
         ‘Bugs can live in wallpaper. Whitewash is cleanest in a place like this.’
 
         A slum, Renie thought. That was what it was, a slum.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         A few days later, Nell married Cliff and they all moved into Willow Court. Renie hated living there from the start: the smell, the slovenly neighbours, the way Cliff acted like lord of the world, tossing out orders, telling her off for nothing. He wasn’t her husband!
         
 
         It was a relief when the minister’s wife helped her find a job working in the canteen of a local mill. At least it got her out of the house all day and stopped Cliff complaining of how much she was costing him for food. The job was more pleasant than her old one in the laundry, but the wages were the same.
 
         Cliff wanted to take all her money to pay for her keep, just like her father had. He and Nell had a big row about that, but for once Nell won. If she hadn’t, Renie would have moved into lodgings rather than hand over all her money.
 
         At the canteen, she had to peel mountains of potatoes and wash the same dishes and pans day after day. Her hands were just as red and raw as they had been in the laundry. But at least she made friends with the other girls and they had a bit of fun together.
         
 
         After they’d served the meals to the millhands, two of them had to clean the tables and mop the floor in the canteen, while the rest cleared up the kitchen and got it ready for the night shift. Daytime workers could either bring their own dinners or buy food cheaply. The night shift had to bring their own food, but one of the lads made them tea and coffee.
 
         In the morning Renie had to start all over again, cleaning up after the men who worked at night and who always tramped dirt in and left the tables in a mess. They should at least have thrown their rubbish in the bin, not left it lying around. That encouraged mice.
 
         One of the best things about this job was that she didn’t have to provide her own midday meals, because the canteen staff could eat the leftovers free. By the time her birthday came in August, she had grown a full inch and some of her clothes were too tight.
 
         She and Nell celebrated her birthday together. Cliff didn’t care whether it was her birthday or not, just whether his food was ready on time and his clothes washed and ironed, so they left him out.
 
         She continued to eat well at work and Cook even let them take leftovers home now and then, so Nell benefited too. Renie noticed Cook always had food to take home, but knew better than to comment on that.
 
         She felt as if she had grown up very quickly and learnt a lot since they left Swindon. She missed it, wished they were still living there. Lancashire just didn’t feel like home.
 
         
             

         
 
         After a few weeks, one of the women at the canteen took Renie aside. ‘I’ve been watching you. You’re a real hard worker.’
         
 
         ‘Thanks, Mary.’
 
         ‘I wondered if you’d like an extra job on Saturday nights. It’d earn you three shillings.’
 
         ‘Doing what?’
 
         ‘Working in the kitchen at the King’s Head Hotel in Rochdale. It’s mostly washing up, but if they think you’re worth it, they’ll teach you to do other things, like they did me. I’ve been learning waitressing. They’re always on the lookout for good workers, you see, because the owners have other hotels. They’re called Mr and Mrs Carling and the King’s Head was the first hotel they ever owned. They’ve got a hotel in London and three others, I think, only they call them the Rathleighs. I got confused at first about that.’ She laughed. ‘I’m going to give notice at the canteen tomorrow and work in this hotel full-time as a waitress.’
 
         ‘You lucky thing!’
 
         ‘It’s not just luck. I’ve earned my new job by hard work and you can too. Waitresses get tips as well as wages, and they don’t ruin their hands. One day I want to work as a housekeeper in a big hotel. I’m never getting married. I don’t want to spend my life running round after a fellow and going without to feed the kids, like my sister does.’
 
         Renie was happy to hear another woman say she wasn’t getting married. Whenever she said that, people laughed at her and told her she’d change when she met the right man. But she wouldn’t. Watching how unhappy Cliff made her sister proved how chancy marriage could be. Her father had made her mother unhappy too.
 
         ‘It’s really kind of you to think of me, Mary, and I’d love to try for it.’
         
 
         ‘Like I said, you’re a good worker.’
 
         ‘How do we get back after work?’
 
         ‘The last train and then we have to walk home from the station. They make sure I can leave on time for that and they give me my fare. They’re good employers. Have you ever been inside the hotel?’
 
         ‘No. I walked past the door one day and it looked very posh.’
 
         ‘It is. People of our sort don’t go there, just rich folk. You should hear how they talk.’ She stuck her nose in the air and said, ‘How do you do?’ in a plummy voice, making Renie laugh.
 
         ‘The hotel guests eat meals in the restaurant, three courses at least, the lucky things, and they stay the night in fancy bedrooms. The housekeeper let me have a peep at them. They’re lovely.’ Mary’s eyes grew dreamy for a moment. ‘One day I’m going to sleep in a bedroom like that.’
 
         She shook her head and smiled. ‘Listen to me going on. I can take you to meet the housekeeper after work, if you like, to see if she’ll take you on. I’ve already told her about you.’
 
         Renie nearly said yes, then looked down at herself. ‘Not today. I’ll look a mess by then and this is my oldest skirt. How about tomorrow? I can bring some clean clothes to change into after work.’
 
         She didn’t tell Nell about this chance of an extra job, because Cliff might find out and stop her even trying. He didn’t want anyone to be happy, that one didn’t.
 
         
             

         
 
         The next day after work, Mary took her into Rochdale and they went into the King’s Head by a rear entrance. She explained to a man in a black suit that she was taking Renie for an interview with Mrs Berton.
         
 
         The further into the hotel they went, the more nervous Renie became. What was a girl like her doing in a place like this?
 
         The housekeeper’s room was so grand she wanted to clutch Mary’s arm. But then she realised she was being a coward, so took a deep breath and stood up straight. Her sister Mattie said you had to face things you were afraid of. Her heart clenched, as it always did, at the thought of Mattie and she wondered where her eldest sister was.
 
         ‘This is Renie, Mrs Berton.’
 
         After a series of questions, the housekeeper said, ‘I’ll give you a trial, Renie, because Mary speaks well of you and you look like a strong, healthy sort of girl.’ She frowned. ‘Is Renie short for Irene?’
 
         ‘Yes, Mrs Berton.’
 
         ‘Then I think we’ll use your full name here. Renie sounds rather common.’
 
         When they got out of the hotel, Renie said indignantly, ‘Fancy changing my name!’
 
         ‘They do things like that in posh hotels. Everything has to sound right, as well as look right. What does it matter? You’ll be earning three shillings every Saturday.’
 
