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Chapter One


Nuneaton, Warwickshire, January 1857


‘I feared as much. Is there something you need to tell me, Maria?’


The girl’s startled eyes flew to the doorway of the outside privy, where her mother stood wringing her hands together.


She forced a smile in the woman’s direction.


‘No, no, I’m all right, Mother . . . honestly. I think that rabbit stew you did us for tea last night must have disagreed with me, that’s all.’ Swiping the back of her hand across her mouth, Maria lurched unsteadily to her feet.


Running her hands down the front of her plain calico apron, Martha Mundy frowned. The girl looked dreadful. The bags beneath her eyes were so large that Martha thought she could have done her shopping in them, and her face was the colour of bleached linen. She seemed to have been in and out of the privy being sick for days – but then, Martha told herself, her suspicions must be wrong, Maria was a good girl. She had never been any trouble to her. Not like her younger brother Henry, who was always up to some mischief or another.


‘Well, if you’re quite sure that’s all it is.’ Her voice was still heavy with doubt. Nobody else in the family seemed to have suffered any ill effects, and they had all eaten the same the night before. Maria pushed past her into the tiny yard, nearly colliding with the tin bath that hung on a hook outside the back door.


‘Of course I’m sure.’ Maria’s voice carried across the yard, before it was whipped away by the biting wind. Then: ‘Come on, Mother,’ she urged lightly. ‘Let’s get in out of the cold, eh? Father will be home from chapel soon and all hell will break loose if his dinner isn’t on the table, as well you know.’


Sighing deeply, Martha followed Maria into their tiny cottage. Wet washing was strung on lines suspended from the ceiling from one end of the beams to the other and Maria had to duck her way through it to get to the easy chair at the side of the roaring fire.


‘I’ll just put my feet up for a few minutes and then I’ll help you dish the dinner up,’ she promised.


Once her mother had bustled away to stab at the cabbage that was bubbling in a pan on the range, Maria screwed her eyes tight shut to stem the tears that were stabbing her – like sharp little needles at the back of her eyes.


She felt so ill that just to stand was an effort, but worse than that was the fear that was growing daily. Her monthly course was way overdue, and with each day that passed she felt worse. Even now, the smell of the meal that was cooking was making her stomach revolt. Thankfully, Emma, her little sister, who was playing with her peg dolls on the rug, took her mind off her predicament for a second.


‘Maria, will you make me some more new clothes for my dollies soon? Mother’s got some scraps of material left over from the dress she made me for Sunday school and I was thinking you could perhaps use them?’


Maria smiled fondly as she stroked the girl’s fair hair back from her pale face. Emma had never been a robust child, in fact, she might have been termed sickly, but Maria had doted on her from the moment she was born. She could still remember that day eight years ago, and the terror she had felt as she huddled in the kitchen listening to her mother’s screams as the doctor battled to bring the child into the world in the bedroom above.


Now she promised, ‘Of course I will, sweetheart. At the weekend when I have more time we’ll set to, eh?’


Contented, Emma turned her attention back to her dolls as Maria flashed a glance at the tin clock that stood on the mantelpiece. It was almost six thirty, which meant that at any second, her father would be back from the chapel in Chapel End where he was a minister. Heaving herself from the chair, she dragged the table from the wall at one side of the kitchen across the red quarry tiles, and after lifting the wooden slats to open it out, she threw a snow-white tablecloth across it and began to set out the cutlery.


Just as she finished, the door banged inwards, making the fire roar up the chimney – and Edward Mundy barged into the room, large as life and twice as nasty.


Thankfully, tonight he seemed to be in good spirits and they all heaved a sigh of relief as he sniffed at the air appreciatively. ‘Is that a steak and kidney pie I can smell?’


Martha nodded as she wiped a strand of faded fair hair back from her face. She had been a good-looking woman in her day, but living with a bullying husband and sheer hard work had made her old before her time. Although she was only in her mid-thirties she could have been taken for fifty at least. Turning away from the stove, she wearily poured the kettle of hot water she had ready into a tin bowl for him to wash in.


Slinging his coat across the back of a chair, Edward, a great bear of a man, placed his Bible down on the sturdy oak sideboard and plunged his huge hands into the water.


‘Have you had a good day, dear?’ Martha ventured timidly.


‘Huh! How good can a day be when my parishioners are dropping like flies?’ he retorted. ‘The flu epidemic that has spread from London is getting worse by the minute. Word has it that fifty a day on average are dying there. Three little ones drew their last breath here today and two more men from the pit cottages in Chapel End. The undertaker is having to work through the night to keep up with the demand for coffins.’


Martha chewed on her lip as she handed him a rough towel that no amount of boiling would ever get white again, then turned away to drain the cabbage into the deep stone sink.


When Edward had finished his wash and was drying himself he glanced around the kitchen before asking, ‘Where is Henry?’


‘Oh, he er . . . just ran an errand for old Minnie Hickman,’ Martha lied glibly rather than tell the turth and provoke his wrath, but underneath she made a mental note to give Henry an earful when he did finally put in an appearance. Their son had been working down one of the local pits for three years now and hated every single second of it. Martha wished there was some other job he could do that would allow him to be out in the open air, but jobs were scarce and the whole town relied on the ribbon-weaving factories and the pits for their survival. It was mainly Henry’s wages that kept their home afloat. Edward’s stipend as a preacher was barely more than a pittance, augmented by modest donations from his parishioners. Sometimes she despaired, wondering how they would ever manage when Henry was of an age to wed. Even now he was certainly never short of admirers. Still, Martha had decided that that was a problem she would face when she came to it.


Henry was never on time for anything, and his mother feared he would be late for his own funeral – an event that would come sooner than he expected if his father ever got to know of even half of the pranks he got up to. Henry would sneak off and go poaching on the local squire’s land when he finished his shift down the pit each evening, and Martha was painfully aware that should he ever be caught, they would be thrown out of their cottage. But then the rabbits and pheasants he caught came in more than handy. And at least Edward seemed to be in a good enough mood tonight, so she quickly carried the pie to the table as he took a seat, and thanked the Lord for small mercies.


Once everyone was seated, Edward clasped his hands and bowed his head as a hush fell on the room. ‘For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful. Amen,’ he muttered, and then he fell on his food as if he hadn’t eaten for a month. Maria kept her eyes averted and tried desperately to swallow something, aware that her mother was watching her like a hawk. Luckily, Henry barged in only minutes later and Martha’s attention turned to him as she flashed him a warning look.


‘Did you manage to get what Minnie wanted from the shop, son?’


