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CHAPTER ONE

Christmas Eve 1971

 

IT WAS ALREADY getting dark, though in truth this grey day of freezing fog had never reached full daylight. At half past four in the afternoon, sixteen-year-old Jane Jardine could wait no longer. Full of bounce and enthusiasm, she went to her father’s office where she found his portly figure almost horizontal in his swivel chair. He was chatting to Sam Collins, who had been in charge of his watch and jewellery repair department for almost thirty years.

‘Dad,’ Jane said, her hazel eyes shining. ‘Can we start?’

‘If you’re ready.’ A smile lit up his plain heavy face. ‘You can let the girls know it’s time to come up to the rest room for the celebrations.’ Edwin Jardine called the women on his staff ‘his girls’, though they were mostly well beyond girlhood.

Sam Collins got to his feet slowly. He was long past retirement age, gaunt and bent. ‘I’ll go down and help hold the fort,’ he said.

Excitement was crackling through Jane as she sped down the stairs of the flagship store of E. H. Jardine & Son, Purveyors of High Class Jewellery. It was an elegant shop spread over three floors in the centre of Liverpool’s shopping district, an Aladdin’s cave of sparkling silver, expensive watches and glittering jewellery. Outside, she could hear a brass band playing ‘Good King Wenceslas’. Church Street was lit up with coloured lights but it couldn’t compete with the brilliance inside the shop. There were few customers at this late hour.

Earlier in the day, she and Pamela Kenny, the youngest assistant, had gone to Marks & Spencer to buy two dozen mince pies, a big iced Christmas cake, a chocolate yule log and a couple of bottles of sweet sherry. They’d set these out with glasses and paper napkins on the rest room table. Today, they would celebrate the start of the festive season before going home.

The girls were going up in twos and threes, chattering and beaming smiles at each other. Jane bounded up behind them. The staff rest room was decorated with paper streamers and Jane sighed with pleasure to see her father already there slicing up the cakes.

‘Come and help yourselves now,’ he said, pressing a plate on each member of staff. Jane handed round brimming glasses and Pamela poured boiling water into the big brown teapot for those who wanted their usual cuppa as well.

The elderly ladies were protective towards Jane. Miss Pinfold poured her half a glass of sherry, feeling that that was enough for someone of her tender years. It tingled on Jane’s tongue and blended so well with sweet rich fruit cake that when Pam Kenny brought the bottle round again she didn’t refuse.

All the girls gave of their best to the business. Edwin Jardine was popular with his staff. They found him a kind and sensitive man who treated them like an extended family. If they asked for help, he gave it. If he saw a need, he volunteered to fill it.

Of all the girls, Pam Kenny was Jane’s particular friend. Small and birdlike, she’d come to work here when she’d left school at fifteen, and, though nineteen now, she still made the tea and ran errands as well as serving in the shop. Jane’s gift to her was two pairs of tights.

The women began opening their bags and bringing out gifts for each other. Miss Hadley, plump, jolly and in her forties, was Edwin’s senior assistant. ‘I’ve made you and Jane a Christmas cake,’ she said, presenting it to her boss.

‘Thank you. My goodness, it looks too beautiful to eat!’ Miss Hadley made them one every year and iced it herself to a professional standard. She taught cake decorating at night school.

‘Thank you, Miss Jessop.’ Jane accepted an impressive bundle wrapped in translucent blue cellophane and tied with trailing ribbons. Inside she  could see many smaller packages. ‘I know we’ll both enjoy these.’

Miss Jessop always made them sweets like coconut ice and chocolate truffles. She was a large-boned woman in her mid-fifties and the only one to have a steady gentleman friend. They had been walking out for thirteen years and engaged for ten. From time to time, Jane had heard the girls urge Miss Jessop to push her fiancé for a wedding date, but it seemed she was too shy, and her fiancé Humphrey Biggs, a legal clerk, could not bring himself to commit to marriage.

In the early years, Miss Jessop had collected for her bottom drawer, but now Humphrey had become a bit of a disappointment. Still, they all remained somewhat envious that she had a man to take her out to the pictures in the winter and for trips in the summer.

Miss Povey was of retirement age and had made the Jardines a Christmas pudding large enough to satisfy ten people. Miss Bundy had made them a pork and ham pie to her special recipe.

‘Thank you, thank you,’ Edwin said. ‘You’re all very kind.’

Miss Lewis produced a large bunch of chrysanthemums from under the table, ‘to decorate your home over Christmas’, she said. Jane had known they were waiting there. The whole room had been permeated with their sharp fresh scent since morning.

Miss Pinfold had been Edwin’s secretary for twenty-eight years, and helped him with the accounts as well.  She was grey-haired and gaunt and always wore a grey suit with a long baggy skirt to work. She had the most reason to show her gratitude. Her mother was now in her nineties and very frail. Jane knew her dad allowed Miss Pinfold an extra half-hour at lunch time every day so she could go home to see to her mother’s meal.

She was a quiet person. Taking two parcels from the Rexine shopping bag she brought to work every day, she said shyly, ‘I’ve made little presents for you and Jane. I’ve knitted you a pair of socks, Mr Jardine.’ Her cheeks were glowing with Christmas joy as he unwrapped them.

‘Most kind, Miss Pinfold. They’re lovely socks.’ He held them up for all to admire, black and plain, not unlike those he wore every day. ‘Beautifully knitted. They’ll be a delight to wear.’