         Three whole shillings for herself. She’d not give a farthing of it to Cliff.
 
         Nell was delighted for her, but he threw a fit about her being out late. After Renie told him she’d be coming home with Mary, he said the three shillings would be very welcome.
         
 
         ‘I’m not giving you any more money. It doesn’t cost you anything for me to work in Rochdale.’
 
         ‘I’m the head of this household and you’ll do as you’re told, young woman.’
         
 
         ‘I won’t go to work there at all if you take my money.’
 
         ‘Don’t be cheeky. You live under my roof and you’ll do as I say.’
 
         ‘I’m not being cheeky, but it’s my money. And if you don’t like me living here, I can always go into lodgings.’
 
         ‘Cliff, let her do it. She’ll be saving me the meal on Saturday night, because they give her something to eat, so we do benefit.’
 
         The dirty look he gave Renie said he’d not forget this, but she’d had enough of him and his grasping ways and she didn’t care. Nell might have to put up with him, but she didn’t.
 
         
             

         
 
         It was hard on the hands washing up all evening, but Renie did the best she could, grating the soap carefully and shaking it up in a bottle of hot water to dissolve it. She made sure she rinsed the dishes and got them sparkling clean, because she was desperate to be kept on.
 
         To her surprise, the cook was a man and insisted on being called ‘Sheff’ (she found out later it was spelt ‘chef’). He came to inspect her work every hour or so the first night.
 
         After his third visit to the scullery he said, ‘You’re very thorough. Keep that up and you’ll get the job permanently, young Irene.’
 
         ‘Thank you, Chef.’
 
         He went back to his cooking. She saw the meals sometimes when she went to collect the dirty dishes from the side bench just inside the kitchen door. She’d never seen food like he and his assistants made.
 
         When he offered her something to eat in the middle of the evening, she accepted gratefully. Another girl, who was also eating, explained what the food was and taught her some French words.
         
 
         Renie felt very grown up, catching the train home. She walked to Willow Court from the station with Mary, who lived nearby, feeling tired but exhilarated. Best of all were the florin and shilling wrapped in her handkerchief and bumping against her leg.
 
         She found the house in darkness, so lit a candle and made her way up to her bedroom. She wasn’t going to let the money out of her sight until she could open a savings bank account of her own. Maybe Cook at the canteen would let her nip along the street to do that in her lunch break.
 
         
             

         
 
         Nell’s daughter was born in late September and was a little darling. Renie loved cuddling her, but Cliff never even picked her up, complaining that he’d wanted a son.
 
         The following week the manager at the King’s Head summoned Renie to his office before she started work. Another man was sitting next to the desk.
 
         ‘This is Mr Judson, who’s going to be working here for a while as my assistant.’
 
         She nodded to the stranger and clasped her hands in front of her, hoping they didn’t look too reddened.
 
         ‘We’re very pleased with your work, Irene. When you stepped in for Janet you did well on the waitressing too, which is why we let you try that out a few times.’
 
         Renie had guessed they were testing her out.
 
         ‘We’ve decided to offer you a job here full-time as a waitress. We’ll train you in our ways.’
 
         She couldn’t hide her delight. ‘Oh, I’d love to do that! Thank you very much. I’ll work really hard.’
         
 
         He smiled and turned to the man next to him. ‘We have some good workers here in Lancashire.’
 
         The man nodded, but the way his eyes ran over Renie’s body made her feel uncomfortable.
 
         Even when she found she’d be earning less money at first, till she was trained, she didn’t care. She’d get out of the canteen and not have such rough hands, and if she did her work well, there would be tips and maybe one day she could go to work in London, or in one of the other Rathleigh hotels.
 
         She twirled round as she walked back to the kitchen and one of the waiters laughed at her. She didn’t care.
 
         She might even go back to Wiltshire one day, but not near her father. She didn’t think Mattie would have gone too far away from home.
 
         Renie rushed home that night and burst into the house, delighted to see her sister still up, just finishing feeding the baby. ‘Guess what! They’re going to keep me on at the hotel as a waitress, because I’ve given satisfaction. Isn’t that marvellous?’
 
         ‘That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘Yes.’ She cuddled up against Nell and the baby for a moment or two. ‘And one day I’ll go and work in London. I really will.’
 
         ‘I’m glad for you, but I don’t want you to go to London. I’ll miss you in the evenings as it is.’
 
         ‘Will you be all right on your own?’
 
         ‘Of course I will. I have my library books, don’t I? It’ll make me very happy to see you getting such a good chance. And I’ll have Sarah to keep me company. I won’t be on my own any more.’
 
         They didn’t tell Cliff till the next evening.
 
         ‘You’ll not last long,’ he said at once. ‘You’re too clumsy to be a waitress.’
         
 
         She raised her chin and stared at him the way Chef stared at someone when they’d made a mistake. She’d been practising that in front of the broken piece of mirror in her bedroom. She’d been practising speaking better too. ‘The manager doesn’t think so.’
 
         Nell moved closer to her as if to protect her, only Renie was taller than her now, nearly as tall as Cliff. She’d grown in the past few months, thanks to the excellent food she’d been eating. She was no longer afraid of him physically, either. If he hit her, she’d thump him right back.
 
         ‘How much are they paying you?’ he asked.
 
         ‘None of your business.’
 
         ‘It is while you’re under my roof.’
 
         ‘Enough to pay my keep, don’t worry. And I’ll get food to eat, all except my breakfast, so I’ll cost you less.’
 
         ‘We should take less money from you, then,’ Nell said at once.
 
         He rounded on her. ‘You’ll do no such thing! You still do her washing, don’t you? And clean up after her?’
 
         Renie tried to turn his anger away from his wife. ‘They let some of the girls live in, only I told them I wanted to stay here to help my sister. But they said there would always be a bed for me there.’
 
         He went red and his hands clenched into fists. All hung in the balance for a moment or two. ‘Well, don’t try to pay any less for your keep.’
 
         ‘I won’t. I know you keep Nell short and she needs every penny I can give her to make ends meet.’
 
         He did walk across to her then, but she stood her ground. ‘Don’t you dare lay a finger on me or I’ll definitely leave!’
         