‘What? Oh er, yes I did, Mother.’ As he slithered onto a seat he gave her a grateful smile, glad that his father was too intent on eating his meal to have noticed his hesitation. At fifteen, Henry was a tall lad with huge brown eyes and hair as black as coal, and his mother adored him – although the same could not be said for his father. The two were as different in nature as chalk from cheese. To the outside world beyond the cottage walls, Edward Mundy was a fine, godfearing man. But within the walls he was a domestic tyrant, ruling his wife and family with a rod of iron. Henry on the other hand was gentle-natured, if somewhat mischievous, with a heart as big as a bucket. Many a time he had stepped between his parents when his father raised his hand to his mother, and Martha had long since given up hoping that the two of them would ever get along, although Edward was far more lenient with his son than he was with Maria. The two girls took after their mother, being blonde and blue-eyed, though Martha’s hair was now prematurely streaked with grey. Sometimes when Martha looked at them, particularly Maria, she could see herself as she had once looked: young and light-hearted in the days before family life had taken its toll on her.


Her life with Edward Mundy had not been easy, yet for all that she still tried hard to be a good wife to him. Deep down she knew that she had never truly loved him, but she had envisaged a life of ease when she had married him. After all, how hard could the life of a minister’s wife be? At first, she had felt fortunate – but she had soon learned differently. In many ways it was true: they were better off than most of the village people. They had their own small terraced cottage in Coleshill Road for a start, and woods and fields surrounded them rather than the tiny cramped yards that many of Edward’s parishioners were forced to share. But money had always been short, and with five young children to feed it had been hard to make ends meet, which was why she had begun to take in washing some years back from the wealthier folk who lived on the outskirts of the town.


Sadly, only three of the couple’s children remained alive. They had lost their four-year-old old twins, Samuel and Daisy, to a measles epidemic that had swept through the village some years back. Following their deaths, the financial situation had eased. But not so Martha’s heartache, and anyone who knew her would have said that she had never been the same since. The twins had been just a year younger than Maria, and were the apple of her eye; even now, not a day went by when Martha didn’t still feel their loss.


That was probably part of the reason why she was so protective of the three children she had left. Many was the time she had stood in the way of the belt and taken the brunt of the beating their father was administering to them. Like Henry, she could not tolerate his cruelty.


Now, as she glanced across at Maria picking at her food, every maternal instinct she had was screaming at her. And if the suspicion she had should prove to be correct . . . then she shuddered to think of the consequences. Unconsciously, she peered at Edward and a ripple of pure terror flowed through her veins, robbing her of her appetite.


Maria was just seventeen years old – young, beautiful and spirited. Unbeknownst to her father, a boy from the village had been trying to court her for some months now, but as far as Martha was aware, Maria had flatly refused to walk out with him up until now. And even if she had relented, surely she wouldn’t have been foolish enough to let him put her in the family way? She had always been such a sensible girl.


Throwing his knife and fork down onto the empty plate, Edward brought her thoughts sharply back to the present as he demanded, ‘So what’s for pudding then?’


Scraping her chair back from the table, Martha answered, ‘Spotted Dick and custard. It’ll take me but a few minutes to dish it up.’


Sighing with satisfaction, the man ran his hands across his bloated stomach, but then as his eyes came to rest on Maria and he saw her pushing her food around her plate, he snapped: ‘What’s the matter with you then, miss? That meal cost me hard-earned money, as well you know. It’s a sin to leave good food when there are starving people in the village. Are you sickening for something? I hope you haven’t been in contact with anyone who has this flu.’ Edward took every opportunity he could to pick on Maria.


‘Sorry, Father. I’m not feeling too well at present but I’m sure it isn’t the flu,’ Maria blustered. ‘Could I be excused? I think I might go up and have a lie-down for a while if you have no objection.’


Pulling her plate towards him, he intoned: ‘Waste not, want not. That’s what my dear old mother always used to say, God rest her soul. The trouble with you is you’ve had it too easy. Go on – away with you. But I shall expect you down in time for your Bible reading. Is that understood?’


‘Yes, Father.’ Scrambling away from the table, Maria lifted her drab calico skirts and headed for the stairs door, beating a hasty retreat whilst the going was good. She clattered away up the threadbare carpet runner and didn’t stop until she had closed her bedroom door firmly behind her. Then, sinking onto the end of the bed that she shared with Emma, she dropped her face into her hands.


Eventually she rose and crossed to the small window that looked down onto the Coleshill Road.


Why hadn’t Lennie been waiting for her for the past few weeks when she finished her shift at the post office in Chapel End? For months he had been there as regular as clockwork, the second she set foot out of the door, but now it was as if he had vanished off the face of the earth, ever since the night he had taken her.


Her mind raced back to the night he had led her into the churchyard behind the chapel. Her heart had been in her throat. What if her father was to find them there? But then Lennie had chased all her fears away when he told her that she was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen and how much he loved her. Her heart had soared. This was Lennie making a promise to her, surely? Why would he have said those things otherwise? And life with him would be so different from the humdrum life she had known so far. There would be no scrimping and saving and having to make every penny count with Lennie. He always had money aplenty and was not afraid of spending it. And then he had kissed her – but the kiss tonight was different. There was an urgency about it and she had become alarmed when his hands began to wander to places they should not go.


‘It’s all right,’ he had told her as his large hand found its way beneath her blouse and squeezed her nipple. Before she knew it he had her pressed against the church wall and then his fingers were stroking her thigh and pulling her drawers aside. ‘I love yer, Ria,’ he had gasped as he hastily undid his breeches.


It was then that she had begun to struggle. As much as she loved him she knew that this was wrong. Kisses and cuddles were one thing, but this was something that only married couples should engage in.


‘Lennie . . . no!’


His hand clamped across her mouth and now she was terrified. But it seemed that the more she fought him, the more determined he became to have her, and suddenly, as he forced himself into her, she knew a pain the like of which she had never imagined. It felt as if he was ripping her apart and she was helpless to stop him. After it was over she could remember crying softly and the tender way he had held her.


‘Don’t worry,’ he had told her. ‘You’re my girl now. I was only gettin’ it out o’ the way. You’ll grow to like it, you’ll see.’


Thoughts of him lifted the corners of her mouth into a rueful smile. She knew that her mother didn’t approve of him, but she loved him so much she could even forgive him for forcing himself upon her. He was so different from anyone else she had ever known. Oh, she knew he had a reputation for being a bit of a Jack the lad. But then who could blame him for not wanting to work down the pit like most of the other men in the village? As Lennie had told her, he wanted better, and if doing business deals here and there got it for him, then so be it. ’You stick wi’ me an’ you’ll have it all, gel,’ he had told her, so where was he now when she needed him most? He had avoided her like the plague ever since the night in the churchyard, although she had looked out for him every single day. He must have been busy, that was the only explanation for it. He loved her, didn’t he?


Suddenly she knew that she must see him and a plan born of desperation began to take shape in her mind. She would wait until everyone was in bed then she would sneak out and go and see him. Glancing at the rain-lashed window she drew her shawl more closely about her slim shoulders. But it wasn’t the thought of the weather that made her flinch; it was the realisation of what would happen if her father caught her. She could clearly remember the last time she had displeased him, and the cruel sting of his cold leather belt on the back of her bare legs.