‘And a cardigan for you, Jane.’

Jane’s spirits bounded with pleasure at the thought of something new to wear. She had very little apart from her school uniform. She eagerly accepted the soft bulky parcel handed to her. ‘I’d say a cardigan was a big present, not a little one,’ she told Miss Pinfold. ‘Thank you.’

It was neatly wrapped in pink paper and tied with scarlet ribbon. Full of anticipation, Jane tore it open. The cardigan was made of mud-coloured wool speckled with yellow and her heart sank when she saw it. She didn’t like it. When she ran her fingers over it, it felt scratchy.

‘It’ll keep you warm, Jane,’ Dad said with too much enthusiasm.

‘Thank you, Miss Pinfold,’ Jane said. ‘You’ve put in such a lot of work for me.’

‘Try it on, dear. I’d like to see if I’ve got the size right.’

Jane undid the buttons and pulled it on. The sleeves reached to her knuckles, and the body hung loose and empty round her slim frame.

‘Just right,’ Dad said jovially. ‘Generously sized, so you can grow into it.’

Jane hoped she’d finished growing. She towered over Pam Kenny and was almost as tall as her father, but then he was only of moderate height. In fact the cardigan would be a better fit on him, because he was becoming quite rounded. The girls described him as dapper. In the shop he always wore a formal black suit with a stripe, complete with waistcoat, which he had pressed every week.

‘It looks very nice, Jane,’ he went on. ‘It suits you.’

‘D’you like it, lovey?’

‘Very much, Miss Pinfold,’ Jane choked. Dad had impressed on her that she must always be polite and grateful for what his girls did for her. She hugged the cardigan and searched desperately for something nice to say about it. ‘There’s something you can praise about everything,’ Dad had told her, but sometimes Jane wasn’t sure he was right.

‘I want to see how I look in it,’ she said. There was  a large mirror at the other end of the room, and she went over to it. Miss Pinfold crowded behind her.

Jane’s anxious hazel eyes stared back at her from the glass. Dad said she had a pretty face and was like her mother, but she was afraid he was just being kind. She wanted a perm to improve her straight dark hair, but Dad said she was too young for that, and he’d prefer her to keep it long and tied back in its rather severe ponytail. Jane hunched her shoulders inside the cardigan; the colour made her skin look sallow. It was a hideous garment.

‘Yes.’ She tried to smile. ‘It’s very comfortable to wear and lovely and cosy. A good winter warmer. Thank you very much, Miss Pinfold.’

She’d wear it when she came home from school. She and Dad lived in the flat above the shop and she usually did her homework here in this room on the floor below, where the girls came and went and tea could be readily made. Her father’s office was just across the landing. It would please Miss Pinfold to see her wearing it and it would please Dad too. While the shop was elegantly fitted out with thick carpet, the areas used by family and staff were utilitarian, tiled and draughty. She’d keep the cardigan on now.

Dad finished his slice of cake and said in his soft voice, ‘I’d like to take this opportunity to thank you one and all for the help you’ve given me. It’s been a difficult year, but you’ve all coped magnificently with the change to decimal currency, and I’m delighted to say  we’ve had a profitable run up to Christmas.’ The polished dome of his bald head rose from a narrow band of dark hair sprinkled with grey. A gentle man in his early fifties, he was nevertheless fiercely ambitious for his business. ‘We couldn’t achieve what we have without your enthusiasm and support, so there’s a Christmas bonus for each of you added to your wages.’

He beamed round at them all as he handed the box of envelopes to Miss Pinfold to take round. ‘And an extra day’s holiday so you can all enjoy a well-deserved rest before we reopen on December the twenty-eighth.’

‘Thank you, Mr Jardine,’ Miss Hadley said. ‘We are all very grateful for what you do for us.’

Jane had been sent out to buy small gifts of fancy soap for each of the girls, which she’d wrapped in fancy paper and done up with ribbon. Edwin nodded to her now, which meant it was time for her to hand them out.

‘Now we’ll close the shop so you can go home and enjoy Christmas. Jane, get Sam and Nick to come up and have some refreshment.’

Jane rushed downstairs, eager to find Nick. She met Sam coming up. ‘I hope you ladies have left me some cake,’ he said. ‘Nick’s still serving on the ground floor.’

When she reached him, he was just giving a customer his change and wishing him a happy Christmas.

Nick Collins was Sam’s twenty-two-year-old  grandson, who was training to manage one of their branches. Tall and very slim, he wore the formal suit Jardine’s required of male employees and always looked very smart.

A smile lit up his face when he saw her. He was a good-looking young man with brown eyes and a lot of unruly brown hair, which he’d told Jane was hard to keep under control in the shop.

‘Make the most of it, lad,’ his grandfather had told him, overhearing. ‘You could end up like me, with thin wispy hair on your head but lots of curly grey whiskers on your face.’

Nick’s parents were divorced; he’d been brought up by his mother who lived in Chester and was going to spend Christmas with her. He signalled Jane to come behind the counter and took a gift-wrapped parcel from a shelf below.

‘I didn’t want to give this to you in front of everybody else. You know what the girls are like.’

Her heart lurched. Anything from Nick would be lovely. She unwrapped a bottle of Coty L’Aimant toilet water.

‘Oh, Nick, it’s my favourite! I love this. Thank you very much.’

