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Shunned as a child, a young woman's pursuit of happiness is threatened by the story of her parentage . . .



'Your mother was a naughty girl. She sinned.' Aunt Maud's cruel words shock Rosie Quest, but they also explain the hostility that surrounds her on the run-down Wirral farm: no wonder her aunt resents having had to take in an illegitimate child. It's quite a relief to escape to her job at Shearing's garment factory, even though Beatrice Shearing is a tough employer. But when Rosie catches the eye of Ben Shearing, Beatrice is having none of it: her son is too good for a factory girl. When she fails to halt the romance by conventional methods, Beatrice resolves to try more drastic tactics, even if that means uncovering secrets best left buried...
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CHAPTER ONE

6 March 1937

‘Rose Evadne Quest, Born 6 March 1916.’

The elegant copperplate handwriting came leaping off her birth certificate. She felt her mouth sag open in disbelief.

‘Place of birth: St Catherine’s Workhouse, Birkenhead.’ Rosie was choking for air, awash with sudden horror. She’d been born in the workhouse!

This was the first time she’d had so much as a hint of it. Her fingers were icy and shaking as she pushed her plate of scrambled eggs away. She felt sick and couldn’t touch another mouthful. Neither could she stop her cousin Phyllis’s fingers edging the certificate round. Irritated, she snatched it back, but not before Phyllis had read it.

‘Born in the workhouse! Oh my God!’ The shocked horror on Phyllis’s face opened the wound further. ‘And just look at this.’ Her finger was stabbing at the column that should have shown Rosie’s father’s name. With a gasp, Rosie saw a line had been ruled straight through it.

‘You don’t even know who he is,’ Phyllis said  spitefully, dragging her chair farther away. ‘But you must look like him. All that frizzy gingery hair.’

Rosie lifted her eyes from her birth certificate to the mirror near the back door, with a clothes brush hanging on one side and shoe horn on the other. Her coppery curls were reflected back at her.

‘It’s pretty hair, Rosie,’ her Uncle Will said, and she looked again. Her shocked green eyes burned in a heart-shaped face that was paler than usual. Only the line of her chin showed she’d any fight left in her. Uncle Will’s work-worn hand rested for a moment on her arm in a gesture of comfort.

No other member of the Quest family had red hair. Her eyes surveyed them in turn while they sat at table. Uncle Will’s hair was white and wispy, but his original colouring showed in his wild eyebrows, bushy entanglements of dark wiry hair. Aunt Maud had iron-grey hair, scraped into a severe bun, and the vestiges of a black moustache. She also had great furrows of discontent running from her nose to her mouth, dragging her thin lips down at the corners. Phyllis their daughter was a glossy brunette. Nobody else had curls. Quest hair was uncompromisingly straight. Her cousin was right: Rosie flaunted her unknown paternity.

From her seat she could see Phyllis in the mirror too, with her taller willowy figure and smooth pageboy hair that needed a row of curling pins every night to turn it neatly under. It was always Phyllis who attracted attention when they were together. She was usually smartly dressed because she worked in the office, and had no need to wear old clothes or an overall to go to work.

‘Wasn’t Rosie’s mother your sister, Dad?’

‘Yes – our Grace. The youngest in our family and the only girl.’

Rosie stared down at the certificate again, tears distorting her vision. It gave her mother’s name as Grace Mary Quest. She’d asked Uncle Will years ago why her name was Quest too. He’d fobbed her off by saying he’d adopted her and wanted her to have the family name.

Aunt Maud turned on her viciously. ‘Your mother was a naughty girl. She sinned.’ Rosie saw her narrow face damning what Grace had done.

She couldn’t picture her mother in her mind’s eye. It was the still set features in the sepia photograph on her dressing-table she saw. But she could remember some things: her laughter and the fierce loving hugs she used to give her. Rosie knew she’d been happy with Grace. She swallowed, her mouth felt dry. ‘I hardly know anything about her.’

‘When she was laid to rest, we vowed we’d never speak of her again. Didn’t we, Will?’

‘If you don’t tell me I’ll never know,’ Rosie said fiercely. ‘She was my mother, I’ve a right. I’m of age.’ Uncle Will had his head in his hands.

The kettle started to sing again, suspended on its chain over orange flames sparking up in the blackleaded range. Open beams, black with age, ran the length of the kitchen ceiling.

‘It’s best forgotten.’ Maud got up to clear the breakfast table as though to put an end to the matter.

‘No,’ Rosie protested. ‘I want to know.’ Her heart  was breaking for what her mother must have gone through.

‘She was a kept woman,’ her aunt said bitterly.

‘You can’t call her kept if she was in the workhouse!’ Rosie was vehement.

‘He got her out.’

‘My father, you mean?’ She felt buffeted by the emotional turmoil.

‘Yes.’

‘Who was he?’

‘She never told us. We don’t know.’ Will raised his balding head to look at her. His eyes were dark with sorrow.

‘Nor want to,’ his wife added with a sniff.

‘Uncle Will ...’ Rosie tried to think. ‘My mother has been dead for eighteen years. Surely what she did can be forgiven and forgotten now?’

‘Some things can never be forgiven.’ Maud’s lips were at their tightest. ‘She brought disgrace on her family.’

‘She didn’t break the law. She wasn’t a criminal.’

Aunt Maud’s arctic grey eyes stared into Rosie’s. ‘She was a kept woman. She bore you outside marriage. She broke God’s law. Her sin tainted us all, it taints you now. “Unto the seventh generation”, that’s the teaching. God’s word.’

Rosie shivered, cold fingers twisting her gut.

‘Your birth certificate tells the world what she did, and that’s her fault.’

Rosie gasped with renewed horror as she remembered why she’d asked for it.

‘You’ve got to take it to work if you want to join the  pension scheme,’ Phyllis said. ‘To verify your age.’

‘It might be better if she didn’t,’ Maud retorted nastily. Uncle Will put his knife and fork down, his breakfast only half eaten.

‘Last week, you were very insistent I should.’ Rosie stirred her tea desperately. ‘You said it would be a good thing to save some of my wages.’

Lines of worry deepened on Uncle Will’s forehead.

