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I am dedicating this book to my late mother and father, who were affectionately known as Marsie and Pop by the four children they raised with love, laughter and happiness.

My sisters, Edna and Elsie, my brother, Joseph, and I had a wonderful childhood and, thanks to the guidance of Marsie and Pop, we’ve gone on to have a wonderful life.


 

Hello friends

I hope all is well with you and yours.

I can’t wait to tell you what a treat there is in store for you with One Rainy Day. I have never enjoyed writing a book so much or been so sorry when I had to draw it to a close for I love the story and the wonderful characters, I just didn’t want to say goodbye. I know self-praise is no recommendation, but you should know by now I am not big-headed. I love this book and I know you will too.

Take care.

Love

Joan

PS – Just a little piece of useless information: I do not have a big garden, just a courtyard, and I have a gardener who keeps asking why I haven’t mentioned him in my books yet. He’s getting quite tetchy about it, so to keep him happy his name is Brian and he is a good gardener. That should stop him from pulling out my plants or cutting down my trees!


Chapter One

It was a pleasant morning when the young man parked his car in the reserved bay at Exchange Station. There was a nip in the air, though, as the wind blew in from across the Mersey, and after locking the car door he slipped the keys into his pocket and set off at a brisk rate towards Castle Street.

Many a female head turned in his direction, for he cut a fine figure: six foot two in height, well built, with jet-black hair and eyebrows, deep brown eyes and an attractive dimple in his chin. He oozed confidence, in his well-cut overcoat, soft kid gloves and handmade shoes of the finest leather. If he had known the thoughts running through the heads of people passing by, he would have been surprised, for since he had been born into one of the wealthiest families in Liverpool confidence came naturally to Andrew Wilkie-Brook, as did wearing clothes made by bespoke tailors, and shoes made by craftsmen.

However, Andrew’s mind was on none of these things as he reached the building that housed his father’s import and export business, for today was his twenty-fifth birthday and there was much to look forward to. His mother had planned a lavish dinner party for twenty friends from their social circle, and knowing how fussy his mother was about detail he was sure the party would be a huge success. But there was an engagement he was looking forward to far more than the party, and that was lunch with his father at the club. It was a business lunch, his father had said, that just happened to fall on his birthday. And Andrew was chuckling as he took the stone steps two at a time. He loved his father dearly, and respected him, for when he’d asked if he could leave university when he was twenty-one to join the family business his father had brushed aside his wife’s wailing over what their friends would say about their son’s taking up a lowly position in an office. He had agreed to Andrew’s joining the firm, as long as he was willing to accept the terms. That meant starting on the lowest rung of the ladder, so he could learn every aspect of the business from top to bottom. This had brought more tears and protests from his mother, but once again George Wilkie-Brook ignored her pleas. Instead he’d slapped his son on the back and wished him well. And because of his admiration and love for his father, Andrew had spent the last four years learning as much as he could about the business which had been in the family for almost eighty years. And as he learned, his father rewarded him, each year, by promoting him to a higher position. To his mother’s dismay, he had cut down drastically on his social life for he was determined to fulfil the promises he’d made to his father. And now because of his diligence, Andrew had taken over the offices on the first floor of the building, and was responsible for the running of an important section of the business. With the help of his own private secretary, a typist and a clerk, his department ran like clockwork, and he had reason to be proud of his success.

So he was in high spirits when he climbed the stairs and knocked on his secretary’s door. ‘Good morning, Mrs Stamford. I hope you are well this fine day?’

Wendy Stamford looked up from the pile of correspondence in front of her and smiled. ‘Good morning, Mr Andrew. And may I wish you a very happy birthday.’

‘Thank you. I’m meeting my father at the club for lunch, so I’ll have to look sharp.’

‘I’ve been through the post, Mr Andrew, and I’ve sorted the letters in order of priority, so we should finish in plenty of time. I’ll bring it in to you, then while you’re looking through I’ll make you a nice cup of tea.’

‘That’s very kind of you, Mrs Stamford, and reminds me why you are such a very good secretary.’

‘Flattery will get you an arrowroot biscuit to have with your tea.’ Wendy was very fond of her boss, for he was easy to get along with, very friendly, and not at all snobby. And he had a sense of humour. ‘In fact, seeing as it’s your birthday, I’ll make that two biscuits.’

‘I know this sounds forward of me, Mrs Stamford, but seeing as it is my birthday, could the biscuits and tea be stretched to include Miss Kennedy and Miss Williams? I would feel mean leaving them out. They have worked well for me over the past few years, and I’d like to show my appreciation.’ Andrew hung his coat on the coat stand in his office, then turned a bashful face to his secretary. ‘Tea and biscuits don’t sound very appreciative, do they? It makes me sound like Scrooge.’ He took a wallet from his inside pocket and removed a white five-pound note. ‘Would Miss Kennedy go on an errand, d’you think? I’m having lunch with Father, who has a palate for good food and wine. And I wouldn’t enjoy my meal, knowing my faithful staff were having a measly biscuit.’ He handed her the five-pound note. ‘Ask Miss Kennedy if she would go to Cooper’s and order a selection of sandwiches and cakes to be delivered here at one o’clock. I would expect no change, so there should be sufficient to include the staff downstairs. If you turn two desks into a table, you could enjoy a nice, friendly lunch.’ He looked quite boyish when he grinned. ‘And my conscience will be clear.’

‘You really don’t need to do that, Mr Andrew, but I’m not going to talk you out of it, because I know the staff would be delighted to celebrate your birthday.’ Wendy carried the post into his office and placed it, neatly stacked, on top of his desk in front of his brown leather swivel chair. ‘I’ll see Miss Kennedy and Miss Williams, and tell them that as soon as one of them has ten minutes to spare, she’s to go to Cooper’s with the order. Then I’ll make our tea and we can get down to business.’