‘Think of me,’ he said seriously, ‘every time you spray it on.’

Jane could feel herself blushing. ‘I have something for you, too.’ She’d put it in her pocket, ready for this moment. She’d bought him a ballpoint pen,  though not one from their stock: her pocket money wouldn’t run to that.

He smiled. ‘I need a decent pen. Thank you.’

‘It isn’t all that good, I’m afraid.’

‘It is, and it’ll do me very well. By the way, I asked your father if I could take you to see the play of Dickens’s Christmas Carol at the Empire. I told him I had tickets for the twenty-seventh.’

‘What did he say?’ Jane was eager.

‘Well, he looked a bit doubtful but he said yes. I thought for a moment he was going to suggest coming along too.’

Jane laughed. ‘It’s usually Dad who takes me to places like that.’

‘I know.’

‘He’ll be left on his own, though.’

‘No he won’t. He’s invited Grandpa and me round for an early supper that night, so they can keep each other company while we go out.’

Sam had always lived in a flat over their Crosby branch, and since Nick had come to work for them he’d moved in with him.

The last job of the working day was to take apart the displays in the windows and interior showcases and store the valuables in the safes, one on the ground floor and one upstairs in her father’s office. The girls were streaming round them, laughing and chattering merrily as a result of the sherry, as they set to with a will to get the stock locked securely away.

 

Mrs Hilda Sarah Thorpe felt lower than she ever had before in her twenty-nine years. She really couldn’t be bothered with all this fuss about tinsel and turkey, she had too many other things on her mind. If it wasn’t for Kitty, she’d have been happy to let Christmas pass unnoticed this year.

Her fourteen-year-old daughter had wanted to come up Church Street, in the centre of Liverpool’s shopping district, to choose a present for herself, and she’d agreed.

‘But you know I can’t afford anything expensive,’ she’d told her. The stone-faced buildings rose five and six storeys high and housed smart shops and department stores. Their huge plate-glass windows sparkled with lights and the desirable goods they offered for sale. It was a wide road busy with traffic; the pavements were wide too to accommodate bustling crowds of shoppers.

They were passing Jardine’s jewellery shop when Kitty pulled her to a stop. ‘Ma, just look at those necklaces. Aren’t they drop dead gorgeous?’

In happier times, Hilda had sometimes paused to feast her eyes on the jewellery displayed in the three big windows of this shop. She admired expensive gems; she let her gaze linger enviously over the precious stones all flashing fire. All were set in gold and platinum and fashioned into the sort of jewellery women like her could only dream about.

Kitty was petulant. ‘If I wished really hard, d’you think Father Christmas would bring me a necklace? I’d love that one, with the diamonds and those green stones, what d’you call them?’

‘Emeralds. Sorry, love, but if you wish till you’re blue in the face it won’t help.’

‘No necklace then?’

‘Not like that one,’ Hilda said. ‘I bet it costs a fortune.’

It might be Christmas, but they’d be lucky to get a decent dinner. Things had never been easy for Hilda, though she admitted she’d had good times as well as bad. Right now they were very bad. She’d not been sorry when her partner Gary Bolton had recently been sent to prison for five years. He’d been arrested with several others while attempting a large-scale cigarette robbery. He’d also been charged with stealing a van, trying to evade arrest, damaging a police vehicle and assaulting a police officer.

Hilda had spent the best part of four years living with Gary and the last one had been pure hell, her nerves were still raw. It was a relief to know he was safely behind bars, but the thought of his release had been giving her cold shivers almost from the moment he’d gone down. She’d moved house to get away from him and his son, so neither of them would be able to find her and Kitty.

She now urgently needed to abandon the pretence of being Gary’s wife and the name Gemma Bolton. On  her birth certificate she was Hilda Sarah Frost. She’d been given the names of both her grandmothers and had always hated being called Hilda. As soon as she could, she’d called herself Sally Frost, but that name appeared on certain police records and she daren’t use it without risking arrest.

She desperately needed to find work now, and to do that she’d have liked to ditch her real name of Hilda Sarah Thorpe, but the fact that Kitty shared the name Thorpe made it impossible.

They were both watching a plump woman lift the tray of necklaces out of the window. She looked up at them and half smiled as she reached for another.

Kitty sighed. ‘Looks like somebody might get that necklace. Lucky beggar.’

The shop door opened, releasing a puff of warm scented air. A well-built man wearing a formal black suit and waistcoat looked out. ‘It’s getting dark early tonight,’ he said to someone behind him. ‘Have a good Christmas.’

Hilda took her daughter’s arm. ‘Come on. It’s too cold to stand about, and we’ve got to get to the market before it closes.’

The market butchers were reputed to reduce the price of their birds in the last hour of pre-Christmas trading. She’d thought it was worth a try.

‘I want turkey.’

‘If they’ve got one cheap enough.’

‘Ah, go on, Ma. It’s Christmas and we haven’t got anything, no decorations, no prezzies and no tree. Gosh, just look at that one.’

Her mother turned to admire the lavishly decorated twelve-foot-high Norway spruce at the top of the street. People loaded down with packages were swirling round them. Everybody seemed to have an air of jollity and anticipation as they headed home.

