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 Chapter One

‘You’re sacking me!’

Judith Chambers looked sternly at the young woman before her whose pretty face was twisted into an expression of utter astonishment. ‘You’re well aware of the company rules, Mrs Campbell. You’re paid to work from eight-thirty to five-thirty. Apart from your lunch hour, when you can do as you wish, you’re expected to stay at your desk, not leave it to rush out of the building whenever you feel like it without asking permission. And even then the situation would have to be a matter of life or death before it was granted.’

‘But it was life or death,’ Cherry Campbell insisted. ‘I got an urgent message that me son had had an accident in the playground at school and needed hospital treatment. I didn’t know how bad it was. In fact he’d badly cut his leg, Miss Chambers, needed several stitches. He was ever so upset, poor little soul.’

‘Hardly a life or death situation. Surely your nanny was capable of dealing with it?’

‘Eh! Nanny?’

‘Nanny . . . child-minder . . . whatever you call the  person who looks after your children while you’re supposed to be working.’

Cherry stared at her, gob-smacked. Was her boss mad? Nanny indeed. Her children, bless their hearts, looked after themselves out of school hours. Though she herself didn’t like it she had no other choice, kept busy as she was earning them their scant living which barely included rent and basic necessities, let alone child-minding costs. ‘Latch-key kids’ her children were labelled, same as thousands of others around Leicester and the Shires whose parents couldn’t afford the couple of pounds a week it would cost for someone to look out for their offspring after school or during holidays until their parents arrived home.

Had Judith Chambers any idea what it was like for people like herself, fighting to juggle their time between their families and their work, especially a single-parent family like Cherry’s? Her kids no longer had a father because her beloved husband Brian had been killed in an accident on the building site where he had worked long hours to provide for them, the accident more than likely caused because he had been exhausted from the ‘foreigners’ he undertook on top of his normal working hours, to top up his wage and provide little extras for his family such as a coach trip to the seaside.

Could Judith Chambers imagine how it felt to crawl into bed at night worn out from hard work, even at weekends, after trying to catch up with all she hadn’t had time for? Judging by the look on her boss’s face, her whole demeanour for that matter, Cherry doubted that the formidable Judith Chambers had a clue how Cherry  and her like managed to cope. But then, why would she? She’d obviously been brought up and still lived in a world of accommodating nannies and housekeepers.

But to Cherry the way her boss lived was not of paramount importance at this moment; keeping a roof over her children’s heads and food in their bellies was. In truth she hated working at Chambers’ and knew that with her skills as a typist she could get another job relatively easily. But it wouldn’t be so close to home, and she got on so well with the rest of the workers, several of the other women having become close friends of hers. She didn’t like the thought of having to start afresh at another place, not when she was just beginning to find her feet after Brian’s traumatic death.

Taking a deep breath, she wrung her hands tightly and implored: ‘Please, Miss Chambers, I promise it won’t happen again. In the year I’ve worked for yer, yer’ve never had cause to complain about me work or conduct before. So please, can’t you overlook this?’

Judith walked around her desk, sat down sedately on the well-worn office chair and crossed her shapely legs. She raised her head and stared coolly at Cherry’s desperate expression. Judith’s personal feelings didn’t come into this. Cherry Campbell could beg and plead for her job until she was blue in the face, it wouldn’t make an iota of difference. The decision to fire her was not Judith’s. Unfortunately for Cherry, Judith’s father had noticed her absence and told his daughter in no uncertain terms to deal with it, reporting back to him when she had. He had also harshly berated her for her own lapse in not noticing for herself that one of the staff was absent without permission.

As owner of the firm, Charles Chambers never passed up an opportunity to remind his workforce, including his own daughter, of how he liked his company run. He had set down a strict code of conduct on starting the business forty-four years ago and wouldn’t allow the slightest deviation from it. It was his firm opinion that leniency shown to any employee set a dangerous precedent for the rest. It was hopeless trying to change his mind, and fully aware of his uncompromising attitude Judith hadn’t put herself in the firing line.

‘Your employment with Chambers Leather Goods will be terminated as of Friday evening, Mrs Campbell. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do and so do you.’

 

‘What happened then?’ Fay Cross demanded of Cherry when she arrived back at her desk in the general office. ‘Give yer a bollocking, did she, for rushing out without asking?’

‘A bit more than that, Fay. She sacked me,’ Cherry muttered, fighting hard to stem a flood of tears. ‘I finish on Friday.’

Never normally lost for words, Fay’s mouth hung open in shock.

‘She bleddy sacked yer?’ Nadine Hands exclaimed loudly from her desk behind them. She turned to face the rest of the six women who made up the general office staff. ‘Did yer hear that, gels? That hard-faced cow has sacked Cherry for going with her boy to the hospital. Good Lord, what was yer supposed ter do? Wait until finishing time then go to the hospital to see if he was alive or dead?’