‘You’ve come of age, it’s your problem not ours. You’d have had to find out one day,’ her aunt dismissed her.

Rosie took a deep shuddering breath. To be born in the workhouse put her at the bottom of the heap. Nobody could sink lower. Her mother had given birth to her while living on public charity, despised by everyone; one of those hapless, helpless incompetents from the workhouse. What must she have gone through?

Maud turned back to her. ‘It’ll reflect on our Phyllis too, ruin her good name. I wish she’d never gone to work for Shearing’s.’

‘She couldn’t get a job anywhere else,’ Will burst out angrily. ‘She tried, didn’t she, when she came out of college? I had to ask Edwin Shearing.’

Rosie ran her tongue over dry lips. Uncle Will’s face was grey. Pity and regret didn’t touch Aunt Maud; her only concern was how this would affect Phyllis.

‘Grace put herself outside our care,’ she sniffed. ‘We won’t speak of her again.’

‘But there’s so much I want to know. When did we leave the workhouse?’

‘You were about a year old.’

‘What made my father get us out? I mean, if he let my mother go in ... And what was his name?’

‘We’ve told you, we don’t know,’ said Maud.

‘You must! You must have seen him.’

‘No,’ Will said. ‘She wouldn’t speak of him.’

‘But why did she have to die?’ Rosie wailed in agony.

Her uncle said: ‘She had appendicitis.’

That came as another shock. ‘What? But that can be cured. An operation – they’ve been doing it for years. The old King had it, Edward VII.’

‘And made it fashionable,’ Will agreed.

‘Then why didn’t they operate on my mother?’

‘They did, but it was too late. You see, there was only you and her. The man didn’t live with her.’

‘He was away – fighting in the war? There was a war on.’

‘The war was over when she died. He was married to someone else. Grace lived alone with you. She was very ill. By the time he came to see her, her appendix had burst and the infection spread all through her body. Septicaemia they put on her death certificate. See for yourself.’ Maud pulled the other certificate out from the same envelope.

Rosie’s heart turned over as she read: ‘Grace Mary Quest, aged twenty-three years.’

‘He let her die,’ she breathed. ‘It was his fault.’ She was overcome with pity for poor Grace lying ill alone.

‘It was her own fault,’ Maud said severely. ‘The life she lived. It cut her off from family and friends. She chose it. God took his revenge.’

Another thought hammered in Rosie’s mind. ‘But I was with her.’

‘It’s no good dwelling on it, lass. You’ve got to put it behind you.’ Will was openly showing his sympathy. The gulf between him and Maud seemed to be widening by the minute.

‘It haunts me to think of her being so ill, left alone. I couldn’t help her, could I?’ She was searching through dim and hazy memories, willing her mind to bring them into focus. She didn’t know now whether she truly remembered or whether her mind simply conjured up the frightening images. Her mother lying on the bed, hot and sweating and groaning; Rosie herself unable to rouse her.

‘The woman next-door said you’d gone to them with some garbled story they couldn’t understand. You were only three and they didn’t want to get involved, not with a woman like your mother. The neighbour took you back, pushed you into the kitchen and closed the back door on you.’ Rosie felt the vomit rising in her throat.

‘You were so young,’ Will said.

Rosie closed her eyes. She had to shut that picture out of her mind. ‘I’ll be late. I’ve got to go to work.’ She scrambled to her feet, turned for the stairs to get her coat.

‘Aren’t you taking this with you?’ Aunt Maud pushed the two certificates back in the envelope and brandished it at her. ‘Wasn’t that why you wanted it?’

Rosie snatched the envelope and ran for the stairs. She quailed at the thought of telling anybody she’d been born in the workhouse. She zipped the envelope  hurriedly in an inner pocket of her handbag. The facts had come upon her from nowhere. She’d never suspected a secret like this.

She was shivering. She’d told Mrs Shearing she’d bring her birth certificate in today! She would despise her for this, and what would Ben Shearing think? She didn’t know whether she could show it to them. She wished there was no such thing as the pension scheme. She couldn’t think straight any more. Her twenty-first birthday looked like being one of the worst days of her life.

 


Will Quest slid the last four empty milk bottles into the crate and signalled his horse with a click of his tongue. Then, with a heavy sigh and a lot of effort, he climbed up on the seat in front of the cart. Without waiting for him to pick up the reins, Flash slowly set the wheels in motion.

Poor Flash, he thought. She walks with her nose a few inches from the road, resigned to the indignity of pulling a milk float, and looking as though the job’s too much for her. He could see her haunches moving more stiffly than his own, and her grey coat was dull and threadbare. She’d got her name from the white flash on her face, but now everybody laughed, thinking it an ironic reference to her ponderous movements.

It pained him to remember that Flash had once been a high-stepping mare bought for Maud to put between the shafts of the trap. He’d saddled her too, and she’d had enough verve to give a good ride.

He felt a pang of guilt. The horse was getting too old to work. When he opened her stable door these  mornings, he was half fearful he’d find her dead in her stall. But today Flash just added to his burden of guilt. He couldn’t believe he’d forgotten to wish Rosie a happy birthday.

‘You’re looking very pretty this morning,’ he’d said at breakfast. ‘You’re not going to wear your best frock to work?’

‘It’s my birthday, Uncle Will.’ She’d laughed, but it was a forlorn little sound because he’d forgotten; they’d all forgotten.

‘Rosie! Many happy returns.’ He’d pulled her to her feet and made a big show of congratulatory kisses, but he’d felt bad. He decided to do something later to mark her birthday, but to say so now would not help.

The awful trouble had come when she’d asked for her birth certificate. He’d kept that hidden from her all these years. Maud had seemed almost triumphant as she’d pushed it against her niece’s plate. When Rosie had left for work, he’d said to her: ‘I’m sorry about ...’

‘Don’t worry, Uncle Will. It’s not your fault.’ Her tight little smile had made him ache for her, filled with regret. He’d done so little to make her happy. He’d meant to be a father to her but somehow he’d not succeeded, just as he’d not succeeded at most things in life.