St John’s Market was bright with lights and decorations and was warm inside. There were still fresh birds hanging up. She could have bought an enormous turkey at a bargain rate, but her oven was tiny and she had neither a pan nor a plate large enough to cope with a twenty-six-pound bird. Anyway, what was she thinking about? She should have gone to Tesco and bought a small frozen one. Instead, she bought a fresh chicken that had been reduced in price.

‘We have chicken all the time,’ Kitty complained.

‘Only chicken pieces.’ Hilda had learned only too well that teenagers could be difficult. ‘I’ll be able to roast this and do roast potatoes with it.’

‘What about some of those sausages for supper tonight?’ Kitty asked.

At a greengrocer’s stall they discovered that the sprouts had all been sold. ‘Good,’ Kitty retorted. ‘I can’t stand them. I certainly don’t want them for my Christmas dinner. Let’s buy a bag of frozen peas. And a yule log, Ma, and there’s those chocolate biscuits you like. We’ve got to have something for tomorrow.’

With her shopping complete, Hilda said, ‘Let’s go home.’

‘Not yet,’ Kitty protested. ‘I only came with you so you could buy me a present. You said you would.’

‘I’d love to get you something really nice,’ her mother tried to explain, ‘but the money’s running out.’ The trouble was, Kitty hankered for the most expensive things.

As they were passing the window of a small boutique, Kitty grabbed her arm. ‘I’d love that coat,’ she breathed. ‘The white fur one. It’s gorgeous.’

‘Faux fur,’ her mother corrected her. ‘Nobody wears real fur any more – it’s not popular these days.’

‘Faux fur, whatever.’ Kitty shivered. ‘I need a warm coat.’

‘It’s not practical. You couldn’t wear that to school.’

‘I could. Nobody bothers much with uniform any more. Ma, I’ve got to try it on.’

‘I haven’t enough money left,’ Hilda protested, but her daughter was already inside the shop, and she had to follow. She was in time to see the coat being brought out of the window. She hoped it was the wrong size and wouldn’t come up to Kitty’s expectations.

The coat couldn’t have fitted better if it had been made to measure. Kitty turned round from the mirror beaming at her. ‘Oh, it’s lovely, Ma, isn’t it?’

She was a good-looking girl who was doing her best to look grown up. Hilda couldn’t keep her cosmetics and the stuff she used to lighten her hair away from her  daughter, who was turning herself into an attractive blonde.

Hilda could see herself reflected in the background, looking a miserable spoilsport. She hadn’t bothered to put make-up on and her hair was in need of a wash and a trim. She always used to take trouble with her clothes and had prided herself on being smart; today she looked a mess.

‘Please, Mummy,’ Kitty implored. ‘Please get it for me for Christmas. I’ll love it for ever.’ She studied the price ticket.

Her mother shivered. She was cold and her spirits were sinking. Kitty only called her ‘Mummy’ when she wanted something. ‘How much is it?’

‘Forty pounds.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake.’ She was impatient. ‘You know I haven’t got that sort of money.’

The shop owner said, ‘I can let you have it for thirty-five.’

‘Come on, Kitty. I can’t afford it.’

‘Thirty pounds.’

‘No.’ Mrs Thorpe had thirteen pounds left in her purse. It never would be possible.

‘Sorry to have troubled you. It can’t be done.’ She picked up her shopping and headed for the door. On the step she waited, but Kitty was hanging back, still wearing the coat.

‘I’ll go without you,’ Hilda threatened. ‘I hope you’ve got your bus fare home.’

‘No.’ Kitty followed reluctantly, dragging her feet, at a distance. She was hostile. ‘Ma, it’s not fair,’ she called. ‘You promised to buy me a present.’

Hilda put her bags of shopping down on the pavement to rest while she waited for her daughter. Kitty was making a show of herself and embarrassing her. Only now did she realise she was outside Jardine’s shop again. A woman was stripping out the few trays of jewellery that remained in the window. Only the Christmas baubles and tinsel remained. The shop was about to close for Christmas.

A prosperous-looking couple came out, middle-aged to elderly. The woman took the man’s arm and smiled up at him. ‘Absolute heaven to be able to choose my own present. I’ve never seen such beautiful earrings.’

‘You can’t wear them until tomorrow,’ he teased, and the woman’s laugh drifted back on the freezing air.

‘Everybody’s entitled to one present, aren’t they?’ Kitty whined. ‘I’d love that white coat.’

‘You know I’d buy it for you if I could.’

Kitty said in disdainful tones, ‘You can’t afford anything I want.’

‘I’m sorry, love, I can’t afford anything I want either,’ she retorted crossly.

The shop door opened again and another customer was shown out.

‘Compliments of the season to you, Mr Jardine,’ he said.

‘And to you, Mr Hamilton.’

Women with flushed cheeks came streaming out in a long line, all with broad smiles. ‘Happy Christmas,’ they were calling to each other.

‘Looks as though they’ve been having a staff party.’ Hilda drew her daughter further away from the door.

After the women came two men. The older one, who was stiff and grizzled, said, ‘Run along now, Nick, you don’t want to miss your train. Have a good Christmas.’ Then he paused on the step and turned back to say to the man behind him, ‘Don’t forget to lock the Sun Diamonds away, Edwin, or you might not have an enjoyable holiday.’

‘I won’t, Sam. See you tomorrow at the Adelphi. About half twelve.’

For a moment, Hilda had a good view into the shop. Then the man in the striped suit closed the door and she heard the bolts being shot home.