Cherry gave a hollow laugh. ‘She said my nanny should have dealt with it. Nanny? Can yer credit it, and me hardly able to afford to buy new shoes for me kids. How does she expect me to employ a nanny? She knows very well what I get paid. I tell yer, gels, our so-called betters wouldn’t have a clue how to manage on the paltry pittance they pay us, just expect us ter feel honoured they allow us to work for them.’

The clack of Imperial 66 typewriters came to a sudden halt; the telephonist operating the small plug board flicked a switch to mute her voice over the wires; the office junior stopped licking stamps for the post. A sea of faces stared at Cherry in sympathy and shock.

‘We could walk out in support,’ Doreen the telephonist suggested.

Cherry shook her head. ‘I appreciate the offer, Doreen, but you all need yer jobs as much as I do. Old man Chambers would sack you all without a by your leave, you know he would.’

They all looked at her silently, acknowledging she spoke the truth.

‘Well, all I can say is, I hope one of these days that miserable old bugger gets what he’s got coming to him - and his daughter an’ all ’cos she’s just as bad,’ Nadine mumbled disgustedly as she whipped off an invoice form from a pad of blanks and proceeded to insert several sheets of carbon paper between the copies. ‘Working here is like working for the Gestapo. Yer can’t go to the lavvy out of break-time without getting the third degree. I’d like to see what Icy Lil woulda done if she’d have got a message saying one of her kids had been rushed off to Casualty.’

‘Well, that ain’t very likely to happen as she ain’t got any, has she?’ Doreen piped up. ‘She ain’t married. She’s a dried-up old spinster still living at home with her mam and dad. At her age still living with her folks is unnatural, if yer ask me.’

‘And is anyone surprised she ain’t married?’ Nadine snapped back. ‘Okay, no one can deny it - she ain’t a bad-looking woman. Got a good figure for her age, which I’m envious of I don’t mind telling yer, and let’s face it she’s gotta be forty if she’s a day. But she’d frighten any man to death with her cold ways. My old man calls her type Frigid Fridges. Says he wouldn’t swap my lumps and bumps keeping him warm in bed for a shapely looker like her that he’d be terrified to touch in case she turned him to stone with one of her glares.’ She laughed harshly. ‘’Cos that’s what she needs, in my opinion. The likes of a good man to warm her up a bit.’ Her voice trailed off and her face screwed up in thought. ‘Unless . . .’

They all looked at her expectantly.

‘Unless what?’ Jill the office junior eagerly asked.

Nadine pursed her lips meaningfully. ‘She’s . . . well, yer know . . . queer.’

Before anyone could respond they all froze as they heard the clack-clack of high heels approaching down the corridor. Next moment the subject of their discussion was standing before them, her face carefully bland.

‘Are the invoices for Maynard’s ready for my inspection? ’

Nadine grabbed a pile from her desk and held them out. ‘Yes, Miss Chambers. I was just about to bring ’em through.’

Judith took them and said briskly, ‘I hope they’re all correct. They need posting tonight and we haven’t time to redo them. I don’t need to remind you that Mr Chambers will not allow any paperwork to leave the premises that is anything less than perfect.’ She then glanced around at them all, arching one dark eyebrow, and asked, ‘Is there a good reason why work in this office seems to have come to a halt?’

They all jolted back into action. ‘No, Miss,’ they muttered.

Back in her office Judith shut the door behind her and slowly made her way around her desk to sit down. Still clutching the batch of invoices, she gave a deep sigh. She was well aware that the workforce didn’t like her. They saw her as a hard woman who ruled them all with a rod of iron, demanding perfection in everything they produced - and how could she blame them for seeing her that way? That was exactly how she had to be because she was their boss.

But that overheard description ‘queer’ reverberated in Judith’s mind. As well as everything else, was that how she was viewed? An object of sexual conjecture because she was not married? Did they not stop to think that her spinster status might be of her own choosing? For whatever reason might she not simply have decided to remain unattached? As things stood some dismissed her as a dried-up old spinster, and without a shred of evidence to back up their claim a queer one at that. She gave another deep sigh and shook her head, feeling an overwhelming urge to go and put them all right. A dictat of her father’s prevented her. We are not here to make friends. Our  personal lives are nothing to do with anyone but ourselves. Keep yourself to yourself. Having long ago realised that to question his words was not worth the dire consequences she chose to adhere to them, and was so used to abiding by them now they had become her way of life.

She suddenly realised that time was wearing on and he would be waiting for her to present herself in his office along with the daily paperwork that required his signature before it could be posted. Arriving even a second past the appointed time was to risk incurring grave displeasure. Glancing at the clock on her office wall, it concerned Judith to note that she risked being late if she proof-read the invoices that Nadine had just given her. She had no choice but to hope that the woman had done her job properly and there were no mistakes or it would be Judith herself who took the blame.