 
         ‘I wouldn’t waste my energy on you. You’re useless. No wonder you’re not walking out with anyone like the other girls.’
 
         ‘It’s not for lack of chances. I don’t want to get married.’
 
         ‘You will. That’s what all women want, a man to work his fingers to the bone providing for them and their children.’ After glaring at her and then at Nell, he went out to the pub, slamming the door behind him.
 
         ‘I wish you’d be more careful how you talk to him,’ her sister said once his footsteps had faded into the distance. ‘What if he’d hit you?’
 
         ‘I’d have hit him back. Where it hurts. And then I’d have moved out. Never mind him, look what I’ve brought you as a present for giving me such a lovely little niece.’ She brandished a Fry’s Chocolate Cream bar. ‘What’s more, we’re not saving him any.’
 
         Nell’s eyes filled with tears and the two sisters hugged.
 
         
             

         
 
         The first time Mr Judson pressed himself against her, Renie shoved him away hard. She’d met men like him before and you had to make it plain from the start that you’d not put up with it. ‘Stop that!’
 
         He stood still for a moment, smiled, then walked away whistling.
 
         When he touched her body again, she kicked him hard in the shin. If he’d been anyone else except the assistant manager, she’d have kicked him where it hurt a lot more.
 
         He looked furious, but she was angry too.
 
         They stood glaring at one another for a few moments, then he straightened up and said, ‘You’ll be sorry for that.’
 
         ‘And you’ll be sorry if you touch me like that again!’
         
 
         The housekeeper was passing just then and stopped to stare at them.
 
         ‘And don’t you be cheeky to me again, young woman,’ he said and walked away.
 
         Renie looked at the housekeeper. ‘I wasn’t being cheeky to him.’
 
         ‘I didn’t think you had been. You’re not the cheeky sort. Is he giving you any trouble?’
 
         She shrugged. ‘He tries to touch some of us. I don’t like it and I won’t let him do it, not even if I lose my job for it.’
 
         ‘You won’t. I’ll make sure of that.’ The housekeeper patted her shoulder. ‘You carry on sticking up for yourself, young Irene.’ She hesitated, looking over her shoulder before asking, ‘Has he given anyone else any trouble?’
 
         ‘He grabbed Nellie’s breast the other day and hurt her. She cried about that in the back pantry.’
 
         The housekeeper breathed deeply. ‘I’ll have a word with the manager. We employ decent girls here and I’m not having them treated like … like the other sort.’
 
         Things got better then and Mr Judson stopped touching the women staff, but the looks he gave Renie said he blamed her and he’d not forget what she’d done. Luckily, he wasn’t in charge of the dining room staff, but worked in the office – she didn’t know what he did there. Some of the time, he stood in Reception and fussed over customers when they arrived.
 
         Smarmy devil, he was to them.
 
         There was always a worm in the apple, wasn’t there? Nothing ever went smoothly. Renie was learning that. She was learning a lot about life since they’d fled from Swindon.
 
         
             

         
 
         Renie loved being a waitress, helping people, seeing the pleasure on their faces as they ate the delicious food Chef produced. She’d never had a job as interesting as this before, hadn’t realised food could be so wonderful.
         
 
         Six weeks after she’d started, the manager summoned her with a flick of the finger. ‘A word, Irene.’
 
         She cast a quick glance over the restaurant, but it was quiet now after the lunchtime rush and she’d cleared up all her tables. She followed Mr Sewell into his office to one side of the foyer, frowning as she tried to work out what she’d done wrong. Nothing that she could think of.
 
         He sat down behind his desk and stared at her over his steepled fingers. ‘We’ve been very pleased with how you’ve settled in, Irene, and how quickly you’ve learnt the job. I’ve not seen anyone pick it up as quickly as you. And the customers like you, too. That’s important.’
 
         ‘Oh. Well, thank you. I do enjoy my work.’ She could feel herself flushing with pleasure at the compliment. Mr Sewell wasn’t noted for handing them out too often, so it really meant something.
 
         ‘I overheard you the other day talking about how you’d like to see more of the world.’
 
         She looked at him warily. What had that to do with working here?
 
         ‘The company has an opening in London for a waitress, and since they’re very particular about who they employ, they’ve asked the managers of our regional hotels if we have any staff with potential. I don’t want to lose you so quickly, but I can find someone else for our level of waitressing. The London Rathleigh is a very fine hotel and the restaurant there maintains a much higher standard than this one can – though we do quite well for a small provincial hotel.’
         
 
         She was surprised at that. To her, the King’s Head seemed the last word in luxury – and large, not small.
 
         ‘You’d learn things from continuing your training in London which you could never learn here. However, it is my hope that one day you may come back here as head waitress. Your family lives in the area, after all.’
 
         The offer took her breath away and for a moment she couldn’t put two words together. Then they tumbled out in a rush. ‘Oh, I’d love to go to London! Thank you so much for thinking of me, Mr Sewell.’
 
         ‘There’s just one thing: are you courting? It’d be a waste us putting all this effort into you if you’re going to get married in a year or two.’
 
         ‘I don’t have a young man because I don’t want to get married.’ Though she’d been asked to walk out with fellows three times now. ‘I’ve seen how unhappy my sister is with her husband.’
 
         He looked surprised at her frankness. When would she learn to keep quiet about her personal life? Mary had told her the other day that managers and head waiters didn’t want to know that sort of thing.
 
         He didn’t comment, apart from, ‘That’s all right, then. Now, to practicalities. We need you to start next week, Irene, so that you’re trained in London ways by the Christmas rush. It takes a very special girl to do that so quickly, but I know you won’t let me down.’
 
         ‘I can do it, sir, I know I can. But where will I live in London? Will they help me find lodgings?’
 
         He smiled. ‘You’ll live in at the Rathleigh, of course. They employ so many young women, they have dormitories for them. They’ll deduct the cost of living in from your wages, but I think you’ll find it much cheaper than London lodgings.’
         
 
         She beamed at him. ‘That’s all right, then. I’ll do my very best to give satisfaction, sir.’
 
         ‘We’d like you to leave on Monday. You’ll be provided with a train ticket and your taxi fare from the station to the London hotel.’
 
         That took her breath away. Her, riding in a taxi.
 
         She floated out of his room, and when Mary asked her what was making her smile, she told her. Then she realised that Mary had been there longer and was struggling not to appear jealous. ‘I’m sorry. I owe this to you. I wish you were coming too.’
 
