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For the people of the ‘Black Country’.  The coal they mined and the steel they forged built more than industries; it created a people of unique character.  Theirs is a warmth of spirit and a depth of generosity that is unsurpassed, while their humour is second to none.  I count myself fortunate to be of their number.


Chapter One

‘Oh, yes, Father, you know best! You have always known what was best, both for Mark and myself. It has always been do what you say, do things the way you think they should be done. No thought to what Mark or I might want, no matter what our feelings . . .’

‘Shut your mouth!’ Luther Kenton smashed his fist on the table separating him from his daughter. ‘I haven’t asked for your opinion nor never will, no fear of that. There be nothing inside a woman’s head that’s worth the enquiry . . . just do what a woman be meant to do: keep your mouth closed!’

‘Like my mother did, like she had to do all those years she was married to you, like you have forced Mark to do ever since he became old enough to think for himself!’ Isabel Kenton stared into the face of her father, a man she had feared for almost all of her twenty-one years. ‘Well, this time there is nothing you can do. For the first time in his life Mark is his own man, he is free of you . . .’

‘I said, shut your mouth!’ Eyes starting with the anger that raged inside him, Luther jumped to his feet, his heavy-set body leaning across the table, one hand coming close to her face. ‘Shut it . . . or you’ll feel the back of my hand across it!’

‘It would not be the first time, nor would it come as any surprise.’ Isabel sat perfectly still. ‘After all, that is the only place either of your children has ever felt the touch of your hand. You are a bully and a bigot. You ruled my mother until the day she died, just as you have ruled my brother and me, but your rule is ended, Father. Mark is free of you and from today I will be too . . .’

‘I told you to shut your mouth!’ Luther Kenton’s hand came flashing across the remaining space, smacking hard against her mouth, snapping her head back on her neck. ‘You don’t have enough sense to learn, you or that bloody brother you be so fond of defending. You will do as I say, the pair of you, and should you ever dare back answer me again, girl, it will be more than a smack to the mouth you’ll get.’

Blood was oozing from the split in her bottom lip but Isabel made no move to wipe it away. ‘I have no doubt of that, Father,’ she said quietly. ‘That has always been you strategy. If anything gets in your way, destroy it. If anyone opposes you, beat them into submission. Well, you have money enough to achieve the first and the physical strength to accomplish the second, especially where your opponents are your son and daughter. But I tell you this – for all your strength and all your money, you are not nor ever will be half the man your son is!’

Taking in his breath with a soft hiss, Luther stared at her, his hand already raised to strike again.

Across the small space Isabel’s hazel eyes held his calmly though her heart thumped with fear. She had never defied him before, never questioned his word, accepting always that as her father she must do what he said no matter what the pain or unhappiness to herself, but feeling that hurt doubled whenever his anger fell on Mark.

‘Go ahead, Father,’ she said as his hand began its downward swing, ‘add one more memory of your spite, one more reason for my remembering you as you are: a man empty of love but filled with ambition. You have already sacrificed your wife to it and would offer your children too. But you will not sacrifice me upon that altar, and when Mark returns I pray God he too will find the courage to throw the business back in your face.’

‘Get out!’ His raised hand crashed once more on to the table. ‘Get out!’

Rising from her chair, she stood looking at the man now hunched over the table, his hands supporting his weight, his chin on his chest.

‘That is exactly what I intend to do. This is the last time you will ever have to look on me, or I on you. I wish I could say that causes me sorrow, Father, but it does not. The only sense it gives me is one of joy.’

‘You’ll leave this house when I say.’ His voice hard with anger, Luther did not look up. ‘And that will be as Jago Timmins’s wife.’

Isabel caught the back of the chair from which she had risen, her knuckles showing white. ‘No, Father,’ she said tightly. ‘I will not marry Jago Timmins.’

‘You’ll do as I bloody well tell you!’ Luther straightened up, his face purple with rage, the words exploding from his lips. ‘I be master in this house!’

‘You always have been. My mother would testify to that were she still alive, but she is not. She gave up trying to live with your cruelty and meanness, and I will no longer live with them either. Nor do I intend to die because of them.’

Isabel felt a shiver of fear tingling along her spine even as she spoke. Luther Kenton had never before been confronted with the truth in his own house; now it was being thrown at him by the daughter who had always been quietly submissive, and his reaction could only be anticipated.

Across the room an ormolu clock ticked into a silence charged with both fear and rage. Isabel’s hands still held on to the chair though she longed to turn and run from the room. But she would not. She had long awaited this day, each of the ones before filled with terror that her father would marry her off to Jago Timmins before she could make good her escape; but now her deliverance was here and nothing would make her consent to marry that man. Breath catching nervously in her lungs, Isabel kept her voice calm.

‘I tell you again, I will not marry Jago Timmins and I am leaving this house today.’

The muscles in his neck standing out like thick cords, the left side of his face twitching spasmodically, Luther remained hunched across the table but now his face was lifted to hers. ‘You leave this house and you burn your boats. You won’t get a brass farthing from me, not so much as a bloody brass farthing! And who do you think will even look at you without it?’

‘If you think that causes me worry you are wrong.’ Isabel stared into eyes that still seemed cold and dead despite the anger etched clearly on her father’s chiselled features. Money is the last thing I ever wanted from you. As for my boats, let them burn. When I come to a river I will swim across or drown in the attempt. Either way I will do it smiling, glad to be free of you.’

‘Oh, arrh?’ Luther snarled. ‘You’ll be glad to be gone from me. But how will you feel a few weeks from now? A few weeks of having nothing to eat save what you can beg will have you singing a different song. A month . . . I’ll give you a month. But you’ll be back long afore that, whining for me to get you out of the mess you’ll be in, begging to be given back your home; and him, that brother of yours, he’ll be mewling after summat else. Will already have forgotten this latest fad of joining the Army.’

Isabel walked to the door then hesitated, looking back to meet cold eyes that burned like grey ice. ‘I cannot speak for Mark.’ Blood still oozed from the cut in her lip, trickling down steadily to drip from her chin, but still she did not check it. ‘But for myself, I vow that once I have left this house only your death of mine will ever bring me back to it.’

‘Arrh, you be right.’ Luther’s anger flared anew. ‘It will be the death of one, but that one won’t be me!’

‘I said I would not speak for Mark’s feelings.’ Isabel forced herself to stand firm as her father got to his feet, his face dark with rage. ‘And perhaps before you do, you should know you can no longer exert any influence over his life. The fad, as you call it, will by now be reality. Mark left for Birmingham on the morning train. He has gone to enlist. And before you speak of buying his release, even should he wish you to do so, you might remember this country is now at war! If Mark has enlisted, and I am positive he will have done so, then there is nothing your money can do. He will be beyond your reach, for at least as long as this war continues, and if God sees fit to return him here then maybe he will continue to follow his own way. Maybe you will no longer dominate him!’

‘Mark’s gone to enlist?’ His voice was thick with rage. ‘After what I said to him!’

‘Maybe it was because of what you said to him. Mark is no longer a child. You cannot go on ordering his every move, making every decision for him. You cannot demand he go into the business, he . . .’