Before Andrew had joined the family firm, Wendy had been working as private secretary to George Wilkie-Brook for twelve years. Then, because of her knowledge and experience, Mr George had asked if she would do him a great favour and allow him to transfer her to his son’s new offices, so she could help Andrew find his feet. And she had never regretted agreeing. She knew the job inside out, and was proud at how quickly Andrew had taken in everything she’d been able to teach him. She was forty years of age now, but didn’t look it, with a trim figure, mousy-coloured curly hair, a good dress sense and a face that liked to smile. It was twenty years since she’d married her boyfriend, Stan, and they were as much in love now as they had been on their wedding day. The only disappointment in their lives was that they hadn’t been blessed with children. They were both eager for a baby, but as the years passed they had gradually given up hope. As Wendy said, it was God’s will, and there was little they could do about it. She certainly wasn’t going to become twisted and bitter. They had each other, so they were lucky.

Andrew raised his eyes from the letter he was reading when his secretary came through the door carrying a tray with two cups of tea on, a huge smile on her face. ‘Mr Andrew, your generosity has been very well received by Miss Williams and Miss Kennedy. I could say they were delighted, but that would be an understatement. I think a better word to describe the expression on their faces is delirious.’ Wendy placed a cup and saucer beside him, a safe distance from the correspondence in case of an accident. ‘I don’t think they would like me to repeat this, so don’t let the cat out of the bag for they would be embarrassed. Miss Williams said you are now next to Cary Grant on her list of favourite men, and Miss Kennedy has you second to Randolph Scott.’

Andrew chortled. ‘Oh, I say, compliments like that are likely to give me a big head.’ With a huge grin on his face which made him look a lot younger than his twenty-five years, he looked across the desk. ‘Well, come on, Mrs Stamford, who am I next to on your list of favourite film stars?’

‘I’m too old for that, Mr Andrew. I’m past the swooning stage. And unless we keep our mind on the work ahead of us, you’re going to be late for your meeting with Mr George.’

Andrew squared his shoulders and picked up the letter on top of the pile. ‘Quite right, too! How lucky I am to have a conscientious secretary who keeps my shoulder to the wheel. Off we go, and there’ll be no break now until we’ve finished. So, pencil poised, and I’ll dictate to your speed.’

For the next half-hour, there was silence in the room except for Andrew’s voice, and the occasional rustle as his secretary turned over a page on her notebook. They were halfway through the letters when the phone rang in Wendy’s next-door office, and Andrew tutted in exasperation. ‘Get rid of them quickly, Mrs Stamford. If it’s me they’re after, tell them I’ve slipped out of the office on business.’

With her notebook gripped in her hand, Wendy left the office, only to be back within a few seconds. ‘It’s your mother, Mr Andrew, and she said it’s important. If you pick your phone up, I’ll replace mine and stay in my office until you call me.’

Andrew’s eyes went to the ceiling. He did wish his mother wouldn’t ring him at the office so often. He wouldn’t mind if there was a reason for her calls, but mostly she rang out of boredom. But she shouldn’t be bored today, not when there was so much to organize for the dinner party. He took a deep breath before lifting the receiver. ‘Yes, Mother, did you wish to speak to me?’

Harriet Wilkie-Brook had a very cultured voice. Born into a wealthy family, and married to a wealthy husband, she knew very little about what went on in the world. She was, in fact, remote from reality – which would have been apparent to anyone if they’d been in a position to hear the conversation between mother and son. ‘It’s about the flowers, darling. The order arrived half an hour ago, and they really are lovely. But I’m a little concerned that I may have under-ordered. Perhaps you could ring the florist for me, and ask them to send a further two dozen roses. A mixture of pink and deep red.’

Andrew forced himself to take a deep breath before saying, ‘Mother, I am in the middle of dictating to Mrs Stamford, and I really don’t have the time. Could Charlotte not ring the shop for you?’ Charlotte was his nineteen-year-old sister, who had never worked a day in her life, and was spoiled by both parents. ‘I’m sure she’s capable of ordering flowers over the telephone.’

‘This is a very busy day for Charlotte.’ Harriet Wilkie-Brook’s tone said she was not best pleased. She wasn’t used to refusals. ‘This is very thoughtless of you, Andrew. You should understand that your sister had, and still has, many things to do. This morning she had an appointment at the hairdresser’s, then a fitting for shoes, next a visit to the manicurist’s to have her nails cut and polished. Right now she is in town with one of her friends, picking up the dress she’s had made for the party tonight.’ Then Andrew’s mother became exasperated at having to make excuses. ‘This is most unkind of you, Andrew, and it is no way to talk to your mother. I’m sure your father will be horrified when I tell him you refused to do me a tiny favour.’

‘Father understands that I am very busy this morning, Mother, because I have to get through a day’s work in half a day. You see, I’m meeting him for lunch at the club. It’s a business lunch. I’ll tell him you phoned, and about your request. And I’ll explain that as I was inundated with work I asked my secretary to ring the florists and order the two dozen roses you requested for tonight. Now, as your mind should be at rest, am I allowed to return to the many letters that need my attention?’

There was silence for a few seconds, then in a coaxing voice Harriet said, ‘There is one little thing, my darling, but I’m quite sure it will meet with your approval. Annabel was on the telephone earlier, and I promised her you would pick her up in your car at seven fifteen.’

Andrew’s brows were drawn together in puzzlement. ‘But I was under the impression Mr and Mrs Barford had accepted the invitation to the party?’

‘Yes, of course they have. They have never turned down an invitation to one of our dinners. Actually they were the first to reply.’

‘Then surely Annabel can accompany them in their car? She always has before, and I would have thought it was obvious that she should do so now! It would be ridiculous for the parents to arrive in their car, then their daughter to arrive in another.’

‘The poor girl would be so disappointed if you refused, Andrew. She was delighted when I said I would ask, for she really is very fond of you. And she is such a sweet thing, so pretty and very charming.’

‘Mother, under no circumstances will I pick Annabel up, and I’m surprised at your even suggesting it. She is pretty, and charming, as you say, but she is also only nineteen years of age. And a very young nineteen at that. Her parents treat her like a child, and they’ve never allowed her to grow up, which I find very sad. For while she is always happy and pleasant, she is very innocent. Her conversation goes no further than clothes, perfume, and nights at the theatre. I know you had hopes for Annabel and me, and perhaps I should have spoken sooner, but it would never work, Mother, so would you please not give her any encouragement. I like her as a friend, I am fond of her as a friend, but it ends there.’