Rosie had been a sweet little girl. She had clung to him rather than Maud. By the time she was four years of age her aunt had complained it was impossible to keep her in the house. She wanted to be out following him and Tom about the farm, helping with jobs they were doing. She’d been more of a hindrance at first,  but it had taken only a few short years before she’d learned to make herself useful. She’d always been particularly good with the animals.

She’d been a solitary little girl, never wanting the company of other people, not even children. Tom had tried to take her home to his cottage and leave her with his wife, but though she spent more time there than with Maud, Rosie had made herself a series of little hideaways about the farm, where she spent time by herself.

All her childhood she’d had a bolt hole in the loft above Flash’s stable, and another on top of the hay in the dutch barn. Will recognised the signs when he came across a new place. Tin boxes containing crayons, or a paintbox placed on the beams. Some of her own paintings put up with drawing pins. Her story books, sometimes an old cardigan or a few sweets in a jar. Her books, and a collection of brown apple cores.

Every spring she kept on asking him if the grass was beginning to grow. He knew she wanted that to happen before he had to feed the last of the hay to the cattle. Her den was always in the last bay to be used. She persuaded him and Tom to cut the hay into steps so she could lure the dog up there too. They did it to make it safer for her, afraid she might fall from the steep ladder with her hands full of cats or books. Rosie used to spend more time alone than he thought a child should. Grace had never been like that.

But she was like his sister in other ways. Every time Rosie laughed out loud, he heard Grace’s laugh. She’d inherited his sister’s talent for drawing and painting too. From a very young age, Rosie occupied herself for  hours with paints and paper — though Grace had been able to catch a good likeness with a pencil, and Rosie seemed more interested in patterns and designs.

‘We ought to try to send her to Art School,’ he’d said to Maud when Rosie had been coming up for her fourteenth birthday. ‘After all, her mother went.’

‘Fat lot of good it did your Grace,’ Maud had sneered. ‘Better for Rosie to be put to a trade.’

Will sighed. He ached for Grace too. Even now he couldn’t think calmly of her, or the manner of her death. The fact that it was Rosie’s birthday made him remember how he’d brought Grace’s belongings home. Remember too the large diamond brooch flashing on the bed of black velvet in the leather box, and the double strand of real pearls.

He’d shown them to Maud, and she’d snapped the boxes shut after one sour glance. ‘These prove she had a rich lover. Jewellery only a rich man could afford to give his mistress,’ she’d said. ‘I don’t want any of her things in my house. She was a fallen woman.’

Will had hidden the two leather cases under his socks, pushing them to the back of the drawer eighteen years ago, and had never opened them since. Occasionally he’d felt the boxes as he’d searched for clean socks. Like Maud, he hadn’t wanted to see them again; they brought back painful memories. He’d been keeping them for Rosie, until she was old enough to appreciate their value.

But she was twenty-one today, and he’d forgotten it was her birthday.

Flash was turning in at the farm gate, moving a little faster now she was within sight of her stable. Will  helped old Tom unload the crates of empty bottles. Tom Moffat was like Flash, getting long in the tooth. They all were.

Tom had come to Ivy Farm straight from school at the age of twelve. Will’s father had been alive then and the farm prosperous. He’d worked for them all his life and now he was seventy. There was nothing he didn’t know about cows. Once Ivy Farm had employed four men; now there was only Tom.

‘It’s a bright morning, Master,’ he said. Tom’s face had weathered from being always in the open air into a crazy network of fine wrinkles around healthy red cheeks.

Will unharnessed Flash and turned her into the paddock before going into the house. The kitchen was warm and savoury with the scent of roasting mutton. He hung the khaki drill coat he wore for the milk round behind the door, hooked his hat on the same peg, and smoothed out his wispy hair to cover more of his pink scalp.

Maud had the fire blazing up in the old-fashioned grate. Several saucepans simmered on trivets.

‘You’re late today.’ There was an undercurrent of resentment in her voice as she turned from the hearth. Her face was sour with discontent.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I won’t be a minute.’

‘You might have called Tom in,’ she complained. ‘Instead of leaving me to do it.’

He went upstairs, memories of Grace laughing up at him shutting out Maud’s ill humour. He opened the drawer and felt under his socks, fingers ready to close on the two small leather cases. The drawer was  lined with left-over wall paper, his fingers felt the raised design as they searched right to the back. He found a leather belt he’d forgotten was there, some foreign coins a customer had slipped him without his noticing, and a yellowing envelope.

Even after eighteen years he could remember the exact wording of the letter, but he couldn’t stop himself taking it out and reading it again.

Dear Will,

I have to ask a great favour of you for there is no one else. Please look after my baby. Love her as I do. I know I did wrong. I’m sorry.

Grace



His face was reflected back at him from the mirror, plump cheeks hanging in despair and worry lines biting into the flesh of his forehead. His yellowing eyes were glazed with the shock and horror of it even after all this time.

Suddenly he was scooping all his socks out on the floor. Thick grey wool ones knitted by Maud to wear about the farm in winter. Finer wool to wear with shoes to go to church on Sundays. A cravat he never wore. He was shaking with worry. Grace’s jewellery was not where he’d left it.

He went storming downstairs to the kitchen. Maud was opening the oven to take out a roasting pan. The shoulder of mutton had browned nicely, surrounded by roast potatoes. Above it simmered an enamel bowl of rice pudding with a thick brown skin on top.

‘What have you done with Grace’s jewellery?’ He could feel his anger rising.

‘What jewellery?’ she asked, but he didn’t miss the nervous jerk of her hands. He watched her slide the mutton from the oven, spear it on to a serving dish, and put it on the table.

‘You’ve taken them, haven’t you? The brooch and the pearls?’

Maud picked up the carving knife and fork without answering.

Will wrenched them from her hand. ‘Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about,’ he shouted. ‘Where have you put them?’

‘I didn’t want her things in my house.’ She was tight-lipped, but Will saw apprehension flicker across her face.

‘Where have you put them, woman? They’re worth money. It’s only right Rosie should have them now.’

‘Well, she can’t!’ There was no mistaking the fear in her steel-grey eyes.

‘Have you put them out in the stable or something? That was silly, they’re valuable. It’s only right we should keep them safe for Rosie.’