‘I can’t demand?’ Luther kicked savagely at the chair he had earlier sat on, sending it crashing sideways against a tall spindle-legged plant stand, toppling the aspidistra that crowned it. ‘I can’t tell him? I can tell him this: either he comes into the business now, or he can kiss goodbye to my money. Like you, he’ll not see a penny.’

‘Bringing Mark into the business will not be achieved by kicking over a hundred chairs.’ Isabel felt her heart jump violently as the china plant pot crashed on to the floor. ‘That is a matter you will have to discuss with His Majesty and the Prime Minister. Somehow I feel that given the present situation they will be less than impressed by your temper or your money.’

‘Present situation!’ Luther said scathingly. ‘This war that everybody’s going on about – how long do you think it will last? Six months and the Kaiser will be on his knees. By Christmas this war will be over and done with but the country will still need steel.’

‘And that is all you care about, isn’t it?’

‘Arrh, it is all I care about. What else do I have? A daughter – what good be them to any man? – and a son whose bloody head be filled with daft notions. Well, hear this, any man who leaves the employ of Kenton’s to go playing bloody soldiers will need to find himself a new place of work when he comes back. Arrh, and a different home if the one he has belongs to me. And that goes for your brother too. If he has signed on then he be finished. Let the Army find him a place for good. He won’t be welcome back here!’

Isabel sat in the small trap outside Wednesbury railway station. Mark would rather he were picked up in one of those racy motor carriages he loved to talk about, the machines their father dismissed as ‘useless contraptions that would not last out the decade’. They were noisy, Isabel admitted to herself. At least the one that Joseph Hayden had bought was. It was the only one she had seen in the town so maybe she should not pass judgement, but if they all made as much of a racket as that or smelled so terribly of oil and fumes then she hoped the town would not be blessed, or rather plagued, with more. In this one thing at least she was in accord with her father: motor carriages were definitely no replacement for the horse and trap.

‘Train be due shortly, Miss Kenton.’ The station master, smart as new paint in his green uniform embellished with brass buttons and gold braid, had come out on one of his two-hourly checks of the exterior of the station, colourful now with the flowers of summer. ‘Would you care to sit in the first-class waiting room and I’ll ’ave you some tea sent in?’

‘No, thank you, Mr Perkins.’ Isabel smiled. ‘I prefer to wait here and watch the world go by.’

‘If Wednesbury be the world then it won’t take a deal of passin’.’

‘Yes, it is a small town.’ Isabel’s smile widened as she answered. ‘But you know the saying, Mr Perkins: there can be some good stuff in a little bundle.’

Albert Perkins lifted his peaked cap, smoothing one hand across his grey hair before replacing it. ‘That be right enough and no mistake, and I reckon old Kaiser Bill will find out just how good when a few of our blokes get set about him. He’ll see then just ’ow much of a mistake it is to be at war with England.’

‘War is a terrible business.’ Isabel’s smile faded.

‘Now don’t you be worryin’.’ Across the town the clock of St Bartholomew’s chimed four and Albert Perkins checked his pocket watch, giving it a shake and holding it to his ear before replacing it in the pocket of his waistcoat. ‘Like I said, this little shindig with the Kaiser will be over afore it starts. We’ll soon see ’im off, never fear.’

‘I do not doubt that for one minute. It is the thought of the men who might be hurt in the process, maybe even killed . . .’ Isabel shuddered. This was why she had tried to talk Mark out of his determination to join the Army . . . what if he were killed?

‘Won’t be no men killed.’ The station master adjusted his cap, this time with an air of confidence as if already having seen off the enemy. ‘And only ones to be hurt will be the Germans as they tumble over one another running away. No, Miss Kenton, this little tussle ain’t worth getting yourself in a state over. Come Christmas you’ll be wondering why you ever felt bothered in the first place.’

Why had she felt bothered in the first place? Isabel watched the station master return to his office as the blast of a steam whistle heralded the arrival of the four o’clock train. Mark, her father, Mr Perkins, everyone she spoke to seemed to think this war was no more than a childish prank, an escapade to be enjoyed. Why then did she feel so differently, why did her heart sink at the very thought of it?

‘Hello, Bel!’

Isabel lifted a hand to her twin brother as he strode from the station, coming towards her with all the self-assurance of a man who had achieved what he had set out to do. His mouth was set in a wide happy grin, sand-coloured hair which always resisted every attempt at constraint flopping forward untidily. This was why her heart always sank at the thought of war. Mark, the only thing that mattered in her life, would be a part of it.

‘Good of you to come and pick me up.’

‘Did you think I would leave my baby brother to find his own way home?’

‘Less of the baby!’ Reaching up, he pulled her easily from the driving seat of the trap, whirling her around in his arms. ‘Or I might have to teach you a lesson in manners, me wench!’

‘Mark, put me down!’ Isabel tried to sound shocked though the smile that came instantly to her face belied her tone of voice. ‘What on earth would Father say?’

‘Who cares what that old ogre thinks?’ Mark dropped a kiss on her nose before setting her on her feet. ‘Nothing he says can affect me, not now.’

Isabel winced as he kissed the side of her face.

‘Bel!’ Holding her at arm’s length, he studied her closely and his smile disappeared. ‘Not you too . . . it was him, wasn’t it? He did this to you?’

‘No, Mark, I . . .’

‘Don’t lie, Bel, not for him, he’s not worth it. Though I must admit I never thought even he would strike a woman . . . But he will pay. As God is my witness, I swear he will pay.’

‘Forget it, Mark, there are other things to worry about.’

Isabel settled back into the driving seat, watching her brother walk around to the other side of the smartly painted trap and climb in beside her.

‘You are my main worry, Sis. Leaving you with that swine while I was away getting an education was bad enough, but now . . . now I know he uses his hand on you the same as on me . . . Oh, Bel! Why didn’t you tell me before? Why does it have to be now when it’s too late?’

‘I said not to worry about me.’ Taking up the reins, she urged the mare from the station, into Great Western Street.

‘How?’ Mark asked through clenched teeth. ‘How can you expect me not to worry? I know just how easily that man loses his temper, how hard his hands can strike . . . of course I am going to worry for you. Oh, Christ, Bel!’ If only I had known yesterday.’

Passing tradesmen’s carts on their way to the railway goods depot, Isabel guided the pony trap left into Dudley Street before answering.

‘I did not want to tell you yesterday, Mark, because I knew what would happen then. I knew you would forget about joining the Army, and if that had happened you might never have got out from under Father’s thumb. He is so determined you should join the business, and I know how much you hate the idea.’

‘It isn’t that I hate the business so much as I dislike the idea of devoting myself to it, body and soul. Father would allow nothing less. Once I started at the works I would be given time for nothing apart from the factory – and there are so many things life has to offer. Is it wrong to want to live a little before devoting myself to Kenton Engineering Works?’

‘No, there’s nothing wrong in wanting that.’ Isabel smiled at a young boy who trotted alongside the mare, one hand set lovingly on her neck. ‘And neither of us will be sacrificed to it, not if you have enlisted. Have you, Mark?’

Lifting a hand, he ran it through his sandy hair, a gesture that displayed the worry he was feeling. ‘Yes. Yes, I have. I put my name on the dotted line and now I wish to God I hadn’t.’