‘You are twenty-five today, Andrew, and have never had a proper girlfriend. Heaven knows there are enough eligible females around who have set their sights on you over the years, but you show no interest. And I still say you could do a lot worse than Annabel. She comes from good stock, and she would be faithful, for she adores you.’

‘Mother, when I fall in love it will be with a girl who is right for me. It hasn’t happened yet, but one day she will come along. I’m prepared to wait for that day.’ Andrew could feel a headache coming on, and rubbed his forehead. ‘Mother, I really must go now, I have so much to do. We will talk about this subject at length some time. But I promise that when I do meet a girl I want to spend the rest of my life with, you will be the very first to know.’

His mother’s voice was subdued when she answered, ‘I’ll ring Annabel and tell her you are unfortunately not able to call for her this evening, and she should accompany her parents. And Andrew, my darling, don’t mention this conversation to your father, for he has so much on his mind, he’ll think it petty.’

George Wilkie-Brook was in the smoking room of the members-only club when his son came through the door. He quickly left his chair, and with an extended arm, and a huge smile on his face, he went to greet his son. ‘Come in, my boy, come in.’

‘I’m sorry I’m a little late, Father, but there was a lot of correspondence requiring my attention.’ Andrew grinned. ‘I must tell the truth and say that if it hadn’t been for Mrs Stamford, I would still be at my desk. She really is a treasure.’

‘Would I give you anything but the best, my son?’ George Wilkie-Brook had a loud, confident voice. A voice used to being listened to, and obeyed. Not that he was an arrogant man, for he was far from that. He was very down to earth, treated everyone as an equal, and was blessed with a good sense of humour. He never boasted about his success, but his bearing, dress sense, and easy-going manner in any company were signs that here was a man of means. ‘Will you have a glass of whisky before we go into the dining room, Andrew? I must toast you on your birthday.’

‘You have a whisky, Father, but I would prefer a glass of claret if you don’t mind. Whisky goes to my head, and I don’t think Mother would be pleased if I arrived home in a state of intoxication.’

George’s laugh was hearty, and turned a few heads. ‘You wouldn’t bear the brunt of your mother’s displeasure, my son, I would! But to make sure we both escape unscathed, claret you shall have.’ He lifted a hand to summon a waiter standing nearby. ‘One glass of your finest claret, John, and the usual whisky for me.’

‘If we’re going in for a meal, Father, we could take our drinks through with us.’ Andrew was feeling rather peckish, having eaten very little at breakfast time. Usually it didn’t matter what time he arrived at the office and he could breakfast at his leisure, but today was special and he had wanted to get in early to ensure that everything ran smoothly.

George laid his cigar in the large, round, solid crystal ashtray before saying, ‘I’ll have John bring the drinks through.’ He put a hand on his son’s arm as they walked into the quiet, select dining room. ‘I’ve made enquiries about the menu, dear boy, and the poached salmon and asparagus was recommended.’

Andrew rubbed his hands together. ‘That sounds very tempting, Father. I’ll join you. I won’t have the soup, though, delicious as it always is. I need to leave some room for the mountain of wonderful food Mother will have made especially for my birthday. After all her hard work, she’d be so disappointed if I refused to eat until there wasn’t a crumb left.’

George chortled. ‘Andrew, my son, your mother will not have seen the food until it is all spread out on the tables. She may know the name of every dish and every cake, and every bottle of wine, but if you asked her to toast a piece of bread, she wouldn’t know how. It isn’t her fault, for she’s been shielded from reality since the day she was born. She doesn’t know any other sort of life. Pampered by her parents, and then by myself.’ He swirled his glass and watched the golden liquor lap the sides. ‘I love your mother dearly, but I am not blind to her lack of knowledge regarding what goes on outside our close-knit social circle.’

Andrew took a deep breath before saying what had been on his mind since the day he became aware of how the Wilkie-Brook family lived. ‘And Charlotte, Father? Are you not afraid she is being spoilt? My sister is a lovely girl, beautiful to look at and full of fun, and she has loads of friends. She’s a good daughter and a loving sister. But what about when she gets married, Father? Will her husband be prepared to pamper her as you and Mother do?’

‘Don’t think I haven’t given that a great deal of thought, my son.’ George was suddenly serious. ‘I keep telling myself to be more firm with her. To cut down on her ridiculously high allowance so she learns to appreciate money. But I’m a coward where Charlotte is concerned, and keep putting it off. I admit I’m putty in her hands.’

‘We all are, Father, and that’s where the danger lies. You have to be realistic, for Charlotte’s sake. What if she married someone who wasn’t prepared to put up with her idleness and her love of spending money? What if she married a bully? She’d be devastated, absolutely lost. No one has ever raised their voice to her, or told her there was something she couldn’t have. Wrapped in cotton wool since the day she was born, she is ill prepared for any knocks that might come her way. And this is not jealousy speaking, Father. I am not jealous of my sister, I love her. And I’m afraid for her. She is nineteen years of age and the day is not far off when some man will claim her. I believe she should be taught more about life outside the rich society circle.’

‘How long have these thoughts been in your head, my boy?’

Andrew pulled a face. ‘The last couple of years, I suppose. When I first came home from university and joined the firm, I didn’t have time for anything but trying to take in all that was being taught me. Then gradually I noticed what an empty life both Mother and Charlotte had. Mother I can understand; her life is settled. But not my sister. Hair appointments, fittings for dresses she doesn’t need, afternoon tea dances, friends who are the same as herself, who have appointments with the same hairdresser. What an aimless life that is, Father. It doesn’t tax the brain or teach them anything about the ninety per cent of the population who are not in the same social circle. It is not a life I would want. It would bore me stiff.’