‘I sold them.’ She tucked a strand of iron-grey hair back into her bun.

He was aghast. ‘What did you do that for?’

‘To get money for Phyllis’s school fees. You weren’t earning enough.’

‘Maud! That was Rosie’s money not yours. You told me your egg money paid Phyllis’s fees.’

‘I’ve had to feed Rosie all her life, haven’t I? If she  hadn’t been here, I’d have had enough egg money for Phyllis’s school.’

‘Oh God!’ Will covered his face with his hands. ‘Phyllis didn’t have to go to the Convent. I wasn’t keen on her going. It isn’t as if we are Catholics. I never could understand why you wanted that.’

‘She’s got a decent job, hasn’t she? I didn’t want her working in a factory.’

‘But it doesn’t matter that Rosie has to? Or that she went to the Council school and had to leave at fourteen?’

‘You asked Edwin Shearing to take her on as an apprentice. She’s got a trade.’

‘I could have asked him to do the same for Phyllis.’

‘I wanted her to be brought up nicely, to have a decent chance in life. She’s your daughter too. Surely you want that?’

‘Not on Rosie’s money,’ he said. ‘She’s had little enough.’

‘If you’d been able to earn a decent living, I wouldn’t have had to sell anything. I sold my mother’s rings too, you know.’ Maud’s eyes shone with spite.

The back door scraped open. Will saw old Tom on the step taking off his hat. He always had his dinner with them; it had been part of his wages since his wife died nine years ago. Maud had never ceased to complain about the extra work it involved. Now she returned angrily to her cooking, draining the cabbage water into the gravy, flailing a knife in the cabbage pan with savage intensity.

‘Come in, Tom,’ Will said. ‘Come and sit yourself down.’ Tom had a permanent stoop and was  rheumaticky from working about the yard or fields in the rain. The only protection he ever had was a sack across his shoulders, one that had held cattle food or hen meal.

Will scraped back his own chair and sat down heavily, aware that the atmosphere sparked with tension. Normally he’d have carved the meat. He sat and waited for Maud to do it.

‘Good dinner today, Missis.’ Tom was smiling from one to the other. It gave Will a pang to see him trying to defuse the hostility between them. Maud sniffed deprecatingly. He knew she didn’t like being called Missis.

‘What are we having for supper tonight?’ Will asked.

‘There’ll be plenty of cold meat left.’

He helped himself from the dish of potatoes boiled in their skins and added them to the roast potatoes on his plate. ‘And these reheated, I suppose?’

‘Yes.’

‘Couldn’t we have something a bit more exciting? Something special for Rosie’s birthday?’

‘Is it Rosie’s birthday?’ Tom asked with his mouth full.

‘Yes, she’s twenty-one.’

‘Come of age,’ he said. ‘A fine lass. A credit to your bringing up, Missis.’

‘Have you made her a cake?’

‘No.’ Maud was vexed. Her mouth drooped more than usual.

‘I think you should.’

‘I was going into town this afternoon.’

‘To get her a present?’ He saw her lips tighten and  knew that hadn’t been in her mind. ‘You’ve got to make some effort. Coming of age is a big milestone. We can’t just ignore it.’

‘You’d forgotten till she reminded you this morning. Why take it out on me because I’d forgotten too?’

‘We’ve both been reminded now,’ Will said.

When he and Tom had finished their helpings of rice pudding and stood up to leave, he saw Maud, with a face like thunder, reaching for the flour in the cupboard near the fire.




CHAPTER TWO

Later that morning, after three hours of routine work, Rosie began to feel a little better. She hoped the rest of her day would be peaceful. She was guiding the bobbing foot of her machine round a shirt collar when she heard the door of the sewing room crash back and Mrs Shearing’s heels beating an urgent tattoo across the bare boards.

Every machine whirred into action. Instinct made her fellow workers show greater devotion to their work, though Rosie knew they were paid on piece rates like herself.

Without looking up, she knew Beatrice Shearing, strong chin jutting forward, was coming up the room like a bow wave. Rosie shivered with foreboding. She was snipping off threads when she realised the footsteps had stopped in front of her machine.

‘Rose, those samples, the new soft collars I gave you to make up ...’ Beatrice’s hands began sorting through the contents of Rosie’s work tray as she spoke. Her voice was aggressive and carried up the long room. ‘I told you I wanted them this afternoon. Have you done them?’

‘Yes, Mrs Shearing.’ Every seamstress had reason to dread her visits to the sewing room. She had an impatient manner and sharp tongue, but from the day she’d started work Rosie felt she’d been singled out to bear the brunt of it. ‘You told me to put them on your desk.’ She moved her hands to where they couldn’t be seen. She could feel them trembling.

‘Telling you is one thing. Getting you to do it is another.’ Beatrice Shearing’s dark brown eyes held a sharpness that missed nothing.

‘I did put them on your desk.’

‘What’s this?’ Accusing fingers were jerking a twisted collar out of the tray and holding it aloft. The jagged line of stitching was only too obvious. Rosie was aware of the other machinists slowing to listen.

‘I’m surprised at you, Rose Quest, a girl of your experience!’ Rosie heard a half-suppressed sob from the newest apprentice who was sitting behind her, and couldn’t believe anyone else in the room would miss it.

‘You’ll have to do it over. We can’t have work of this standard on Shearing’s shirts.’

Rosie flinched. For years she’d been struggling to find the best way of coping with Mrs Shearing’s outbursts. Politeness was essential, she knew that. Only last week a woman had been given her cards for showing insolence in her manner, and they all knew how hard it was to find another job. She took a deep breath and stole an upward glance as she said steadily: ‘I’m doing them over, Mrs Shearing.’

She noticed then that Ben, the second Shearing son, was following his mother. The other members of the  Shearing family were more popular with their workers. Ben had his mother’s straight thick brown hair. His mouth was wide with a half smile always pulling at one corner, and his face could light up with enthusiasm. Though he’d only started work here two weeks ago, the whole sewing room agreed he did not have his mother’s temperament. He was always friendly and good-humoured.

‘You must keep your mind on your work,’ Mrs Shearing stormed. Rosie knew she shouldn’t let her employer reduce her to a nervous pulp. ‘You girls! I daren’t take my eyes off any of you, not for a moment.’

