

[image: ]





 
 
 

 
Like Father Like Daughter

 

 
ANNE BAKER

[image: hlogo]

www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 1991 Anne Baker

 


 
The right of Anne Baker to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 


 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 


 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2011

 


 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 


eISBN : 978 0 7553 8249 1

 


 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 


 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 
An Hachette UK Company 
338 Euston Road 
London NW1 3BH

 


 
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk




Table of Contents

 


Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

Praise for Anne Baker

About the Book

Also by Anne Baker

Dedication

 


Book One—1924

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

 


Book Two—1938

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 


Book Three—1941

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 


Book Four—1954

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


About the Author

[image: author]



Anne Baker trained as a nurse at Birkenhead General Hospital, but after her marriage went to live first in Libya and then in Nigeria. She eventually returned to her native Birkenhead where she worked as a Health Visitor for over ten years before taking up writing. Anne Baker now lives in Cornwall, where she continues to write, and her previous Merseyside sagas are all available from Headline.



To find out more about Anne and her novels visit www.annebaker.co.uk.


Praise for Anne Baker

‘A wartime Merseyside saga so full of Scouse wit and warmth that it is bound to melt the hardest heart’

Northern Echo

 


‘Baker’s understanding and compassion for very human dilemmas makes her one of romantic fiction’s most popular authors’

Lancashire Evening Post

 


‘A gentle tale with all the right ingredients for a heartwarming novel’

Huddersfield Daily Examiner

 


‘A well-written enjoyable book that legions of saga fans will love’

Historical Novels Review

 


‘A warm and evocative Merseyside saga’

Bookseller


About the Book

[image: Image Missing]



A mother and daughter fight for their right to happiness and freedom . . .



Rebelling against the domineering man she believes to be her father, Elin Jones runs away from her Welsh home to find a job on Merseyside as a maid in the wealthy Oxley household. Seduced and left pregnant by the son of the family, she feels forced to marry the butler, but finds herself condemned to a life of abuse and poverty. Only her love for her daughter, Laura, keeps Elin going. Laura grows up with her natural father's intelligence and drive, as well as his talent for business, and when she seizes the chance to buy an ailing company, it is the start of a meteoric career. But Laura's personal life is less of a success, and it will take a twist of fate to enable Laura and her mother to find love and happiness.
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Book One—1924




CHAPTER ONE

Elin Jones raced upstairs to her room, feeling like the farm dog newly released from its chain. It was Sunday, her afternoon off.

Snatching open her wardrobe door she saw the plain black frock and hat she’d had to buy in a hurry when her mother died. The black coat Bessie had given her drooped on its hanger. Elin hated the outfit, it made her feel drab.

It was a whole week since she’d been out, a sense of freedom was surging through her. On impulse she reached instead for her blue wool skirt and jacket, the last outfit her mother had made for her. Elin had bought one of the new cloche hats in exactly the same shade, a deep blue with a tinge of violet, the colour of wild geraniums. It had taken a whole month’s wages, and she’d only been able to wear it once before she’d had to go into mourning.

She stood in front of her mirror, frowning with concentration as she fumbled her long golden hair into a bun on top of her head and pulled her hat over it. The severity of the style drew attention to her face. It gave her rounded rosy cheeks an aura of sophistication she didn’t have. Her golden eyes were widely spaced and slightly slanting, riveting without the frame of hair. She turned quickly, twisting to see her back view. A smile flickered at her full mouth, lighting up her face to beauty. The outfit was smarter than she remembered. Her mother had been the village dressmaker and knew how to flatter with cut and colour.

Her smile faded quickly. Looking in a mirror—preening,  her father called it—always brought a rush of guilt. It was forbidden.

‘Such vanity!’ His lay preacher’s voice seemed to vibrate round her room, as though he were watching her now. ‘It’s a sin.’

Elin had left home, and no longer expected to be tied down by her father’s rigid rules. He had dominated her life for as long as she could remember. She told herself she had no further reason to be frightened of his temper, but the truth was, he still held her in thrall.

‘We’re starting out,’ Bessie, her mistress, called, breaking the spell. ‘Hurry up, Elin, or you’ll be late.’

As she ran down the stairs of Tonteg, she felt more a princess than a girl in service on a sixty-acre hill farm. In the back kitchen, she grabbed the cake she was to take for her father’s tea. When they’d baked yesterday, a small jam sponge had been made specially, put on an enamel plate and covered with a brown paper bag. Bessie was generous, always offering something.

Elin slammed the field gate. The sheep startled and raced away to collect in a distant corner. She had to run to catch up with the family.

‘Bessie,’ she panted as she drew level. Bessie didn’t hear her, she was towing a small daughter along with each hand, her chest wheezing slightly. Exposure to winter winds had crazed her complexion with a mesh of fine lines, ageing her beyond her forty years.

Owen Roberts, Elin’s employer and Bessie’s husband, turned, but she couldn’t ask him for such a favour. Bessie would be more understanding. Elin bounded to her other side.

‘Please, Bessie, could I take my half day off in the week sometimes?’ She had a half day every Sunday.

‘You had a Saturday afternoon only last month.’ Owen’s voice was muffled by the hands of his two-year-old son who sat across his shoulder and held him round the chin.

‘Yes, to sing with the choir in Porthmadog, but I’d love a half day to go shopping. If you don’t mind.’

‘It’s not us that minds,’ Owen said, turning his formidable  dark eyes towards her. ‘Your father wants you to take your time off on Sundays. Only Sundays.’

‘Why?’ She felt the hot flush of resentment running up her cheeks.

‘You know. Saw you coming out of the cinema with Bethan Morgan, he did. Too young, he thinks, to be out late in town.’

‘We’d been to the matinee! It was six o’clock and hardly dark. And I’m sixteen.’

‘It’s the pictures your father doesn’t like,’ Bessie added in motherly tones.

‘He’s never been,’ Elin said defiantly. ‘He doesn’t know what they’re like. It was Rudolf Valentino. What’s wrong with him?’

‘Sixteen is still young.’

Old enough, Elin thought, to work fourteen hours a day. Too young to have any pleasure. ‘There’s not a lot I can do on Sunday, you see. There’s still chapel.’

‘Told you, I have,’ there was a touch of irritation in Owen’s voice now. She hated to see him angry. ‘Sunday it has to be. Your father says there’s less mischief you can get up to on Sundays. See she comes to chapel, he told me, then she’s to come home to tea.’

‘Elin’s a good girl,’ Bessie insisted softly.

‘She’ll need to be,’ her husband retorted. She’s the sort to bring the lads running.’

‘She’s too shy. Has nothing to say to them.’

‘I’m surprised they aren’t queuing at our back door now.’

Elin had paused to hustle the children along. She was choking on her anger. She’d wanted to go home when Mam was there, but not any more. She should have known her father was behind the arrangement.

‘Little children should be seen and not heard,’ had been one of his favourite sayings. When he had heard her, she’d been in trouble. Elin would have understood the punishments if she’d deserved them, but her father’s anger had been easily roused. She’d been terrified of him. It had tainted her relationships with other men. She hardly spoke to Owen Roberts, and didn’t like being left alone in a room  with him. She knew he put it down to shyness, but it wasn’t that. Women she could understand and like. Men she found difficult. She was unable to deal with the ugly memories of childhood.