Returning the wave of the lad who reluctantly left the side of the horse, Isabel turned on to the Holyhead Road and glanced at her brother. ‘It was what you wanted, Mark?’

‘Yes, it was what I wanted.’ He dropped his hands, letting them both hang limply as he hunched forward, resting his arms on his knees.

‘Then we both have what we wanted.’ Isabel smiled, feeling a stinging pain in her lip over the cut. The price of freedom, she thought, was a price well worth the paying.

‘How can you say that . . . and how can I believe you want to be marred to Jago Timmins, a man as old as your own father?’

Ahead of them the heath lay to one side and half-mown cornfields to the other. The vaulting sky above changed from blue to scarlet as the furnaces of a myriad distant workshops were opened for the tipping of molten metal and the drawing of bars of steel. Isabel stared at the spectacle, feeling as she always did the awesome, almost frightening, beauty of the sight, knowing the power that lay behind it: a power that would soon be turning raw metal into weapons of war.

‘I will not be marrying Jago Timmins,’ she said quietly. ‘Today I have reached the age of twenty-one. From this day forth Father cannot force me to do anything I do not want to do. I am free of him, Mark, and so must you be. Do not let him bully you into giving up the Army or anything else you want to do. Live your own life, Mark, live it before it is too late.’

‘But you will still be here, in his house . . . But it won’t be for long, Bel. Four months at the most is all this war will last, everybody says it will be finished by Christmas. Just four months more and I will take you away from here, I promise.’

Her glance still on the scarlet bowl of the sky, Isabel smiled. ‘I will not have to wait four months. My belongings are already packed. Once I have delivered my baby brother home, I shall leave. I have already told Father.’

‘You have told him!’ Mark jerked upright, surprise replacing the worry in his face. ‘What did he say?’

‘What I expected. He used the same weapon he always uses . . .’

‘His money?’

‘Yes.’ Isabel nodded. ‘His money. He thought to make me change my mind about leaving the house and refusing to marry Jago Timmins by telling me I would not get one penny . . . or as he put it not a bloody brass farthing . . . from him. But his threats and his bullying did not work. I will leave, nothing is going to prevent that.’

‘But where will you go, how will you make a living?’

Isabel guided the mare past the fever hospital and along the path worn by miners and laden carts going to and from the Lodge Holes coalmine and which now linked the towns of Wednesbury and Darlaston.

‘I have thought of that. I have money I’ve saved from my quarterly allowance – whatever else Father may be he has never been mean with my dress allowance. I can use that to pay for a room somewhere, and thought that with the war I might be given a job in a hospital. I don’t mind if it is only scrubbing floors, at least I will have charge of my own life.’

‘There’s no need for that, Bel.’ A smile breaking across his face, Mark was suddenly the boy she had laughed and played with in those long-gone days before their mother’s death. ‘I have no money saved, I’m afraid, but I will get my pay from the Army, which should be enough to keep us both. I will find a place and we will share it, you and me together, and Father can keep his money.’

‘Then you will not let him talk you out of the Army?’

‘There is less chance of that than there is of the Kaiser becoming King of England!’ Mark laughed. ‘You can pick up your belongings from Woodbank House and when you leave, I leave with you. Flying Office Mark Kenton and his sister Miss Isabel Kenton will begin their new life together.’

‘Flying Officer!’ Isabel’s face took on a puzzled look. ‘But you were hoping to be given a place in the regiment of the King’s Dragoons.’

‘A commission, Bel.’ Mark laughed again. ‘A man is not “given a place” in the Army, he is given a rank. Either private, non-commissioned officer or officer.’

‘Well, whatever!’ A frown settled on Isabel’s brow. ‘The fact is you said you were hoping to join the Army, and not five minutes ago you told me you had, and now you are calling yourself a Flying Officer, whatever that might be. Mark . . .’ The frown faded, leaving a hint of concern in her hazel eyes. ‘Was there something wrong . . . would the Army not take you?’

Mark’s hoot of laughter momentarily drowned the crunching of the gritty coal waste beneath the trap’s wheels. He threw an arm about Isabel, drawing her close and hugging her.

‘Oh, they took me all right.’

‘But how?’ Wriggling free from his grasp, she stared at him. ‘You called yourself Flying Officer Kenton. You did, Mark, I distinctly heard you say it. But men do not fly to war, at least not in the British Army.’

‘They will from now on.’ His voice became low and eager. ‘Men will fly to war and I will be one of them. Oh, Bel, I can’t tell you how I feel. It’s all so exciting, so new. It’s the start of a wonderful world.’

Was it? Isabel looked at the face of her brother, shining with enthusiasm. Was it the start of a wonderful new world or was it the beginning of the end?

‘I can see how exciting it all is.’ She forced away the doubts that filled her mind. ‘But perhaps, Flying Officer Kenton, you will tell me just what occurred in that recruiting office. Do they have flying officers in the Army, and if so, just what is it they are required to do?’

‘They do and they don’t. Now don’t frown at me like a displeased school mistress – I will explain everything while you coax this old hack into getting us home.’

‘Janey is not a hack!’ Isabel was suddenly indignant. ‘You call her that again and you will find yourself walking to Woodbank.’

‘Sorry, Janey. See, she has forgiven me . . . she knows I love her like a sister.’ Mark laughed as, hearing her name, the mare’s ears flickered. ‘Though I wish it were a Bean we were driving in. Now there is a motor car a man can feel proud of.’

‘Janey and the trap will do for me.’ Isabel flicked the reins. ‘I am not a lover of those awful motor carriages.’

‘You will be, Bel, you take my word for it.’

‘Like I took your word you were going to join the Army but you did not?’

‘I did, Bel. Look . . .’ Mark twisted in his seat, meeting her gaze as he explained himself. ‘I was in the recruitment centre. There were queues of men all waiting to sign on . . . I tell you, Bel, the Kaiser is going to get such a belting . . .’

‘Mark! Flying Officer?’

‘Oh, yes.’ The boyish grin widened. ‘I had already signed for the Dragoons when in walked Goosey Gandere . . .’

‘In walked who?’ Isabel shot him an amused look, her indignation at his calling Janey a hack forgiven and forgotten.

‘Goosey . . . John Gandere. We are . . . were . . . at Cambridge together. His father bought him a biplane, lucky blighter! He got his pilot’s licence then used to take me up at weekends or whenever we could shove off to his parents’ place in the country. Needless to say, I got the bug. I spent every moment and every penny I could on flying lessons – that’s why I’ve got no money. But I have got my pilot’s licence.

‘Well, like I say, Goosey walked in just as I signed. Turns out the man he was with was his uncle, Field Marshal Sir William Gandere. Anyway, Goosey told me he had signed on with the Royal Flying Corps. He was full of it, said they were set to play a pretty active part in the fun to come and that good pilots would be like gold dust. So when he told his uncle I too could fly an aeroplane, the Field Marshal immediately seconded me to the Flying Corps. Hence Mark Kenton, Flying Officer, RFC.’

‘Mark, you mean you have been in a flying machine . . . up in the sky!’