With another sob, the apprentice flung the collar she’d been unpicking on to Rosie’s machine, and fled in the direction of the cloakroom.

‘It’s not your work, is it?’ Ben said, and Rosie found the sympathy in his dark eyes equally difficult to cope with.

‘Not your work?’ his mother barked, dropping the collars back in the tray. ‘Why didn’t you say so?’

Rosie felt a scarlet tide rush into her cheeks but was given no time to say anything as Mrs Shearing steamrollered on: ‘I’ve talked to you about pensions, haven’t I? Have you decided to join our scheme? Ben, have you given her details? Two shillings a week deducted from your wages and saved with a very reputable insurance company. A pension, or a lump sum if you leave before retirement age.’

‘Yes, Mrs Shearing.’

‘Have you filled in the application form?’

Rosie took a deep breath. ‘Ye-es.’ She should have  said she was thinking about it. What was the matter with her?

‘It’s in your own best interests. When will you be twenty-one?’

Rosie swallowed. ‘Today,’ she managed.

‘Oh!’ Beatrice Shearing’s eyebrows rose. It didn’t surprise Rosie. By now, she ought to have developed more poise and confidence.

‘So that’s why you’re all dressed up? A bit overdressed. Hardly suitable for the workroom!’

‘Many happy returns,’ Ben said quietly, then dropped his voice even lower. ‘Your dress is very pretty. I’m sure it doesn’t interfere with your sewing.’ Rose felt her cheeks flame again; self-consciously she smoothed down the green wool.

She’d worn it today because it was her birthday, and she’d had to do something to mark it as a special day. She’d chosen the colour because it exactly matched her eyes, and she’d known Ben Shearing would see it and perhaps like what he saw.

‘I made it,’ she said. It had the fashionable shawl collar and a longer flowing skirt.

‘Rose, how many times have you been told to keep your hair tied back?’ Beatrice Shearing’s own was restrained in an attractive chignon. ‘It isn’t safe here, flying loose. Not with our new band-driven machines.’

Rosie lifted her hands to her springy red hair. It had too much curl and was hard to control, but for once it all seemed securely anchored in the matching green ribbon at the nape of her neck.

‘The bow has come undone.’ Ben was smiling at her, and as her fingers grappled with the unseen ends,  added: ‘Here, let me.’ Feeling very daring she turned her back to him. His fingers felt cool against her neck and sent frissons of excitement down her spine. ‘Not a very good bow, I’m afraid.’

‘Ben!’ There was outrage in his mother’s voice. ‘I’m sure we’ve all got better things to do.’

Rosie sat slumped in her chair, watching them go up the room, knowing Mrs Shearing had seen her respond to Ben’s touch. She felt worse when she heard Beatrice add: ‘Really, Ben, you shouldn’t encourage the girls like that. You’ll give them ideas above their station.’

Every machine was still, every seamstress seemed to be holding her breath. At the door, Mrs Shearing spun on her heel to face them with the ferocity of a tigress.

‘Girls, get on with your work! You do waste time, all of you. No wonder the orders are always late!’

Agonised, Rosie felt for another collar, dragging it under her needle. Around her, she heard other machines spin into action. She tried to concentrate on her work, relieved she was no longer the centre of attention, but machining was second nature to her. It all came too easily after the long years of apprenticeship.

Thoughts of Ben Shearing filled her mind. She liked the way his dark eyes followed her; the way his hair flopped across his eyes. She envied the assurance she saw in the way he held himself. Ben Shearing had every reason to be confident. He’d qualified as a chartered accountant before coming to take over the accounts and help manage the family firm.

Rosie had been struggling to keep him out of her thoughts since he’d started work here at the beginning  of the month. She’d sensed immediately that his mother did not want him to be on familiar terms with the workforce, and especially with her. Since then, Rosie felt she was attracting more of her employer’s attention, and that her tongue was developing a more venomous edge. She knew it was silly to risk rousing Beatrice Shearing’s dislike further, but couldn’t stop the trickle of hope that perhaps Ben liked her ...?

Suddenly the sewing room door banged back on its hinges again, and Beatrice Shearing’s slim figure in its neat brown dress burst in.

‘Rose Quest,’ her abrasive voice rose above the purr of the sewing machines, ‘the samples I asked you to run up are not on my desk!’

Rosie jerked to her feet in alarm, her heart pound-ring.

‘I put them there. On the corner. I did them as soon as you asked me.’

‘Come and find them. I can’t.’

Rosie swallowed, her legs felt like lead. Beatrice Shearing’s hard gaze never left her face as she went to the door.

She passed Ben in the decaying grandeur of the reception hall, with its ornate plasterwork ceiling and floor of cracked black and white tiles. Shearing’s Shirts were manufactured in what had once been the Albert Hotel. Ben was talking to her cousin Phyllis, whose desk was placed opposite the front door. She was employed as receptionist and assistant to Mrs Shearing’s secretary, and provided a secretarial service to anyone else needing it.

Rosie caught sight of herself in one of the tarnished  mirrors that still hung on the walls: a small slight figure, tight with tension. She looked awkward. There was no sign of the maturity which should have been hers at twenty-one. Beatrice Shearing’s office was a cubicle walled off round a window. One glance told Rosie the collars had gone. It added to her embarrassment that she should seem inadequate in front of Ben.

‘I put them there.’ She pointed to the exact spot.

‘But they aren’t there now.’ Beatrice had followed her to the door, dark eyes blazing with impatience. ‘What have you done with them?’

‘Somebody must have moved them.’

‘Don’t start blaming others for your inefficiency. Really, the time that’s wasted looking for things!’ Rosie cringed. This was tearing the last of her self-assurance to shreds.

‘I’ll go and see if Dad ...’ Ben had come in behind them. ‘I think I saw him looking at collars.’ He went off in a hurry to return with his father a few moments later. Edwin Shearing had the collars they were looking for in his hand.

‘It’s all right, Rosie. Not your fault.’ He was as gentle as his wife was abrasive. ‘I took them, Beatrice. Sorry, my dear.’ His eyes met Rosie’s, full of apology.