‘It’s not too bad, Elin. We let you go to choir practice on Wednesday nights, if we’re not busy,’ Bessie said, screwing her face up against the watery sunshine, making her wrinkles more noticeable.

‘It’s generous you are, with my time off,’ Elin agreed, but she continued to fume about her father for the rest of the way.

As they drew near, Elin could see her father’s bowler hat, and the heavy black overcoat he always wore on Sundays. He was standing in front of the door of Llanddolfa Chapel, talking to a fellow deacon, looking dour. Elin held her sponge cake in a death grip. Resentment slowed her step as she followed Bessie up the path.

‘Hello, Father.’ She stretched up to put her duty kiss on his cheek. ‘Are you well?’

‘Yes, child.’ His stern eyes were examining her clothes, his thin lips twisted with disapproval. ‘You should be wearing black. It’s quick you are to forget your mother.’

‘I haven’t forgotten her, I miss her very much.’ Elin was fighting down the guilt he made her feel. She had to stand up to him. ‘But it is six months, Father, and this is almost purple, a half mourning.’

‘It is not! And the skirt is too short.’

‘Skirts are being worn shorter now.’

‘It’s halfway up your calves. It’s indecent for chapel. Indecent anywhere.’

‘It’s fashionable, Father.’ She looked at what Bessie was wearing. Fashion hadn’t reached her.

Her mother’s laughing face came before her, holding up a garment she was sewing. ‘I get the latest patterns. I can make almost anyone look smart, but everybody wants what they had last year and the year before that. Their skirts are still flapping two inches above their ankles.’ But Mam had always dressed well, and encouraged her to do the same.

‘Mam made it for me. She said it suited me.’ Elin turned  hurriedly. Bessie seemed a safe haven, surrounded by fidgeting children; she was gossiping a few yards away with her friend Agnes Jones who kept the village shop. Elin joined them.

‘Sorry for them at Nantgwyn, I am.’ Agnes Jones had a streaming head cold.

Elin stiffened with interest. Nantgwyn was their nearest neighbour, only a quarter of a mile up the lane, and the biggest farm in the district.

‘And more sorry for Bethan,’ Bessie agreed.

Bethan was the youngest daughter of Nantgwyn. A month older than Elin, they’d been friends in school. Since she’d worked at Tonteg, Bethan had been in the habit of coming down to share a cup of tea in the kitchen and have a chat, but Elin had not seen her for over three weeks. Bethan hadn’t come to choir practice, and she hadn’t come to chapel. Bethan’s mother didn’t encourage Elin to visit Nantgwyn, even if she could find the time; she was the servant at Tonteg.

‘What’s happened?’ Elin wanted to know.

‘He’s gone away. That Will Rhees.’ Agnes Jones blew into her handkerchief, her large nose was red and sore underneath.

‘Gone where?’

‘Disappeared, he has.’ Elin felt her heart turn over. ‘Took his things and did a moonlight flit.’

‘Oh!’ Elin shivered, this was awful. Poor Bethan, she could see her face before her as it had been all those weeks ago, white and strained.

‘What am I going to do?’ she’d whispered. Elin remembered the surge of sympathy that made her hug Bethan, but she’d had no advice to offer. The prospect was too dreadful.

‘He’ll not be coming back?’

‘Why should he?’

Elin’s slanting eyes searched into Agnes’s, willing her to tell what she knew.

‘Bethan is her friend,’ Bessie said, screwing her face into a mass of worry lines. ‘She’s upset.’

Elin fingered the card in her handbag. It invited her to Bethan’s marriage on Saturday, 26 November 1924.

‘Her banns were read for the third time in chapel this morning, but nobody came from Nantgwyn to hear them.’ Agnes Jones mopped at her nose again. ‘Plenty of talk there was afterwards. It’s all over Llanddolfa that the wedding’s off.’

Nobody from Nantgwyn had come to hear the banns read the first time. Elin remembered the feeling of surprise percolating through the congregation. Nobody even knew Bethan was courting. Nobody could place the intended groom, William Tudor Rhees of Llangurig.

Sitting on the unyielding pew, with an ache in the pit of her stomach, Elin remembered Bethan praising Will. How quick he was with a scythe. How good with horses. How handsome and such fun to be with. Elin had kept her mouth shut, but it was soon common knowledge he was the farm hand at Nantgwyn, only hired at hay harvest. Nothing was guaranteed to cause more gossip.

‘Bessie, it’s time we went in,’ Owen Roberts said testily, taking two daughters with him. Elin rounded up the other children and followed Bessie. Her father sat with the other deacons in the pew under the pulpit. From behind, his ears shone red in the November sunshine streaming through the plain glass windows. The preacher mounted the rostrum and the service began.

Elin couldn’t have said what the sermon was about, she couldn’t concentrate. She felt edgy, worried about Bethan, conscious of the charged atmosphere.

Maldwyn Griffiths, a gangling youth in a too-tight suit, met her eyes across the pews and smiled. She’d walked to and from school with him until he left one year before her. Bethan referred to him as Elin’s boy friend, but Elin didn’t feel anything special for him. Until recently, he’d shown more interest in fishing and rabbiting than he had in her company.

Afterwards, they all surged outside to exchange news and offer invitations to tea. Her father never took part in this. He believed in keeping himself to himself, and was always the first to set off home.

Elin usually lingered with the younger members of the congregation, but today she could hear Bethan’s name being bandied about. She set off down the road and found Maldwyn Griffiths beside her, complimenting her on her new outfit, his dark eyes trying to hold her gaze. Those of the congregation who lived down the valley trailed behind.

‘Let’s walk up the cwm,’ he suggested as they drew near the gate. The cwm was a short cut they’d always taken to school. It was a steep narrow valley, filled with trees and thick vegetation. A stream bubbled its way down to the river, and a narrow path wound through.

‘Father’s gone round by the road.’ Elin hesitated, knowing he’d not approve.

‘So’s my family. Keeps their shoes cleaner.’

‘Is it muddy?’

‘No, I came this way. We can sit and talk for a while.’

‘Father will be cross if I’m a long time.’

They had to walk in single file but his hand felt supportive round hers as he towed her along. At the bridge that crossed the stream half a mile up, the ground levelled off. Soon they’d leave the shelter of the trees and have to follow the steep path up the field.

‘Let’s sit here and rest a moment,’ he suggested.

‘I don’t want to spoil my best skirt.’

Maldwyn had carried his raincoat. Now he spread it out, lining side down, and threw himself on it. She sat as far away from him as the raincoat allowed.

‘Did you know I’ve got a cow of my own? Birthday present from my grandma, it was.’

‘A milking cow?’

‘No, it’s running with Dad’s suckler herd. It’s in calf, and I’m hoping for a good heifer. One day I’ll have a herd of my own. I’ve got six good ewes, too. Well, three are a bit old, and have no teeth, but I’m hoping they’ll all bring a lamb.’

‘Twins if you’re lucky.’

‘Perhaps. Elin, can I see you back to Tonteg after chapel tonight?’

She hesitated. ‘It’s miles out of your way. Think of the walk home you’ll have. In the dark, too.’

‘I don’t mind that.’ He bent to kiss her cheek. His forehead touched her hat, pushing it up. Elin pulled it off.