‘I bet he’s the owner,’ she said.

‘There was a girl with him.’

‘She could be his daughter.’

‘Then she’s lucky having a dad who owns all that,’ Kitty said. ‘And she must know all those people. That younger man who came rushing past us – wow, wasn’t he something?’

That was enough to scare her mother. Kitty was growing up too fast. ‘You’re too young to be thinking about boys,’ she said sharply.

‘You weren’t, Ma, at my age.’

Hilda Thorpe couldn’t stop her sharp intake of  breath. Kitty had worked out from their ages that she must have given birth to her when she was fifteen.

‘I was too young. It did us no good, and we’re hard up now because of it. Better if you leave lads and all that alone until you’re older.’

She meant sex, but she hadn’t the energy to broach the subject again right now. It was good advice, but Kitty rarely listened to what she had to say.

‘Come on, let’s go for the bus.’ Hilda pushed a bag of shopping at her daughter, and set off again. ‘Help me carry some of this, please.’

Her mind was made up in that instant. She’d pull herself together and get the big changes that were needed under way, otherwise she’d find herself an ancient hag surviving on her old age pension. She had to learn to use her head and not her heart where men were concerned.

She’d do it; she’d had enough of envying what others had. She was going to make an all-out effort to claw her way out of poverty. She wanted to be able to buy Kitty a white fur coat and she’d like diamonds for herself. She was determined that, one way or another, they were going to have a better life from now on.




CHAPTER TWO

ON THE WAY home, Hilda Thorpe stared out of the bus window and mused that she’d had a bad start in life. She didn’t know how old her mother had been when she’d given birth to her, but young, probably very young. Her name had been Rose and she’d looked after her baby to start with, but then, when Hilda was eighteen months old, things must have gone wrong for her because Hilda had been taken into care.

Throughout her childhood, Hilda had been in and out of foster homes, and though they’d tried to find adoptive parents for her none had wanted to keep her. She’d asked many times what had happened to her mother, and why she hadn’t kept her, but had never received a straight answer.

What Hilda yearned for above everything else was someone to love her and look after her; someone who’d stand by her come what may. To begin with, she’d seen that person as a mother, but by the age of fourteen she’d wanted it to be a man and she’d been searching for him ever since.

Hilda Thorpe knew exactly where she’d gone wrong. Time and time again, she’d fallen in love with the wrong sort of man. None of them had been in a position to buy her diamonds but that hadn’t seemed to matter. Not when what she sought was love.

The first, Jack Tomlin, had got her pregnant at fifteen and abandoned her as soon as she’d told him Kitty was on the way. She’d been one month off her sixteenth birthday when she’d given birth.

She’d loved Kitty fiercely from the moment she saw her and was determined never to part with her. She was going to bring up her daughter herself; Kitty was going to have a better life than she’d had. She was a pretty baby and Hilda had given her the pretty name of Katrina. But choosing the right name wasn’t easy; somehow she’d become Kat and that had metamorphosed into Kitty. There it had stuck.

By the time she’d met Paul Thorpe, she’d been looking for someone serious who would stay with her. He’d married her and adopted Kitty, who’d been three years old by then. He’d lasted longer than the others, but they’d lived mostly on social security which he’d managed to augment with a bit of shoplifting, pocket-picking and betting at the races. All the same, they’d never had enough money to get a decent house or do anything they wanted. She’d left him when she found he was carrying on with the red-haired barmaid at the Black Bull.

After that she’d got a job to support herself and  Kitty. For years she’d worked for a catering firm for low wages. On the whole, she’d quite enjoyed it and learned a lot. She’d been sent in a team into other people’s houses to cook and serve food for dinner parties. Sometimes they’d gone into public buildings to set up for wedding receptions and birthday bashes, but she’d preferred the work in private houses. She’d enjoyed seeing how the well-heeled lived; what their houses were like and what they ate.

Mostly that had meant supporting her current boyfriend too, since they’d all been shy about getting proper jobs. There had been Brian, Graham and another Jack.

Gary Bolton was the brother of one of the women she’d worked with. His wife had gone off to live with a car salesman leaving him with a son to bring up. When Hilda moved in with him, Kitty was eleven and Jason fifteen, and together they seemed to make a real family.

To start with she’d found Gary very different and good fun. ‘I’m an entrepreneur,’ he’d told her. ‘I work for myself.’

She’d guessed right away that his work wasn’t entirely legal.

‘I’m not a thief,’ he’d said when she asked, but she found he was making big money as a fence: selling on property that had been stolen. The first summer they’d spent together Gary had earned what seemed a fortune and he began dreaming of moving a long way away  where nobody would know him and he could enjoy his earnings in peace. Then two of the thieves he’d helped dispose of their ill-gotten gains were caught. Gary knew they would be subjected to close questioning by the police. He was afraid they would come looking for him. The tension was making his nerves raw, and his temper, always unreliable, flare up into ungovernable rage. When he’d suggested they escape to Spain with the kids and start living the good life, it had seemed an excellent idea.

Knowing that Gary was setting up the move to Marbella and expecting it to be permanent, Hilda gave in her notice. She’d worked for the catering firm for over four years and though she’d helped herself to some of their equipment and food from time to time, she’d still had a clean record.