A waiter appeared with their food, and there was silence as he served the salmon and asparagus. Then, after making sure everything on the table was perfect, he nodded his head, clicked his heels, and said, ‘Enjoy your meal, gentlemen.’

‘I say, this looks and smells delicious, Father.’ Andrew shook his napkin open. ‘I am really going to enjoy it.’

George grunted his agreement as he tucked his own heavy linen napkin into the neck of his shirt. He didn’t reach for his knife and fork, but studied his son’s face across the table. ‘The pampered life wasn’t for you, was it, Andrew? It would have been if your mother had got what she wanted. And I have to say that when you left university and joined the firm, I thought it was just a fad and you would soon tire of the routine. In my heart I hoped you were serious, but I couldn’t be sure. So you can imagine my delight, and pride, when you not only turned up for work each day, but seemed to enjoy it.’

‘Oh, I did enjoy it, Father, and I still do. I know self-praise is no recommendation, but I have to admit I’m as proud of myself as you are. You’ll never know how grateful I am that you gave me the chance. It salves my conscience that I have worked for most of the money you pay me. Oh, I know I don’t contribute towards the beautiful house I’m lucky enough to live in, but I don’t squander the wage I earn, I do have a healthy bank account. And I am very happy, Father, thanks to you.’

‘You deserve what you have, my boy; you have worked hard for it, and I am very proud of you. But let us enjoy our meal, then we can retire to the smoking room and discuss business. My brain works better when I have a cigar between my fingers.’

George was in a thoughtful mood during lunch, as he tried to marshal into order the thoughts running through his head. His son had opened his mind to many things he’d been aware of, but was too cowardly to act on because of the disruption they would cause. His home was running smoothly, with no ripples to upset Harriet, his wife. And he probably would have let things carry on as they were if Andrew hadn’t been honest and outspoken. Now he realized changes had to be made, for the sake of his beloved daughter. Because he loved her, he had to prepare her for whatever the future held for her, while still protecting her from the harsh realities of life.

‘That was delicious, Father.’ Andrew patted his lips with the napkin. ‘Shall we have our coffee in the smoking room, and you can enjoy one of your cigars?’

‘Good idea, my boy. I have much to discuss with you regarding business and staff.’

When they were seated facing each other in the deep comfortable leather chairs, Andrew said, ‘You mentioned staff, Father. Does that mean you are taking more people on, or cutting down? I hope mine are safe, for we work very well together.’

‘We’ll discuss what I have in mind for staff later, Andrew. First I would like to talk about your views on how best to help Charlotte lead a more meaningful life. I don’t want to go at the subject like a bull in a china shop, but you have alerted me to the pitfalls she may encounter as she approaches marriageable age. Have you any suggestions?’

‘I really don’t want to interfere, for I don’t want my sister or mother to turn against me. I said what I felt in my heart, for I love Charlotte dearly, and would be devastated if her life was ruined because she knew nothing about the big bad world outside. She sees life as all milk and honey, and we both know that is far from the truth. Except for the very rich, who have never worked a day in their lives, and haven’t a clue how ninety per cent of the population live.’ Andrew sighed. ‘I’m sorry I got carried away, Father. I’m not a communist, far from it. I don’t begrudge anyone their money – how could I when I’ve lived in luxury all my life! You’ve worked hard to build up the business, and you’re entitled to everything you have. And I’m happy to say I earn a living now. But Charlotte doesn’t even give a thought to where the money comes from to keep her in luxury. And that is wrong. She should know money has to be earned, it doesn’t grow on trees.’

George tilted his head. ‘You’ve never talked about it before.’

Andrew shrugged his shoulders. ‘I suppose my time at university brought home the fact that life is not always fair. I had plenty of money to splash around. You were very generous and I was able to live the good life down in London. It took a while for me to understand that other blokes weren’t as fortunate. Their families were struggling to pay their fees, and unlike myself and the blokes I had chummed up with, there were no nights out on the town for them. And after a few years, I decided I would like to earn a living. The rest you know, Father, and I think you’ve heard enough from me. I hope I didn’t sound as though I have been anything but grateful to you for everything. You made me what I am.’

‘Nonsense, my boy, you proved your worth with your dedication and hard work. And now we have established that fact, I think we should get down to business. As I said, I wish to discuss the matter of staff. We’ll start with your office, shall we? Are you satisfied with the people you have, or dissatisfied?’

‘Oh, I am quite satisfied. The office runs like clockwork thanks to Mrs Stamford and the two typists. We get along very well with each other, and I wouldn’t wish to change anything.’

George and his son were alike in looks, except that George was a few inches shorter, and his black hair was lightly flecked with grey. The dark brown eyes were the same, as were the thick black eyebrows. And the eyebrows were drawn together now as he stroked his chin. ‘So, you wouldn’t welcome any changes in your office, then?’

‘That is difficult for me to answer, Father, for you are the boss. If you want to make changes, then of course I’ll fall in with your wishes.’ Andrew’s boyish grin appeared. ‘I have to say, though, that I would be sorry to lose any of my staff, for we really work as a team.’

‘I wasn’t thinking of removing a member of your staff, dear boy, I was of a mind to increase it by one.’

Andrew looked surprised. ‘I don’t require any more staff. We manage very well.’ Then he added, ‘But of course it is up to you, Father. What have you in mind?’

‘You have a spare office on your floor. I was thinking of making use of it for your filing cabinets. You will have need of more filing space when I transfer some of our clients’ business over to you. And of course, a young clerk will be required to be in charge of the files.’

‘This comes out of the blue, Father. How long have you had this change in mind?’

George tapped his chin. ‘Let me think. It must have been on my mind for a year now. I told myself that your hard work should be rewarded, and that on the day of your twenty-fifth birthday, I would transfer some of my business over to you. And on the same day you would become a junior partner in the firm.’ He laughed with pleasure at his son’s astonishment. ‘Well, have you nothing to say, my son?’

Andrew’s face was white, and although his lips were moving it was a few seconds before any words came. ‘I can’t believe it, Father, and I certainly didn’t expect it. I had no idea; you never hinted at such a promotion. When did you decide?’