‘That’s better,’ he laughed, then his lips landed fully on hers. The intensity of his kiss unnerved her. She hadn’t expected Maldwyn to be like this, it left her breathless.

‘You must have lots of boy friends. You’re the prettiest girl round here, even if your hair is falling down.’

Elin was not used to it in a bun. Usually she wore it tied back with a bit of ribbon. She took out the hair pins she’d borrowed from Bessie and it cascaded down her back.

‘It’s like molten gold,’ he told her. ‘Like the sun itself.’

She shook her head and the sun shimmered through it.

‘Shall I ask my mother if you can come to tea next Sunday?’

She hesitated, wanting to agree. ‘Father wouldn’t like it. He wants me home when I’m off.’

‘Ask him.’

‘Perhaps.’ He had spots on his chin; they made him seem vulnerable.

‘But I can walk you home tonight?’

‘No, Maldwyn, no.’ The silence between them lengthened.

‘I thought you liked me.’ His voice was suddenly harsh.

‘I do, but . . .’ Maldwyn was growing taller and broader. Changing from a tree-climbing boy to a man, and she no longer felt at ease with him.

‘But you don’t want anything to do with me? You’ve got another boy friend?’

‘No. No, I haven’t.’ It was her turn to sound anguished.

‘Then what’s the harm?’

She couldn’t explain. She didn’t really know. ‘I’m sorry, I’ve offended you, I didn’t mean to.’ She felt terrible. Bethan had said she didn’t know how to handle men. Maldwyn was staring down into the stream. She had to break the awful silence.

‘What time is it?’ Elin had no watch of her own.

‘Ten past four.’

‘Father will wonder where I am.’ She leapt to her feet.  ‘He’ll want his tea. Bessie lets me bring a cake.’

‘Do you like working for her?’ His manner was more distant now.

‘She’s kind, but the work’s hard. I’d like a job in town, where there’s a bit of life. I feel like a prisoner at Tonteg. It’s miles from anywhere.’

‘You should be used to that.’

She hurried up the two steep fields, matching her step to Maldwyn’s longer one. As they drew nearer, she could see her father waiting at the cottage gate, his face like thunder.

‘Good day to you, Mr Jones,’ Maldwyn called, hurrying past.

Elin’s step slowed. ‘I’m a little late, Father, I’m sorry. I walked up the cwm with Maldwyn.’

‘Such wicked wanton behaviour!’ His bushy brows were drawn down tight in a scowl. ‘What have you been up to?’

‘I’ve not been up to anything.’ She hurried him into the house, closing the door, not wanting Maldwyn to overhear. ‘Not so loud, Father.’

‘Don’t tell me how to behave, you little hussy. Showing your legs and your hair swinging loose like that. You’re temptation itself. You’ll get yourself into trouble.’

Elin put her hat and the cake on the table, knowing exactly the trouble he referred to. She must not let herself be drawn into an argument.

‘Throwing yourself at men. Encouraging them.’

‘I walked to school with Maldwyn for years. He has to pass this door to get home.’

‘It was different then. You were both children.’

‘I’m not throwing myself . . .’ Elin paused, she must talk of something else, he was working himself up. ‘Did you know his grandmother gave him a cow, to start his own herd?’

‘In broad daylight you let your hair down for everyone to see.’

‘Mother liked it loose.’

‘When you were a child. You’re sixteen, a woman now. Anyway she spoilt you, pandering to your vanity. I told her so but she took no notice. It’s wicked to linger with a man.’

‘Maldwyn’s only a lad, Father. He was telling me about his sheep.’

‘He didn’t tell you your hair was beautiful?’ His voice was thick with suspicion.

She felt defiance spiral through her. ‘Yes, he did. It is beautiful. I’m proud of it, and why shouldn’t I be?’

‘Vanity is a sin. You were always preening as a child. You’re leading him on. Raising his expectations.’

Elin knew all men expected something of women. That too, made them difficult to cope with, and it had led to terrible trouble for Bethan.

He took a handful of her hair and pulled, bringing her face close to his. ‘Oh, you’re right, it is beautiful. It feels like silk.’ Elin saw the sour lines round his mouth contort. She wanted to turn and run.

‘Father, leave me be.’

‘It’s temptation all right, but I can help you there.’

Her mother’s dressmaking scissors were still hanging on a hook on the dresser. He snatched them up. It was only when she felt the cold edge of steel against her neck that she realised his intention. The scissors crunched in her ear and eight inches of hair fell to the floor.

She screamed and tore herself from him, turning wildly to the mirror over the mantelpiece. In it, she could see ragged wisps where her hair had been cropped off half an inch below her left ear. She stared at her reflection, open mouthed with shock, then furious tears blurred the image. She screamed again, pushing him away. Too late, she saw the scissors flash in the mirror. He made another jagged cut, halfway round her head.

‘No, Father, no!’ She jerked away. It felt as though he was pulling her hair out at the roots. He was breathing heavily, his small eyes under their bushy brows stared down at her. She felt rage boiling through her. It gave her a wild strength to pull free of his stranglehold.

‘My hair!’ she wailed. ‘Look what you’ve done! You’ve spoilt it.’ She picked up her locks from the pegged rag mat on the hearth. ‘It took years to grow. You’ve ruined it!’

‘You’re too beautiful. I told your mother many times she  was making a big mistake. Encouraging you. Making fancy clothes for you. Anyway, it’s in your blood. You’ll go the same way.’

‘What do you mean, the same way?’ she demanded.

‘Nothing . . .’ He was turning away.

Elin snatched at his arm. ‘What’s in my blood? What are you saying about my mother?’

‘You might as well know now. Your mother had her fun and was abandoned when you were on your way. You’ll end up the same, the way you’re going on.’

‘What?’ What was he saying? That her mother had been caught in the same trouble as Bethan Morgan? That she had been the child . . . She found it hard to believe, and yet . . . ‘No!’

‘Oh yes. Her fancy man didn’t stay long enough to marry her. She was glad enough to marry me.’

‘Mam?’ Elin felt the strength drain out of her. She didn’t doubt it was the truth. His face swam before her eyes. ‘You mean I’m . . . I’m illegitimate?’

‘Oh no. I saved you from that disgrace. Saved you both from the workhouse, but few thanks I got from her. And precious few I’ll get from you, I dare say.’

Elin froze, searching his face. ‘Not my father?’ Up till now she’d known her place. Knew where she owed allegiance. And now? She felt a surge of relief. ‘I’m glad. Glad there’s nothing of you in me.’ He’d always had a hold over Mam, she’d sensed it. They’d both been wary of him.

‘Who was my father?’ Mam must have loved him, yet he’d left her when . . .

‘I don’t know. Your mother wouldn’t speak of him. I doubt she knew.’

‘She must have.’ Poor Mam! ‘What she must have gone through to accept you.’

His face twisted. ‘She was glad enough of my name, I can tell you. She was ready to throw herself into the river.’

Elin felt sick. ‘Nobody knew round here,’ she said doubtfully.

‘That’s why we came.’

‘Where from? I have to know.’

‘No, you don’t. You can’t go round asking questions, blackening your mother’s name. Would she want that?’ Elin released a long, shuddering breath.