‘They don’t do so well anywhere else, Sis.’ He chuckled.

‘But you never said.’

‘And you know why.’ The chuckle ended abruptly. ‘Because of what Father would have done. He’d have put the kibosh on my flying straight away.’

‘Yes, he would have put a stop to it,’ Isabel agreed. ‘But I don’t know that he’d have been wrong. Flying machines are dangerous Mark.’

‘Nonsense.’ Mark swivelled around, once more looking to his front. ‘They’re as safe as riding with old Janey and she wouldn’t hurt a fly, would you, old girl?’

The mare’s ears flickered again.

‘Aeroplanes will not be just a part of fighting this war against Germany. They are the future, Bel. They’re here to stay.’

‘You said that about the horseless carriage.’ She felt the pace of the trap quicken as Janey recognised home ground. ‘Surely there will not be the same noisy machines over our heads? They would terrify Janey, not to mention me.’

‘You’ll get to love them, Sis, despite the noise. This war is going to change a whole lot of things. Aeroplanes being only one of those changes . . .’

Isabel felt a sudden chill down her spine, as though his words were prophetic, speaking not of fun and daring in flying machines, but death and twisted bodies and the weeping of widowed women. Would it be like that? She wondered. Would this war that Mark dismissed so flippantly leave the nation weeping?

‘. . . but the first step is to find ourselves a place to live,’ he went on as his sister turned the trap into the short drive that led to Woodbank House. ‘I’ll ask Mrs Bradshaw if she knows of somewhere just for tonight. Even if we drive back to Wednesbury there will be no train until morning. Who knows? Perhaps now we are at war Darlaston might reopen its passenger line. Lord knows, we could do with it.’

Isabel glanced at the house partly screened by tall conifers. She had planned so long, dreamed so often of leaving this place, yet had not thought of finding herself an alternative home. What if her father’s housekeeper did not know of rooms she and Mark might rent . . . what if there were nowhere else she could go? How Luther would smirk, how he would revel in making her apologise. What was it he had said? That she would soon be back, begging to be given the shelter of her old home? Glancing again at the house as Mark helped her from the trap, Isabel set her teeth. That was one pleasure her father would never enjoy. He would never hear her beg!


Chapter Two

‘When did it happen?’

Isabel seemed to hear the question from a long way off.

‘About five minutes after Miss Isabel left for Wednesbury.’ Arthur Bradshaw gravely looked at the brother and sister he had known from childhood. ‘The master rang for me and ordered his carriage.’

‘Did he say where he was going?’

‘It was difficult to tell, he was shouting and banging around. Begging your pardon, Mr Mark, you know what he be like in a temper, but seems he said something about going over to Butcroft.’

Butcroft. Isabel heard the word through the mist that had enveloped her, setting her apart from the discussion taking place between her father’s servant and her brother. Her father was going to Butcroft . . . it could only be to Jago Timmins’s home, but to no avail. She would not marry that man. Her father could not force her – not now.

‘So then what happened?’

‘I went over to the stables to tell them to bring the carriage around to the front of the house.’ Bradshaw shifted his feet uneasily. ‘Then I came back to see if the master wanted anything else. He . . . he was standing over there, against the fireplace, and when I spoke to him he shouted . . .’

‘Well?’ Mark asked as the manservant broke off. ‘What did my father shout?’

‘It don’t be right for me to say in front of Miss Isabel.’

Mark crossed the spacious sitting room, overfull like all the rooms in this house with heavy ornate furniture, and placed an arm about his sister’s shoulders.

‘Miss Isabel feels as I do, Mr Bradshaw.’ He addressed the manservant with the respect his mother had always demanded her children should show the servants. ‘She will not take it unkindly. Just tell us exactly what was said.’

‘He . . . he . . .’ Bradshaw cleared his throat, obviously reluctant to continue, but when neither Mark nor Isabel spoke he went on. ‘I asked the master if he wanted me for anything else and he said I was to tell Mrs Bradshaw there would be a marriage taking place in this house next week. He said what sounded like “special licence”. Then he grabbed the ornament from the sofa table – you know the one, Miss Isabel, the Three Graces, it was your mother’s favourite. Well, he grabbed it and smashed it into the fireplace. His face was sort of blotchy, purple and red, and his eyes . . . I ain’t never seen him in such a paddy afore. He was fair screeching and throwing anything he laid hands on.’

‘Think they can bloody well pull the wool over my eyes do they? Think they can tell me what they will and won’t do! Well, they’ve got a bloody shock coming to ’em, a bloody big shock, the pair of ’em. They will do as Luther Kenton says. One will marry where I tell her, and the other will start in the business tomorrow . . .’

‘He laughed then and followed it up with a fit of coughing but all through it he kept on ranting and raving. “They’ll do what I tell them,” he shouted, “all the days of my life. And when I’ve gone they’ll be ready to reap their reward. Oh, and they’ll reap it all right. One shilling each will be all they get of Luther Kenton’s money. A shilling for my son and a shilling for my daughter, that will teach them to tell . . .”’

Bradshaw halted, his eyes on Isabel who sat unmoving, then at Mark’s nod he continued: ‘That was when it happened. He stopped all of a sudden, like he’d been pole axed. His mouth was working but no words came out, and his eyes . . . his eyes was like gobstoppers. One second he was shouting and the next he was on the floor. I sent for the doctor right off . . . eh, Mr Mark, I’m sorry!’

‘You must not worry, Mr Bradshaw, I am sure you did all you could.’ Suddenly Mark sounded infinitely older than his years. ‘Where . . . where is my father now?’

‘We got him up to his room. Will I take you up to him, sir?’

‘No.’ Mark’s fingers tightened on Isabel’s shoulder. ‘No, Mr Bradshaw, not for the moment. I think my sister needs to rest before . . . before we go to see our father.’

‘Very well, Mr Mark.’ Bradshaw nodded. ‘Will I have Mrs Bradshaw send in a tray of tea?’

‘Thank you, that would be most helpful.’

‘It was my fault.’ The door closed softly behind the departing Bradshaw yet the sound of it shattered the invisible wall that surrounded Isabel, driving away the mist that had wrapped itself around her. ‘It was my fault. I should not have spoken out, I never should have told him.’

‘It was no more your fault than it was mine.’ Mark dropped to his knees before her, taking her hands in his. ‘I could say I caused this to happen by telling him I wanted to join the Army. I could, but I won’t. Neither of us was the true cause, it was his own vicious temper. His rages have been getting worse, you know that. Look what he did to you.’ He lifted one finger to her mouth, gently touching the recent cut. ‘And this isn’t the first time he has struck you, is it, Bel? Is it?’

‘No, but . . .’

‘No buts, Bel.’ Mark rose to his feet and walked to the fireplace where the remains of the lovely porcelain figurine still lay scattered across the hearth. ‘No more excuses. He was a vindictive man who will tread anyone down who gets in his way, no matter who they are. Even his own children. We did right to stand up to him. From today we can go our own way.’