‘As I said, it was probably a year ago. You were dedicated to your work, never late and never taking time off. And your loyalty deserved to be rewarded. Are you pleased?’

‘Pleased, Father, I’m flabbergasted! I never in my wildest dreams thought of this.’

‘I’m glad you like your present, dear boy. Happy birthday.’

Andrew left his chair to shake his father’s hand. ‘Am I allowed to tell our guests tonight that I am now a man of importance, or is it to be a secret for a while?’

‘Good heavens, no! You can shout it from the rooftops if you wish.’ There came a muted guffaw from George. ‘Not from our rooftop, of course, for your mother would be mortified.’

‘If you see me with an inane grin on my face, and a faraway look in my eyes, you will do something to bring me out of my trance, won’t you?’

‘I most certainly will! You have to live up to your new status, my boy. Cool and confident at all times.’

Still trying to take in the unexpected, but wonderful, news, Andrew managed a smile. ‘It may take a few days for me to manage that, but I will get there, Father, you have my word on it.’


Chapter Two

George and his son talked long into the afternoon, each at ease in the other’s company. Andrew felt close to his father as they discussed future plans for the business. He would have been content to sit there longer, and was disappointed when his father took out his fob watch and said it was time to make their way home.

‘I’ll leave my car here overnight and travel with you. It will save time, and we can talk some more.’ George chuckled. ‘Besides, I can’t say I enjoy driving.’

As they walked towards Exchange Station to pick up Andrew’s car, he said, ‘If you don’t enjoy driving, Father, I can bring you in each day, and drive you home. I would be more than happy to.’

Again George chuckled. ‘Ah, well, you see, my boy, your offer is much appreciated, but it would put me in a dilemma. I would have to ask myself whether I would enjoy being driven to work each day, or whether I would prefer the extra half-hour in bed. Being senior partner gives me some privileges, and one is that I am not tied to time.’

‘What would be your answer to yourself?’ They were nearing the bay where the car was parked, and Andrew felt in his pocket for the key. ‘Comfortable ride into the office each day, or a comfortable half-hour extra in bed?’

George waited for the passenger door to be opened, then slipped into the seat. ‘Decisions, decisions, dear boy. How much easier life would be if we didn’t have to make them.’

His hand on the open door, Andrew bent down until his face was on a level with his father’s. ‘Let me tell you what I would choose if I were in your position. I would give it some thought, then decide the winner was half an hour extra in bed. And I would tell myself it was only what I deserved.’

‘Sound advice, my son. Now let us make for home, or you’ll be in danger of arriving late for your own birthday party, and your mother would be most displeased.’

As Andrew drove out of the city towards the outskirts, the conversation returned to business. And they were still on the subject when he drove through the tall impressive pillars fronting the Wilkie-Brook estate. There was a large front garden, with mature trees partly hiding the imposing house from passers-by. Andrew drove down past the side of the house to where the family cars were kept. The building had, many years ago, been used to house a horse, a carriage, and sleeping quarters for the groom. It now acted as a garage for George, Andrew and Charlotte. The back garden was huge, with lawns, flower beds, trees, bushes and an orchard. And it was immaculate, having a full time gardener to tend it. His name was Jim Woods, and he’d been tending the Wilkie-Brooks’ garden for ten years. He tended it with a passion that caused many a row with his wife. She accused him of loving the garden more than he did her. He denied it, of course, but alone in the garden on a summer’s day, when all the flowers were in bloom, he had to admit the pink roses were much prettier than she was. And they never answered him back, or kept talking when he wanted to be quiet.

When the car was parked, George and Andrew walked back down the side of the house to the front door. They had to pass the kitchen, and the sounds that reached them told of the hectic activity inside. ‘Your mother will be busy ordering the staff to do this that and the other,’ George said. ‘And she only makes things worse. If she would just sit back and let them get on with what they do best, life would be much easier for all concerned.’

‘I can understand Mother, though,’ Andrew said. ‘She wants to see with her own eyes that everything is going to plan. She’s a perfectionist.’

George chortled as he climbed the high step into the vestibule, which boasted beautiful stained glass windows. ‘I’m afraid she will be a very angry perfectionist, my boy, for I promised faithfully that we would be home before five o’clock. It is now ten minutes to six. So batten down the hatches, we could be in for a rough ride.’

Andrew shook his head. ‘Don’t forget it’s my birthday, and everyone has to be nice to a person on their birthday.’

George winked at his son before opening the door to the large, magnificent square hall. The wide curved staircase caught the eye first, the stairs being covered in the same thick maroon carpet as the floor. Paintings lined the walls, a huge antlered mahogany coat stand had pride of place by the door, and a crystal chandelier hung over the highly polished round table which stood in the centre.

One of the four doors leading off the hall opened as George was removing his gloves, and his wife, Harriet, walked in. Her nostrils flaring and her hands clasped across her stomach, she faced her husband. ‘I hope you have a reasonable excuse for being late, George, and breaking your promise?’

Andrew quickly moved forward. After all, she couldn’t be angry with him on his birthday. ‘It’s all my fault, Mother. Don’t blame Father for us being late.’ He took hold of her hands and gently squeezed them. ‘This has been the most wonderful day of my life, Mother; please don’t spoil it. Firstly, you are working very hard to give me what I know will be a most lavish party, that will have our friends green with envy. And while I was looking forward to this evening, unaware of what Father had in store for me, he presents me with a birthday gift I would never have expected in my wildest dreams.’

Harriet looked past him to where her husband was standing. ‘Have you been keeping a secret from me, George? You know I dislike secrets. Had I known you were buying a present for Andrew, I would have been delighted to help you choose a suitable one.’

‘I didn’t buy Andrew a present, my love, I gave him something far more important. But as it’s our son’s birthday, I’ll let him tell you himself.’

‘Look at me, Mother.’ Andrew put a finger under her chin and turned her to face him. ‘You are the first person to have the privilege of meeting the junior partner of Wilkie-Brook’s.’