‘I’m afraid for you,’ he hissed, his face ugly and contorted. ‘I’m surprised it’s Bethan Morgan, and not you.’

She shuddered. ‘Did he come from these parts? My father?’

He stared down at her. ‘How do I know?’

‘She must have said something.’

‘No.’

Elin shuddered. ‘I wish she’d told me.’

‘I warned her not to. It’s best forgotten.’

She turned on him angrily, ‘I thank God you aren’t my father.’

‘You ungrateful little hussy. I’ve done my duty by you, fed you, clothed you all these years.’

‘You never showed me any love.’

He was silent for a moment. ‘I did my best.’

What did that mean? She wasn’t worth loving, didn’t deserve it?

‘I’ve looked after you. Found you a place when you left school.’

‘Oh yes, you did that.’ He’d arranged that half her wages should be paid to him. Well, she hadn’t minded contributing to the house while Mam was alive, but not now. She had nobody she could call her own flesh and blood.

Oh Mam, she prayed silently. Why didn’t you tell me? She had nobody to turn to either. Mam had loved her. She’d had a special way of hugging her, pulling her against her own body, especially when Evan Jones had been in a bad mood. She’d always known Mam wasn’t happy.

‘Men told her she was beautiful. She listened, instead of putting her trust in the Lord.’

‘Mother?’ Her mouth felt dry.

‘Be warned, or you’ll go the same way. You’re too pretty for your own good.’

‘You’re mad. I can’t help what I look like. Can you help being old and ugly?’ She couldn’t take her eyes from his. ‘I’m glad you’re not my father. If you were, I’d be ugly too.’

‘Pride is sinful,’ he hissed. ‘It leads to self glorification. Self display.’ He came towards her again, with the scissors ready to snatch another bite.

‘No,’ she backed away. ‘No.’

‘I’ll have it off. It’s safer. You’re a wicked girl, you flaunt your beauty. Without it you’ll be less likely to come to harm. You need someone to keep you on the rails.’

Elin was backing away, but she had to stand up to him. She took a deep breath. ‘From now on it won’t be you! I don’t have to come here. I won’t ever again. What’s wrong with being pretty? What’s wrong with enjoying life? You’re always miserable, and you made my mother miserable too. She didn’t love you, as she loved my father.’ His fingers bit into her wrist as she tried to shake him off.

‘Love? Hah! Your father didn’t love her enough to marry her.’ He came closer, scissors raised.

Elin watched him mesmerised, unable to breathe, as she remembered Bethan saying scornfully, ‘Your father! Don’t be such a mouse, Elin. I wouldn’t be scared of him.’ Suddenly she flew at him, bending his wrist back.

‘You little cat.’ His mouth twisted with the pressure she was applying, but he held onto the scissors. She pushed harder, almost crying with frustration.

‘What a fury! The Devil has taken you.’ She had to use all her strength to keep him still, but nobody could call her a mouse, not after this. She could feel him moving against her weight, and expected any moment to be thrown off. She must not lose this struggle.

Suddenly she bent her head and sank her teeth into his wrist. He shouted in pain and relaxed his grip on the scissors. Elin grabbed for them, and jabbed the points at the loose folds of skin on his neck. He staggered back, trying to regain his balance. The armchair caught him behind the knees, and he collapsed back into it. She caught his black tie and twisted. His celluloid collar flipped off the front stud. At last, the points of the scissors dug home into his quivering Adam’s apple.

She could see real fear now in his eyes, and felt a moment of triumph. She’d dared to stand up to him. She’d broken  free, and was no longer in his power. Two scratches on the loose skin of his throat oozed spots of blood. She was kneeling on his protruding abdomen creasing his best waistcoat. His hunter watch pressed painfully into her knee.

Years of concealed resentment foamed up and flowed over. ‘I hate you, hate you.’ She was grinding her teeth, digging the scissor points harder. The scratch deepened to a cut, blood trickled out.

Elin suddenly straightened up, appalled at what she was doing. She flung the scissors across the room and scrambled to her feet, gasping for breath, quivering with bitterness gone out of control. She couldn’t believe what she’d done. She wasn’t capable of violence. She was a shy little thing, a mouse, everybody said so. But underneath she had tiger’s claws. She was sobbing with shock and rage.

What did it matter if he cut more off? She couldn’t keep the right side eight inches longer than the ragged edges on the left. She’d been proud of her hair. Even on the mat it glowed with a light of its own, as though it still had life. She’d gloried in its beauty and worked to enhance it, brushing it with a hundred strokes every night, no matter how tired she felt. And she’d paid fourpence for soft soap to wash it instead of using Sunlight. Now it was ruined.

She moved on unsteady legs, made a sudden grab for her things on the table, and ran out of the house.

Back in the cwm, under the trees, she threw herself down on the grass, no longer worried about her best skirt. She flung her expensive hat down on top of the cake she’d picked up too. Not that she cared about the cake, she’d just snatched up the things she’d brought, with no thought for what they were.

She cried till her eyes were red and swollen and she could cry no more. The sun had long gone. With approaching nightfall, it grew cold, but she couldn’t move. Couldn’t go to chapel with her hair like this. She ate the sponge cake, breaking pieces off with her fingers.

She felt ashamed, horrified at what she’d done. She knew how easily she could have dug the scissors hard into his neck.  She’d wanted to. She’d gloried in the power that had been hers at that moment.

She’d go away. Leave the district. She’d have to, she couldn’t see him every Sunday in chapel. She’d look for a place far away, in a big town. Away from father, away from Tonteg, and away from Maldwyn too.

 


The next week, Owen Roberts took some bullocks into Pwllheli market, and brought a newspaper back with him. In it, an agency advertised for domestic staff for jobs on Merseyside. Elin wrote to them, hoping to get away soon.

Gossip about Bethan increased. Some said she’d disappeared too, they were dragging the river for her. Others, that she’d gone to stay with her aunt in Liverpool. Someone else had seen her in the station, waiting for the London train, alone and with one suitcase, looking pale and ill, and at least six months pregnant. Everybody was certain disaster had overtaken her. She had been wild, they said, and the Morgans of Nantgwyn were not really Llanddolfa folk. They’d bought the farm only twenty years ago, and come from Aberystwyth.

One day, Elin saw Bethan’s elder sister coming back from town with two large bags of groceries. Even though she was walking fast with her head turned away, Elin ran into the lane to stop her.

‘I hear Bethan’s in Liverpool staying with her aunt,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a job in Birkenhead. We might be able to meet if it’s not too far. Nice for both of us being away from home.’ The bags were eased down to the grassy verge for a moment’s rest. ‘Could you give me her address?’

‘You heard wrong.’ She was abrupt. Her dark eyes bristled with antagonism. ‘Our aunt lives in Birmingham.’

 


The week before she was due to leave, the Minister of Llanddolfa Chapel, the Reverend William Wyn Evans, paid a visit to Tonteg. Bessie sat by the fire with him and talked, while Elin set out the best china and made tea.

From the back kitchen she could hear the cadence of his voice rising and falling as it did in chapel. Her father counted  the Reverend William Evans a great support in trouble. She took in more logs to brighten the fire. His silver hair reflected the glow. As she handed him his cup, he said: ‘You mustn’t feel you’re going a long way from home, Elin. I know Birkenhead well.’