Her chin suddenly jutted with defiance. Desperate situations called for desperate measures, and as far as she was concerned, if her suspicions proved to be correct, then this situation was desperate indeed.


She sat in the chilly bedroom for another hour then slowly made her way downstairs to sit through her father’s Bible-reading. The reading seemed to take twice as long as it normally did this evening, but at last he closed the Bible and peered at his children over the top of his gold-framed glasses.


‘You may all go to bed now,’ he told them, and one by one they formed a line and dutifully planted a peck on his cheek before climbing the stairs.


Once in the privacy of their little room, Maria helped Emma to get undressed and slipped a faded cotton nightgown over her head.


‘Aren’t you going to get undressed too, Ria?’ the child asked as her arms snaked around her sister’s neck.


‘In a minute, sweetheart. I’m a bit cold right now, so I thought I’d get in and you could give me a cuddle and get me warm.’


Emma giggled as Maria lifted the blankets and snuggled down beside her fully clothed.


‘Mother will be angry if you get your clothes all creased,’ she warned.


Maria kissed her soft cheek, whispering, ‘Mother won’t notice if we don’t tell her. Now you close your eyes and think of nice things.’


Emma immediately screwed her eyes tight shut and soon the sound of her gentle snores echoed around the room. Once she was sure that the child was asleep, Maria disentangled her arms and carefully rolled to the end of the bed. Downstairs, she could hear her mother pottering about as she banked down the fire and locked the doors, then seconds later she heard her father’s heavy footsteps on the stairs followed by her mother’s lighter ones.


She heard them walk down the long narrow landing and the sound of the bedroom door closing behind them, then she waited for what seemed an eternity until the only noise that could be heard was the wind flinging the rain against the windows.


Gingerly, she got off the bed and padded to the door. Inching it open, she peered along the landing and was rewarded with the sound of her father’s guttural snores. With her shoes in her hands, she tiptoed down the stairs. Her heart was hammering in her chest and every second she expected to feel the clamp of Edward’s steely fingers on her arm, but at last she made it to the back door. Quickly snatching up her coat, she quietly turned the key.


Once outside, the biting wind made her gasp and she struggled into her coat and slipped her shoes on before hurrying away.


In no time at all she had left the cottage behind and was battling against the wind and rain as she climbed the steep Chapel End hill. The full moon cast an eerie glow along the deserted road as she finally turned into Chancery Lane and paused to get her breath. Ahead of her she could see Lennie’s mother’s small house on the bend in the lane, and was relieved to see a light faintly shining through a gap in the curtains. That meant that they were still up. Perhaps Lennie had gone down with the awful influenza illness that was sweeping through the village at present? That would explain his absence for the last few weeks. The thought lent speed to her feet and she hurried on, eager to see him again.


Once she reached the front door, which opened directly onto the street, she did her best to flatten her damp windswept hair with the palm of her hand before tentatively tapping. Almost immediately she heard the sound of a bolt being drawn back. A plump middle-aged woman with tight frizzy hair peered out into the darkness. This was Lennie’s mother then. Maria had never actually met her before, apart from glimpsing her in the post office, and she was momentarily at a loss for words.


‘I er . . . Hello, Mrs Glover.’


‘Whadda yer want?’ the woman barked.


Maria gulped and went on, ‘I’m er . . . a friend of Lennie’s. I was wondering if I might have a word with him, please. If he’s in, that is . . .’


Maria’s voice trailed away as the large woman glared at her – and then suddenly the door was slammed in her face.


She hovered uncertainly and was just about to turn away when she heard the woman shout, ‘Lennie! There’s one o’ yer fancy pieces at the door askin’ to see yer! Right bloody time o’ night to come callin’, this is. She wants her arse kickin’ if yer ask me.’


Once again the door was flung open, and Maria’s face flushed with pleasure as Lennie peered out at her.


He looked slightly nonplussed to see her, and a shifty expression crossed his face. ‘What brings you here at this time o’ night then?’ he asked. ‘I thought yer dad didn’t like yer out after dark?’


‘He d-doesn’t,’ Maria stuttered. ‘He doesn’t know I’m here.’


‘So why are yer then?’


Maria was suddenly glad of the darkness that would disguise the burning in her cheeks. ‘I had to see you, Lennie. There’s something I have to tell you. Is there anywhere we can go where we can talk?’


What – at this time o’ night and in this weather?’ He scowled, but then seeing that she was upset he snapped, ‘Oh, all right. Wait there. I’ll just go an’ get me coat an’ me boots back on.’


Once again the door was shut in her face and Maria glanced fearfully up and down the lane. There would be ructions if anyone saw her here and word got back to her father. Thankfully, Lennie reappeared within seconds, buttoning up his coat. Grabbing her elbow, he began to guide her none too gently down the lane across the uneven cobblestones.


‘Me Mam ain’t none too pleased, I don’t mind tellin’ yer,’ he muttered peevishly. ‘She were just about to lock up an’ go to bed, an’ I’m dead on me feet. I’ve bin fer a game o’ dominoes in the Salutation wi’ me mates an’ I were lookin’ forward to a good night’s sleep. Another ten minutes an’ I’d have been abed.’


Maria’s stomach sank into her boots. Lennie didn’t seem pleased to see her at all, and no doubt he would be even less pleased when he heard what she had come to tell him.


‘So, come on then. Spit it out – whatever it is yer need to say to me. I ain’t got all night to be walkin’ the streets in the rain, yer know.’


Stopping abruptly, Maria sought for the right words to convey her fears to him. Finally deciding that there was no easy way, she blurted out, ‘Lennie . . . I think I might be with child.’


Even in the dim moonlight she saw the shock register on his face. He took a step away from her as if he had been stung before gasping, ‘So what yer tellin’ me for?’


Hurt made the tears that had been threatening spill from her eyes and stream down her cheeks. ‘I’m telling you because it’s your baby, of course, Lennie.’


He shook his head and held his hand out to keep her at a distance. ‘Fuck off. Yer needn’t try pinnin’ it on me. The flyblow could be anybody’s.’


‘Oh, Lennie, how could you even say that? I’ve never . . . You were the first and I’ve never been with anyone else. You know that.’ She was sobbing now but Lennie was unmoved and wishing that he was a million miles away.


‘Huh! I bet every girl in your position says that. I weren’t born yesterday, yer know. An’ anyway – we only did it the once. I never meant fer it to get serious.’


‘You only did it once – and you said you loved me.’ Her voice was thick with raw pain and she suddenly felt as if she was caught in the grip of a nightmare. For weeks Lennie was all she had thought of, every waking minute. She even dreamed of him at night, but now here he was telling her that he hadn’t meant any of the things he had said to her.


‘But . . . but what shall I do if you don’t stand by me?’ she faltered. ‘My father will kill me when he finds out – and you too! You know what a temper he has. There’s only one solution to this. We’ll have to get wed . . . an’ quick.’


