

  

    

  




  Author’s Note




  The word ‘kidnapping” is a compound of two slang words expressing – ‘kid’ meaning a child and ‘nap’ or ‘nab’ meaning to snatch or seize. The word was originally coined in 1680 to describe the then-prevalent practice of stealing children and sending them to servitude on British plantations in America.




  Kidnappers with the growth of organised crime in the U.S.A. during Prohibition are offered all the rewards of bank robbery with few of the risks.




  In the late 1920s it became commonplace for wealthy persons or their children to be ‘snatched’ and held for ransom.




  Chapter 1 ~ 1903




  “I have something to tell you, Iola,” the General said.




  He spoke in his well-articulated voice that could be heard across any Barrack Square.




  “Yes, Papa?”




  Iola looked up from her plate on which were several slices of underdone beef.




  It was the General’s favourite dish and she thought every time they had it that she would like the beef to be cooked more and not to have such a large helping.




  But as her father carved, she found it politic to take what he gave her and not to argue about it.




  “I must say,” the General said, “that I am extremely gratified and in a way surprised, but then you are my daughter so it might be expected that you would make a good match.”




  Iola stared at him in surprise.




  “What are you saying, Papa?” she asked in a puzzled voice.




  “I am informing you,” the General said, “that Lord Stoneham has asked if he can pay his addresses to you and naturally I have given my consent.”




  Iola stiffened until her whole body was rigid and it seemed for a moment as if she had lost her voice completely and the power to think.




  Lord Stoneham? Surely her father could not mean the Lord Lieutenant, who had called this morning and been closeted with the General in his study for so long that Aunt Margaret had wondered if they should invite him to luncheon.




  But eventually he had left, driving away in his carriage with his crest emblazoned on the panels and his servants wearing his smart livery of Royal blue and orange.




  “What did Lord Stoneham want with you, Alexander?” his sister asked the General when he came into the drawing room.




  “I will tell you later,” the General replied in a repressive tone. “Luncheon should be ready by now and you know I like my meals on time.”




  “Yes, of course, Alexander,” his sister had said meekly.




  They proceeded into luncheon, the General going first with an air of urgency about him.




  Iola had not been curious, as her aunt was, about Lord Stoneham’s visit.




  He often called at The Manor to see her father on matters that concerned the County and the General, to his intense gratification, had been appointed Deputy Lieutenant and was only too pleased to represent Lord Stoneham at any function he was unable to attend himself.




  Now she felt that she could not have heard correctly what her father had just said to her.




  At last, as if her voice came from very far away, she managed to say,




  “Did I hear you – right, Papa? Are you – s-saying that Lord Stoneham wishes to – marry me?”




  “That is correct,” the General boomed. “He wishes to marry you and in fact is in a hurry to do so.”




  “B-but – Papa – his wife has not been dead for – ”




  “A year next week,” the General interrupted, “and twelve months, as you are well aware, is the prescribed time of mourning.”




  Aunt Margaret clasped her hands together in a kind of ecstasy.




  “It’s the most exciting news I have ever heard!” she cried. “Just think, Iola, you will not only be the wife of the Lord Lieutenant, but you will be able to go to the Opening of Parliament wearing a tiara!”




  Her voice seemed almost to tremble with excitement while Iola, still feeling as if she had turned to stone, said,




  “I cannot think, Papa – why Lord Stoneham should wish – to marry me. He is old – very old.”




  “He may be past the first flush of youth, that I grant you,” the General replied, “but he is a man I both admire and respect and he will make you a most commendable husband, there’s no doubt about that.”




  Iola felt herself shudder at the word ‘husband’.




  She had never until this moment thought of Lord Stoneham as a man, but as a figure of consequence.




  She had, indeed been gratified when he had danced with her twice at the Hunt Ball, which had taken place much later in the year than was usual because he was in mourning.




  She thought, of course, that he had singled her out because she was her father’s daughter and she thought the same when he was courteous to her whenever he called at The Manor or when she had attended during the last three months long-drawn-out and very dull dinner parties that he gave at Stoneham Park.




  But never for one second had it ever struck her that he might be interested in her as a woman, any more than she was interested in him as a man.




  ‘Husband!’




  The word seemed to scream itself at her and echo round the panelled dining room.




  “It’s a great honour that he has chosen you,” the General said, as if he spoke to himself. “He will call on you tomorrow at twelve noon, so be ready to receive him.”




  As he finished speaking, he rang the silver bell that stood on the table in front of him and the servants came back into the room.




  Iola’s plate went away untouched.