Her golden eyes went to his face in fear; it was beaming with good will. She groped for Bessie’s cup, feeling trapped.

‘You may even see me from time to time, I preach on the circuit. I could give you the name of your nearest chapel. Make it easier for you.’

Elin felt suddenly cold. He was blocking her escape.

‘Where are you going to live? You have the address?’

She had to tell him, though she didn’t want to. Bessie was nodding her approval, urging her to find pencil and paper, the lines on her face accentuated by the fire’s glow.

‘I’ll write to the Reverend Robert Roberts, and ask him to look out for you. You’ll like him. It’ll comfort us all to know you’re in his good care. Especially your father.’

‘Thank you, Mr Evans.’ Elin took the address he gave her, twisting the slip of paper in her shaking fingers.

‘We’ll have news of you from time to time, and know how you’re getting on. You need never feel alone or homesick. You’ll be among friends. It’s a Welsh chapel and a Welsh congregation. There’s quite a big Welsh community in Birkenhead.’

‘Yes, Mr Evans.’ She swallowed hard, wishing she was going further afield. She’d never expected her father to be able to spy on her in Birkenhead. ‘Thank you.’

His parting handshake was limp. ‘Give my best regards to the Reverend Roberts,’ he said, his gentle eyes full of the milk of human kindness. She must not be fooled, he’d report everything to her father. No, not her father, Evan Jones.

As soon as the door had closed behind him, she threw his slip of paper into the fire.




CHAPTER TWO

Elin smudged the window clear of condensation to see smoke streaming back from the engine as the train rounded a bend. Smuts were flying past, the taste of smoke was on her tongue.

On the other side of the carriage, a mother was peeling an orange for her child. The zest of it mingled with the smell of damp mackintoshes. Elin hadn’t realised how far it was to Birkenhead. For the past hour she’d been wishing the journey was over.

Rows of small houses backed onto the line. Elin had a clear view into dirty back yards containing rusting mangles and tin baths. Through an uncurtained window, she glimpsed a squalid bedroom, with coats piled on the bed instead of blankets. The poverty shocked her, it was worse than any in Llanddolfa. The streets behind were grim and smoke-blackened.

The train was slowing and the lines multiplying. A ball of apprehension expanded in her stomach; they must be nearly there. Suddenly she felt reluctant to leave the security of the Pwllheli train.

She told herself impatiently she was lucky to get a job so quickly. She’d only got it because the agency could place any number of girls in domestic work just before Christmas and were willing to put her on their books unseen. She’d heard town girls preferred shop or factory work.

She’d worked for Bessie Roberts for two years, and she’d pleaded with her to stay. Elin felt she couldn’t. In Llanddolfa there was no way she could avoid seeing her father. When they met, she could feel his evil eyes following every movement she made, menacing her. The whole village  knew she no longer spoke to him. She was frightened by what she’d so nearly done. She’d had him at her mercy for a few moments and come very close to killing him. She couldn’t look at herself in a mirror without being reminded of what had so nearly happened. Everybody she met asked why she’d cut off her lovely hair. She mustn’t let anything like that happen ever again.

Away from him in Birkenhead, it couldn’t, and there would be no hens to feed, or butter to be made. No hay harvest either, when everybody worked till they dropped. She’d only have indoor work; she’d be better off, it stood to reason. No more winter mornings when she’d have to carry buckets of water from the stream before she could make tea. Here water would come in taps, right into the kitchens. Even for a maid, life would be easier. She’d be able to go shopping on her day off, see a bit of life, have a bit of fun for a change.

The train slid into Woodside Station. She felt fear trickle down her back as she climbed down and walked past the metal advertisements—Beecham’s Pills, keep you fit; Zam-Buk, rub it in. The air smelled different, smoke-laden and flat. Weighed down with her heavy suitcase and hat box, she followed the crowd out of the station. She found herself in a busy ferry, tram and bus terminus; roads and buildings stretched away into the distance. How was she ever to find her way to Birchgrove?

The woman who had shared her carriage walked past, the child whining and dragging his feet.

‘Could you tell me where I get the bus to Oxton?’ Elin wished she’d enquired sooner.

‘You want the twopenny jogger, luv.’

‘What?’

‘Tram.’ The woman pointed across the terminus.

‘That’s what you want, the electric tram.’

‘Electric?’ Elin stared in amazement, she’d never even heard of electric trams. There was no electricity in Llanddolfa. The trams were all two-storey. She decided at that moment she’d go on the top deck and see this great town. But which one should she take? There were five in  the row, and even as she considered it, one pulled away. She didn’t want to miss the next and have to wait in the drizzle. Already the afternoon was pulling in.

‘You want the Oxton Circular,’ the woman called after her. Elin relaxed a little, she could see one labelled Oxton Circular. Perhaps it wasn’t going to be too difficult after all.

The conductor took her suitcase from her as she climbed on board and stowed it under the stairs. Elin hesitated; better not go on top after all. She mustn’t lose sight of her case, anybody could take it from there. She slid into the nearest seat.

‘I want to go to Bidston Road. Could you tell me when we get there? I don’t know the town.’ Bessie had told her to say that.

‘We don’t go to Bidston Road.’ The conductor pushed his hat back and scratched his head. ‘You’ll have to get off in Shrewsbury Road and walk up.’ She pulled out the letter she’d received, and showed him the address. ‘I’ll put you off on the corner of Beresford.’

The tram started smoothly, clicking over the points. She peered out of the window, eager to see the fine shops and theatres she’d heard about. The rain was driving against the glass, it was getting dark. The few shops she saw were no bigger than those in Pwllheli, but she’d never seen so many houses. As the tram progressed, the houses grew bigger.

‘Your stop,’ the conductor said, passing her and leaping for the stairs. Feeling numb, she dragged at her suitcase.

The rain was bouncing off the pavements when she got off. She set off briskly, passing large semi-detached Victorian villas standing back from the road. Her suitcase was heavy. She stopped to rest, and asked a woman coming towards her if she was going the right way.

The houses in Bidston Road were much grander, and were hidden behind high walls. At last she found what she was looking for; the sign on the gate read Birchgrove. Her stomach was churning, relief mingled with nervousness. It was a far, far bigger house than she’d expected. Elin looked up at its six stacks of twisting mock-Elizabethan chimneys and shivered. Its arched stone window frames were like those  of a church. The front door was studded with nails and bigger than that of the chapel back home. It stood four storeys high and looked grim. Perhaps it was the tall trees huddling close, with rain dripping off them.

A gravel drive led to a massive porch. Bessie had warned her not to march up to the front door, but she could see no way round the back. On one side a glass conservatory joined the house to a six-foot wall.

She went in the opposite direction. Shrubs grew close against the dark windows. The wet lawn sucked at her heels; she was leaving holes. The grass stretched away into the night, close-cropped and desolate in the winter rain. She tiptoed back to the gravel and out to the pavement. Perhaps there was another gate somewhere.

She walked on, coming to another road, more houses. She’d never been in such a large town, with pavements stretching on and on, slippery in the rain. She turned back, afraid of getting lost. It was almost dark.