Watching Bradshaw set the tea tray on the pie-crust mahogany table their mother had always kept beside the sofa, Isabel thought again of the long years she had waited for this day to dawn, her twenty-first birthday. In any other household of their standing in the town there would have been celebrations planned, but not in Woodbank, not in Luther Kenton’s house. It was almost as if he had hated them. Isabel heard the soft click of the door as the manservant withdrew. But why? For what reason could a father dislike his own children as much as Luther had disliked Mark and herself? Why nurse the spite he had vented so often on them both, and why have hated their mother so openly?

‘God, this would happen now!’ Mark struck one fist into his palm. ‘What the hell will the Flying Corps say when I ask for leave before I even report for duty?’

‘They will understand, Mark.’ Isabel automatically poured tea for them both, adding milk and two spoons of sugar to her brother’s cup. ‘You must do what is right by Father regardless of how we felt about him.’

‘He’s managed it after all, hasn’t he, Bel? I told you he would put the kibosh on my joining up!’

Older than her twin by two minutes, Isabel had always felt a kind of responsibility for him, often shielding him from their father’s anger, even long before their mother’s death. Now that instinct rose strong in her again. Luther Kenton would not win, would not destroy his son’s hopes and dreams as so often before. He would no longer dictate Mark’s life, or hers. ‘No, he has not,’ she insisted. ‘This need not prevent your taking up your commission.’

‘But the business . . .’

‘It appears we no longer need worry about the business. One shilling each didn’t Bradshaw say? One shilling for his son and one for his daughter. It seems our father has willed Kenton Engineering elsewhere. At least we will be free from that.’

Isabel smoothed the black taffeta skirts of her dress, touching a hand to the rich folds of auburn hair held back by a black ribbon. It had been a week since she had vowed to leave this house, a week since she and Mark had returned to find Luther Kenton dead of a heart attack.

She had tried to feel sorrow, or even remorse, but neither of those emotions had come to her. Nor did she yet feel relief. Her father was dead, could no longer rule her life; yet somewhere deep within her she feared he had not so easily released his grip. She trembled suddenly. Could he somehow, even now, have a hold over her?

‘Ready, Bel?’

Outside her bedroom door, Mark’s voice called. Tomorrow he would be gone. Seven days was all the time the Hying Corps had granted him. Seven days in which to bury his father and settle his affairs . . . and hers. Isabel walked slowly to the door. Seven days in which the town’s industrial elite had paid their respects and followed her father to his grave. Now they were gone and soon Mark would be gone too and she would be left to find them both another home.

Downstairs in the room her father had kept strictly for conducting any business he felt could not be conducted at the works Isabel took the chair Mark held for her. Soon the last of Luther Kenton’s words would be spoken to them: soon she could leave Woodbank House.

‘Are you feeling up to this, Miss Kenton?’

Isabel nodded to the man seated behind her father’s desk, heavy horn-rimmed pince-nez clinging perilously to a nose too thin to hold them.

‘Would you perhaps care for a glass of water?’

‘No, thank you.’ Isabel gave a single shake of her head. ‘I am perfectly all right. Please continue.’

‘Very well.’ Luther Kenton’s solicitor cleared his throat as he unfolded a sheet of thick parchment.

‘Being the solicitor acting for the late Mr Luther James Kenton it falls to me to read this, his last Will and Testament . . .’

His final words. Isabel’s fingers clenched in her lap. What last act of spite had their father planned for them?

‘“ . . . To my manservant of many years, Arthur Bradshaw . . .”’

Isabel felt the flurry of expectancy behind her and the satisfied sigh as the solicitor related the bequest. She felt a mixture of pleasure and relief. At least Luther had not forgotten his servants.

‘“ . . . and finally to Mark Philip, son of my wife, Victoria Kenton . . .”’

The solicitor glanced over his pince-nez, catching the puzzled look that passed between brother and sister.

“‘. . . I leave the thing he least wanted: the firm of Kenton Engineering, together with its subsidiary businesses. To Isabel Margaret, daughter of my wife Victoria Kenton, I leave this house together with the sum of five thousand pounds on the stipulation that she remains living in it. My name, however, I cannot leave them for they were not begotten of me. Signed this day . . .”’

‘But there must be some mistake?’ Mark interrupted. ‘Luther Kenton was our father.’

‘I am sorry, Mr Kenton.’ The solicitor held the document out towards him. ‘I can only read what is written here, which having been signed in the presence of witnesses is, I assure you, perfectly legal . . .’

‘I don’t damn’ well care who witnessed it! That paragraph is a lie. My mother was married to Luther Kenton and we are his children.’

‘Once again, Mr Kenton, I assure you the words are not mine. I read only what has been written. You can read it for yourself . . .’

Grabbing the piece of parchment, Mark scanned the contents. ‘Damn him!’ he muttered, throwing the document back on to the desk. ‘Damn Luther Kenton to hell!’

‘My father . . .’

Isabel waited while the Bradshaws withdrew then turned to the solicitor, now folding the will.

‘. . . could not have left this house and all of his business concerns to my brother and myself . . .’

The solicitor looked over the pince-nez which was gradually losing its hold on his nose.

‘You see, Mr Bradshaw heard him say we were to have no more than one shilling each. Those were his very words, you can ask Mr Bradshaw.’

‘I can.’ The pince-nez had reached the end of its journey and now teetered on the very tip of the man’s nose. ‘And should you so desire it, Miss – er – Kenton . . .’ Realising he had left a most embarrasing gap before saying her name, the solicitor poked a finger at the spectacles, pushing them back on to the bridge of his long narrow nose ‘. . . I will do so. But it would have no bearing upon the bequest, I do assure you. Whatever your father . . . Mr Kenton . . . intended I cannot of course say, but unless a later will is found – and again you have my assurances that no later document was signed in or lodged at my chambers – then this,’ he tapped the folded paper against the desk top, ‘is the legal and binding wish of the deceased.’

‘He did win.’ Having seen out the solicitor Mark returned to Isabel, still sitting in Luther’s study. ‘We should have guessed he would.’

‘Can it be true, Mark? What he wrote in that will. Are we really not his children?’

‘Why would he write it otherwise?’

‘To hurt us?’ She looked up at her brother, her hazel eyes brimming with tears. ‘He did it so many times during his life, could it be that he wanted one last stab in death?’

‘Well, if so, it’s a bloody good one!’ Mark turned away, kicking angrily at the heavy walnut desk. ‘Christ, fancy leaving something like that to be read out in a will! He might as well have hired the town crier. Sorry for the language, Bel, but the man was a thorough bastard!’

‘It seems we are the bastards.’ Isabel’s fingers twisted together as she fought against tears. ‘We are the ones who appear to have no father . . . but if not Luther then who, Mark? And why now? Why did he not tell us sooner? Was it to spare Mother’s feelings?’

‘Spare Mother’s feelings!’ Mark’s laugh was heavy with bitterness. ‘Since when did that man care about feelings, Mother’s or anyone else’s! It’s my guess he intended to tell us but was waiting for a moment when it would cause us the most pain and give him the most pleasure. Yes, I think he intended to tell us, Bel. He wouldn’t deliberately miss seeing our faces when we learned the truth.’

‘But is it the truth?’ She dabbed a handkerchief to her eyes, wiping away the tears. ‘We have only the word of a dead man, one who cannot be questioned, cannot be called upon to prove what he has written. Where is our mother’s word in all of this? Would she truly have left us to believe we were the children of Luther Kenton if it were a lie?’