‘Well, Rose, perhaps we’ll let you join our pension scheme after all.’ Beatrice was tight-lipped. ‘Though you’ll have to bring in your birth certificate before we can start you. You said you’d bring it today. I suppose you forgot?’

‘Yes,’ she gulped. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘You’ve filled in the form?’ Ben asked.

‘Yes,’ she whispered. Mrs Shearing’s simultaneous ‘Yes’ drowned hers out.

‘I’ve seen to all that, Ben,’ his mother added crossly.

Rosie was edging out of the cubicle, feeling as though she’d been mangled.

‘Don’t let Mother upset you,’ Ben whispered, following her out. ‘It’s just her manner.’

She went back to her machine and stitched away as hard as she could. The apprentice returned to finish unpicking the collars that were not satisfactory; she had already damped and ironed them. Rosie re-stitched them with expert precision.

She found the familiar sounds of the sewing room soothing, and gradually felt herself unwind. She told herself she was a fool to let her mind dwell on Ben Shearing. It was making matters worse. She was making life harder for herself than it need be.

At the end of the working day, she was putting on her coat in the crowded cloakroom when she remembered the application form she’d filled in to join the pension scheme. She’d already given it to Phyllis. Now she decided she wanted it back before it went through the processing channels.

She headed towards the reception hall to see if Phyllis was still at her desk. An instant later, she wished she had not. Ben Shearing was talking to her again. Rosie felt unable to avoid him today. She saw her cousin’s eyebrows lift, signalling that Rosie had no business to intrude on a private conversation.

She paused uncertainly. ‘Are you ready to come home?’ The typewriter was not yet covered. Phyllis  looked the perfect secretary/receptionist, with lipstick and powder re-applied in the cloakroom every two hours. Today she was dramatically dressed in a scarlet dress that showed off her tall slim figure and smooth brown hair.

‘I hadn’t realised.’ Ben was looking from her to Phyllis. ‘You aren’t much alike. You’re sisters?’

‘Cousins.’ Phyllis’s voice was cold. The look of disdain on her face told Rosie she’d prefer not to be related to her at all. ‘But she lives with us. My parents had to bring her up because she was orphaned as a child.’

‘I’ll go on then,’ Rosie said.

As she turned away, she heard Ben say: ‘I’m sorry, I’m keeping you and it’s time to go home.’

‘It doesn’t matter. We usually walk home separately, I prefer to. We aren’t close.’

Rosie let the door swing to behind her and went down the cracked marble steps, taking great gulps of air. Phyllis’s tone cut her as much as her words. The message she was giving Ben was unmistakable. ‘Rosie isn’t worth bothering about.’ She found it hurtful, but then everything about Phyllis was hurtful. They had lived in a state of armed neutrality for as long as she could remember. Open warfare still broke out from time to time.

She hardly noticed the traffic as she crossed the main road into Birkenhead and went on in the direction of Ivy Farm, up what had once been the smart residential roads of Rock Ferry.

‘A farm?’ everybody asked in amazement when she gave her address.

‘Yes, it’s been there for the last two hundred years,’ she would reply, smiling. Rosie walked along pavements bordered by houses, many of them recently built semi-detacheds. Slowly at first, and more quickly since the turn of the century, the town had begun to encroach on their fields.

Once the lane had run down the side of the house at Ivy Farm. In 1882 it had been widened and pavements had been constructed, along with seven pairs of tall and sombre houses with great bay windows under Gothic gables. It had been re-christened Gordon Drive, and the houses there had grand-sized room compared to those at the farm. She knew it was a big worry to Uncle Will that as the town expanded, his acreage shrank.

She let herself into the stone-flagged farm kitchen; it was the hub of the house, unchanging over the years, and their biggest room. A fire roared in a blackleaded range with its polished brass knobs. She went through to the hall and then up the creaking stairs to the bedroom she shared with Phyllis.

The ceiling was low and the old walls bulged. There were two single beds, Phyllis’s nearer the small window. Rosie took off her best green dress and matching ribbon, reflecting that it would have been better if she’d not worn them to work after all. Or else covered up her finery with an overall as the older machinists did.

Hastily she pulled on the old skirt and jumper she wore about the farm. She always went out to help with the evening milking. At the back door she met Phyllis coming in.

‘I do wish you wouldn’t barge in when I’m talking to people in the office, Rosie. You’ve no manners. Ben Shearing wanted to talk to me.’

‘I wanted my application form back. I’ve decided not to join their pension scheme.’

Her cousin smirked spitefully. ‘You’re too late, I handed it to Ben. You’ll have to ask him if you want it back.’

 


‘I heard it was your birthday,’ Tom said, meeting Rosie at the door of the cow shed.

‘Twenty-one today,’ she agreed with forced brightness.

‘I’ve bought a present for you.’ He was pushing a paper bag into her hands which half covered a chocolate box with a picture of kittens on the lid. She pulled it out. A large two-shilling price sticker was still in place. ‘Wish I was twenty-one again. Many happy returns.’

‘Oh, Tom! Thank you.’ She reached up and planted a kiss on his ruddy cheek. ‘How kind to think of me.’

‘You think of me often enough.’

‘Shall we try one?’ Rosie’s fingers were pulling at the cellophane.

‘No, lass, they’re for you.’ He was patting the back of her hand awkwardly. ‘You’ve come to help us milk, even on your birthday?’

‘Why not?’ She smiled. ‘You know I like it.’ She helped at every milking, morning and evening, before she went to work and after she came home. Uncle Will told her often enough how grateful he was for her help, but for Rosie, working with animals brought its  own reward. It had always given her pleasure and a sort of stability.

She hadn’t liked hearing Uncle Will talk of getting milking machines, but she knew now he never would. They cost too much, and both he and Tom were past coping with what they called newfangled things. Yet hand milking a herd of nineteen was no easy task for two elderly men.

Rosie collected her bucket and stool and headed up the line of cows to Tinkerbell’s stall. Tinkerbell was her favourite, a chestnut and white shorthorn with gentle brown eyes and long curling lashes. The agony of the day faded as she sat with her forehead resting against Tinkerbell’s flank, rhythmically spurting milk into the pail between her knees, and with the scent of it warm in her nostrils.