The gate clanged shut behind her, she could feel the gravel through the soles of her best shoes. She wished she hadn’t worn them to travel in, the rain was spoiling them, and they pinched. It felt better under the porch out of the gusting rain, though there were butterflies in her stomach. She rang the bell, and heard it jangle somewhere inside.

Footsteps, and a man wearing a black jacket and waistcoat over striped trousers swung the heavy door open. Elin’s stomach turned over. She was awed by his bow tie and white shirt, terrified she’d brought the master of the house to the doorstep.

‘What do you want?’ He was arrogant, his manner unfriendly.

‘I’m Elin Jones, the new maid,’ she began, her voice scarcely more than a whisper.

‘What?’ She was starting again, when his narrow lips tightened.

‘Round the back,’ he spat at her. ‘Don’t you know better than to come to the front door?’

It was like a slap in the face, she felt the scarlet tide rush up her cheeks. ‘I’m sorry.’ In the burst of panic she almost  turned and ran, but the alien streets frightened her too. ‘I . . . I can’t find the back.’

‘To the left. Fifty yards down the road, left then left again. You can’t miss the back gate.’ The door slammed shut in her face.

Elin swallowed back her horror. She felt tired, cold and unwanted, but there was nothing else for it but to follow his directions. She trudged with head bent into the wind, wishing she’d never come.

She found it, a great double door set into a six-foot wall, with a smaller door for pedestrians alongside. It was stiff; for a moment she thought it was locked, but it opened against her weight. She was in a yard with dustbins and a clothes line from which hung two flapping kitchen towels. The back door stood open to show a vestibule, empty apart from the door mat and a wire basket of sprouts. There was neither bell nor knocker on the inner door. She rapped with her knuckles. The noise she made seemed lost in the splatter of rain.

‘Hello,’ she called nervously.

‘Come on in then.’ The same man stood staring down at her, his dark hair stiffly Brylcreemed back across his head. She knew now he wasn’t the master of the house, but to find he was a servant shocked her more. He was holding his chin at a haughty angle and looking down his Roman nose at her. ‘We have to start as we mean to go on. The family don’t like the servants using the front.’

Her head was spinning. She couldn’t even think of a man doing housework, couldn’t believe such a proud man in such grand clothes answered doorbells and waited on table. She’d never have accepted the job if she’d known. Men were unfathomable, frightening. She didn’t like them.

Elin slid her bags to the floor, trying to stem the dislike she felt. She’d started off on the wrong foot with him. She must be careful not to make matters worse by showing how she felt. She was tired enough to drop. As she followed him into the kitchen, water was leaking under the collar of her blouse to trickle in icy runnels down her back.

‘I don’t know why Peck couldn’t bring you quietly  through.’ A woman with flushed cheeks turned from the gas stove. ‘Instead of making you walk all the way round. Men! They’re a pain.’

Elin warmed to her.

‘I’m Bridie.’ Harassed tendrils of dark straight hair were escaping from under her cap. ‘Parlour maid is what I’m supposed to be, though you’d never know it.’ Her figure had thickened, but her manner remained girlishly vivacious. ‘It’s Cook’s half day, and Daisy’s having one of her bilious attacks. I could do with a hand. Hang your coat up. There’s a hook behind the door.’

Elin slid her arms carefully out of her coat. It was dripping moisture, leaving dark circles like pennies on the stone floor. She was cold, but after a moment’s hesitation, she hung the jacket of her suit on a different peg. She mustn’t get stains on it.

She saw Bridie’s darting brown eyes fasten on her hair. ‘Oh lor, I do like your bob. Bobbed hair’s all the rage among the swells, isn’t it? Lovely. Lovely golden colour too.’ Her laugh bubbled up like effervescence.

Any remark about her hair reminded Elin of that terrible Sunday. Her hand went up to cover the ends before she could stop it. ‘Is there an apron?’

‘Borrow that one of Cook’s.’ Bridie indicated one hanging on the door.

Elin tied it round her waist; it was vast, reaching her ankles, with the bib jutting out loosely in front. She knotted six inches out of the loop to go round her neck. The man who had sent her on that unnecessary walk stood watching her.

‘This is Peck,’ Bridie told her.

‘The butler,’ he said.

‘And valet to old Mr Oxley,’ Bridie added. ‘Mostly valet.’ He quelled her with one supercilious glance, and turned back to Elin. ‘You’ll be the tweeny here.’

‘What’s a tweeny?’ Elin hoped she didn’t sound too rude.

‘You are a little innocent, aren’t you?’ His black button-like eyes wouldn’t leave her.

‘Innocent?’ Elin shuddered, that was the last thing she  was! She’d lost her innocence that Sunday, and been haunted by what she’d done ever since.

‘Haven’t you been in service before?’

‘Yes, but I did a bit of everything, looked after the children, even milked the cows sometimes. I was the only maid.’

‘Oh, a farm!’ He sniffed disdainfully, and patted his Roman nose with his handkerchief. ‘You’ll find standards much higher here.’ One of a row of bells jangled overhead, making Elin jump.

‘Drawing room,’ Bridie said, carrying on with her work.

‘You answer it,’ Peck retorted.

‘Can’t you see I’m busy? It’s Cook’s half day.’

‘She leaves everything ready for you. What’s all the fuss?’

‘I still have to cook it.’

‘All you have to do is light the oven, girl.’

‘I’ve done that. On your way back, bring the dishes down from the nursery. They’ll have finished now.’

The same bell jangled again, more loudly. Slowly and with every show of reluctance, Peck got to his feet to answer it.

‘Lazy thing,’ Bridie said when he’d gone. ‘It’s no good being shy or turning those golden eyes on him. You’ll have to stand up to him or he’ll walk all over you. Look, a tweeny divides her time between the kitchen and the front. Mornings you light fires, clean up, make beds and dust in the front. Afternoons you help Cook in the kitchen.’

‘Thank you. Tell me about the family. How many are there?’

‘There’s old Mr Oxley, his son Mr Laurence, his wife, and their little girl Mary. Oh and she’s having another, but pretend you don’t notice.’ Bridie giggled again. ‘Not that you would notice yet.’ Another bell jangled. ‘That’s her! Almost as if she could hear us.’ Bridie tucked her straggling black hair under her cap and took off her apron. ‘I’ll have to see what she wants. Come up with me, we’d better tell her you’re here. Has she seen you?’

‘No.’

‘She didn’t pick you out?’ Bridie’s dark eyes wouldn’t leave her face.

‘No.’

‘I didn’t think she had.’

‘Why?’ Elin asked anxiously. ‘Don’t you think I’ll suit?’

‘Course you will, but she’d have chosen a plain forty-year-old spinster. Someone more like me.’

‘You’re not forty?’ Elin liked her big kindly face.

‘Nearly, I’m thirty-eight.’ Her giggle bubbled out again.

Bridie’s figure was buxom, but her feet hardly seemed to touch the stairs as she bounded up. Elin had difficulty keeping pace with her. She had no time to look round, but got an impression of high ceilings and wide dark stairs.

Bridie halted abruptly and turned to whisper, ‘This is her boudoir, and that’s her bedroom. Wait here.’

Elin anxiously smoothed her hair with her hands, trying to imagine what a boudoir could be. The passage was hung with dark pictures, and had a strip of carpet up the middle.

Bridie came out and hissed: ‘She wants to see you. Can you find your way down after?’