         ‘So do I. Perhaps another time.’
 
         She gave Mary a hug. ‘Thank you so much. If I can ever put in a good word for you, I will.’
 
         It was only when she was walking home that Renie had time to think how this would affect her sister. Poor Nell would be very lonely then. The thought of that made her feel guilty, but she couldn’t bear to turn down this golden opportunity and she knew dear Nell wouldn’t want her to.
 
         Renie sighed happily. She’d dreamt of escaping from Milnrow and her brother-in-law, and now she was going to do it, she really was.
 
         
             

         
 
         Cliff threw a fit when Renie said she’d be leaving and instantly forbade her to go. He and Nell had a row about it later and of course, in such a small house, Renie heard every word.
 
         ‘I forbid her to go!’ he yelled.
 
         ‘Why?’ 
 
         ‘Because I bloody well say so, that’s why.’
         
 
         The baby began to cry, frightened by the loud voices. Renie heard Cliff yell, ‘Stop that brat squalling!’ and then the bed frame creaked as he turned over. Poor Nell had to get up to comfort little Sarah. She took the baby downstairs, as she often did.
 
         Renie wondered whether to go down and join her, but was tired and couldn’t resist closing her eyes.
 
         
             

         
 
         Once Cliff had gone to work the next day, Nell said, ‘Just pack up and go on Monday. You’ve only a few days to wait. He needn’t know anything till after you’ve left.’
 
         ‘He’ll get mad at you then.’
 
         Nell shrugged. ‘He’s always getting mad. I can’t do anything right these days, especially when Sarah wakes him up at night.’
 
         ‘Oh, Nell.’ Renie hesitated, wondering whether to say something about this sham of a marriage, but her sister turned round and started clattering pots and pans, so she held her peace.
 
         Cliff seemed to take for granted that she’d do as he told her and stay in Milnrow. Luckily, he never poked his head into her bedroom, so he didn’t see the trunk she’d bought with money from her savings. Not that the trunk was full, but it was on the list of items she had to provide. She wasn’t going to buy any new clothes till she got to London, where she’d keep her eyes open for good quality, second-hand ones. If she’d dressed well here, Cliff would have demanded more money from her.
 
         On the Monday Cliff went off to work as usual, but somehow, while she finished her packing and got her trunk taken to the station, Renie kept thinking he’d find out and try to stop her.
         
 
         It wasn’t till the second train pulled out of Manchester that she began to feel safe. Her spirits lifted and she began to take an interest in the places they were passing through. Nell had packed her some sandwiches, an apple and a bottle of cold tea for the journey, so she wouldn’t need to spend any of her money on food.
 
         She felt as if she’d grown suddenly older, thrown on her own resources like this. She only had her savings to fall back on if anything went wrong, so she was determined to be very careful.
 
         She still winced when she remembered how careless she’d been with the few pennies that came her way when she was younger. Such a waste! Now, thanks to her tips, every penny of which she’d saved, she had nearly ten pounds tucked away for a rainy day because she would never ask Cliff for help, no matter how desperate she was.
 
         She could live on that money for weeks, if the worst came to the worst. But if she worked hard, she should be all right. The hotel owners treated their staff well.
 
         But oh, she was going to miss Nell so much. She missed her eldest sister too. Surely a woman as clever as Mattie would be managing all right?
 
         And one day the three of them would be reunited, Renie had to believe that. When they ran away, they’d agreed to try to make contact after two years through Cliff’s family. But Cliff was refusing to contact his family. In March next year the two years would have passed and maybe somehow, whatever Cliff said, they could find a way to get in touch with Mattie.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two
            

         
 
         In November, Gilbert Rycroft flung himself out of the house after yet another row with his father. Marriage! Was that all his parents could think of? He was twenty-five and enjoying life. Why should he marry when he had two older brothers quite willing to provide heirs for the family estate in Hampshire?
 
         He had no desire whatsoever to settle down. He loved visiting friends, hunting, shooting, whatever each season brought.
 
         ‘You shouldn’t be riding when you’re in such a temper, Master Gil,’ the head groom said.
 
         ‘I’ll be calmer when I get back, Walter.’
 
         ‘You’ll have to give in to them one day, Master Gil.’
 
         ‘I’m not marrying Amelia Frensham and that’s flat. It’d be like marrying my sister.’ He looked at the ageing man, who’d been more like a father to him than his own father had, and said quietly, ‘I just can’t do it with her, Walter.’
         
 
         ‘They shouldn’t have brought you up together.’
 
         ‘I don’t know that it’d have made any difference. There are some women you want in bed and others you don’t want, however nice they are.’
         
 
         ‘Then go and ride it off, but treat that horse gently. It’s muddy underfoot after all the rain we’ve had lately.’
 
         Impatient to get out into the fresh air, Gil mounted and rode off across the nearby meadow, sailing over the fence at the other side of it.
 
         Walter watched him go, shaking his head. ‘They’re pressing him too hard,’ he muttered. ‘No good will come of it.’
 
         That lad didn’t have enough to keep him busy and use up his energy. They should have found him a job instead of encouraging him to live in idleness. Money didn’t always bring true happiness, as Walter had seen in this household.
 
         
             

         
 
         Two hours later the son of a local farmer came galloping into the stable yard, yelling loudly. ‘Come quick! Master Gil’s hurt bad.’
 
         Walter sent one groom up to the house, the other to fetch the doctor, then set off to find out what had happened to his lad, not forgetting to take his rifle. If the accident had been a bad one, there might be a horse to put out of its misery.
 
         The sound of a horse groaning, a hoarse anguished sound, reached them before they got to the scene of the accident. A rifle shot cracked out and the sound cut off abruptly.
 
         Walter shook his head, tears rising in his eyes. He’d bred that mare himself and she was one of his favourites. ‘Damn fool! I’ll give him what for.’
 
         But there was no scolding Gil, who was lying on the damp ground, white and only half-conscious, his left arm and leg twisted at unnatural angles.
 
         
             

         
 
         London terrified Renie. The buildings were so tall, and even Euston Station was like a palace, with a high ceiling full of glass panels like a giant’s greenhouse. She was jostled by crowds of rushing people, who all seemed to know where they were going, which was more than she did.
         