Harriet turned to her husband, her mouth open to tell him she should have been informed before the deed was done. But the words died on her lips as the significance of what she’d heard sunk in. How much nicer it would be to introduce her son as junior partner with the firm, rather than say he worked for his father. ‘That is very generous of you, my darling, and I’m sure the dear boy appreciates his new status.’ She cupped her son’s face in her two hands and kissed him on each cheek. ‘Well done, dearest. I really am very happy for you.’

George rounded the table and put a hand on Andrew’s arm. ‘We are cutting things rather fine, my boy. Our guests will be arriving in an hour, and we have to bathe and change.’

His wife agreed. ‘You must be here to welcome your guests, my love; it would be bad manners if you were not. So make haste, the pair of you.’

‘Is Charlotte not around?’ Andrew asked. ‘I haven’t seen her for my birthday kiss.’

‘There’ll be plenty of time later,’ Harriet said, waving her hand towards the stairs. ‘Be assured she hasn’t forgotten you. She is very excited, and will be wearing a beautiful new dress in your honour.’ Once again she waved her hand. ‘Make haste, now; I don’t want to make excuses to our guests for your absence.’

‘Have faith, Mother. I shall be at the door to greet them.’ With that, Andrew took the wide stairs two at a time.

George was ready before his wife, and he wandered downstairs and headed for the kitchen. To say it was busy would be an understatement, for the staff were running to put the final touches to dishes that not only looked delicious, but would bring sighs of pleasure from the owners of appreciative palates.

The housekeeper, Frances, was a bonny woman, with a well-rounded body, rosy red cheeks, mousy hair and an ever-present smile. She ran the house and staff like clockwork, and her eyes missed nothing. She had worked for the Wilkie-Brooks for ten years, and had her own bedroom and sitting room.

Jane the cook came in at ten in the mornings and worked until eight o’clock, except on Sunday which was her day off. She had a wonderful happy personality, and her cooking had to be tasted to be believed. She was a wizard in the kitchen, and even the housekeeper wouldn’t dare to interfere or criticize. They were good mates, and Jane would always stay late to help Frances when there was anything special happening, like a birthday party.

Then there was fifteen-year-old Rosie, a young housemaid. She worked from eight until five, and lived with her parents and younger brother. She’d only been employed there for nine months, and was still in awe of the house and its occupants.

There was also a daily cleaner, Kate, who tackled all the heavy work six days a week. She was seventeen years old, from a poor family who relied on her wages. She was very pretty, being slim with auburn hair and hazel eyes, and her ever-ready smile made her a favourite with all the staff and family members. The only exception was the mistress, who didn’t acknowledge the two young people on her staff.

‘I haven’t come to nose, Frances,’ George said, ‘just to see if you require anything, or need a helping hand? Not that I’d be allowed to roll my sleeves up and get stuck in, but it’s just a friendly enquiry. If the delicious smells are anything to go by, our guests are in for a gastronomical delight.’

‘All of the tables have been set and decorated, Mr George. As you can see, Jane has everything under control. As soon as the guests are seated, the food will be ready to serve.’

‘I hope you and Jane, and the girls, set a table for yourselves out here. Andrew would be very happy if you celebrated his birthday too. He’ll be out to see you later, when you are less busy, to thank you.’ George was about to turn away when he had a thought. ‘Oh, Frances, I know you don’t need me to tell you, but you won’t forget to share the food that isn’t eaten with the rest of the staff, will you? I know you must all have worked very hard, as you always do, and I would like to think you shared a little of the pleasure my son will be having, thanks to you, on his birthday. So try to have a little respite, with a few goodies and a bottle of sherry.’

‘Thank you, Mr George. We will toast Mr Andrew because we are all fond of him. And I’ll not forget to see that Kate and Rosie take some food home to their families.’

George gazed round the kitchen. ‘Where are the young ones?’

‘They’re in the laundry room, changing into their uniforms. And they’re loving every minute, Mr George. It’s a wonder you can’t hear them giggling. They’re thrilled because they’re helping with waiting on the tables, and they’re wearing the black dresses with the lacy aprons and headdress to match. I heard Rosie saying she felt “proper posh” in uniform.’

‘I bet they’ll look very pretty. But I have to go now, Frances, for I’ve heard two cars arriving. Miss Harriet doesn’t like it when I’m not on hand to welcome the guests.’ He patted her arm. ‘You and the staff have my appreciation for the extra work you’re being asked to do. I’m sure Andrew will be coming himself to thank you.’

Andrew would have liked to relax longer in the bath and once again go over the events of the day. But knowing what a stickler his mother was on etiquette, he didn’t linger. There were four bedrooms on the first floor – one was used for visitors – and each bedroom had its own bathroom and dressing room. When Andrew stepped out on the large square landing, it was to find his father coming out of his bedroom, struggling to fasten his cufflinks.

‘Confounded things,’ he growled. ‘They refuse to fasten.’

‘Here, let me.’ Andrew had them fastened in a few seconds. ‘They always seem to know when you’re in a hurry, and then they become obstinate. Still, no panic. We should be down before our guests start arriving and remain in Mother’s good books.’

‘Oh, I’ve been down,’ George told him. ‘I paid a visit to the kitchen to have a word with Frances, and lo and behold, your mother cornered me. She spotted I wasn’t wearing her favourite cufflinks and insisted I change them. No one else would have noticed the blasted things, or been in the least interested whether I was wearing cufflinks or not. Anyway, it’s always best to give in right away. Saves any argument and much easier than facing a stern face all night.’

They skipped side by side down the wide staircase, and reached the bottom just as the young maid, Rosie, opened the door to the Barford family: Robert, his wife Gweneth, and their daughter Annabel. Robert handed his coat and scarf to the young maid, who was overawed by the occasion, and walked towards George with hand outstretched, grinning broadly. ‘Nice to see you, George.’

Andrew intended to greet Gweneth first, but was forestalled by Annabel who, after handing the maid her coat, ran towards him with outstretched arms. ‘Andrew, darling, happy birthday.’ He managed to catch her arms before they reached his neck, and he kept a tight grip on them. ‘How pretty you look, Annabel! Stand back and let me see you properly.’