Terror replaced the shock on his face as he considered the options. What would be worse, facing the wrath of Edward Mundy or tying himself to someone he didn’t love for the rest of his life?


Deciding that he needed time to think, he forced a smile to his face. ‘Happen yer right, gel. Sorry fer the way I reacted. It was just a bit of a shock when yer told me, that’s all. But here’s what we’ll do. You get yerself away home now an’ try an’ act as if nothin’s wrong. Then after work tomorrer, I’ll be round to see yer dad, eh?’


She smiled tremulously through her tears. ‘Do you really mean it, Lennie?’


‘Course I do. Now go on, get yerself away afore he realises yer not there.’ All the time he was talking he was backing away from her. She was longing to throw herself into his arms and tell him how very much she loved him, but realising that he needed time to come to terms with what she had told him, she nodded and reluctantly watched him turn about. In no time at all he had disappeared into the stormy night and she was left to make her way home alone. But still, at least he had said he would stand by her, and this time tomorrow the worst would be over and they would be planning their future together. The thought put a smile on her face and a spring in her step as she hurried home through the darkness.




Chapter Two


By the time Maria arrived back at the cottage the sleety rain had stopped and a thick frost was forming. Martha had been predicting snow for days, and now as Maria shivered her way along the deserted lane she had no doubt that soon her mother would be proved to be right.


She was almost home when a fox suddenly shot from the bushes and ran across the lane in front of her, so close that she might have reached out and touched him. Maria’s heart leaped into her mouth and she had to pause to compose herself before hurrying on. It was the first time in her whole life that she had ever been out so late on her own, and it was not an experience she was enjoying. Thinking about it now, she thought how unlikely it was that she should find herself in this position, for her father was very strict and allowed her no freedom at all. But then he had no hold over her whilst she was working, and it was in her short lunch-breaks that the love affair between herself and Lennie had blossomed.


She flushed with pleasure in the darkness as she thought back to the first time he had entered the shop where she worked and the way his eyes had lit up at the sight of her. He was the first young man who had ever flattered her, and within days of their meeting she had fallen for him, hook, line and sinker.


She allowed her mind to drift back to every single moment they had spent together, and soon the dark trees lining the lane and the cries of the night animals were forgotten.


‘How do yer do? My name’s Lennie Glover. Can’t say as I’ve seen you in here before.’


Maria blushed prettily, casting a cautious glance across her shoulder to make sure that Mrs Everitt, the shopkeeper, was still in the back room having her lunch.


‘I haven’t been working here long,’ she admitted shyly. ‘My name is Maria. Maria Mundy.’


‘’Ere – your dad ain’t Minister Mundy, is he?’ Lennie asked.


When Maria nodded, he threw back his head and laughed, setting his thick dark hair dancing in a halo around his handsome face. ‘Well, stone the crows. I’d never have thought he’d be capable o’ producin’ a looker like you. No wonder he’s kept yer hidden fer so long.’


Maria’s blush darkened as he eyed her approvingly up and down.


‘Ever let you out of a night, does he?’


Maria’s head wagged from side to side under his scrutiny and when he leaned over the counter towards her she thought her heart would leap out of her chest. Just then, Mrs Everitt appeared from the door behind the counter and glared at him disapprovingly.


‘So what can we be doin’ fer you then, Lennie Glover?’ she asked icily.


‘Personally, not a thing,’ he retaliated. ‘But I’ve a list o’ things ’ere as me mother’s in need of, if yer’d be so kind.’


‘Maria, go into the back room and have your lunch. I’ll see to this,’ Mrs Everitt ordered, and bowing her head, Maria scuttled meekly away.


When she returned to the shop fifteen minutes later, Lennie was gone and Mrs Everitt was waiting for her with a face like a sour lemon.


‘That . . . young man who came in a while back,’ she said sternly. ‘I don’t want you havin’ nothin’ to do with him. Do yer hear me? He’s a bad ’un. In fact, the whole family is. His mother is nothin’ short of a— Well, let’s just say that she’ll never be a lady. I know yer father would have a fit if he knew you’d even spoken to Lennie Glover, so be warned, my girl.’


‘Yes, Mrs Everitt.’


‘Now get to and stack those shelves over there – and neatly, mind. I take a pride in my shop. It’s only a shame as I can’t choose who walks through the door. I’ve no doubt the Glovers have never so much as set foot in your father’s chapel. But then not everyone can be so godfearing as he is. You’re a lucky girl to have such a fine father.’


Maria wondered if Mrs Everitt would still have been of the same opinion if she knew what a vicious man her father could be at home, but wisely she held her tongue and hurried away to do as she was told.


Over the next few days, Lennie appeared at the shop every lunchtime – always when he was sure that Mrs Everitt was out of the way – and slowly, Maria felt herself falling in love with him. One day he asked, ‘Look, couldn’t yer tell the old biddy yer have an errand to run fer yer mam in yer lunch-break? The old dear needn’t be any the wiser an’ we could take a stroll over the fields where no one could see us.’


Maria chewed on her lip as she considered his request. She had never done anything dishonest before, but then the thought of some time alone with Lennie was very tempting.


‘All right,’ she said eventually. ‘I’ll meet you at the end of Plough Hill Road tomorrow at one o’clock. But I’ll only be able to be away half an hour at the very most.’


The smile he gave her set her pulses racing, and for the rest of the day, and night too for that matter, she could barely concentrate on anything.


The next morning at breakfast her mother raised her eyebrows as she noticed that Maria was dressed in her Sunday-best blouse and skirt.


‘I spilled something down my work clothes in the shop yesterday,’ Maria muttered by way of an explanation. She hated lying to her mother, but then how could she turn up to meet Lennie in her drab grey work dress?


The way his face broke into an approving smile when she met him made the lie worthwhile. As they began to stroll along Plough Hill Road he noticed the way her eyes darted fearfully from side to side and he asked, ‘Would yer rather we struck off across the fields?’


When she nodded numbly he took her small hand in his large one and guided her through a gap in the hedge. They found a tree and he gallantly laid down his coat for her to sit on under a leafless oak tree.


From then on she met him at least twice a week and soon she became adept at coming up with excuses to get away from the shop without making Mrs Everitt suspicious. She found herself living for those days and soon knew without a shadow of a doubt that she could not bear to lose him. It was on one such day in late October that the heavens opened as they strolled along and the rain came down in torrents.


‘Quick – let’s shelter in here.’ Taking her hand, Lennie dragged her towards a disused cattle shed on the outskirts of a field.


Once inside they laughed as they took off their saturated coats and shook the rain from them. And it was there that Lennie kissed her properly for the very first time as lightning lit up the sky and thunder rolled above them.


When his hand first roamed across her small firm breasts, Maria tensed and gazed at him from troubled eyes, but he was gentle and soon he had awakened feelings in her that she had never known she had.