 
         She was relieved when a kindly older porter took pity on her and carried her luggage, showing her where to get a cab.
 
         She knew she was supposed to tip him because she’d seen guests at the hotel tipping people, but wasn’t sure how much.
 
         When she offered him sixpence, he smiled and closed her hand round the coin. ‘Keep it, lass. You’re the same age as my granddaughter, I should think, and about as short of money.’
 
         ‘Thank you.’
 
         As he helped load her luggage into the cab, he added, ‘Good luck in London. I hope you’re going to a good place. In service, are you?’
 
         ‘No. I’m going to work in a hotel, the Rathleigh.’
 
         ‘The one round the corner from Yew Tree Gardens? Nice hotel, that. You’ll be all right there if you work hard. I’ve heard they treat their staff decently.’
 
         She looked back at the station as they pulled away. The porter had told her to look at the famous arch in front of it. Big columns of stone were topped by a roof like a flattened triangle. She’d never seen anything like it before.
 
         It felt very grand to be riding in a cab.
 
         The horse slowed down and the cab driver called out, ‘These are the gardens. The hotel is just round the corner. You’ll be able to walk round them when you’re free. They were left for the use of everyone.’
 
         She was a bit disappointed but didn’t say so. Yew Tree Gardens were in the centre of a square, and weren’t very big, only a scrubby oblong of grass about two hundred yards long and a hundred wide, with a few trees and flower beds round the edges, all enclosed by iron railings. The yew trees formed dark clumps here and there. Not her favourite sort of tree.
         
 
         The horse speeded up again and turned a corner which led to a terrace of buildings. These weren’t small houses like those in the terraces she knew, but very large ones, built for rich people, she was sure. They were all five storeys high and exactly the same in style, looking quietly elegant, as if they knew and were proud of their place in the world.
 
         ‘They bought the end four houses,’ the cab driver called, ‘and made them into a hotel. It goes round the corner, too.’
 
         She’d have liked to go up the wide steps to the big front entrance of the hotel, but of course she knew better than to do that. So did the driver, who turned into a narrow street between the side part of the hotel and the next row of large houses.
 
         A bored-looking pageboy came out of the hotel as she was paying the driver and called, ‘Can I help you?’
 
         ‘I’m starting work here.’
 
         ‘Right-o.’ He vanished and reappeared with a trolley, on to which he and the driver unloaded her trunk and bag. Then the lad wheeled them inside without even looking at her.
 
         Before she followed him, she looked up at the building in awe. It was surprisingly big with the wing down the side.
 
         ‘Hurry up, you!’ the lad yelled.
 
         She rushed inside and followed him to the housekeeper’s room, feeling nervous. This woman could make her life pleasant or miserable.
 
         He knocked on the door and when a voice called, ‘Come!’ he led the way inside.
         
 
         ‘The new girl’s here, Mrs Tolson. Shall I take her things up?’ This time his voice was quiet and respectful.
 
         ‘Yes please, Billy. She’s in Dormitory Two, the bed next to the door on the right.’ She turned to study the newcomer.
 
         Mrs Tolson was so elegant she took Renie’s breath away. She looked more like a lady than a housekeeper.
 
         ‘Welcome to the London Rathleigh, Irene. You come highly recommended by Mr Sewell.’
 
         ‘Thank you, Mrs Tolson.’
 
         ‘He says you’re a hard worker, but you still have a lot to learn, so I’ll put you under Maud’s wing. She’s our senior waitress and a very good teacher, so be sure to listen to her carefully and do what she tells you.’
 
         ‘I’ll do my very best, I promise.’
 
         ‘Tell me about your family.’
 
         This question surprised Renie, but she explained the situation quickly.
 
         ‘And what do you like to do in your spare time?’
 
         ‘Read. Is there a library near here that I can join?’
 
         Mrs Tolson nodded approvingly. ‘A very good pastime and one we encourage. We have two bookcases full of books in the women’s sitting room for the use of our female staff. When you’ve finished reading those that interest you, you might need to go to the local library, which isn’t far away. Not many of our women staff bother much with reading, I’m afraid.’
 
         She rang a small silver bell and another woman arrived, about forty and very thin. ‘This is Irene Fuller, who is starting as a waitress. Irene, this is Miss Pilkins, who is the assistant housekeeper in charge of the hotel rooms, and also the women staff and their accommodation. Take Irene upstairs, please, Miss Pilkins, and check that she has the correct clothes. If not, fit her out from the spares, then take her down to meet Maud. By the time you’ve done that, it’ll be nearly mealtime and you can show her where to go.’
         
 
         Miss Pilkins led the way at a brisk pace. ‘This is the staff lift and those are the staff stairs. We never use the customers’ lifts or stairs.’
 
         Renie had never ridden in a lift before and she felt a little nervous because the iron grill, which was pulled across to form a door, allowed her to see all the workings as well as each floor they passed through. She had an urge to clutch Miss Pilkins, but didn’t give in to it.
 
         ‘This is the fifth floor, the top one. The women staff’s accommodation is to the right. You are never, ever to go to the left, which is the men’s area.’
 
         ‘Yes, Miss Pilkins.’
 
         Just before they turned into Dormitory Two, which was apparently for the younger women, Miss Pilkins indicated a door. ‘That’s my room. If you need help in the night, you’re to knock me up. You’re not to bring anyone else up here, even if they’re related to you.’
 
         ‘I don’t know anyone in London.’
 
         ‘Very well. If you’ll open your trunk, I’ll check your working clothes.’
 
         Feeling a bit ashamed of how little she had, Renie took the key off the chain round her neck and unlocked her trunk.
 
         ‘You’ll need more than that.’ Miss Pilkins pulled a little notebook out of her pocket and made a quick list. ‘Let’s go and sort out what you need. Mrs Tolson keeps some spares. They’re second hand but of good quality. You’ll be charged for them at a shilling a week out of your wages.’
         
 
         An hour later, Renie owned more clothes than ever in her life before. They were made of good, hard-wearing fabrics and Miss Pilkins took care to find ones that fitted her properly, too. She wished she had something half as good for her off-duty clothes.
 
         So many new things to learn, she thought as Miss Pilkins showed her how to tie the apron. ‘Aprons belong to the hotel and are laundered by them. You will be given a clean one every day. If there’s an accident and you need another clean one, ask Maud. Now, take the uniform off and change into your normal clothes.’
 