Like a child, Annabel did a twirl, then a curtsy, before saying, ‘I’m glad you like my dress, Andrew. I wanted to look nice for you.’

Her mother was irritated that her daughter was acting in an unseemly manner. ‘Annabel, do give Andrew and me a chance to say hello.’

It was George who saved the situation and the Barfords’ embarrassment. ‘When you have made Gweneth welcome, my boy, there are other guests in the drawing room waiting for you.’

Robert Barford tried to mask his discomfort. ‘We’re not the first, then, George?’

‘No, old boy, the Parker-Browns are here, the Hedleys, and the Simpsons. The Braithwaits rang to say they’d be a little late. We’d better make our way to the drawing room. They’ll be wondering what’s keeping Andrew.’

Gweneth took her daughter’s arm. ‘Come, Annabel, and please behave yourself.’

The girl looked downcast and Andrew took pity on her. ‘I’ll take Annabel through, Gweneth. She can take my arm.’

‘Can I sit next to you, Andrew?’ Annabel’s wide eyes looked up at him appealingly.

‘I’m afraid not, my dear. You see, I’ll be sitting between my parents, and Charlotte will be next but one. I’m sure you’ll find someone to talk to, though, you look so pretty.’

Walking behind them, George mentally gave his son full marks for being straight, and also being kind and not making a fuss, which would embarrass Robert and Gweneth. But really it was time they took their daughter in hand and treated her like a grown-up. A grimace came to George’s face when he told himself he was a fine one to talk. He spoilt his own daughter, who was the same age as Annabel, by giving her everything her heart desired, indulging her every whim. A sigh left his lips. This wasn’t the time to worry about Charlotte, not on his son’s birthday. Tomorrow, perhaps?

When Andrew entered the drawing room the talking and laughter ceased, while all the guests moved to shake his hand and congratulate him. To his delight, his sister, Charlotte, was the first to reach him. She was brimming over with happiness for him, and as she hugged him tight she whispered, ‘My wonderful brother, you look so handsome and I’m proud of you.’ Then in a voice everyone could hear, she said, ‘I often wish you weren’t my brother, for then I could marry you.’

‘Oh, I don’t know about that, my darling sister. I really don’t think I could afford to keep you in the manner to which you are accustomed.’

Charlotte, beautiful to look at, and dressed like a dream, giggled. ‘We could live in a garret, and I could go out in the streets selling oranges.’ She put a hand to her heart and struck up a dramatic pose. ‘We might be poor, and starving, but we’d have each other.’

The only person not amused was Harriet. ‘Really, Charlotte, that is most unbecoming in a young lady.’

George’s guffaw sounded over the laughter. ‘You know I felt quite optimistic for a few seconds. Had Andrew not been your brother, Charlotte, I would have gladly given him a princely sum to take you off my hands.’

Charles, the twenty-year-old son of Jeanette and Toby Hedley, piped up. ‘Oh, I say, Mr George, that is a very handsome offer. I can assure you that with a princely sum at my disposal, I could take jolly good care of Charlotte. If she would have me, of course.’

Her eyes alive with laughter, Charlotte told him, ‘You have a taste for very expensive cars, Charles, and I fear I would come second to an automobile.’

‘That’s typical of a woman, that is,’ Charles said, his round chubby face trying not to smile. ‘A minute ago you were prepared to walk the streets selling oranges for Andrew. Now you’re turning your back on rides in the country in a red open-top sports car. It shows how fickle the female sex are.’

The rest of the invited guests arrived then, and the room became noisy with greetings, chatter and laughter. And as glasses were refilled with whisky, claret, port and white wine, the level of chattering and tinkling of glasses increased.

The quietest person was Harriet, who loved parties but wasn’t a party person. Apart from the odd remark, she was quite happy to sit back, listen, and congratulate herself on being an excellent hostess. The noisiest person was her son, Andrew, which was unusual, for he wasn’t a party animal by nature. But today had been a wonderful day and his head was in the clouds. He’d left it to his father to tell their friends about his promotion, for he was afraid if he did it himself it would sound like boasting.

The happiest person was Charlotte, which wasn’t unusual for she always shone in company. Tonight she was happy for her brother, and very proud of him.

Dressed in a neat black dress, with her hair combed back into a bun at the back of her neck, Frances entered the drawing room. She moved quietly round the revellers to where her mistress sat talking to Jessica Parker-Brown. After coughing discreetly, she said, ‘Dinner is ready to be served, Miss Harriet. Shall I announce it?’

‘Please do, Frances. And suggest Mr Andrew leads his guests through to the dining room.’ Harriet knew it was an unnecessary question, but she asked it out of habit. ‘Is everything going to plan?’

The housekeeper nodded. ‘Everything you requested, Miss Harriet. I’m sure the guests will be more than satisfied.’

Jessica leaned forward to touch Frances on her arm. ‘I’m sure we will be green with envy, Frances. There is not a kitchen in the city that can compare with yours. A dinner at the Wilkie-Brooks’ is a great honour. Much looked forward to and talked about for weeks afterwards.’

‘I’ll pass your words on to the staff, Mrs Parker-Brown. I’m sure they will be pleased.’ Frances inclined her head slightly. ‘And now to find Mr Andrew.’

Andrew was holding the floor with the male guests. His face was flushed, and even though he was aware he was talking too much, he couldn’t stop. His excitement over the events of the day was still high, and the wine was fuelling his tongue. Frances came up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Your mother asked me to tell you dinner is ready to be served, Mr Andrew. She asked if you would lead your guests through?’

Looking bashful, Andrew ran a hand through his hair. ‘I’m a little tipsy, Frances, but have no fear, I am quite steady on my feet and capable of walking upright.’ Once again he ran a hand through his hair. ‘I would like Charlotte to take my arm. Where is my lovely sister?’