  She refused the pudding, the cheese that followed it and, when her father cut himself a large slice of plum cake to eat while he drank his glass of port, she said in a nervous little voice,




  “W-will you – excuse me – Papa? I don’t – feel very well.”




  “Excitement, I suppose,” the General remarked. “It’s understandable. Run along and lie down. You must look your best tomorrow.”




  Iola hurried from the room and the General turned to his sister.




  “Girls have no stamina nowadays,” he complained. “If anything unusual happens, they collapse!”




  “I expect it has been rather a shock, Alexander,” Margaret Herne replied.




  “I suppose so,” the General admitted. “She has had no other suitors. I thought that young jackanapes Windham was here too often, so I sent him away with a flea in his ear before there was any mischief done.”




  “I am sure you were right, Alexander. Captain Windham would not have been a suitable parti for any daughter of yours.”




  “That’s what I thought. To start with, he is in a bad Regiment.”




  His sister smiled.




  “I am sure dear Iola will see the advantages of marrying a Nobleman of such importance as Lord Stoneham. But, of course, she is only eighteen and he is – ”




  “It’s not years that count in a man of Stoneham’s calibre,” the General interrupted. “He has intelligence and a capacity for leadership that is not found amongst the young. Look at the mess that was made of the Boer War! Disgraceful! An exhibition of incompetence I never expected to find in the British Army.”




  This was a well-worn bone of contention and his sister added hastily,




  “As I have said so often, Alexander, they don’t make men like you these days and I am sure Iola will appreciate that she will find many of your qualities in her future husband.”




  “That’s true,” the General agreed.




  He helped himself to another glass of port and carried on,




  “You had better start thinking about Iola’s trousseau. I am prepared to spend a little more than I might have done had her marriage been to a less consequential man.”




  His sister smiled with pleasure as she replied,




  “You must remember, Alexander, that, as she will be seen in public as Lord Stoneham’s wife, she will be expected to appear with him on public platforms and, of course, make her curtsey at Buckingham Palace to the new King.”




  The General gave a laugh.




  “We shall certainly have to spend quite a considerable sum on her gown for that occasion if she is to compete with the elegance of Queen Alexandra. But I expect Stoneham will ante-up once she’s his wife!”




  He sipped his port before he said, lowering his voice,




  “I don’t mind telling you in confidence, Margaret, that he spoke as if he was infatuated with the girl. Between ourselves I was quite surprised how eloquent he was about her.”




  “You mean he is in love, Alexander?”




  “That’s not an expression I care for. Far too emotional,” the General remarked. “But I suppose I should admit in this case that it appears to be true.”




  “Then Iola is even luckier than I thought her to be!” Margaret Herne exclaimed. “When you said that Lord Stoneham wishes to pay his addresses, it sprang to my mind immediately that the reason he wishes to marry again is that he wants an heir.”




  “Exactly!” the General said. “It was a great tragedy that his boy being killed in Africa. Never thought he would get over it!”




  “It’s obvious that he has!”




  “It seems so,” the General agreed. “Anyway, he is insistent that the marriage should take place next month, but I did not say so to Iola in case it should frighten her. I have always understood that girls feel a little nervous and shy about rushing into marriage. Personally I should have thought that a six month engagement would be more advisable. Give them a chance to get to know each other.”




  “I remember that you were engaged, Alexander, for nearly a year.”




  “That’s what I was thinking about,” the General replied, “but nowadays everything is rush, rush! In my opinion being too hasty invariably leads to trouble.”




  “I hope not where dear Iola is concerned.”




  “No, of course not, but we must do what Stoneham wants.”




  There was a faint smile on the General’s lips as he added,




  “We certainly don’t want to lose him.”




  “What a terrible thought!” Margaret Herne exclaimed. “I promise you, Alexander, I will impress upon Iola how very fortunate she is to have such a good and important man as her husband.”




  *




  The word ‘husband’ was still echoing in Iola’s ears as she stood at her bedroom window looking out over the snow-covered ground.




  The trees glistening with frost and silhouetted against the wintry sky made a picture that usually lifted her heart in a manner that she found difficult to put into words.




  But now she stared at them blindly and instead saw only Lord Stoneham, feeling in some detached part of her mind that she was examining and analysing him in a way that she had never done before.




  How could she possibly contemplate, even for one moment, marrying a man who had seemed to her a father figure?




  He was so aloof and living in a world so different from her own that she thought sacrilegiously that he might be God rather than a human being.