         She led the way briskly down to the foyer and introduced Renie to Maud, who was supervising the clearing up of the tea shop.
 
         ‘I’m just finishing,’ Maud said. ‘If you wait over there, you can watch what we do, then we’ll go for our meal.’
 
         In the staff dining room, which was at the rear of the building in the rear wing, Maud handed her over to Daphne, who was a year or two older than Renie, rather plump, with a cheerful expression and brown hair with a frizzy fringe.
 
         ‘Call me Daff, everyone does when I’m not on duty,’ she said as soon as Maud had gone off to the senior staff dining room for her own meal.
 
         Renie sat quietly at the table, enjoying the food, of which you could eat as much as you wanted. She noticed how daintily the girls used their cutlery, and kept an eye on them to make sure she was doing things the right way. But her time waitressing in the King’s Head had taught her to use her knives and forks properly, thank goodness.
 
         After they’d cleared the table, Daff explained about the roster for clearing up the staff dining rooms, then took Renie to the attic sitting room, where both the housekeeping and waitressing female staff sat in the evenings.
         
 
         ‘Girls, this is Irene. She’s from Lancashire.’ Daff frowned at her. ‘You don’t sound like a northerner.’
 
         ‘I’m from Wiltshire really. I’ve only been living in Lancashire because my sister and her husband moved there.’
 
         ‘Parents dead?’
 
         ‘Well, my mother is. I don’t get on with my father.’
 
         They spent a few minutes asking Renie questions about herself, then left her in peace. At nine o’clock, two girls went out to fetch jugs of cocoa and supper, which was whatever cakes and biscuits had been left in the tea shop. Soon afterwards the women started going to bed, so Renie followed Daff.
 
         She felt shy about undressing in front of strangers, but she quickly realised that they didn’t stare at one another and most used a nightdress to cover themselves as they finished undressing.
 
         She was so tired she didn’t even remember pulling the covers up, and could only stare round, bewildered by her surroundings, when Daff woke her at seven o’clock in the morning.
 
         
             

         
 
         Walter fell to his knees beside Gil and tried to comfort his lad while they waited for help after the accident. He felt more a father to Gil than Mr Rycroft had ever been. If Walter had ever been blessed with children, he’d have treated them more lovingly. All show and no go, that was the master. Appearances and ‘doing the right thing’ counted more than people’s feelings, especially with an unimportant third son.
         
 
         Dr Lawrence arrived a few minutes later and, to Walter’s annoyance, he’d been drinking. At this hour of the morning, too! If there had been anyone else to send for, Walter would have done it.
 
         A short examination and the doctor shook his head. ‘It’s a bad one, this. Send for a cart with plenty of straw. It’s going to hurt to move him.’
 
         ‘I sent for one already.’
 
         ‘His left arm’s out of its socket and it’s broken as well. Let’s get that shoulder back in place first, then we’ll find something to splint the arm.’
 
         He did this so quickly that Walter didn’t have time to protest. But surely more care should have been taken? It was the second time Gil’s shoulder had popped out in the past year and his scream of pain was so loud and agonised, Walter felt sick to think how rough the doctor had been.
 
         To his relief the cart arrived then.
 
         Back at the house, Walter had a quiet word with the master, begging him to send for a London specialist doctor to set the arm and leg properly, not Dr Lawrence.
 
         ‘Why do you say that?’
 
         ‘He’s been drinking, sir.’
 
         Mr Rycroft went across to the local doctor, recoiling at the smell of alcohol. ‘You’ve been drinking.’
 
         ‘Just a quick nip to keep out the cold.’ But the doctor was swaying slightly and his eyes weren’t in proper focus.
 
         ‘More than a nip. You’re not fit to care for anyone. Leave my house this minute!’ Mr Rycroft himself escorted the doctor to the door.
 
         As he watched his master use the telephone to call for a London doctor, Walter decided there was some use to the newfangled apparatus after all.
         
 
         He was concerned about the mistress, who was sitting by Gil’s side, looking as if she might faint at any moment.
 
         But there was nothing any of them could do except wait. And pray for their poor lad.
 
         
             

         
 
         By the time a specialist arrived from London three hours later, accompanied by his assistant, Gil was tossing and moaning. Walter stood by the bed, occasionally trying to comfort him, but Mr Rycroft remained by the window, looking round in disapproval as his son groaned in pain.
 
         It was left to Walter to explain exactly what had happened.
 
         The specialist stared down at his patient. ‘I’ll have to examine the arm and leg, and I’m afraid I’m going to hurt you, Mr Rycroft.’
 
         He was gentle and careful, very different from the local doctor, but though Gil tried hard to bear the pain in silence, he couldn’t help crying out and Walter had to help the doctor’s assistant hold him still as the arm and leg were checked.
 
         When he’d finished, the specialist turned to the master. ‘Only time will tell for sure, Mr Rycroft, but some fool’s handled your son’s arm roughly. The leg’s a nasty break, but it would be much worse if someone hadn’t straightened it carefully.’
 
         ‘I did that. I’ve dealt with animals with broken limbs,’ Walter said.
 
         ‘You did well. Now, I’ll need to use chloroform on your son to deal with the broken limbs.’ The specialist looked towards Mr Rycroft, who had come as far as the foot of the bed now, but still wasn’t looking at his son. ‘Is there a nurse for afterwards?’
         
 
         ‘We can send for one.’
 
         ‘There’s me,’ Walter said quietly. ‘I’ve had a lot to do with sick and injured animals.’
 
         ‘This is not a job for a groom,’ the master said at once.
 
         Walter was already disgusted by the way he was treating his son and had difficulty speaking politely. ‘With respect, sir, I’ve known Master Gil since he was a babe in arms. He’ll do as I tell him where he won’t listen to others.’
 
         ‘You’re not—’
 
         The specialist interrupted, speaking with a lowered voice, but Walter could hear what he said and was sure Gil could too.
 
         ‘It’s not likely your son will recover full use of that arm and shoulder, Mr Rycroft. I suspect there could be some nerve damage. We’ll have to wait and see. If your man here feels he can best deal with your son, I’m happy to have him help us and then leave him in charge. You can tell he’s a man of sense by the way he dealt with the situation today. I’m sure you can get him a nurse to assist him.’
 