‘It’ll be all right,’ he whispered. ‘It can’t be wrong if we love each other, can it? An’ I do love yer, Maria.’


His warm hand was working its way up her skirt leaving a trail of fire in its wake. Her mother and father had taught her that it was wrong to be alone with a boy before you were married, but as Lennie had said, they did love each other, so that surely made it all right.


When he unbuttoned her blouse and his hot lips closed around her erect nipple she was sure that she would die of pleasure, but then commonsense had taken over and she had somehow managed to stop him from going any further, much to his disgust. But then as she had told him, they had all the time in the world, and she knew that she was his girl forever then. Why else would he have tried to make love to her?


She was so lost in thought that it was almost a shock when the cottage where she lived loomed up out of the darkness in front of her, pulling her thoughts sharply back to the present.


Tiptoeing round to the back door, she breathed a sigh of relief when the doorknob turned easily in her freezing hand. Slipping soundlessly into the kitchen, she shut the door softly behind her and paused to listen. There was only silence – so she swiftly pulled off her damp clothes and tossed them over the large wooden clothes-horse that stood in front of the banked-down fire. Then, quiet as a mouse, she crept up the stairs in her petticoat and sidled into her bedroom. Emma was still fast asleep and in the moonlight that winked though a crack in the curtain she looked like a little angel. Maria crept in beside her, revelling in the warmth of her sister’s tiny body, then she tossed and turned the night away as she thought of the day ahead.


It was hard to concentrate at work the following day, and to make matters worse, Mrs Everitt was in a terrible mood.


‘Maria, watch what yer doin’!’ she ranted. ‘Yer were just about to fill the sugar barrel up wi’ salt.’


‘Sorry, Mrs Everitt,’ Maria apologised, as the small portly woman glared at her with her hands on her hips.


Patting the tight grey bun that balanced precariously on the back of her head, the woman tutted her disapproval. ‘I don’t know what’s got into yer today,’ she complained. ‘Yer give Mrs Wilkes the wrong change not an hour since, an’ yer know how she of all me customers watches every penny.’


‘Sorry, Mrs Everitt.’


‘Will yer please stop sayin’ sorry an’ concentrate on yer work, girl! Are yer losin’ yer marbles or what? You’ll be a candidate fer Hatter’s Hall at this rate.’


Maria shuddered at the thought. Hatter’s Hall was a mental asylum on the outskirts of Ansley Common. It was a dark forbidding place, shunned by the locals, particularly at night when the howls of the poor souls who had been committed there echoed eerily around the tall brick walls that surrounded it.


As a child, Maria’s father would threaten her with Hatter’s Hall if she was naughty. ‘I’ll take you and leave you there if you don’t learn to behave,’ he would bellow, and even now the very mention of the place could strike terror into Maria’s heart.


Luckily, the shop door opened just then and Mrs Everitt turned her attention to her customer, all sweetness and light.


‘Ah, Mrs James. An’ what can I be gettin’ yer, dear?’


Maria scuttled away to compose herself and for the rest of the day tried to keep out of the older woman’s way.


By the time the shop closed her nerves were at breaking point. She had hoped that Lennie might call in at lunchtime, but she had seen neither hide nor hair of him all day. Still, she consoled herself, no doubt he was telling his mother and making plans before he called on her father that night.


When Edward Mundy did finally make an appearance that evening, he too was in a filthy mood, made worse by the fact that the meal was dry because he was late for it. The children were silent as they eventually gathered around the table for Grace, then their mother gallantly fought to scrape the dried-up hare pie from the dish as he glared at it in disdain.


‘Couldn’t we have some bread and dripping instead?’ Henry dared to ask as he eyed the shrivelled food with dismay.


‘You Godless ungrateful boy,’ his father shouted. ‘There are many sitting with nothing in their bellies tonight so just be grateful for what you have and let me hear no more.’


The whole family made a valiant attempt to eat the meal in front of them but it stuck in their throats and Martha had to keep rising from the table to fill the water jug.


At last the meal was over and Maria rose to help her mother clear the pots into the sink whilst Edward threw himself into the fireside chair.


‘May I ask what detained you?’ Martha asked tentatively.


Edward sniffed. ‘I was called to Hatter’s Hall to say a few words over an infant that died there.’


‘How awful – the poor little mite.’ Martha’s kind heart was saddened at the news but Edward almost bit her head off.


‘Awful my foot! The child was a flyblow, born to one of the unmarried mothers there. It didn’t deserve to live. It was a child of sin. It will be buried in unhallowed ground within the confines of the Hall grounds. The only shame is that the mother didn’t die too.’


The colour drained from Maria’s face and she had to hold onto the edge of the deep stone sink to keep from fainting with terror. This evening was definitely not going to be easy. Thank God that Lennie had promised to stand by her or it might have been her incarcerated in that dreadful place. Rumour had it that many of the inmates at the Hall were unmarried mothers – locked away there and forgotten for all time by families who could not bear the shame of what their daughters had done.


Glancing at the tin clock on the mantelpiece, she offered up a silent prayer. Please come soon, Lennie, and get this over with. Turning back to the sink she then began to scrub salt into the bottom of the pots as if her very life depended on it.


When her father began his Bible-reading at eight o’clock with still no sign of Lennie, it took every ounce of willpower Maria had to look as if she were listening to what he was saying.


Her ears strained for the sound of Lennie’s footsteps approaching the door and she breathed a sigh of relief when her father eventually closed the Bible and yawned.


‘Away to your beds,’ he commanded, and his children immediately rose from their seats to do as they were told.


Maria took Emma upstairs, and after tucking the child into bed she crossed to the window and twitched the curtain aside, fearfully gazing up the lane for a sight of Lennie. Seeing it was deserted, her spirits plummeted still further. What could have delayed him? Worse still was the fact that it was Saturday evening, which meant she would have no chance to see him now until Monday.


Somehow, she knew that he wouldn’t be coming tonight, so after slowly undressing she slipped into bed beside Emma. Fretfully she stared up at the cracks in the ceiling until sleep eventually claimed her as the first cold fingers of dawn snatched at the sky.




Chapter Three


‘Is Isabelle not joining us for breakfast again?’ Charles Montgomery barked as his eyes raked the dining room.


His wife visibly quaked before forcing a smile and telling him, ‘No, dear. Isabelle is feeling unwell, so I told her maid to prepare a tray for her.’


Charles raised his eyebrows as he strode over to the highly polished mahogany sideboard and proceeded to help himself to a generous serving of kidneys, sausages and bacon from the silver salvers that stood upon it. He carried his plate back to the table and scarcely had time to seat himself when the maid rushed forward with a silver teapot in her hand.


‘Tea, sir?’


When he inclined his head, she swiftly poured some of the steaming liquid into a delicate china cup and saucer. She then lifted the cut-glass milk jug but he waved her impatiently away as he addressed his wife again, saying, ‘And what is wrong with the spoiled little madam this time?’