Elin nodded and then knocked nervously on the half-open door and went in. It was a small sitting room with comfortable settees and vases full of flowers. She’d been thinking of mirrors and dressing tables.

‘Elin, is it?’

‘Yes, Elin Jones.’ She hadn’t expected her new mistress to be so beautifully groomed. There wasn’t a hair out of place on her blonde, shingled head, but she had a sour expression, her mouth drooped with discontent.

‘When you answer, you address me as madam or ma’am.’ There was no displeasure in her voice, but her manner emphasised the distance between them.

‘Yes . . . ma‘am.’ She’d always known the women of Llanddolfa did not know what fashion was. Sybil Oxley was wearing a straight tube of beige silk, and her brown beads swung almost to the hem. Her shoes had high heels. Father would be shocked by her plucked eyebrows.

‘Turn round.’

Elin felt bewildered. Had she heard right?

‘Turn round slowly.’

Elin did so, feeling foolish. When she next looked at  Sybil Oxley, her lips had tightened to a pout of displeasure.

‘Yes, well, I suppose you’ll do.’

‘I’ll work hard, ma‘am, and I’m clean in my ways. I gave satisfaction in my—’

‘Your wage will be eight pounds a month, your uniform, and your keep. You’ll have a half day off weekly, and a full day once a month.’

‘Yes, ma’am, thank you.’ Sybil Oxley couldn’t have been more different from motherly Bessie Roberts in her floral pinafores.

‘Mrs Dooley will explain your duties.’

‘Yes, ma’am, thank you.’ She knew she’d been dismissed. She turned and stumbled back to the stairs, creeping down two flights, trying to remember how many she’d raced up behind Bridie. The house was silent. Suddenly a door closed behind her and Peck, supporting a tray on one hand, came swaggering past like a lord. She followed.

The kitchen seemed vast and cheerless. The fire had gone out in the blackleaded grate, which had an oven each side. The big scrubbed table in the centre was covered with serving dishes. Peck was making room for those he’d brought down.

‘Bridie, you’ll love this,’ he was saying. ‘Two more for dinner. Mr Leonard and his family have arrived.’

Bridie gave a horrified gasp. ‘They weren’t supposed to get here till tomorrow! What about Master Robert?’

‘He’s here too. In the nursery, waiting for you to send up a tray with his supper. They made good time crossing France and caught an earlier boat.’

‘Who is Mr Leonard?’ Elin ventured.

‘Brother to Mr Laurence, and something in the Diplomatic Service. He always comes for Christmas. I’ve reset the dining room table.’

‘Then you’ll have to reset it again,’ Bridie told him grimly. ‘Mrs Oxley doesn’t feel like dinner. She’ll just have soup in her room.’

‘All the more for the visitors,’ Peck retorted. ‘Don’t you know what’s a help and what’s a hindrance?’

‘It would be more help if it was soup for starters instead of eggs mayonnaise.’

‘Any leftovers?’

Bridie was already in the larder, pushing the bowls and dishes round. ‘There’s a cupful left, I’m in luck. Beef broth, she had it for lunch.’

‘She must have liked it then. Just warm it up.’

‘I will when I have a moment. We’ll need another potato.’

‘I’d make them do,’ Peck said crossly.

‘There’s Elin, too, she’ll want supper.’

‘Can I peel some potatoes?’ Elin was hungry and she needed something to do. Knowing nothing of the routine made her feel awkward. Bridie had been kind and she wanted to help. Moments later she was at the sink with potatoes and two handfuls of sprouts.

‘Be quick,’ Bridie urged. ‘Cut them small. Dinner’s ready, but they’ve got to eat the first courses. Damn! Cook put the cod mornay into scallop shells to make it easier, but she only made three.’ She got another shell from the cupboard, and divided the fish pie returned from the nursery between that and a small plate, using her fingers to push the potato into a neat shape on top.

‘Does it look all right? More cheese perhaps? Make sure old Mr Oxley gets this one, Peck.’ She put them all into the oven to warm up.

‘Now what? A tray for Master Robert. He’ll be too tired to eat now, look at the time.’ She rushed round, putting an apple and a fairy cake on a plate, filling a beaker with milk. ‘Here Peck, get the plate of fish pie out and take this up to the nursery. Elin doesn’t know where to go yet.’

As soon as the door closed behind him, Bridie bent forward and hissed: ‘Peck indulged himself too much on Master’s claret at lunch and feels a bit hungover. Always makes him nasty. He’s all right when he’s sober, except he’s bone idle.’ Bridie’s hair had broken loose again and was damp with perspiration from her cheeks.

Eager to be helpful, Elin went closer to the stove. A joint was sizzling inside, filling the kitchen with an appetising scent. Her mouth watered, it was a long time since she’d eaten her sandwich on the train. Bridie was whisking round  setting another tray, this time with more style. She poured the heated soup into a bowl.

Elin didn’t know how it happened, but somehow her hip caught the corner of the tray where it overhung the table and sent it spinning to the floor with a crash. She jumped back in horror as the soup spread over the flagstones among the broken china.

‘Damn,’ screamed Bridie. ‘Damn, damn damn! That’s the soup gone.’

Elin felt the end of the world had come. ‘I’m sorry.’ Weary tears pricked her eyes as she bent to pick up the pieces. She liked Bridie. Though she was busy, she’d found time to give her a friendly welcome. Elin was grateful, but now she’d made more work for her. She felt clumsy, stupid, bewildered. Peck was back, looking down his nose at her.

In the act of whisking the tray to the sink to wipe it over, Bridie turned on him.

‘The kettle’s boiling. Nanny likes a pot of tea after her supper. Could you take it up?’ She snatched a fresh tray cloth from one drawer, clean cutlery from another. Elin salvaged the hothouse carnation from the broken glass, and found a fresh specimen vase.

‘She can come down and get her own tea,’ Peck snarled. ‘I’m not waiting on the likes of her!’

Elin picked up the silver cruet and wiped it. Bridie snatched it and slammed it on the tray before stepping over the mess to inspect what remained in the saucepan. ‘I’ll have to add water . . . Pity I drained the leeks.’

‘Milk,’ Elin suggested. ‘Won’t taste so thin.’

‘Come and stir it for me.’ Bridie turned the flames up under it, before starting to mash potatoes. Elin was stirring hard; on impulse she reached for a spoonful of mashed potato to add to the soup.

‘You cook too?’ Bridie’s giggle fizzed up again as she dived under the table to pick up the bread roll. Wiping it against her apron, she added it to the tray and headed for the stairs.

As soon as Peck had taken the main course up to the dining room, Bridie was clearing space on the table for them  to sit down. She’d roasted two breasts of lamb alongside the leg, with roast potatoes and gravy. Elin forked food into her mouth, and began to feel a little warmer.

‘There’s rice pudding left from nursery lunch, or syrup pudding from supper. Probably apple pie too, if we wait to see what they leave now.’

Elin shook her head, she’d had enough, her eyes were closing. ‘What about the washing up?’

‘We’ll make a start. Daisy will have to finish off in the morning.’

For Elin, the novelty of endless hot water gushing from a tap helped, but the dishes seemed never-ending. The coffee cups were still upstairs when Bridie said: ‘That’ll do. Come on, I’ll show you your room.’