Rising, she smoothed down the straight knee-length skirt of her smart blue suit, straightened the collar of her crisp white blouse, ran a comb hurriedly through her thick dark hair. At forty-three she still showed no signs as yet of greying, she was pleased to note. She hastily wiped a small scuff from her two-inch-heeled black patent leather court shoes then, satisfied her appearance was immaculate, picked up the leather-bound folder containing the paperwork for her father’s scrutiny and made her way up to his inner sanctum, situated on the top floor of their three-storey Victorian red-brick premises on Braunstone Gate in the West End of Leicester.

Charles Chambers’ prim secretary, Maude Greengate, a middle-aged matron unflatteringly dressed in a brown tweed box-pleated suit and matching twinset, heavy legs  swathed in thick beige stockings, sparse pepper-and-salt hair cut in a severe bob, momentarily looked up from the letter she was typing and greeted her boss’s daughter with a brisk, ‘Good afternoon, Miss Chambers. Mr Chambers is busy on the telephone at present. If you’d care to take a seat he will buzz me when he’s ready to receive you.’ She resumed her task.

Judith sat down on a hard-backed chair by the door. Whether or not her father was occupied on the telephone was questionable. He was good at this, keeping inferiors waiting, his own daughter being no exception. She knew he did it to remind them of their subservience. It made him feel powerful. Well, let him do as he wished. She was used to it.

While she waited Judith glanced around the room. In contrast to the lower levels of the building where the main operations of the company were conducted, which were austere to say the least, the top floor where prospective buyers for Chambers’ range of leatherwares were received was positively plush. It was accessed by a lift just inside the entrance doors in the small reception area on the ground floor. Up here thick red carpet covered the floor; heavy red and beige flock wallpaper lined the walls, and the furniture was of good solid wood, unlike the rickety things she and the rest of the office staff used. The well-worn work benches the three men who managed the receiving, packing and despatching of goods had to make do with were the original fixtures installed when the company was first opened.

Highly polished double doors at the back of the top-floor reception room, at this moment closed, led through  to a large showroom. Here there were sumptuous displays of the latest goods Chambers’ was offering. Entertained with cups of coffee or tea, buyers from shops and stores in Leicester and the Shires would browse then hopefully place substantial orders. Chambers’ offered top-quality handmade leather handbags, luggage, a range of professional briefcases and doctor’s bags, gloves and belts, all aimed at the higher end of the market. Since the end of the war - a period which had seen the company struggle to survive due to shortages of both leather and staff - some of their goods were now imported from Europe, mainly Italy, due to enhanced customer demand for high-fashion goods.

From what Judith could deduce from the orders she saw placed in the general office, Chambers’ was now doing well. Her father kept the financial side of the business very much to himself but there seemed to be the funds to pay the workforce and keep the members of the Chambers family themselves: Judith, Charles, and his wife, Winifred, who all resided in a detached, double-bayed, three-storey Victorian house in Clarendon Park, an affluent area on the outskirts of the city, with a live-in housekeeper to care for the three of them.

Judith had worked for the family business since leaving Wiggiston Girls’ School at the age of fifteen. Although a pretty child, she had been a painfully shy and withdrawn adolescent, finding it very difficult to make friends. This was made worse by the fact that she was never given any encouragement by her parents to do so, and consequently her childhood was a solitary one. She spent endless hours alone reading books she had taken out of the library,  losing herself in the pages of authors such as Dickens, Stevenson and Defoe. As the time to leave school approached she saw her ideal future as working in a library cocooned amongst the precious literary works that had become her substitute friends, an environment that would suit admirably her reserved character. But her parents, particularly her father, wouldn’t entertain the idea and gave her no choice but to join the family firm, starting as the office junior to work her way slowly up through the ranks, any dreams of her own she’d harboured quashed out of hand.

Despite her status as daughter of the owner she was given no extra privileges, her father insisting her treatment be exactly that of all the other staff. While he drove to work and back home in his Daimler, she caught the bus. That continued to this day. Apart from a brief period of several months in her early twenties, her service at Chambers’ was unbroken and her climb to her present position of office manager a long time coming. For her labours she was paid a small sum a week, barely enough to keep her in clothes and personal items, and she’d had no choice but to accept this arrangement, assuming that when her father retired she would take over the running of the business which was when she would receive her just rewards.

Her idle glance around the room brought her back to Miss Greengate, still tapping away on her typewriter, plain face wreathed in concentration as she read back her own shorthand. It suddenly struck Judith that Maude Greengate was a spinster. Were the women downstairs as unkind in their description of Maude as they were about  Judith? As she scrutinised her father’s secretary it suddenly occurred to Judith that she knew nothing personal at all about this woman who had worked for her father for over thirty years. In fact, she knew nothing personal about any of the other staff either. Her father strongly disapproved of friendships between management and staff; of office parties at Christmas or company outings of any description. His opinion was that the workplace was a place to do just that, not socialise, and he had severely warned his daughter that should he catch her discussing anything other than business with any of his employees, she would be demoted to a position that precluded any such contact.