The farm cat, an ancient tabby, came to rub herself against her leg. Rosie reached behind her for the old sardine tin, squirted one teat until she’d filled it, then set it back on the ground. The cat was purring as he rushed to lap it up.

‘Don’t spoil that cat!’ Will’s plump worry of a face was smiling as he clanked past with a brimming pail in each hand. ‘It won’t catch mice if you give it milk like that.’

Rosie smiled. This was what she enjoyed most in her day. Around her the sounds of milking went on. A slap on a flank as Tom told a cow to move over to make room for his stool. The soft rattle of a neck halter as a head went down to the trough. The occasional snort, a ponderous movement as a cow shifted its weight from one hoof to another — and all the time the rhythmic  spurting of milk into buckets.

Rosie moved steadily from cow to cow as the milking proceeded, tipping bucketfuls of milk into churns. Marigold was always left till last. They were all guilty of hurrying or delaying their pace to avoid milking her.

‘I’ll do Marigold tonight,’ she volunteered as Tom was finishing Hyacinth.

Marigold had a sharp streak in her nature. She was the cow they left till last in the hope somebody else would milk her. If Marigold was out of humour, she was not above kicking the pail or any human limb within reach.

Her reddish-brown tail should have ended in a cascade of white curls. Marigold seemed to keep it encrusted with dried excreta as a matter of policy, turning it a khaki colour. While she was being milked she flicked it threateningly, so that it clattered like a bead curtain. They had all felt the sting of it on their cheeks from time to time.

Marigold had a huge low udder that swung in the way of her legs when she walked, and was inclined to hold up her milk, so that fingers had to work twice as hard to get it frothing into the pail. When she did let it down, she could provide one and a half times as much as any other cow in the herd, which was why Uncle Will kept her on.

‘No, you won’t, Rosie, not tonight. You get in to your supper.’

When she went back to the house, the big kitchen table had been covered with a white cloth. In the centre was a large sponge cake oozing jam from  between its layers. Uneven white letters trailed across deep pink icing to spell her name. Below that the number 21 stood out solidly.

‘Thank you, Aunt Maud, it’s lovely.’ She felt a little spiral of excitement and laughed. She should have known they wouldn’t let her twenty-first pass without some celebration.

‘I don’t hold with candles,’ Aunt Maud said with her usual severity. ‘Wax dripping on food. No sense in that.’ A parcel wrapped in businesslike brown paper occupied the chair by her place at the table. It drew Rosie’s attention like a magnet.

‘You’re of age now,’ Phyllis said enviously, her scarlet office dress making her look exotically out of place in the old kitchen.

‘Your turn will come,’ her mother retorted. ‘No point in wishing your life away.’

‘Happy Birthday.’ Phyllis offered a small package wrapped in red crepe paper. ‘A present for you, Rosie.’

‘Lovely! You’re both very kind.’ She explored the present’s shape through its covering, and with a jolt of pleasure decided it could be perfume. She kissed them both before unwrapping it.

‘It is perfume, I thought it was,’ she said excitedly, and then paused. She recognised the bottle that had stood on Phyllis’s dressing-table for some months. Her boyfriend, an officer in the Merchant Navy, had brought it home from abroad, and Phyllis had said she didn’t care for it.

Her cousin’s dark eyes were watching her now. ‘You said you liked it,’ she said defensively. Rosie  unscrewed the top and sniffed.

‘I do,’ she asserted. ‘Thank you.’

‘Set the table, Rosie,’ Aunt Maud ordered.

She prodded the brown paper parcel. ‘Is this for me too, Aunt Maud?’

‘Wait till your uncle comes in. He said we ought to give you something to mark the occasion.’

‘I can’t wait!’ Rosie laughed. ‘It’s exciting, all this fuss.’ There had been precious few presents on earlier birthdays.

‘You’re grown up. Off our hands now.’ Maud straightened up from the shoulder of cold mutton she’d been carving. Rosie was brought up short. Her aunt seemed to be implying Rosie would be leaving now, but she had nowhere else to go.

‘I never thought I’d see this day.’ Maud’s sigh was almost one of satisfaction. ‘It’s been a long time coming.’

Rosie tried to shake off her foreboding. She’d known for a long time Aunt Maud had derived little pleasure from bringing her up; that she’d only done it because Uncle Will said it was their duty. The back door opened again and he came in.

‘Our Phyllis has given Rosie a nice bottle of scent,’ Maud hurried to tell him. ‘You can open your big parcel now, dear.’

Rosie untied the string, trying to recapture the fizz of excitement she’d felt earlier. She hoped it would be a dress length.

A few weeks ago, when she’d been making a dress for Aunt Maud, they’d both gone shopping for the material and Rosie had admired a fine wood worsted  in deep blue. She’d also seen a pattern she’d like to make up for herself. But the parcel was bulky; there must be more than one dress length here.

Carefully she peeled back the last corner of paper, hoping to see blue worsted. It was plain white cotton. She felt a sinking sense of disappointment that she had to hide. ‘Thank you, Aunt. Very kind of you.’

‘A practical present, Rose. For your bottom drawer.’

‘Sheets.’ She tried to smile. She’d seen her aunt hemming them on her sewing machine last month. She still did household sewing, though Rosie made most of their frocks now.

‘A pair of double sheets, with two pillow cases and a bolster case. You’ll need them one day.’

‘Yes, of course,’ she said, but since she’d never even had a boyfriend, a wedding seemed too far in the future to think about. ‘One day.’

‘Let’s hope it isn’t too long coming,’ Maud said, making Rosie think again she couldn’t wait to see her gone.

‘Well now, Rosie, it’s my turn.’ Uncle Will was pushing a small gift-wrapped package towards her. ‘Happy Birthday, love.’

With a gasp of delight she pulled at the gold ribbon and the sparkling paper fell away from a small leather box. ‘Uncle Will!’ she whooped.

The next instant she was aware that Phyllis and Maud had crowded closer and that her aunt was bristling with indignation. Slowly she opened the box. On a bed of black velvet three small gold flowers on curving stems sparkled up at her.