  With his white beard shaped in the fashion set by the King and his somewhat portly figure and air of consequence it was not surprising that it had never crossed her mind for one instant that he might be a suitor for her hand.




  Because her brothers who were both much older than herself were now serving abroad she lived a very lonely existence at The Manor.




  As a rule she met only the General’s elderly friends or the ladies who came to the house to discuss ‘the good works’ that her aunt was heavily committed to, but who seldom invited them back.




  Even if they did, the General disliked going to most people’s houses and invariably refused invitations without consulting either his sister or his daughter on the matter.




  Books therefore were Iola’s main form of entertainment as well as a means of acquiring knowledge.




  The novels of Sir Walter Scott had first introduced her to romance and she had followed them with a number of much more sophisticated modern novels besides the classics like Jane Austen and Anthony Trollope.




  As she grew up, she found herself dreaming of the heroes she had read about and also inventing her own.




  At the Hunt Ball, which was the first grown-up ball she was allowed to attend, she found it exciting to dance with the younger members of the Hunt in their pink coats.




  Although she had been gratified that the Lord Lieutenant had singled her out amongst the other girls who might all have appreciated such attention, she had thought privately that it was a waste of a dance that she could have enjoyed with a younger man.




  Her younger partners had not called and they had certainly not approached her father, while Lord Stoneham had.




  ‘He is old! Old!’ Iola murmured to herself. ‘Why should he want me?’




  She knew that Lady Stoneham had been a large Junoesque figure who always appeared to be hung with jewels, several rows of large pearls in the daytime and diamonds in the evening, besides a tiara that had glittered on her grey hair.




  ‘How could I possibly take her place,’ Iola asked, ‘and why should he want me to?’




  Then, almost as if someone had answered the question aloud, she knew the answer.




  Lord Stoneham wanted another son!




  The General had been extremely upset when Edwin Stoneham had been killed four years ago.




  Iola could remember how Aunt Margaret had wept in sympathy for his bereaved family.




  “He was such a charming young man! It seems cruel that he should have been killed and now there is no heir to the Barony, she has wailed.”




  “I believe there is a distant cousin,” the General had reflected, “but Stoneham has never liked him. It’s not a question I care to discuss with him at the moment.”




  “No, of course not, Alexander!” his sister agreed at once.




  “Damned hard on the fellow losing his son, but then it’s a mistake to have only one, especially when you have an important name to carry on.”




  The General had spoken with just a touch of satisfaction in his voice.




  He had two sons, one in the Army serving with his Regiment in India, the other in Canada and he was justifiably proud of them.




  Iola had been born when her brothers were both more or less grown up. George was at Oxford and Richard just leaving Eton.




  She had often heard her Nanny referring to her as ‘an afterthought’ and for a long time she could not understand what the word meant and had puzzled over it, thinking it meant that there was something wrong with her.




  Once she had realised what Iola was worrying about, Nanny swept away her apprehension.




  “Now don’t you go worryin’ your head over the things I say,” she had smiled. “I talk too much and it’s always been my worst fault. My mother’s told me that a thousand times.”




  “What does ‘an afterthought’ mean, Nanny?”




  “It means that your father and mother prayed very hard that they would have a daughter and then just when your mother thought that she be too old, God sends you down from Heaven as a special present for her.”




  “Did He really, Nanny?”




  “Look in the mirror and you’ll see for yourself.”




  “And was Mama pleased?”




  “Very very pleased,” Nanny said, “and so was I because I could come and look after you.”




  “And I was the first baby you ever looked after, wasn’t I?”




  “You were and I were lucky to get the position. I was afraid I were too young, but your mother took a chance on me and, though I says it and shouldn’t, she’s never regretted it.”




  Iola had never regretted it either. She had loved Nanny Dawes more than anybody.




  Her mother was beautiful, kind and loving when she had the time, but she was often away from home or, when at home, too busy to spend time in the nursery. But Nanny was always there.




  Nanny was young enough to run with her in the woods, to play hide-and-seek amongst the trees, to invent stories that there was a dragon lurking in the pinewoods, fairies dancing on the lawn and there were toadstools to show that they had been there.




  There were gnomes burrowing underneath the hills and nymphs interwoven with the mists over the ponds and streams, especially first thing in the morning and last thing at night.




  Nanny knew all about such fairy creatures and it was Nanny in fact who had made Iola aware of men.




  “Who was that who said good morning to us?” she remembered asking, when they passed a smart groom riding up the drive with a note for her father and mother.




  “That’s Fred,” Nanny replied. “He’s a handsome fellow and he knows it! He thinks every girl in the County’s after him.”