‘I’m right behind you, my darling brother.’ Charlotte came round to his side. ‘I’ve been keeping an eye on you. Now, give me your arm and I’ll be honoured and delighted to have you escort me. Please don’t fall, though, for I should hate it if my new dress was torn. I had it made specially for your birthday, but was rather hoping I would be allowed to wear it on more than one occasion.’

Andrew chuckled. ‘You have my promise I will not even stumble. The odd hiccup can’t be avoided, however, for that is out of my control.’

George had been watching his son with some amusement, and was pleased to see brother and sister acting the goat and enjoying each other’s company. It brought a lump to his throat, and he mentally called himself a sentimental fool. It would be some time before Andrew allowed himself to relax like this again. He’d become very serious of late, even bringing work home with him. He could do with a little of his sister’s love of life, while Charlotte would ease her father’s worries if, like her brother, she opened her eyes to reality, and the world around her.

Moving away from the group, George approached his wife and took her arm. ‘Allow me to escort you, my darling. I can see Michael coming to claim Jessica, so we four sober and responsible citizens can go in together.’

Harriet linked her husband’s arm. ‘Jessica has been telling me about their baby, George. It seems like only yesterday he was born, but he is now six months old.’

‘It’s seeing the children grow that makes us feel old. Days pass so quickly, it’s frightening.’

Michael Parker-Brown joined them, and put his arm round his wife’s slim waist. ‘What is frightening, George? Business is booming, is it not?’ He and his wife were a handsome couple, and very well off. ‘You are an astute business man, old boy, with a son who is going to be equally astute.’

His wife patted his cheek. ‘My darling, no one was talking about business. Our baby was the topic of conversation.’

‘Ah, yes. Have you asked them yet?’

‘Not yet, darling. I wanted you to be here when I do.’ Jessica smiled at George and Harriet. ‘We are arranging to have the baby christened in the very near future, and we would like to ask if you would stand as godparents? We would consider it an honour if you would.’

George glanced down at his wife and saw a smile on her face. ‘I would be delighted, and indeed honoured. And while I can’t speak for Harriet, I’m sure she feels the same.’

‘Oh, it would be an honour. Thank you for asking us.’ And indeed Harriet was pleased. ‘Have you chosen a name for the boy?’

Jessica nodded. ‘Charles Leo. After Michael’s late father.’

‘How thoughtful,’ Harriet said. ‘When you set the date, you must call and furnish George and me with the details. Now, however, we must go in for dinner.’

The dinner was a happy affair, with flowing wine, delicious food, and lively conversation. It was when the meal was over, and the guests were retiring to the drawing room, that George whispered to Andrew that he should visit the kitchen before all the staff left. His son didn’t need telling twice, for the glowing comments from the guests had reminded him that a lot of work had gone into making his birthday party a huge success. He excused himself from the table, and was on his way to the kitchen when his sister caught up with him. ‘Wait for me, Andrew. I would like to thank Frances too!’

Andrew pulled up sharp. ‘Charlotte, it wasn’t Frances on her own who made all that delicious food. Jane must take the glory for almost everything on that table. Every course was down to her wonderful knowledge of cooking and baking. The others would have worked hard washing and cleaning, and Rosie and Kate waited on table as well! They all worked hard to make the dinner a success. Each one deserves our gratitude and thanks. So include everyone, Charlotte. They deserve it, and it will tell them we appreciate all their hard work.’

‘Am I a selfish person, Andrew?’

‘Of course you’re not, Charlotte. Perhaps you just don’t think, that’s all. But come now, help me to show my appreciation to a wonderful staff for a wonderful birthday party. And I’m sure they’d love to see you looking so pretty in that delightful dress.’

When his sister hung back, Andrew pulled hard on her arm and she found herself in the kitchen facing the staff. She was shy, not knowing what to say. She knew them all by name, and would acknowledge them if she encountered them while they were cleaning her room, or the staircase. But she had never held a conversation with them, or learned anything of their life outside the big house.

While Andrew was thanking Frances and Jane, the two young maids were staring at Charlotte’s dress with wonder in their eyes. Then young Rosie plucked up the courage to say, in a timid voice, ‘That’s a beautiful dress, Miss Charlotte. It doesn’t half look nice on yer.’

Andrew turned. ‘Yes, it suits her, doesn’t it, Rosie? Come here, Charlotte, and let the girls see the back of it. Do a twirl for them.’

To say Charlotte was reluctant would be an understatement. But she knew to refuse would be childish. So she turned round slowly, and some of her shyness fell away when the young maids, and the cook, clapped and raved over the dress. So she did a proper twirl, before taking the hand her brother held out to her. ‘We have to go now to bid our guests farewell,’ he said. ‘But you each have my sincere thanks for all the hard work I put you to. I’ll see you tomorrow at breakfast.’

As the couple moved towards the door, Charlotte turned her head and smiled. ‘Thank you. The party was lovely and the food delicious.’

On their way back to their guests, she said, ‘The dinner went well, Andrew. Have you enjoyed your birthday?’

‘More than you’ll ever know, Charlotte. It’s been wonderful, and Father’s gift was the best present I could have asked for.’

‘I haven’t bought you a present yet,’ his sister said. ‘I thought I would take you out for a meal to a good restaurant. Just the two of us. Would you like that?’

Andrew didn’t answer right away, as his mind was busy. Was this the opportunity, he asked himself? He might never get another. ‘There is something I would really like you to do for me. Something that would make me very happy.’

‘Anything, my darling brother. Just tell me what it is.’

‘I don’t want you to think I’m big-headed, Charlotte, but I am so thrilled at being made a junior partner in the firm, I want to show off. I’d love you to come down to my office one day, to see how I work, and where I work. And I’d like to introduce my staff to you and show you round the office. Then I could take you for lunch after I’d bored you stiff with my boasting. Would you do that for me?’

Charlotte didn’t hesitate. ‘Of course I will, silly boy. It’s not much of a birthday present, but if it’s really what you want …’

‘Thank you, my dear sister. We’ll set a date tomorrow, but right now we must say goodnight to our friends.’ He kissed her cheek. ‘I’ll look forward to your seeing where I work. And you must show how impressed you are.’
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