She’d done a silly thing then; thinking she’d get safely out of the country, she’d helped herself to company money. She’d managed to hang on to it, but the police had moved more quickly than she’d expected and she’d been charged with theft. Fortunately, their move to Spain was all booked and she and Gary had skipped off before her case came up in court, but her name was still on the files.

They’d had two marvellous years in Spain, the best in her life. The kids had gone to the local school and had learned to chatter away in Spanish to the other children. Their troubles had only started when their money began to run out.

Hilda managed to get a job in a bar catering for English tourists but they’d lived at luxury level over the last two years and found it hard to cut back. They began thinking they’d have to return to Liverpool.

She knew Gary had a ferocious temper that could flare up from nothing. He’d turned on the kids from time to time when they got on his nerves. But during a night out together, eating and drinking in several local bars, he’d turned on a barman who he thought was charging him too much. It had been a very public quarrel and Gary had beaten the man to a pulp.

Somebody called the Spanish police and they arrived before she could get Gary out. They took him away and locked him in a cell for the night to sober up and the next morning quizzed him for hours. It was well on in the afternoon when he came home, very much in need of a shower and some clean clothes.

That had decided him. They started packing right away, and two days later set off to drive back to England.

 

Neither Hilda nor Kitty was in a good mood after their shopping trip. When the bus pulled in at their stop, Hilda heaved her bags off. Kitty was still dragging her feet a few yards behind. It was dark now and colder than ever; gaunt high buildings loomed over them.

Their new home was a flatlet in a barn of a house built in the last century. One of the massive gate-posts had the name Churton House carved into it.  For once, the front door was shut, but it was almost as cold inside as out. It felt dank and smelled of damp. They climbed the stairs to the second floor. The best that could be said of it was that the other occupants, mostly students, had gone home for the holiday and so it was quiet.

They had two large rooms with high ceilings and draughty windows that rattled in the gentlest of breezes. Hilda unlocked the door to their living room; each room had a Yale lock and they had to cross the landing to go from one to the other. They shared a bathroom on the other side of the house with the tenants of three other flatlets.

Kitty scuttled for the box of matches to light their one gas fire and sat on a stool in front of it with her coat on. In this weather, it was almost impossible to warm the place up. Hilda began unpacking her shopping on the scratched table.

‘What are these?’ She held up a net of mixed nuts and a chocolate Father Christmas. ‘You didn’t buy them, did you?’

‘No, I nicked them. We have to have something.’

‘Kitty! Don’t you understand that’s shoplifting? You could get a criminal record for that, if you’re caught.’

‘Well I wasn’t.’

‘It won’t do you much good. We haven’t any nutcrackers.’

Kitty slashed into the net and dropped a couple of  walnuts on the floor and then stamped on them. ‘Shall I crack one for you, Ma?’ Her tone was cheeky.

Their living room had a sink, a few cupboards and an ancient Baby Belling stove along one wall. There were three upright chairs and a settee with broken springs, lino on the floor and a threadbare rug.

They had to share the bedroom and the double bed, which had a mattress that sagged in the middle and made them roll together. There was frost on the inside of their window when they woke up in the mornings. The whole place looked dire.

‘I’m hungry,’ Kitty said. ‘Let’s start cooking.’ She switched on the hot plate and clattered the ancient frying pan on top to warm up. ‘Where are those sausages?’

Hilda cleared the shopping from the table and set out knives and forks. Kitty brought the yule log back from the cupboard.

‘Christmas starts here, Ma. We’ve got to have something special. We can save half till tomorrow.’

‘Right.’ Hilda brought out a bottle of wine, a legacy from Spain where she’d learned to enjoy it. She’d brought two or three bottles with them from Gary’s house together with the television set. Kitty switched it on.

Hilda poured herself a glass of wine and let the jollity of the show, which was making Kitty giggle, wash over her. They couldn’t stay here. It was awful, and a dreadful comedown from their villa in Marbella  and the pleasant house Gary had rented for them.

‘I hate this place,’ Kitty said. ‘It’s horrible. It’s doing my head in. Why can’t we go back and live with Jason? It wasn’t fair to leave him on his own.’

‘I had to do this. I had no choice.’

‘You did. We didn’t have to move. That was a much better place.’

Hilda was aware that she’d left Gary’s house and then sat back as though she’d achieved her goal. She must carry on, move things along.

She refilled her glass and brooded some more, trying to think of practical ways and means. She was going to get them a better life, and she didn’t care what she had to do to make it happen. For starters, she wanted a decent place to live with a bedroom to herself.

She’d need to smarten herself up if she was going to find herself a prosperous partner. Get her hair cut properly and some nice clothes. She’d start by looking through what she had and throw out the rubbish. She had plenty of smart summer clothes, though perhaps too many designed to be worn on the beach rather than for work. She’d need to go upmarket in order to attract a man with money.

It was half an hour off midnight when they went to bed and church bells were ringing out across Liverpool.

‘Sounds lovely,’ Kitty said dreamily, but Hilda couldn’t get to sleep. She lay listening to the sound of the bells . . .

 

Jane shivered and pulled her scarf tighter as she stepped out into the night.

‘It’s freezing hard,’ her father said as he locked the door behind him and pulled on his gloves. They walked briskly to his lock-up garage some streets away to collect the Rover. It would have been no further to walk all the way to church, except that they needed to pick up Miss Hadley from her home.