His wife, Helena, dabbed delicately at her lips with a white linen napkin before replying timidly, ‘I fear she has come down with a cold, dear.’


‘Huh!’ he snorted, clearly not believing a word she said but he kept his thoughts to himself, for now at least. It would not do to give the servants anything to gossip about. He speared a sausage and began eating.


Helena meantime found that her appetite had fled and looked glumly down at her plate as her husband ate his breakfast. They seemed to have done nothing but argue about Isabelle ever since she had been expelled from the finishing school she had been attending in France two months before. Helena knew that her husband had every right to be angry with their daughter, but even so she always tried to make excuses for the girl’s rash behaviour, which was stretching their already fragile relationship to breaking point. Isabelle was now eighteen years old, a year younger than her brother, Joshua. They were so alike in looks that they had often been mistaken for twins. Both had the same dark hair and green eyes that they had inherited from their father. But there, any similarity between them ended, for they were completely different in nature. Joshua was a kind-hearted, hardworking young man, keen to help his father in his many businesses, whereas Isabelle was somewhat selfish and wilful.


Helena was painfully aware that this was mainly her fault. Never the strongest of women, she had almost died giving birth to Isabelle and the doctor had stipulated that there should be no more children. Until that time, if asked, Helena would have said that her marriage was perfect – but soon after Isabelle’s birth, Charles had moved into another room and from that day on Helena had spoiled her tiny daughter shamelessly. Now she was reaping the rewards and had no idea what to do about it.


Glancing at her husband now from the corner of her eye, she suppressed a sigh. Charles was still a very handsome man although his dark hair was now streaked with grey at the temples and above his ears. Strangely, this did nothing to detract from his looks. In fact, it made him look even more sophisticated. Helena had long harboured suspicions that he had a mistress tucked away somewhere, hence the occasional night when he failed to come home to Willow Park. But what could she do about it? And so she had put all her efforts into her children. There was little else for her to do in the house although it was quite huge. They had a very efficient housekeeper and enough staff to keep it running smoothly. All she had to do was plan the menus each week, and now that the children were older, time hung heavily on her hands.


She had become so lost in thought that she started slightly when her husband repeated, ‘Did you hear me, Helena? I said that I may not be home this evening, so don’t wait up for me.’


‘Oh? Why is that, dear?’


A look of annoyance passed fleetingly across his face but he answered politely enough. ‘I am travelling to my new factory in Leicester, so I shall probably stay in a hotel for the night.’ As he spoke he pushed his chair back from the table and rose, offering her his hand. She took it without a word, and after he had escorted her to the drawing room he made a little bow and departed without another word.


Crossing to the window, Helena stood looking out at the front of the house, where one of the grooms was standing at the foot of the front steps holding the door of the carriage open for his master.


She watched as it moved away down the drive, then sighed as she sank heavily down onto one of the brocadecovered chairs.


In a way she was quite relieved that Charles was not coming home that evening. A good talk with Isabelle was long overdue and she would have more opportunity to do it with her husband out of the way. In fact, she decided, there was no time like the present, so standing again, she smoothed her skirts and swept from the room in a rustle of silk.


On the landing outside Isabelle’s door she paused, then tapped gently. It was opened instantly by Polly, Isabelle’s maid, who informed her, ‘Miss Isabelle ain’t feelin’ so good, ma’am. She’s still abed an’ she refused to eat her breakfast again.’


‘Very well, Polly.’ Helena smiled at the girl. ‘Why don’t you go and have a cup of tea with Cook? I’ll see to Miss Isabelle.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’ The girl bobbed her knee, then lifting her black serge skirt she scuttled away along the landing, glad of an excuse for a break.


Once she was sure that the maid was gone, Helena entered the room and closed the door behind her. She could see Isabelle’s shape huddled beneath the bedcovers, so crossing to the velvet drapes that hung at the high windows, she swished them open.


‘Oh, Mama, must you?’ Isabelle groaned as the light made her blink.


‘Yes, I must,’ Helena replied firmly as she moved back across the room. ‘I think you and I are in need of a little talk, don’t you?’


As Isabelle’s tousled head emerged from the sheets she stared at her mother cautiously.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Oh come, Isabelle! I am not a complete fool, you know,’ Helena scolded. ‘I have received a letter from the school, and in it Mademoiselle Bourgeois tells me of a certain young man that you had been creeping out of the premises to meet. Is this true?’


Isabelle had the grace to flush as she sat up and folded her arms, and stared stubbornly towards the window.


‘What if it is?’ she replied sulkily. ‘I am not a child, Mama. I am eighteen years old.’ She threw herself back against the lace-trimmed cushions as her mother frowned.


‘I know you may think that you are grown up now, but you are still very young,’ Helena said softly. She could never stay angry with her headstrong daughter for long. Even now, with her thick dark hair tangled and a scowl on her face, she still managed to be beautiful – and sometimes Helena wondered how she had ever managed to produce someone so perfect – in looks, at least.


‘I suppose Papa has sent you to talk to me,’ Isabelle griped. ‘And don’t think I don’t know what he’s hoping for. He wants me to marry Philip Harrington, doesn’t he, and he’s boring!’


Helena swallowed before saying tentatively, ‘But Philip is one of the most eligible bachelors in the whole of the county, Isabelle. And he’s very good-looking.’


‘Huh! What you mean is, his family are very rich!’ Isabelle said pettishly. ‘Papa would marry me off to Old Nick himself if he had enough money.’


‘That isn’t true,’ Helena answered sharply, but deep down she knew that there was more than an element of truth in what her daughter said. Charles had thrown Isabelle and Philip together at every opportunity ever since they were children, and the Harringtons had dropped enough hints to sink a warship about the compatibility of the two young people. They had even planned a summer ball and had openly said how delighted they would be if the young couple were to announce their engagement at the event. Helena had secretly hoped for a union between them too. Philip was a sensible young man with his feet firmly on the ground, whereas much as she adored her daughter she was forced to admit that Isabelle was a little wayward. But now, if her worst fears were confirmed, Helena knew that any chance of that happening was remote.


Rising to her full height she braced herself to ask, ‘Have you had your monthly course, Isabelle?’


‘Mama! How could you ask such an intimate thing?’ Isabelle cried, but Helena saw the fear in the young woman’s eyes and her heart plummeted.


‘I can ask because I am your mother,’ she said in an uncharacteristically sharp voice. But before she could say another word, Isabelle suddenly clapped her hand across her mouth, then, throwing her legs over the edge of the bed in a most unladylike manner, she ran to the basin on the marble-topped washstand and was violently sick into it.


When she eventually stood up and took a shuddering breath, she looked at her mother and saw tears streaming down the woman’s cheeks.


‘I knew it!’ Helena began to pace up and down the room, her skirts billowing about her. She was clearly very agitated and for once Isabelle said nothing but watched her guardedly.


Eventually Helena stopped in front of her and asked, ‘Are you ready to talk to me now? This is not something that will go away.’