‘I don’t know, Bel. If so there has to be a reason, and when this war is over I shall find it out.’

‘What about our birth certificates?’

‘There are those, of course, and they are certain to be among his papers somewhere though I have not looked yet. I suppose I am going to have to but, truth to tell, Sis, I feel I never want to touch anything that was his. And that includes his business!’

Getting up from her chair, Isabel went to stand beside him, her hand touching his shoulder. ‘Let’s forget this, Mark: our parentage, the business, everything. Forget it until the war with Germany is over, then we’ll sort it out together. You will have enough on your mind until then.’

Mark turned to her and folded his arms about her. ‘We won’t be able to forget it, Sis, neither of us. It will be like a spectre sitting on our shoulders. But I reckon I shall have little chance to sort it out before I leave. Oh, Lord, I wish I hadn’t signed on!’

‘Don’t,’ she said gently. ‘Don’t wish that. The Army was what you wanted. Don’t let Luther win, Mark, don’t give up now. Take your life and fashion it the way you want it.’

‘But what about Kenton Engineering? He may not have been intending for it to come to me, but it has. I am stuck with it, Bel. He has hung it around my neck just as he always wanted to.’

Pushing away from him, Isabel looked into his face, her own set and determined. ‘Then throw it off! Sell Kenton Engineering. I can’t think of a better way to repay Luther.’

‘Is that what you intend to do with his house?’

‘Yes, Mark.’ She glanced about the room, at the heavy desk and oppressive furniture.

‘But you will lose the five thousand.’

‘Yes, I shall lose the money but I shall keep my self-respect. I do not know whether Luther Kenton was in reality my father, but I hope he was not. I would sooner be the daughter of some passing tramp than carry the blood of that man in my veins!’

Isabel leaned her head against the hard padding of the leather chair set before Luther’s desk. Mark had written several times in the two weeks since he had left for camp at Upavon and in each letter she had noted the underlying excitement. For Mark the whole business of war was a game, a time to be enjoyed, while for her in Woodbank . . .

She closed her eyes, the feelings of weariness and guilt almost too much to bear. She had felt no sorrow at Luther’s death and it haunted her. He had not been the kindest of men to her or to Mark and she could never remember a time when he had showed them love, but even if he were not their father he had at least given them a home when the responsibility had not been his. For that she should feel something, even if it were simply gratitude. But she could not; try as she might she could feel nothing. It was as if all feeling had died within her.

Opening her eyes, she resumed the task of going through the contents of the desk. She had agreed to Mark’s suggestion she should stay on in the house until he found a new place for them, and now she was following the request in his latest letter: that she should go through Luther’s papers.

Opening yet another drawer, she lifted the contents on to the surface of the desk, the same flutter of trepidation scurrying along her nerves. Did she want to find her birth certificate. Did she really want to know her true identity? She took up a sheet of paper, releasing a long breath of relief when she read the words ‘your order for’. Like every other paper she had seen, this was not the record of her birth.

Leave it! The thought rose in her mind as it had so often since her brother had left. Leave it. Who cares whether you are Luther Kenton’s child or not? Reaching for the next paper, Isabel read it slowly through. She could not leave it. She cared.

There had been nothing in the desk. Rising to her feet she stretched, easing the tiredness from her spine, pressing a hand to her strained eyes. She had sat reading the papers stored in that desk for over four hours. Drawing a long breath, she walked to the window, a lovely half-moon bay that overlooked a garden heavy with slumberous roses, their beautiful coloured heads lifted to the late-afternoon sunlight. Soon the summer would be gone and the garden would be left bare of colour as her life had been left bare of love since the death of her mother. They had sat together in that garden so often during her childhood, when Mark had been away at school, and had talked of so many things, the passing years supplanting fairy castles and princes on white horses with fresh dreams of a home away from this house, a home Isabel could share with just her mother and Mark, a home where Luther could never hurt them again. But her own years had not passed quickly enough while her mother’s had gone too soon, taking Isabel’s dreams with her to the grave.

She would write to Mark this evening; she would have to tell him what she had told him before, that she had found no evidence to support Luther’s words. Glancing one last time at the garden, she turned to leave. She would resume the search tomorrow. But where was there left to search, where else was there to look?

‘Begging your pardon, Miss Isabel, but there is a man wishing to speak to you.’

Glancing across the room to where Bradshaw had entered, she gave him an enquiring look. ‘A man?’

‘Yes, miss. One of the men from the works along at Bull Piece’

‘The works!’ Isabel had forgotten them. They were still Mark’s responsibility, he had not yet sold them. ‘He will have to speak to Mr Mark.’

‘I told him that but he said it couldn’t wait till Mr Mark came home. Said he must see you.’

‘But I know nothing of the works!’ Isabel glanced over Bradshaw’s shoulder as if expecting to see the visitor in the open doorway.

‘I told him that an’ all. But it made no difference. He said he had come to see whoever were in this house and he wouldn’t be leaving ’til he had, short of being carted off by the bobbies.’

‘Who is the man? Do you know him?’

‘Arrh, I do that. Been your father’s charge hand for ten years and more. What he don’t know about the making of a good pistol don’t stand the knowing.’

‘Guns?’ Isabel’s consternation deepened. ‘I know even less about them. I know only that Kenton’s are engaged in their manufacture.’

‘Locks and barrels, mostly.’ Bradshaw smiled proudly as though the product were of his own making. ‘And very good they be an’ all, miss. Some of the finest gentlemen in the land have guns made right there in Bull Piece. Why, even the King himself takes a couple of Kentons up to Balmoral every year for the grouse shooting, then they comes back here to be serviced.’

‘I . . . I have no idea of their construction.’

‘No, ‘course not, Miss, why should you have? ‘T’aint a subject a woman be naturally interested in. Shall I tell him to come back when Mr Mark be next on leave?’

‘There’s no telling when that might be.’ Isabel smoothed her black skirts, the movement more from habit than necessity. ‘No, ask Mr . . .’

‘Perry, Miss. Edward Perry.’

‘Ask Mr Perry if he would join me here.’

‘So you see, Miss Kenton, I don’t rightly know how I can do that without your brother’s say so.’

Isabel looked at the man perched nervously on the edge of the chair she had invited him to take. Middle-aged and greying slightly at the temples, his fingers twisting the flat cap whose colour had disappeared beneath layers of foundry dust, he stared at her with eyes almost startling in their blueness.

‘I understand that,’ she replied. ‘But my brother has every intention of selling all of Kenton Engineering, including the works at Bull Piece. I will write to him this evening, telling him of the letter. In the meantime, you may tell all of the workers they are no longer required and have the place boarded up until my brother returns to see to the selling of it.’

‘I don’t ’old no wish to tell you or your brother your business,’ the blue eyes held hers with no trace of nervousness, ‘but the government has ordered five thousand gun locks and the same number of bayonet sockets and they won’t take lightly to being told Kentons be closing down.’

‘I do not see it is any of the government’s concern. Kenton Engineering is my brother’s property, to do with as he sees fit.’