         ‘That means I’ll lose my head groom.’
 
         The specialist couldn’t hide his surprise at this.
 
         Walter managed to speak quietly and politely, because it’d do no good to speak sharply to the master, who had sacked men for less. ‘Mark can take charge, sir. I have absolute confidence in him.’
 
         ‘Oh, very well!’
 
         ‘Perhaps you’d like to leave us to it, then, sir?’ the specialist suggested. ‘If you could put a maid at our disposal to fetch hot water or anything else we need?’
 
         ‘Very well. I’ll be down in the library when you’ve finished.’
         
 
         Walter could see Gil relax slightly after his father had left.
 
         Once the room had been organised, the assistant brought out the necessary equipment. He put a mask over the patient’s nose and mouth, then dropped liquid on to it. Walter had to help hold Gil at first, because he clearly didn’t enjoy the sensation.
 
         ‘They feel as if they’re smothering,’ the assistant said quietly, ‘but they’re not. There. He’s unconscious now.’
 
         The specialist worked quickly to set the leg, working by feel, then dealt with the arm, frowning and shaking his head. ‘I fear he’ll never have full use of this.’
 
         Walter watched with interest as the assistant helped encase the limbs in bandages impregnated with plaster of Paris.
 
         ‘I’ve never seen those before,’ he said. ‘How clever.’
 
         The specialist nodded acknowledgement of the compliment. ‘They were introduced during the Crimean War, but of course I make my own and we manage rather better nowadays. There. That should do it.’
 
         Gradually Gil regained consciousness, moaning and trying to move.
 
         The specialist seemed to have lost interest and was now taking off the smock he’d worn to keep his clothes clean, so Walter went to the head of the bed. ‘Hold still, lad. It’s over now.’
 
         ‘Over … thank heaven. Don’t let my father—’
 
         ‘I’ll keep him away from you as much as I can.’
 
         The specialist listened to this with raised eyebrows. ‘Should you speak like that about your master?’
 
         ‘Mr Rycroft is no good with sick people, sir, because he’s never had a day’s illness in his life. I’m the one who’s looked after Master Gil since he was ten.’
         
 
         ‘I see. Well, I’ll leave you two to clear up, and go and report. Is there another doctor in the neighbourhood apart from the one who first attended Mr Rycroft?’
 
         ‘Yes, sir. Dr Laver was away in London when it happened but he should be back tomorrow.’
 
         ‘I’ll write him a note and he can telephone me if he needs more information or is worried about anything.’ He looked at his assistant. ‘Usual painkillers.’
 
         The doctor went to take his leave of Mr Rycroft senior, who had joined his wife in her sitting room.
 
         The assistant finished putting away the equipment, then took a box containing folded pieces of paper out of one of the leather bags. ‘These powders are to be taken in half a glass of water, one only, morning and evening, to help with the pain. If you need more, you can get them from the local doctor. It’s written on the box what’s in them.’
 
         Once he’d gone, Gil opened his eyes and looked at Walter. ‘I heard what he said.’
 
         ‘I thought you did.’
 
         ‘I’m going to be a cripple, aren’t I?’
 
         ‘You’ll have one bad arm, lad. That’s not exactly a cripple.’
 
         ‘I won’t be able to ride, though, will I?’ Gil turned his head away. ‘And it’s all my own fault for losing my temper.’
 
         There was nothing you could say to that.
 
         
             

         
 
         The day following Renie’s arrival in London, she went to work under Maud. The morning light wasn’t flattering to the head waitress, who was extremely thin, with a rather pointed nose and lightly greying hair.
         
 
         She studied the newcomer for a moment or two then nodded. ‘You’ve tied your apron properly, but let me just show you how to fix the cap on so that it doesn’t slip.’ She took Renie to a mirror and smiled at her in it. ‘Bewildering, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘Yes, very. But I’ll do my best to learn quickly.’
 
         ‘I’m sure you will. Mr Sewell hasn’t sent us a bad ’un yet. Now, let’s get to work.’
 
         The waitresses staffed the tea shop during the day, leaving the male waiters to see to customers who took luncheon and dinner in the elegant restaurant.
 
         Renie found her first full day at the Rathleigh bewildering. They did things so differently here and were fussy about every tiny detail. She tried her best to remember what she was shown and was relieved when Maud said in her quiet way as they finished clearing up, ‘You did well for a first day, Irene.’
 
         ‘Thank you. I won’t forget about the plates next time.’
 
         ‘I’m sure you won’t.’
 
         Renie joined the other girls in the staff sitting room after her meal, listening more than talking, which was unusual for her. They seemed mostly quiet people, with Daff the liveliest and loudest. Renie guessed that she was the youngest, but Daff could only be a couple of years older. Even she quietened down when one of the older women stared across at her, said her name and shook her head slightly.
 
         After a while, Renie went over to the bookcase to find something to read.
 
         ‘Not another bookworm,’ Daff teased. She was embroidering a blouse, sighing every now and then as her thread got knotted, or she had to pull out a stitch.
         
 
         ‘I like reading.’ Renie studied the titles of the books.
 
         A woman nearby pointed to one book with a brightly coloured cover. ‘I really enjoyed this one.’
 
         Renie picked it up. Helen With The High Hand. ‘What a strange title. I haven’t read any books by Arnold Bennett before.’ She studied the first page, then nodded. ‘Looks as if it’ll be good.’
         
 
         ‘You have to put your name on the borrowers’ list when you borrow a book and cross it out when you bring it back.’
 
         Renie did as she was shown then put the book down by her chair. ‘I need to write a letter to my sister first. I’ll go and get my writing things.’
 
         ‘No need to do that if it’s to your family,’ the same woman said. ‘They encourage us to write home. They not only provide paper and envelopes, but pay postage too. Though don’t try to slip in a letter to a friend. They know all our families’ addresses.’
 
         ‘How kind of them!’
 
         ‘They’re not all of them kind,’ Daff muttered.
 
         Renie ignored that remark. People she’d met had been very kind indeed. She wrote a quick letter to Nell. The same woman took her out to show her where to leave the letter for collection in the morning.
 
         ‘Don’t take too much notice of Daff. She always finds something to complain about. They’re very fair employers here, even though they work you hard. Mr Greaves might be old, but he’s a good manager and keeps everyone on their toes.’
 