Edwin Jardine had been the senior organist at St Cuthbert’s for many years, so regular churchgoing was obligatory. When Jane was very young, Colette, her nanny, had sat with her in church, but when she started school and was considered old enough to manage without a nanny Miss Hadley had volunteered to take charge of her during the service so her father could feel free to play the organ. It was now a long-established routine for Miss Hadley to accompany them to church, although for years Jane had felt perfectly capable of sitting through the service on her own.

Jane knew her father thought it unsafe for respectable ladies like Miss Hadley to walk the streets of Liverpool after dark, so for the Christmas Eve midnight service he always fetched her and took her back. The car still felt cold when it pulled up outside the Victorian red brick terraced house in which Miss Hadley lived with her sister Emily. Jane shot out to rattle the knocker but Dorothy Hadley appeared at the door almost immediately; she’d been watching for them and was ready with her hat and coat on.

It was her Sunday best – a heavy green tweed coat and green felt hat. Under it, her dark hair was arranged in its usual severe topknot. Tonight, as protection from the midnight chill, she was muffled in a green wool scarf as well. She wore large round spectacles with dark frames and her lips usually turned up at the corners, giving her the look of a good-natured owl.

Jane swung open the front door of the car, and while she held it for Miss Hadley to get in she glanced back at the house. Miss Hadley’s sister Emily was not such a keen churchgoer as Dorothy but she sometimes came with them to the midnight service. Not tonight, though, and Jane was glad. She felt very much at ease with Dorothy; between them silences were companionable and she didn’t need to make polite conversation.

The daytime fog had cleared; it was freezing hard now, but there were still lots of people out and the city was full of light. Dad parked the car, and when she got out Jane could hear the bells of several churches, some near and some far, ringing out over the city. The joyful sound seemed the very essence of Christmas.

It felt warmer inside, but the old-fashioned heaters gave off a whiff of paraffin that mingled with the smell of age and damp. The church’s centenary would be coming up in the next year or two, and much thought was already being put into how they should celebrate that and raise some cash for the repair fund at the same time.

When the congregation rose to sing its first carol, Jane heard Miss Hadley’s voice soar, strong, sweet and clear. Years ago, she’d asked her why she didn’t sing in the church choir.

‘That would mean I couldn’t sit here with you.’

‘But wouldn’t you prefer to be in the choir?’

Miss Hadley had smiled at her. ‘When I was young I joined every choir I could. I dreamed of earning my living as a singer. Going on the stage.’

‘Then why didn’t you? It sounds more interesting than working in our shop.’

‘It isn’t that easy, Jane. Half the girls in England want to be singers.’

‘If you really wanted, you could do it now.’

Miss Hadley had smiled again. ‘Only the young think all things are possible.’

Before the midnight service ended Jane began to feel sleepy. Miss Hadley opened a paper bag and offered her a caramel, in the fond belief that chewing sweets would prevent her charge from nodding off. It did, but barely, and it was the jubilant crashing chords of the organ heralding Christmas Day at the end of the service that really woke Jane up.

They dallied in the aisles on the way out exchanging Christmas wishes, because it took Dad a while to take his leave. Once in the car, Jane had a floaty feeling and knew she was drifting off, but when it stopped outside Miss Hadley’s house she knew she had one last duty to fulfil.

Because Dorothy Hadley provided services over and beyond those she was employed to perform, her father felt she must be presented with an extra gift. He usually chose something from the stock in his shop, and Jane gift-wrapped it and wrote out the tag. With many thanks and good wishes from Jane and Edwin.

The lapel of Miss Hadley’s coat sported the opal brooch Dad had chosen for her last year, and Jane knew she’d have on her wrist the Longines watch he’d given her ten years or so ago. It was gold, very plain, and large enough for her to tell the time easily even with her bad eyesight. She wore it every day and was proud of it. None of the other assistants owned a Longines.

This Christmas, Jane had asked her what she would like to have. It seemed only sensible, because she’d already received a variety of brooches, a dressing-table set of brush, comb and mirror, a cut-glass powder bowl and a silver photograph frame.

‘Have a look through the new stock, and see if there’s anything you’d like,’ she’d said. Miss Hadley had been a little embarrassed at the suggestion.

‘Just whisper to me,’ Jane had urged, and a day or two later Miss Hadley had taken her aside to point out a leather handbag. Now it was gift-wrapped on the back seat beside her. When the car stopped she got out after Miss Hadley, and leaned back in to collect the parcel. Dad got out too. Christmas wishes murmured across the gear lever was not his style.

‘A little present to thank you,’ Jane announced, as Dad had told her she should. ‘You do so much for us and we’re very grateful.’ Miss Hadley was always kind and had been a comforting presence for as long as Jane could remember. She kissed her cheek. She truly was grateful.

Dad shook Miss Hadley’s hand and pecked at her cheek too. Together they escorted her to her front door. He took the key from her hand and unlocked it for her, and with a final good night, and a flurry of Christmas wishes, she was gone.

On the five-minute drive back to the garage Jane fell asleep. However, the brisk walk home in the frosty air woke her up thoroughly, and when she finally got into bed, her feet were cold and sleep was miles away.

 

Christmas Day was exciting. As always, Dad was determined to make the most of the holiday, and at breakfast Jane found a gift-wrapped packet beside her plate. She knew what was in it before she opened it: the shape told her it contained LPs. Dad had not given up trying to reform her taste in music; he enjoyed highbrow stuff, requiems and dirges like that, and couldn’t understand why she preferred something with a bit of beat to it. She enjoyed the popular songs of the day, rock and roll and jazz, and played them on the record player in her bedroom that he’d given her for her birthday. Dad was watching her so she started to unwrap them.