Elin felt so weary she could hardly climb the steep back stairs with her bags. Bridie whisked up ahead with two cans of hot water.

‘This is the lavatory we use.’ She pushed the door open with her foot as she passed.

‘A water closet?’ Elin felt a ripple of interest. ‘I’ve heard of them, of course. I just pull the chain? Marvellous not to have to go down the garden.’ She heard Bridie’s gurgle of delight.

If there was a water closet for the servants, the family would be similarly provided; that meant no slops to empty. Bridie touched a switch and the narrow room was flooded with brilliant light.

‘It’s like magic. Electric light!’ So easy, no more lamps to fill with oil, no need to trim their wicks and polish their glasses. She’d been right to come. She’d get used to it.

‘I’ll knock you up at six. There’ll be a lot to do, with it being Christmas. More guests expected tomorrow.’

Elin said goodnight. She hung her blue suit in the wardrobe. On the only chair were three neatly folded print dresses, three cotton caps and twelve white aprons with six coarse aprons. None of them were new, but they’d been washed and ironed. She fished the black stockings she’d been told to provide out of her suitcase, rinsed her hands and  face in the warm water Bridie had left on her washstand, and got thankfully into bed.

It was narrow and hard. No feather bed here, but the sheets of stiff cotton still showed the folds of the iron. She was asleep in moments.

Bridie’s voice was waking her unbelievably soon. Sleep-sodden but obedient, Elin swung her legs out of bed. It was still pitch dark outside. The cold was biting. An icy draught rattled the ill-fitting window frame. She washed her hands and face again, using the water she’d used last night. It was grey and icy. The lavatory flushed with enough noise to waken the whole house.

The print dress was stiff with starch and had to be prised open. The cap covered her hair completely, thank goodness; her new mistress had not seemed to like it. Perhaps it was outlandishly fashionable for a servant. But Father had been wrong about long hair.

Bridie was back before she was ready. ‘Coarse apron on top, first thing. Come on.’ Her voice wafted back over her shoulder as she hurried down the back stairs.

‘You’ve got to clean out the grates and light the fires.’ Bridie pushed a box of cleaning materials into one of Elin’s hands and an ash can into the other.

Elin’s first impression had been that it was a very fine house indeed, equipped with every modern convenience. Closer inspection this morning proved otherwise. The rooms were large and high, but very much in need of fresh paint and paper. The furnishings were not as she’d expected. Most dated from the turn of the century, carpets and curtains were shabby and worn. The ornaments made her shudder.

As she passed through the entrance hall, she saw a dozen crossed African spears decorating one wall, and a large tomtom which was used as a table. The drawing room had several carved native stools, and polished ebony heads, some life size, were everywhere. But it was old Mr Oxley’s study that really appalled her. The walls were hung with ancient animal skins. One moth-eaten specimen she recognised as cow. When Bridie caught her gazing at another, she murmured: ‘Monkey.’ The monkey skins had revolting bare  patches on what had been their backsides. A stuffed alligator stood in the window recess. On the chimney breast, grotesque wood faces, daubed with war paint, had holes for eye sockets. Their hair of dried grass was disintegrating with age. ‘Masks,’ Bridie added. ‘To frighten their enemies.’

‘They frighten me,’ Elin shuddered. Neither did she like the collection of small drums and native musical instruments she could put no name to. All were dusty, some had woodworm.

‘They make the house smell like a museum.’ Bridie flicked at them with her duster, sending the Christmas cards on display fluttering to the carpet. ‘Impossible to keep clean, look at this mess on the floor, they’re crumbling back to dust.’

‘They’re so ugly. Do they really like them?’

‘Old Mr Oxley does. He made his fortune in West Africa and brought these things home.’

Elin shivered. ‘I’d burn the lot if I were him.’

‘Hurry up, you’ve still got the nursery fire to light, and Mrs Oxley likes one in her room if she isn’t getting up. Come on, I’ll show you where the nursery is.’ Elin scurried behind her up to the top floor, trying to memorise the direction.

‘All still in bed,’ Bridie said throwing open the door and starting to tidy up. ‘I reckon nannies have it easy.’

Bridie didn’t give her time to look round. Elin had to rush to clean up the ashes, light the fires, and sweep the hearths.

‘Now, if you’ve got all the fires going, your next job is to refill the scuttles with coal.’ Bridie was rushing downstairs again. Peck crossed the hall on his way to set the breakfast table.

The coal bunker was out in the yard. It was a cold morning with a damping of drizzle. Elin wondered if it would mark her starched cap. Someone else was already there shovelling at the coal.

‘Hello. You must be the new tweeny.’

‘Yes, I’m Elin.’

‘I’m Daisy.’ She straightened up on spindly legs ending in large boots. Her face was pale and painfully thin, she was little more than a child. Elin felt she could get along with  her. ‘I’m the kitchen maid.’ She had a lopsided smile. ‘See you at breakfast.’

As she shovelled, Elin hoped it would be soon. It was heavy work carting full scuttles upstairs. She was about to push the dining room door open when she heard voices.

‘Do we congratulate you, Laurence?’

There was a gusty sigh. ‘Naturally I’d like a son to follow me in the business, but . . .’

‘I know, as a family we are cursed.’ It was a woman’s voice that answered. ‘I was on tenterhooks all the time I carried Robert.’

Elin hesitated, not wanting to intrude on what seemed a private conversation, yet she couldn’t leave the scuttle at the door, nor should she be standing here listening to what didn’t concern her.

‘Sybil is terrified. Once you have one handicapped child, another seems more than likely. I’ll be glad when the waiting’s over.’

Elin felt horror spiral through her. Her employer was talking about his own feelings, about his own family! She mustn’t be found here listening. She screwed up her courage, knocked and marched in.

‘Poor Sybil, no wonder she’s on edge—’

Elin was conscious that the woman had stopped in mid-sentence, and two identical pairs of eyes twitched to her.

‘Good morning, sir, madam.’ She crashed the scuttle onto the tiled hearth, and turned to escape.

‘Who are you?’ one of the men asked. She supposed he must be her employer.

‘Elin, sir, the new tweeny. I came last night.’ She lifted her eyes to his face.

The men were like two copies of the same person, though one wore a Fair Isle pullover and the other a grey suit. Twins they must be, with their fair wavy hair, small fringe moustaches, and jutting chins. The men of Llanddolfa were never well groomed like this. They’d be about the same age as Peck, but neither was as arrogant.

There were differences all the same. The Fair Isle pullover relaxed in a chair, gazing calmly at her. His hair curved  neatly to the shape of his head. The other man bounded about the room, his hair more wiry, with more curl to it. Energy seemed to crackle out of him. Intense blue eyes darted from her face to her feet, and back again. She felt he’d know she had bobbed hair, even though nothing of it showed. It was not a hostile examination. In fact, he looked at her in the way Maldwyn Griffiths had.

‘Right. Just for the Christmas season?’

‘Oh no, sir. Permanently.’

‘Then I hope you settle in and enjoy your stay with us.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ He made it sound as though she was an invited guest.

‘Tell Peck we’re waiting for our eggs and bacon.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Peck was crossing the hall with a loaded tray as she left.

‘They’re getting tired of waiting for you,’ she hissed, and felt she was getting her own back.
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