Isabelle’s head drooped as she nodded miserably and muttered eventually in a small voice, ‘I met Pierre one afternoon when I and some of the other girls were out walking with our tutor and Mademoiselle Bourgeois in the park.’ Her lips formed into a smile as she recalled the occasion. ‘He was so handsome, Mama, and when he spoke to me I swear I felt my heart flutter.’


Helena almost felt sorry for her. Once Charles had had the same effect on her – but that seemed in a different lifetime now.


‘Whilst our tutor was buying us cold drinks from a street vendor, Pierre spoke to me,’ she went on with a dreamy look in her eye. ‘And before I knew it, I had agreed to sneak out that evening and meet him.’ She quickly looked away from the disapproval on her mother’s face and rushed on: ‘It was quite easy to get away, and the other girls covered for me. But I wasn’t the only one that did it.’ She said this as if it would somehow make a difference, but Helena remained tight-lipped, so Isabelle went on: ‘We continued to meet each other for quite a few weeks, but then one evening I was caught slipping back into the school. The rest you know, I was expelled and now I shall never see him again.’ Her eyes filled with tears as her lips trembled, but Helena was finding it difficult at that moment to have any sympathy for her. How could her daughter have been so naïve and stupid?


‘And who is this Pierre and where does he live?’ she asked.


Isabelle lowered her voice as she mumbled, ‘I don’t know where he lives but I know his father was a farrier.’


‘A farrier!’ Helena was horrified. Even if they could trace this Pierre, which she doubted, there was no way in the world Charles would ever allow his daughter to marry the son of a working-class man – so what was she to do now?


She chewed pensively on her lip for a time before saying, ‘There is only one way I can see out of this. You will have to marry Philip, and as soon as possible. Then when the child is born we will tell everyone that you delivered it early.’


‘I will not!’ Isabelle’s eyes blazed with defiance. ‘I could never marry Philip, Mama. I told you – he’s so boring!’


‘He may well be, but can you see another solution to your problem?’ Helena snapped. ‘I have no doubt that even if we managed to find this Pierre, he would run a thousand miles once he heard about your condition. Heaven only knows what your father is going to say when he finds out about it.’


Isabelle gulped, then after a few moments had passed, she whispered, ‘Could I not go away somewhere, have the baby and give it up for adoption, Mama? Then Father need never find out about it.’


‘Go where?’ Helena stared off into space as she tried to think of a way out of this, but her mind was a blank. Crossing to the window, she gazed absently out over the spacious lawns. Two of the gardeners were busily planting bulbs but Helena was so preoccupied that she didn’t even see them. ‘I need a little time to think,’ she said quietly, and then turning, she rustled from the room.


Polly had come back up and was waiting patiently on the landing outside. Helena told her, ‘You may go in and help Miss Isabelle to get dressed now, Polly.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’ The girl dropped a curtsey and Helena wearily made her way to her own room. Normally at this time of the morning she would sit downstairs and work on some embroidery, but right now she had no heart for it.


Once Polly had finished helping her to dress and had left to attend to her other duties, Isabelle sat at her dressing-table and stared into the mirror as her mind tripped back in time. She could remember every second of the time she and Pierre had spent together, and even though she now found herself in this grave predicament she could not regret a moment of it. He had been so handsome and charming, quite unlike anyone she had ever met before. His face flashed in front of her eyes and her heart ached. She had had many mild flirtations before and enjoyed the way young men followed her about like adoring puppy dogs. She was beautiful and she knew it and loved to trifle with their affections – but she had been so heavily chaperoned at home that she had never gone beyond flirting and couldn’t have, even had she wished to. But something about Pierre appealed to her instantly, and when she saw him heading towards her she gave him her prettiest smile and batted her long eyelashes becomingly.


‘You will come to meet me ’ere tonight?’ he had whispered in broken English as he had strolled past her, and keeping a close eye on Mademoiselle Bourgeois she had nodded as colour flamed in her cheeks and her companions giggled beneath their parasols. And so their affair had begun, and in no time at all Isabelle could not get enough of him.


The other girls had thought it highly romantic and covered for her when she slipped away to meet him, eagerly awaiting her return when she would tell them of Pierre’s passionate kisses and the whispered words of love he would pour into her ear. But soon stolen kisses were not enough and she thought back now to the first time she had given herself to him.


It had been a warm balmy evening and when he led her into the shelter of the trees in the park she had gone willingly.


Almost before she knew it, he had laid her on the soft grass, and his kisses had become more urgent. She had known that what they were doing was wrong and yet she felt powerless to stop it. In fact, she had been as eager as he was, as feelings she had never known before enveloped her. And then he had slipped her dress from her shoulders, and the combination of the soft breeze and his strong fingers caressing her bare breasts had driven her into a frenzy of desire and she had arched her back towards him as she kissed him hungrily. In no time at all their clothes had been strewn about on the grass around them, and for the first time she had lain in a man’s arms completely naked and revelled in the feel of his muscular body hard against hers.


‘Are you sure you want this, mon amour?’ he had gasped eventually as he rolled on top of her, and she had nodded as her hands played across his taut buttocks. There could be no going back now. She knew that from that moment on, she would be his for all time, just as it was meant to be. And then she knew a moment of intense pain as he pushed into her, before pure pleasure took its place.


Her thoughts returned to the present and tears traced down her cheeks as her hand played across her stomach. If only she hadn’t been found out . . . if only she hadn’t fallen for a child. But it was too late for ‘if onlys’ now, and she dreaded what would happen when her father learned of her condition.


It was almost a week later when Charles learned the truth – and it was quite by chance. He had come down with a heavy cold, and fearing that it was the lead-up to the terrible influenza that was decimating the town, Helena pleaded with him to stay at home for that day at least. She knew how ill he must be feeling when he agreed with very little argument. She had his manservant serve him breakfast in bed but by ten o’clock Charles was bored and decided to get up, put on his dressing-gown and go down to his study.


It was as he was passing Isabelle’s bedroom door that he heard something that sounded like someone being violently sick. He tapped at the door and without waiting thrust it open, only to find his daughter leaning across the washstand.


‘What is this? Are you still no better?’


Isabelle stared at him fearfully – and suddenly he knew; his feverish cheeks reddened still further as his hands curled into fists.


Isabelle promptly burst into tears and he had his answer. ‘Does your mother know about this?’ He took a menacing step towards her and Isabelle nodded quickly. Then without another word he turned on his heel and stormed from the room, leaving the door to swing closed behind him.


He found Helena in the drawing room as he had known he would. She was sitting in the windowseat with her embroidery frame on her lap, but her hands were idle and she was staring from the window.


‘I have just come from our daughter’s room.’ His voice was so cold that it made her shiver, and as she looked into his face she saw that he knew.


‘How long have you known?’ he growled.


‘Since just last week.’ There seemed no point in lying. Charles was not a stupid man.