  “After him for what?” Iola asked.




  “Now don’t you go askin’ questions like that. I shouldn’t have mentioned it in the first place.”




  “But I want to know what he is after.”




  “What all men are after. A pretty girl when he sees one.”




  “He smiled at you. Does he think you are pretty?”




  Nanny tossed her head.




  “It’s just like his cheek if he did. I know too much about Master Fred to be taken in by his eloquent eyes or his wily tongue!”




  If it was not Fred it was Jim, Clem or Ben who gave Nanny what Iola learnt was known as the ‘glad Eye’, but Nanny would have none of them.




  As Iola grew older, she became frightened that she might lose Nanny and there was one man called Sid who really worried her.




  “You will not marry Sid, will you, Nanny? Promise me! If you do, you will leave me and I don’t know what I would do without you.”




  “He’d be lucky!” Nanny said enigmatically.




  “I don’t want him to be lucky,” Iola asserted. “I am lucky to have you and I love you, Nanny. Promise me, promise me you will not marry Sid.”




  Then she learned that he was in trouble that concerned another woman who was working in the house of Lord Hartmakin, who was a friend of the General.




  There was a great deal of whispering between Lady Hartmakin and Aunt Margaret.




  It was all rather mysterious and Iola gathered that the servant in question had been dismissed without a reference and Sid was sacked too.




  She thought that Nanny was rather quiet for about a week.




  She had a headache that made her cry at night, but to Iola’s relief there was no further sign of Sid and after a little while Nanny cheered up and was her usual happy self again.




  The most terrible day of Iola’s life was when Nanny left.




  “She is not to go! I will not let her go!” she had stormed to her mother when she had heard that Nanny was leaving and her place was to be taken by a Governess.




  “She has stayed much longer than I intended in the first place,” her mother had replied, “but she has taught you quite a lot of your elementary lessons. Now you really must have a proper education. I was quite ashamed when I realised the other day how well the Castleton girl, who is younger than you, can speak French.”




  “I will learn French, I will learn anything you like if you will let Nanny stay.”




  “I am sorry, Iola. You will like the Governess I have chosen for you. She is a very capable woman and your father approves of her too.”




  “I hate her! I will always hate her because she has made Nanny go away!”




  Iola cried and Nanny cried too.




  Her mother found her another position and Iola had said pleadingly on the morning before she went,




  “Promise me, Nanny, that you will not love the new children you are going to more than you love me.”




  “Of course I promise,” Nanny answered. “You are my first baby. First babies are very very special. I could never forget you or stop lovin’ you.”




  “And I will never love anybody more than you,” Iola replied.




  Nanny had laughed.




  “One day you’ll get married and have babies of your own and you’ll love them and they’ll come first in your life. But always remember that there’s plenty of love for everyone, me, them, your father and mother, and lots of other people.”




  “You are first! You are first!” Iola had sobbed.




  Nanny had hugged her and then she said,




  “Now don’t forget you promised to write to me and I’ll write to you whenever I gets the chance. I shall want to know all you are doin’ and how much you are learnin’ with the new – Governess.”




  Just for a moment Nanny’s voice had broken on the words.




  Then she had been driven away in the landau that was kept for the use of the servants and Iola had rushed up to the nursery to cry on Nanny’s bed until her eyes were too swollen to see out of them.




  Nanny kept her promise and wrote to Iola, but her letters became fewer as the years passed.




  Iola had written regularly, sometimes long, sometimes short letters, and they had always been written with love.




  She thought now that only Nanny would understand what she was feeling. Nanny had always understood as nobody else had ever been able to do.




  Her Governesses, and there had been three of them over the years, had been kind and sensible, although only one had the gift of teaching, but they had never awoken Iola’s imagination as Nanny had been able to do.




  ‘I suppose what I really want in the man I marry is somebody whom I will love in the same way as I love Nanny, but more intensely,’ Iola reasoned to herself.




  She learnt to be analytical when she was alone because nobody else had understood.




  She was intelligent enough to realise that Nanny had not only awoken her imagination and her idealism, but also in some strange way, made her give the best that she was capable of at the time.




  Nobody else had had that capacity and it was something, Iola reckoned, that was a mixture of the intellectual, the physical and the spiritual.




  ‘It was with Nanny,’ she thought, ‘that I came alive as a person and could see and feel, as I could not do with anybody else.’




  As she had grown older, she thought that it was that capacity for living fully that she would find with the man she loved.