‘Arrh, it be your brother’s.’ The blue eyes regarded her steadily. ‘An’ in normal times the government wouldn’t care if he sold it, give it away or set fire to it. But these ain’t no normal times, this country be at war and them up in the House o’ Commons could very probably requisition every one of your brother’s ’oldings. If he don’t keep it as a going concern then they will. They could well take it off him, every nut and bolt, lock and stock – and then come back for the barrel.’

‘Can they honestly do that?’ Isabel’s look reflected her surprise.

‘Oh, arrh, they most likely can.’ Edward Perry nodded. ‘They ’ave already got their ‘ands on them motor carriages Samuel Hayden bought for ‘isself and his son and them don’t be the only ones. I hear Jago Timmins along of Alma Street give his or had it took away. Believe me, miss, I knows the Army. I was in the South African do. That was where I got this.’ He touched a finger to his flattened nose. ‘Catched a bloody Zulu shield full in the face then took the haft of his spear across the nose. Would have been killed if it hadn’t have been for one of our chaps letting the black devil have it with a shot that nigh took off his head. That were when I made up my mind, if I got home in one piece I would take meself into the gun trade. It were a gun saved my life so I reckoned it were up to me to make a good job of as many as I could. That way I might save some other man’s life should this country ever see itself in another war.’

Jago Timmins? Isabel’s surprise increased as she realised she had not even thought of him since telling the man she would not marry him. ‘And now it has.’

‘Arrh, miss, it has. And that be why your brother has to keep the works going, if he ‘opes to be the owner of ’em much longer.’

But Mark did not want to own Kenton Engineering. Isabel glanced at her hands resting in her lap. He wished the works to be sold. To retain them was to behave as Luther had wanted. But it would only be for as long as this war lasted and that could only be until Christmas, everyone was totally convinced of that, Mark especially. Four months. The fingers of her left hand pressed one by one against her skirts as though counting the months. Surely Mark could hold on to the works that long? But how? How could he run any part of the business when he was away in the Flying Corps?

Drawing a long breath, Isabel looked squarely into those blue eyes. ‘My brother is now a member of His Majesty’s forces. Until he returns I myself will take charge of Kenton’s. That is, if you will help me, Mr Perry?’

‘I’ll help you, me wench.’ The charge hand stood up. ‘I’ll help you all I can.’

‘In that case,’ she smiled, ‘will you draw up a list of supplies we need to comply with the government’s order? Meanwhile I will inform my brother of what is being done.’

The workman gone, Isabel glanced once more about the room. Luther, it seemed, was still an influence upon them, still directing their lives, imposing his will. ‘You are master of the game, for now Luther,’ she whispered. ‘But it is not over yet. No, not by a long chalk.’

Her glance coming to rest on one of several glass-fronted bookcases, she walked across to it. To read in the garden while the sun was still warm would be a pleasant pastime after the hours spent searching through endless papers. It would relax her mind before writing to Mark.

Running a finger slowly over a line of red morocco-bound volumes, she idled over the gilt titles visible along each spine. Bleak House? Isabel rejected that. She had had enough of bleak houses living in Bankwood. A Tale of Two Cities . . . David Copperfield. None of them suited her mood. Tapping a dismissive hand against the spine of the next book Isabel made to turn away, but before she could the spine swung back revealing a small cavity. A hiding place, but for what?

Feeling a pulse pound in her throat, Isabel hesitated. Could what she was searching for be in there?

Slowly, more than half afraid of what she might find, she reached into the narrow space, her fingers closing over a sheet of paper.

Isabel felt her resolve harden as she looked at Jago Timmins. Bushy whiskers, more grey than brown, stood out from his cheeks, following the line of his jaw. Beneath his wide brow thick eyebrows ran in a single straight line, as if a section of his hair had fallen from his scalp and lodged above his pallid eyes.

‘I tell you, no woman can go running an engineering works!’

‘I see.’ Isabel kept her voice evenly polite. ‘You do, of course, have much more experience of the steel industry than my brother, and certainly very much more than myself . . .’

‘Of course I do! That be why I’m telling you it be impossible for a woman even to think of attempting such a thing.’

‘. . . but is it inexperience alone that you see as an insurmountable obstacle?’ Isabel ignored his interruption. ‘Or is it that in your estimation a woman does not have the brain for such an undertaking?’

‘Tcha!’

He gave an impatient toss of his head, clearly unused to argument. Or was it just argument with a woman he was unused to? Isabel held back a grim smile. Jago Timmins was like Luther Kenton in more than years.

‘It ain’t a matter of brain,’ he went on. ‘Mauling about wi’ steel takes strength, and no woman could stand working in front of a furnace twelve hours a day.’ He laughed derisively. ‘Five minutes would be more than one of you could manage. Five minutes and you’d be flat on your back with a doctor holding smelling salts under your nose.’

‘While you, of course, have that strength?’ Isabel said, making no effort to disguise the sarcasm colouring her voice. ‘You are no doubt often to be found on the foundry floor, mauling steel alongside of your workmen. Or perhaps it is the twelve-hour shifts in front of the furnace that you work?’

‘Don’t try being bloody clever wi’ me!’ Jago Timmins’s eyes turned to needle points. ‘I don’t take sarcasm from any woman.’

‘But they must accept it from you!’ she flashed. ‘Well, I will not. I’m afraid your lack of manners is no excuse for your ignorance. I did not ask you to call here Mr Timmins, and nor did my brother invite your offer to purchase his business. Kenton Engineering will remain my brother’s property and for the duration of the war it will be managed by me.’

Jago rose to his feet, coming to stand close to Isabel. ‘That can be hard work – too much for a wench as pretty as you. You should leave that to a man. A woman don’t be meant for worrying over a foundry. Her only concern should be how to please a man . . . how to please a husband.’

‘I think you should leave!’

Isabel reached a hand towards the bell pull that hung beside the fireplace but Jago grabbed her wrist, twisting her sharply towards him.

‘You could please me, Isabel,’ he breathed thickly, pale eyes glazing over as his free hand fastened painfully over her breast. ‘These would please me. There would be no need for you to bother about anything else . . .’

‘Let go of me!’ Isabel tried to push free but the hand that held her wrist twisted behind her back was merciless in its strength.

‘You don’t want me to let go.’ Jago caught her mouth, pressing his flabby lips over hers. ‘And once you have a taste of what I’ve got for you, you won’t ever want me to let you go.’

Using his weight to press her backward he walked her to the sofa, pushing her down upon it, still without relinquishing his hold on her. Shock and outrage almost robbing her of her senses, Isabel found herself on her back with Jago sprawling over her. Her body pinioned painfully over one arm, her other hand caught over her head, she could only gasp: ‘Let me go . . . please . . .’

‘Oh, I know your little game.’ Jago chuckled thickly. ‘Women be full of ’em when they don’t want to appear too eager. But that be all right with me. Play on if it pleases you, Jago Timmins won’t refuse to take part.’

‘Let me . . .’

Her cry was stifled as his wet mouth closed once more on hers. His weight was too much for her to shake off.

‘That’s it.’ His mouth still against hers, Jago breathed hard and fast. ‘Grind yourself into Jago, feel the pleasure of him, the pleasure of this.’