         As the days passed, Renie was surprised not to receive a reply by return of post, but perhaps it would arrive tomorrow. She planned to write to Nell every week without fail, knowing how her letters would cheer her sister up.
         
 
         When no reply had arrived after three days, Renie wrote again, and this time she did hear from her sister, explaining what had happened and how Cliff had destroyed the letter and address. She was furious to think her brother-in-law had thrown her letter in the fire and not for the first time wished poor Nell hadn’t had to marry Cliff.
 
         Nell hadn’t said whether Cliff was angry about Renie leaving, but he must have been, and he’d have taken it out on his wife.
 
         But there was nothing she could do about her sister’s situation except make sure she was never a burden to Nell, let alone in Cliff’s power. And she’d never, ever let either of her sisters down by misbehaving. Mattie had taught them both the right way to behave and why Nell had given herself to Cliff out of wedlock still puzzled Renie. But that wasn’t something you could ask about, certainly not in a letter that he might get his hands on.
 
         She was missing little Sarah as well as her sister. That child was such a little love.
 
         Renie had never even been inside a big hotel like this one. The King’s Head in Rochdale, bought when the Carlings were just starting up, apparently, was nothing to this place. She felt very ignorant during her first few weeks there, but with temporary staff around, hired just for the festive season, she wasn’t the only one needing to ask her way, so at least she didn’t stick out like a sore thumb.
 
         
             

         
 
         Gil refused to join his family in London for Christmas and Walter couldn’t change his mind, whatever he said or did. Gil didn’t share his family’s love of the social whirl. He preferred a quieter life in the country.
         
 
         Mrs Rycroft came down to see her youngest son one day, staying overnight, but she had to rush back to London for a ball the following evening.
 
         She made time to speak to Walter. ‘He’s very depressed, isn’t he?’
 
         ‘Yes, ma’am. I do my best, but he’s had to face some big changes, and he was never an indoor lad.’
 
         ‘No. If you need anything, think of anything we can send, just let me know.’
 
         ‘I will, ma’am.’
 
         He watched her go, wishing they’d insisted on Gil joining them in London.
 
         It was going to be a very quiet Christmas.
 
         
             

         
 
         The Rathleigh was almost completely booked out for Christmas, and there were parties held in several of the big private dining rooms every evening.
 
         The female waitresses, normally kept away from serving dinner, had to work in the evenings as well, but they were paid extra for it, so Renie didn’t mind. Of course, she was too junior to actually wait on the posh customers who dined there, but she fetched and carried for the waiters, watching wide-eyed as beautiful women in clothes such as she’d never seen before were shown to their seats.
 
         ‘Look at that one,’ Daff hissed as she passed, carrying a steaming tureen of vegetables.
 
         Renie tried not to stare. She wasn’t sure what she thought about peg-top skirts, whose material was bulky and pleated round the hips, then narrowed as it crossed at the front in two panels. It left a ‘V’ bare near the feet, fully revealing not only the ankles but the lower legs in their silk stockings. Some people thought that was shocking, but at least this lady had neat ankles.
         
 
         ‘Look how low that neckline over there is,’ she whispered to Daff when their paths next crossed. ‘It’s not respectable. My sister would have a fit if I wore something like that.’
 
         ‘I’ve seen lower necklines. She looks pretty, though. I wish I had a tiny waist like hers.’
 
         The evening gowns were made in beautiful fabrics like velvet and silk, which Renie had never seen close up before. They seemed to come in more colours than the rainbow and she wished she could buy something more colourful to wear. Not silk or anything impractical, but still, a pretty, bright material would cheer you up.
 
         She tried to describe the clothes in her next letter to Nell, but knew she couldn’t do them justice.
 
         
             

         
 
         After Christmas, the big pot of tips from happy customers was divided between those who’d worked so hard to serve them.
 
         Mrs Tolson herself came into the women’s sitting room to speak to the women staff. ‘I’m very pleased with you all. You’ve worked hard. Mr Greaves and I have counted the tips and divided it up between you. Also, Mr Carling wishes all employees to have a small bonus, as usual, in appreciation of your hard work over the year.’
 
         She called out the names and women came forward one by one to receive small envelopes and to take a chocolate from a big box.
 
         Renie was called out last.
 
         ‘Irene Fuller.’
         
 
         Daff had to nudge her to remind her that this was her. She still sometimes forgot to answer to her full name.
 
         She peeped into the envelope, which clinked nicely, expecting shillings, and finding three guineas and some change. In addition, she had a bonus on top of her wages paid by the owners, the smallest of any member of the permanent staff, which was only fair because she was a newcomer. But still, it was an extra three shillings, because they got a two shillings bonus for each month of service.
 
         And the chocolate was wonderful. Even better than a Fry’s Chocolate Cream bar. She sucked it slowly to make it last.
 
         When Mrs Tolson had left, one of the older women said, ‘Mean devils!’
 
         Renie looked at her in surprise.
 
         ‘I mean the Carlings, young Irene. They’ve earned hundreds of pounds from our hard work and we have to be grateful for a few shillings extra. It’s the customers’ tips that have given us our real bonus.’
 
         ‘If you met my brother-in-law, you’d think the Carlings very generous.’ Renie spoke without thinking, but to her surprise this led to one or two other women talking about relatives who were also treated badly by their stingy husbands.
 
         ‘Don’t ever marry, young Irene!’ said Miss Plympton, who was in charge of the cakes in the tea shop. ‘The only way you’ll keep the money you earn is to stay single.’
 
         Another woman tossed her head. ‘Well, I don’t agree. My Jimmy isn’t like that and I can’t wait to get married, but we’ve agreed to wait two years so that we can save up for our furniture.’
 
         When the women got talking in the evenings, Renie learnt quite a lot about life.
         
 
         She didn’t join in the complaints about the Rathleigh. She’d never stopped being thankful for this job. Whatever anyone else thought of their employers, the Carlings had taken her away from the grinding poverty and constant nastiness of her life with her brother-in-law.
 
         She wished she could take Nell away, too. And little Sarah.
 
         There were so many things she hoped for, now she was in London. Who knew what would happen to her in such an exciting place? She’d taken the first step out of poverty, and would work hard to go further yet.
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