  She wondered sometimes if, although Nanny had meant so much in her childhood, the influence she had on her was imaginary and would not be there if they met again.




  Two years ago Nanny had written to say that her parents had died and left her their cottage, which was in a village only eight miles away from The Manor.




  With her employers’ permission she was going down for a week to put the cottage in order and shut it up until she would need it on her retirement.




  Would it be possible for her to come to The Manor and see her ‘first baby’?




  From the moment Iola read the letter she was wild with excitement.




  It seemed almost too good to be true that she would see Nanny again, talk to her and she would understand, as she had always understood.




  She could tell her how unhappy she had been at the loss of her mother, how the house seemed empty without her, how difficult her father was at times and how it could never be the same having Aunt Margaret in her mother’s place.




  The General had good-humouredly said that the brake could fetch Nanny from the village of Little Waywood to The Manor.




  Unable to wait, Iola had travelled in the brake, tense with excitement, feeling as if the horses were moving infuriatingly slowly along the dusty lanes.




  Nanny’s home was a small thatched cottage at the end of a little village that centred round a Norman Church and an ancient inn.




  It was just, Iola thought, the sort of village that she had imagined as a background for Nanny, a village that might have come straight out of a Fairytale book.




  When the brake had stopped outside Primrose Cottage Iola was running down the flagged path to the front door and Nanny was waiting for her.




  She looked older, Iola had forgotten that even those we love, age, but her smile was the same, her brown eyes as soft and loving as they had ever been.




  “Nanny! Nanny!”




  Iola’s arms were round her and she was hugging her and, because she was so happy there were tears in her eyes and a break in her voice.




  “Now let me look at you,” Nanny said. “Goodness me, you’ve grown into a pretty girl, just as I always knew you would!’’




  “Oh, Nanny, I have missed you so much. It has never been the same without you. Do you still love me?”




  “You know I do. You were my first baby and a first baby is like a first kiss. It’s something one never forgets.”




  Just for a moment Iola looked surprised and Nanny laughed.




  “I remember everything about you,” Iola said, “and now I can see your cottage. It’s lovely! Just like the one the Gingerbread Witch lived in.”




  “Fancy you rememberin’ that story!” Nanny laughed. “I suppose when I told it to you I was thinkin’ of my home.”




  It was a small cottage. The door opened onto a flagged kitchen with a rather poky little sitting room behind which was a room that Nanny called ‘the parlour’ and upstairs there were two bedrooms.




  Iola found it enchanting and Nanny showed it to her with pride.




  “It belongs to me!” she said, “and when I’m too old to go on lookin’ after children I can come back here. It’s nice to feel I’ve a roof over my head. It’s what everybody should have.”




  “And when you are here I can come and stay with you – that is – if you will have me,” Iola said.




  “You know you’ll always be welcome,” Nanny replied.




  *




  Iola could hear her voice saying it now and then she remembered something else.




  A letter had come only this morning, but her father’s announcement at luncheon had put it out of her head.




  Now she drew the envelope addressed to her in Nanny’s neat, round, child-like handwriting from the pocket of her gown.




  Opening it she read,




   




  “Dear Miss Iola, You’ll be surprised to hear I am leaving here for another job. It’s a long story, too long to write about, but I hopes I’ll have a chance to tell you what’s happening. I’ll be at Primrose Cottage from next Wednesday the 12th till the 14th. I’m hoping that you can come over and see me or I’ll have the chance to come to you.




  I’m wearing your Christmas present and nice and warm it is too. I hopes you’re keeping well.




  God bless you and my love,




  Nanny.”




   




  Iola read the letter through very carefully twice as if it was a talisman she must cling to and which contained beneath Nanny’s painstakingly formed words, a message that only she could understand.




  ‘I can talk this over with Nanny,’ she said to herself. ‘She will tell me what to do. I know she will help me.’




  She stared out of the window thinking.




  Nanny was arriving home tomorrow and she knew that she would not be at Primrose Cottage early because she had to come from a long distance.




  That meant that it would be best to visit her on Thursday and that would give them a day to talk things over.




  ‘It’s not long enough,’ Iola thought in a sudden panic.




  She had to tell Nanny how afraid she was of being married to a man who was old enough to be her father, a man who she was sure wanted her as his wife only for the purpose of giving him an heir. To explain it all would take some time.




  ‘How do people have babies? What happens to give one a baby?’ Iola puzzled and knew that it was something else she must ask Nanny.

OEBPS/Fonts/Crimson-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/Crimson-Roman.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/Crimson-Italic.otf