The loud buzz of the intercom made Judith jump. It wasn’t a gentle alerting buzz but a short commanding one. Without pausing in her task, Maude Greengate briskly announced, ‘You may go through now, Miss Chambers.’

As she rose she felt the nervousness that was always present when she was in her father’s company, whether at work or at home. He was not a man to mince his words and used each one sparingly, as if he was paying for them and therefore trying to save himself money. Her daily visit to his office was the part of the day she dreaded most. Charles Chambers never lost the slightest opportunity to fault her work and she worried that he would find something wrong with the invoices she hadn’t had time to check.

He appeared to be engrossed in studying a document when his daughter entered and it was several moments before he condescended to lift his head and acknowledge  her presence. He was a wiry, pale-skinned, sharp-featured man, dressed very expensively in a dark grey handmade suit. The high-backed leather chair in which he sat seemed to diminish his small stature to even less than its actual five foot six. ‘What have you to report?’ His tone was curt. He held out one bony hand and flapped it at her irritatedly.

Judith realised this action was by way of a demand for her to pass over the folder containing the papers for his signature, which she was clutching tightly to her chest as if afraid to part from it. She hurriedly thrust it towards him, holding her breath, closely watching his every move as he opened the file and began to sift first through the invoices, proceeding on through the pile of general correspondence. Her anxiety eased slightly as he signed off the last of the invoices and began on the letters. So far so good, she thought. But her reprieve was short-lived. Pen poised to sign the last letter, he paused, issuing a loud disapproving grunt before scoring a huge cross covering the length and breadth of the letter and sending it skimming across the desk towards her.

‘Do you check these?’ he barked, annoyance glinting in his eyes.

‘Yes, of course I do, Mr Chambers.’ Judith was forbidden to address him as Father during working hours. Her brow creased worriedly. She had thoroughly checked those letters and found nothing amiss. She couldn’t for the life of her think what her father’s keen eye had spotted.

‘Pull yourself up, girl. You’re allowing standards to slip and you know I won’t tolerate shoddy workmanship. The  top of the letter “s” is missing from “sincerely”.’

She picked up the letter and looked at it. The missing end of the curve at the top of the ‘s’ was so minute it was barely noticeable. ‘It’s the keys of the typewriter that are at fault. On rare occasions they don’t hit the ribbon squarely. The machines are so old . . .’

‘A typewriter is a tool and therefore its operator is responsible,’ he cut in sharply. ‘I want that letter in the post tonight. You do it personally, and make sure you reprimand the typist responsible for such slipshod work.’

She felt his criticism to be totally unwarranted but nothing unusual, and as he hadn’t found the slightest error in anything that had come from the general office for the last few days she should have expected he’d find something today. This was just another ploy of his to remind her and everyone else who was boss.

Slapping the leather binder shut, he pushed it across the desk towards her then clasped his hands on the desk. ‘I trust you dealt with the problem satisfactorily?’

She knew instantly to what he was referring. ‘Mrs Campbell leaves on Friday.’ She wanted to say that she personally felt they were being harsh in their punishment of Cherry Campbell. After all, the reason for her sudden departure from the premises, albeit without permission and against company rules, was a valid and understandable one. But should she voice this opinion her father would only slap her down for showing personal sympathy for an employee. He’d accuse her of becoming fond of them when in order to do her job properly she should keep herself detached.

He glared at her, astounded. ‘Friday! You should have  given her instant dismissal.’ He paused and looked at her questioningly. ‘Not showing sympathy towards the workers, are you? How many times do I need to tell you that sentimentality does not keep a business successful? The workforce are paid to carry out their set duties to my set of rules unquestioningly, and if they don’t do that then they can go, make room for someone who will.’

Judith took a deep breath. In an even tone she said, ‘Cherry Campbell is our best typist and she’ll be hard to replace. We need time to find someone as suitable, so I . . .’

‘Nonsense,’ he snapped, cutting her short. ‘Typists like her are two a penny. Plenty more where she came from. Get on to it immediately.’ He eyed Judith meaningfully. ‘I’ll remind you that office managers are too. Your privileged position within this company is at my discretion. I can demote you at any time if I don’t feel you are up to scratch. There’s only one irreplaceable person in this company and that’s me - and don’t you forget it. I built this company from nothing and I’ll never let anything or anyone jeopardise its success. Have I made that fact plain enough for you?’

She held his gaze. ‘Yes, Mr Chambers.’

‘Good. Now you can go.’

Taking a deep breath, she turned and walked out thankfully.
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