‘From Father Christmas,’ he said. ‘He thought you might like the Beethoven symphony.’

The other was Pink Floyd. She agreed with the girls at school that they were the greatest band.

‘Thank you, Dad. My favourites.’

Then he fastened a beautiful embossed gold bracelet on her wrist. ‘This is from me,’ he said, kissing her forehead.

Jane was thrilled. ‘I loved this when I first saw it in the shop. Thank you, Dad.’ He seemed pleased with the tin of tea she gave him. It was the sort with bergamot in it, which he particularly liked.

After breakfast she played the Beethoven and left her bedroom door open so Dad could hear it too. She felt she had to try to like it and in fact it wasn’t bad. It had plenty of tune to it, but Pink Floyd was more to her taste.

‘You’ll enjoy it more when you’re grown up,’ he told her, but he had a twinkle in his eye.

At lunch time they walked up to the Adelphi Hotel. Dad popped into the bar to collect Sam Collins who was waiting for them there. He’d started working for Jardine’s when her father was a boy, and had taught him a great deal about the business. Since his wife had died some years ago, Dad had invited him to have his Christmas lunch with them. Sam was a jolly sort of person, and his company made it more fun for them too.

They went straight to the dining room for a traditional Christmas dinner. With the decorations, the music and their fellow diners all bent on enjoying  themselves, there was a lovely festive atmosphere. Jane really enjoyed it. The afternoon was drawing in by the time they returned to the flat over the shop.

‘We should have put up a few decorations to make it more Christmasy,’ Jane said, looking round. Their living room seemed bleak and comfortless despite the large vaseful of chrysanthemums Miss Lewis had given them. ‘That big tree and all that holly and glitter at the Adelphi was lovely, wasn’t it?’

Her father sighed. ‘We were too busy to think of it until now, but if you want a tree, why don’t you bring up one from downstairs? There’s a nice one on the ground floor.’ It was part of the shop decorations. ‘We could have it here until we reopen. Would that cheer the place up?’

‘Oh, yes!’ It had lots of silver foliage and pretty colourful parcels with nothing inside. Jane raced down to get it.

In this five-storey building their flat was on the top. The floor beneath provided storerooms and two offices, one for Dad and one for Miss Pinfold, as well as the staff rest room.

Sam Collins ran a small repairs department on the second floor, though less work of this sort was done on the premises nowadays. Watches were usually sent back to their manufacturer except for replacement of straps, but Sam still repaired some jewellery, enlarged rings and polished up gemstones.

Also on this floor was an array of clocks and watches  and of domestic silverware: tea and coffee sets, cutlery, candlesticks, trays, cruets and photo frames. From here down, the staircase was carpeted and had mahogany rails.

The first floor displayed mainly gifts: expensive pens, cigarette cases and lighters, and ornate hip flasks, as well as signet rings, tie pins, chains and other gold jewellery.

Their main showcases were on the ground floor. When the shop was open there were scintillating displays of bracelets, necklaces, brooches and rings of every type imaginable. There was jewellery of gold, silver and platinum, set with precious sapphires, emeralds, rubies and diamonds. Equally lovely were the pearls, the opals, the jade and the coral.

The atmosphere of the whole shop was one of luxury, but today, with most of the stock locked away and the shutters on the shop windows, it was dark enough for Jane to switch on the lights. The place looked empty and the decorations of tinsel and holly drooped forlornly.

It seemed colder too, without the fiery glow of the Sun Diamonds. They were always locked alone in a glass cabinet occupying the most prominent position, and Dad allowed nobody to touch them but himself. They were rare yellow diamonds and the most valuable pieces in the shop.

Like most of their customers Jane often paused to admire them. Sometimes the stones looked yellow, but  at others, depending on the light, they could be a deep orange; sparks flashed and burned in their depths with the warmth of the sun itself. Last night, she’d watched her father put on a pair of gloves and lift the pendant by its gold chain and lay it carefully with the ring and the earrings in their elegant shagreen case. He’d carried it straight up to his office and locked it in the safe.

Back in the living room upstairs, her father had lit the gas fire and sunk on to his favourite armchair. Jane arranged the tree in the darkest corner of the room and picked up the silver fragments it had shed.

‘That’s better, isn’t it? More like Christmas?’

‘Much more.’

The shop had a Christmas tree on each floor, and Jane brought them all up; one she put in their kitchen cum dining room and one she used to decorate the landing. ‘That really livens the place up. It looks really festive.’

Dad’s tone was guarded. ‘Yes, but I’m glad it’s only for a day or two. I have to turn sideways to get round that tree on the landing.’

She laughed. ‘It isn’t that bad.’

He sat down at his piano and started to play one of his tinkling Chopin favourites. ‘Dad,’ she said, ‘do you really want to play your highbrow pieces now?’

He stopped. ‘Do you want to watch television or is there something else you’d like to do?’ he asked, his eyes twinkling.

‘You know what I’ll choose.’ She knew what would engross them both. ‘Let’s go to your office. I want you to tell me all about the different pieces in Mother’s jewel box.’

‘Again?’

‘Yes please, again.’
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