Taking the top of her blouse in his podgy hand he snatched it apart, dragging the delicate lace chemise after it.

Covering her mouth with his, cutting off her cries, he cupped his hand over the soft mound of her flesh, his fingers squeezing the nipple until it stood proud.

‘This be Jago’s pleasure.’ Releasing her mouth he grunted like an animal, lowering his head to her breast, flicking his hot tongue over her nipple. ‘And this will be yours.’

Bringing her hand down from above her head, he eased himself half off her as he pushed it into his groin. Sickness catching in her throat, Isabel gagged as the bulge of hard flesh throbbed against her fingers.

‘That be what will please you.’ Jago’s voice thickened even more, the pulse of his tumescent penis beating against her hand. ‘There be enough there to keep you happy. You’ll have no thought for aught else when you get that between your legs. Jago’s wedding present will take your mind from foundry managing . . .’

‘Get away from me!’ Fear and revulsion lending power to her limbs, Isabel heaved him the rest of the way off her. Jumping to her feet and putting the width of the room between them as he fell heavily to the floor, she glared at him, dislike giving way to hatred.

‘You are despicable . . . loathsome!’ Too angry for tears, the strength of her feeling showed plainly in her face. ‘You disgust me! You would disgust any woman, decent or otherwise. You are not a man, you are an animal . . . a filthy repulsive animal. I would never marry you, not if you were the last man on earth! I despise you, Jago Timmins, just as I always have!’

He struggled to his feet, face purple behind the encroaching whiskers. His pallid eyes now bright with fury, he let them rest on her as both his hands tugged viciously at his black waistcoat, pulling it neatly into place over charcoal grey trousers from which the evidence of passion had disappeared. Hands grabbing the lapels of his black swallow tail coat, he eased it forward as if only now putting it on.

‘So Jago Timmins is an animal, is he?’ The words were ground out from between gritted teeth. ‘A filthy repulsive animal? But he is an animal with clout! In less than three months Kenton’s will be out of business and you and that brother of yours most likely on the Parish. You’ll wish then you’d married that animal!’

‘I will never wish that!’ Isabel drew the remnants of her blouse together, holding them across her breasts.

‘That be easily said.’ Jago lowered his hands from the coat now sitting squarely on his shoulders. ‘But you’ll feel different when you have to ask for the money to buy your bread. You’ll need to watch the way you ask too – the Parish Board won’t take kindly to being called animals!’

Cheeks flaming, her whole body trembling from his attack, Isabel forced herself to stare back at those pale and spiteful eyes.

‘Should Mark and I find ourselves relying upon the Parish for our living, Mr Timmins, then I am sure you will give yourself the pleasure of withholding your charity.’

‘You be too bloody sharp-tongued!’ Jago’s face darkened still further. ‘Luther should ’ave knocked the cockiness out of you.’

‘As you intended to, no doubt?’ Isabel reached for the bell pull, giving it a sharp tug.

‘Arrh, as I would ’ave done – and still will when you find that begging for charity from the Parish don’t suit you after all.’

Turning her back as a tap sounded on the door, Isabel answered as it opened. ‘I might not have the brawn to maul steel, Mr Timmins, but thank God I have the brains to refuse to marry you!’

‘We all ’ave brains.’ His words came through clenched teeth as Jago made to leave. ‘It could be some of us knows better how to use them than do others. There be more ways than beating to knock the cockiness out of you, and Jago Timmins knows ’em all!’

Pushing Bradshaw aside, he strode into the hall.

‘Don’t say I never warned you!’


Chapter Three

Isabel stared at the sheet of paper. She had pushed it into her pocket as Bradshaw had come into the study to announce the arrival of Jago Timmins; there it had stayed until now. For the remainder of the afternoon and throughout the evening it had lain in her pocket, pressing on her like a physical weight.

Would it tell her whose child she was? Would this paper she had found hidden in a book show who had fathered her?

Her hands trembling, Isabel turned up the lamp, driving back the shadows from her room. That was easy to do. She stared again at the single sheet of yellowing paper lying on her bed. But what of the shadows that filled her mind? Would this paper drive them away?

Why had it been hidden away in so secret a place, and by whom? It could only have been Luther. She sank on to the bed, eyes still on the paper. If it were the birth certificate of herself or Mark, why hide it away? He had made it known they were not his children so why hide the evidence? Unless, as she had thought, it had been kept in reserve as a final blow.

Her hand shaking visibly, she reached for the paper. Unfolding it she read the beautiful flowing copperplate.



My dearest love,


I pray God my letter reaches you before you sail for America. I now know the fear of which I could not speak is a reality: I carry our child within me. I did not tell you of my fear when last we were together for I would not have you worry unduly. But now I am certain. Please, my love, return for me. Take me with you to America. We can be married before the ship sails. I pray you come for me quickly.


Your very loving,

Victoria



Victoria! Isabel stared at the signature – her mother’s signature. But to whom had the letter been sent? There was no other name and no envelope. Surely it had not been written to Luther? She read it again, slowly, this time, remembering the pain always present behind her mother’s gentle eyes, the look of sorrow that never quite left her face. I carry our child within me. Isabel’s eyes stayed on the words. Her mother had been pregnant and unmarried. How terrified she must have been, knowing the shame and disgrace that would bring. Her mother’s lover could not have been the man she married for there had never been a pretence of love between them, so who was he, and why had he never returned? Please, my love, return for me. The words swam as her eyes filled with tears. But he had not returned. Whoever Isabel’s father was, he had turned his back on them. The paper falling to the floor, Isabel buried her face in her pillow, the rustling of her taffeta skirts like dry laughter in the quiet room.

‘His words as I remember were: “Kenton’s will be out of business in less than three months and you and that brother of yours most likely on the Parish.”’

‘You never liked him, did you, Bel?’

Liked him! Isabel repressed a shudder. She detested Jago Timmins as she had once detested Luther. Once? The thought brought a smile, half rueful, half surprised, to the corners of her mouth. Was the memory of her father’s unkindness already fading? Should she even call him Father? Once again she touched the letter in the pocket of her skirt. She had not yet shown it to Mark.

‘Can’t say I blame you.’ He returned his glance to his dinner plate, cutting through a slice of beef. ‘I never felt any particular regard for him on the few occasions I met him, and I must say I hold even less for him now. I have no doubt it would give him no end of a boost to see us engaged in a bit of crashery. As Goosey would say: “Let’s go for him, old boy.”’

Isabel smiled indulgently at Mark’s phraseology. He had settled so well into the Flying Corps and looked so handsome in his uniform. God keep him safe, she thought, sudden fear snatching away her smile. God keep them all safe.

‘You would like Goosey.’ Mark glanced up again, eyes more brown than hazel glowing with enthusiasm. ‘He’s such a sport to be with, Bel, there’s never a dull moment when he’s in the Mess. And he’s an absolute wizard in a kite!’

‘Kite?’ Isabel hid her amusement.

‘Sorry.’ Mark grinned. ‘I meant an aeroplane. Really, Sis, you should see the things he can do with one of those machines. They say that on a recon’ flight . . .’
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