‘A brooch. How lovely! Thank you, Uncle Will.’

‘It’s eighteen carat,’ he said.

‘It’s beautiful,’ Phyllis breathed. ‘Really beautiful.’

‘Really, Will!’ Maud snorted indignantly. ‘It’s very extravagant of you when I’m finding it hard to make ends meet.’

Rosie heard him answer quietly, ‘Had to make it up to her. You know why.’

‘You’re very generous.’ Rosie was pinning her brooch on her old jumper when she felt the atmosphere suddenly turn chilly. Maud was savagely banging plates of meat on the table.

‘Come on, it’s ready and waiting.’ They ate their cold mutton in silence. Afterwards Will tried to infuse more gaiety into the occasion.

‘Come on, Phyllis, clear these plates. Then we’ll sing “Happy Birthday” while Rosie cuts her cake.’ She found the cake in front of her, the knife pushed in her hand, then Will’s baritone was drowning out the other voices.

‘You should have had candles to blow out,’ Phyllis laughed.

Rosie had cut four careful slices, and eaten half hers when she said: ‘I’ve been wondering if you have anything left that belonged to my mother? What happened to her things? Her clothes, for instance?’

‘There were some trunks.’ Will looked suddenly much older. ‘Yes, two, I think.’

‘It would have been better to have given all her stuff to St Vincent de Paul or the Salvation Army.’ Maud’s face was cold with anger again.

‘In the attic?’ Rosie asked hopefully. ‘Can I look?’  Already she was on her feet, wanting to bound upstairs.

‘I didn’t want her things in my house,’ Maud said.

‘Where then?’

‘Out in the stable,’ her uncle admitted. Rosie was on the doormat pulling on her boots. ‘Wait a minute, you won’t be able to reach them and it’s getting dark now. They’re up in the hayloft. I nailed the door up after Tom put his foot through the floorboards. Tomorrow, Rosie, we’ll open it.’

‘Tomorrow then,’ she said. She was finding it hard to be patient, but what was one more day when she’d waited eighteen years? She was starting to clear the table when another thought came to her.

‘How did you get her things, Uncle Will? If you couldn’t help when she was ill and you didn’t know where we lived?’

‘I knew, at the end.’

‘But how?’

‘She wrote to me, asking me to look after you.’

Rosie felt compassion knifing through her. ‘She must have known then, that she was going to die?’

‘Yes, I think she did.’

‘Will! What did you do?’

‘I went round to see her. Got the doctor to her. He sent her off to hospital. You know the rest.’

Rosie felt sick again. ‘You brought me here?’

‘Yes, love.’

‘Was she very ill?’

‘Yes, very ill indeed.’

‘She died in hospital?’

‘Yes.’

‘What about the funeral?’

‘I saw to that.’

‘It cost more than we could afford,’ Maud said bitterly. ‘But somebody had to pay.’

‘I meant,’ Rosie said, ‘did anyone else come? My father?’

‘No lass, just Maud and me, and a few who remembered her – Tom and his wife.’

Aunt Maud was restive. She got up and looked in the pantry to see if the washing-up had been done to her satisfaction.

‘Rosie,’ she said, ‘don’t forget to take the presents we’ve given you up to your room.’ Knowing how much her aunt hated any personal possessions to be left about, she scooped them up and headed for the bedroom she shared with Phyllis.

She hid the sheets in the bottom of her wardrobe and sank down on the edge of her bed, studying her mother’s photograph on her dressing-table. In its heavy oak frame, behind glass, Grace’s face smiled at her.

She was a slip of a girl, pretty, with soft straight hair and big dark eyes. Rosie ached with sympathy. Twenty-three years old when she died. Only two years older than she was herself now. There was a lump in her throat that wouldn’t go away. She couldn’t swallow. She was in the picture too, a three-year-old caught in her mother’s arms. The sun was shining, they both looked happy.

She tried to remember more about those days. No clear recollections would come, but she knew it had been a time of happiness. She could remember her  first days here at the farm. The strangeness, the feeling of loss, of being unwanted. Suddenly she grabbed the photograph. Her fingers were dismantling the frame as she remembered another picture she’d placed behind it years ago.

It slid out. Her fingers were shaking as she picked it up. It was as she thought: a picture of her mother with a man, his arm linked through hers. Years ago she’d asked Aunt Maud who he was and she’d said, ‘Your father.’ She studied him now, thin-faced, thick dark hair and a moustache.

She leapt up from her bed and tore back to the kitchen, her feet thudding on the stairs. Maud and Phyllis were sitting close to the fire on the oak settles which faced each other inside what had once been an open hearth. Uncle Will was poring over the evening paper at the table. The atmosphere seemed strained to breaking point.

‘There was no need ...’ her aunt was insisting.

‘This is my father,’ Rosie choked, holding the sepia-toned photograph in one hand and jabbing her finger at the likeness of the man with the other.

‘No,’ Aunt Maud said grimly.

‘Yes. You told me it was,’ she insisted. ‘I remember you told me it was.’

‘I told you that when you were ten.’ Maud’s voice was weary. ‘I had to, to satisfy you. You never stopped asking question after question.’ Rosie recoiled in disbelief.

‘I had to protect you. Protect us all from shame.’ Her aunt got up to poke the fire, which didn’t need it. ‘A child must be shielded. I couldn’t have you blathering  it out all round the neighbourhood, could I? The Quests are a respectable family.’

‘We’ve farmed here for three generations,’ Phyllis added, examining her painted finger nails.

‘We couldn’t have you blurting out the truth unknowingly.’ Maud looked stricken at last. ‘It would have made folks look down on you. Look down on us all.’

‘Who is he then?’ Rosie asked, feeling icy inside.

‘My brother George,’ Will said. ‘One of the three killed in the war.’

‘You told me lies!’ Rosie turned on Maud with rising fury. ‘Isn’t that a sin?’

‘There are big sins and little sins. Some are merely white lies to ease a difficult situation.’ Her aunt’s face twisted with spite. ‘You’ll have to face what life sends. You’re of age, a woman now. We all have our troubles, Rosie.’
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