‘My God, we shall be ruined if word of this gets out.’ When he began to pace up and down the room like a caged animal, Helena felt a moment of bitterness. How like Charles it was to worry more about their reputation than the condition their daughter was in.


‘Who else knows?’ he asked eventually.


‘No one,’ his wife answered him. Then, ‘Oh Charles, I have been beside myself with worry. What are we to do? I suggested that we should announce her engagement to Philip and marry them off as soon as possible, but Isabelle flatly refuses to even hear of it.’


‘Oh, does she now.’ He snorted with disgust. ‘I would have thought in the condition she is in, she would be glad of any man who was prepared to make an honest woman of her.’


When Helena began to cry his tone softened. Deep down, he still nurtured fond feelings towards his wife even though they had not lain together in the marital bed for many years.


‘You must leave this with me,’ he told her, and with that he turned abruptly and left the room.


Late that evening, as Helena lay propped up against the pillows in her bed reading Jane Eyre, there was a tap at the door and Charles entered the room. He looked remarkably handsome in his tails and his smart waistcoat, and Helena blinked with surprise.


‘I have come up with a solution to Isabelle’s problem,’ he announced.


She stared at him hopefully. ‘Oh really, Charles? What is it?’


His tongue flicked out to moisten his dry lips. He knew that his wife would not approve of what he was about to suggest, but after spending the whole day racking his brains it was the only idea he had managed to come up with.


‘We shall send Isabelle away until after her confinement, then once it is over we shall get someone to take the child.’


‘And where shall we send her?’


Avoiding her eyes he sat down on a small gilded chair that Helena had had shipped across from France.


‘I thought the safest place for her would be . . . in Hatter’s Hall.’


‘What!’ Helena’s face was horrified. ‘But you couldn’t do that to her, Charles! The poor girl would suffer terribly if you incarcerated her there. It is a lunatic asylum!’


‘Not all of it,’ he denied. ‘And I should know – I am the main benefactor. You would be surprised how many of our neighbours have placed their daughters there for exactly the same reason – and they pay well for the privilege, let me tell you. There is a separate wing that is quite luxurious and she would be safe there away from prying eyes.’


Helena shook her head dazedly. ‘She would never agree to it in a thousand years.’


‘I’m afraid in this matter she won’t have a choice.’ He stood and glowered at his wife. ‘For once our dear daughter is going to have to do exactly as she is told. It’s for her own sake. Think of it, woman. What man will ever want her if word gets out that she is having a bastard? She will be destined to become an old maid.’


‘B-but the child will still be our grandchild,’ Helena said falteringly.


Charles rolled his eyes in frustration. ‘You must get that idea out of your head immediately,’ he scolded. ‘The child will be taken away the minute it is born. I shall see to it all, so you may as well get used to the idea. I will have no flyblow laying claim to what I and my father before me have worked years to establish.’


Seeing that Helena was close to tears, he then left the room, closing the door quietly behind him. He had said what he had intended to say; now he would leave her to come to terms with the idea.


Just as Helena had feared, Isabelle screamed in protest at her father’s suggestion. ‘I won’t go!’ she raged, folding her slender arms across her chest. ‘How could you even think of locking me away with a load of lunatics? The idea is preposterous!’


‘What is even more preposterous is the idea of you thinking that you can bring a bastard brat into this house,’ her father retaliated. He was sitting at his desk in his study and staring at her steadily, but she turned about and slammed out of the room with her blue silken skirts swirling before he had the chance to say as much as another word.


As she exploded from the room, Isabelle almost collided with her brother Josh, who had just come in after a gallop across the countryside.


‘Whoa there!’ He grinned as he caught her elbows and drew her to a halt but she shook him off, her mouth set in grim lines.


‘Oh, just leave me alone, Joshua,’ she hissed and raced away as he scratched his head in bewilderment. He stood and watched her flounce away up the stairs for a moment then shrugging he continued on towards the kitchen to persuade the cook to part with a slice of her excellent fruitcake. He knew to steer clear of his little sister when she was in one of her moods.


Alone again in his study, Charles rose from his desk and crossing to the tasselled bell-pull that hung at the side of the fireplace, he yanked on it viciously. Almost immediately there was a tap at the door and his manservant Jacobs appeared. Jacobs was a small portly man with thinning hair and faded blue eyes. He had served his master faithfully since Charles had been scarcely out of short trousers, and now he bowed before saying, ‘Yes, sir?’


‘Jacobs, I have a small errand I wish you to do for me.’ When he had finished explaining to the man what he wanted, he added, ‘And could you tell Miss Isabelle’s maid that I wish to see her before you go?’ When Jacobs left the room, Charles went to stare down into the flames that were roaring up the chimney. He did not look forward to what he was planning, but there seemed no other option open to him. There was another tap on the door and this time Polly appeared.


‘Ah, Polly.’ Charles gave her a rare smile. ‘I’ve seen how hard you have worked since Miss Isabelle came home from school, and I think you have earned a night off.’


Polly’s mouth fell into a gape but she shut it hastily as the master went on, ‘Why don’t you go home and see your family this evening after you have prepared Miss Isabelle for bed? You may spend the night with them, but be sure to be back here bright and early in the morning.’


‘Why . . . thank yer, sir.’ Polly could hardly believe her luck. She bobbed her knee and scuttled from the room before he could change his mind. The master must be mellowing in his old age. Normally she only got one Sunday afternoon a month off!


Charles then strode around to the stable-block where he had a hasty word with Hoskins, the head groom. Like Jacobs, the man was completely trustworthy. And then he went back to his study. All he could do now was wait.


Dinner was a somewhat strained affair that evening despite Joshua’s attempts to start a conversation. Isabelle was obviously still in a sulk over something or another, while his mother seemed to be a bag of nerves. Although the young man did his best to lighten the atmosphere, even his father only spoke when spoken to, so eventually he gave up.


Following dinner, Charles went off to his study, Helena retired early pleading a headache, and Isabelle went off sulkily to her room. Joshua shrugged and left them all to it.




Chapter Four


That evening, as the grandfather clock in the hall chimed eleven, Charles rose from his desk and straightening his cravat, he strode towards the door. Just as he had instructed, Jacobs was there waiting for him in the hallway.


‘Did you get it?’ Charles asked tersely and the man held up a small corked bottle.


Charles nodded. ‘Excellent, and is Hoskins at the front with the carriage?’


‘Yes, sir. Ready and waiting.’


‘Good, then follow me, and be quiet about it.’


Side by side the two men climbed the sweeping staircase and once on the galleried landing Charles took a large white handkerchief from his pocket and shook it out, muttering, ‘Give me the chloroform.’


The servant did as he was told, and holding the handkerchief at arm’s length, Charles liberally tipped some of the contents of the bottle onto it.


‘Now wait here until I call you,’ he ordered when they reached the door to Isabelle’s room, and Jacobs shrank back into the shadows.
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