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I shall light a candle of understanding in thine heart,
which shall not be put out.


(Esd. 14:25)




Chapter One


Cynny knew just the tone of voice to use, just the right amount of eagerness to instil into her words.


‘That’s my last customer, Mrs Eldridge,’ she said, as she closed the door behind the departing figure of the Marcel-waved client. ‘Thank goodness. Monday is the only real evening we get.’ Youngest and least experienced on the staff she may have been, but she lacked nothing in confidence. On leaving school she had been taken into Sonia Eldridge’s hairdressing salon as an apprentice, and from the first day her plain and middle-aged employer had been captivated. Not only had Cynny been blessed with a lovely face and near perfect figure, but she used her charm in a way that was an asset to the salon – and a never failing asset to herself. From an apprentice she had become what was known as an ‘improver’ and now, at eighteen, she was a fully trained member of the staff and the favourite of many of the clients who came to Sonia’s Salon on Deremouth’s Waterloo Street.


‘Get yourself pretty, my dear, and off you go. We others can see to putting the place to rights for the morning,’ Sonia answered, just as Cynny had intended she should.


‘Swanning off again,’ Edna Dingle mouthed almost silently to Beth Brimley who was combing out a perm. Cynny may have been a favourite with the clients, but she certainly wasn’t with the two senior and more experienced members of the staff. From the beginning they’d resented her assurance and what they saw as her ‘airs and graces’.


‘Makes you sick!’ came the reply just as Edna’d expected.


Edna and Beth had worked for Sonia Eldridge for more than ten years, they knew they were the mainstay of the business. But recently so many of the regular clients asked for Cynny even though they knew it wasn’t for her hairdressing skills so much as for the way she chattered to them, made them feel attractive and interesting. And so here were the two stalwarts left to give the floor its end-of-day sweep, polish the taps and basins, put out new towels and generally leave the place ready for Tuesday morning’s nine o’clock opening.


In the little room behind the shop Cynny hung up her overall and changed her shoes into the high-heel courts she had bought with her first fully-qualified pay packet. Then, peering close to the mirror she replenished her make-up and brushed her dark, naturally wavy hair that Sonia Eldridge herself had cut and shaped into a new style resembling that of Mary Pickford so beloved by cinema-goers in those years of the 1920s. Then, well pleased with the result, Cynny went back through the salon, impervious to the glares of her two colleagues.


‘Thanks a million, Mrs Eldridge. You really are a lamb.’ She beamed. ‘I love Mondays when the theatre’s closed.’


Sonia smiled indulgently at her protégée. ‘You ought to find yourself a nice young man who works regular hours – someone in insurance or a bank, a young man who won’t be moving off at the end of the season.’


Cynny laughed. ‘No thank you. Ralph couldn’t be content with that sort of a career. And anyway – we have plans—’ She seemed to have forgotten her rush to get away as she stopped by the desk where Sonia was checking the next day’s appointments. ‘You should hear the plans we have. The rep tours all over the country, just imagine how exciting that will be. And he’s really ambitious. One of these days he’ll be top line famous.’


‘Well, my dear, he’s got the looks for it. And the talent. I told you what I thought of his acting when I went along to the Playhouse last week. Oh yes, he has a future, no doubt about that. Off you go and make the most of your evening.’


It had been late April when the Redcliffe Players had come to Deremouth Playhouse for the summer season, putting on a different play each week from Tuesday until Saturday evenings and with an extra matinee performance on Saturday. So shared hours of freedom for Ralph Clinton, their junior lead actor, and the young hairdresser were precious. Already it was August, by the end of September the season would be over. But even that didn’t frighten her, for the two of them had talked so much about his life with the repertory company; and although he had never put it into words that he wanted them to marry, when he had spoken about those members of the players whose wives travelled with them she had known that in his mind as clearly as in hers there were images of a shared future. Hurrying towards Quay Hill where he was in lodgings, Cynny let her thoughts leap to the evening ahead. Perhaps they’d walk up the hill out of town and find somewhere secluded on Picton Heath on the far side of the main Exeter road; or perhaps they’d take the cliff path, although during that first week in August when so many factories closed down there would sure to be holidaymakers to disturb them. She didn’t care where they went, whether they had a meal in a café or lived on love alone, whatever Ralph wanted would be what she wanted. Or, she corrected herself, wasn’t it that Ralph would be wanting just the same thing as she was? She thought of the one or two fine Monday evenings in the early summer, evenings when they’d had the cliff top to themselves. Even though at that time they’d only known each other for a few weeks, she was his, heart and soul, so what was more right than that her body was his too? After that first time she’d been worried, frightened that making love even once might have made her pregnant. She’d wished she knew more, but she trusted Ralph and as the weeks went by so her confidence grew. In her naïve ignorance she’d believed that once was all it took to start a baby, but clearly it wasn’t that easy. Well, of course it wasn’t, she’d told herself, remembering how many married couples wanted children and didn’t have them.


Arriving at the terrace house in Quay Hill the door was opened to her knock by Mrs Hibbard, Ralph’s landlady.


‘I’m glad you’ve come in good time, Miss Barlow. I like to know you’ve gone off somewhere before I lock the place. You understand my meaning. I’m off to pictures, they’ve got Douglas Fairbank’s Thief of Bagdad this week and I’m calling for my friends in time for us to have a cuppa and a chat before we go down to the Rialto. I won’t ask you in because I’m all ready and, like I said, I can’t have the two of you there when I’m out.’ Then, her long and humourless face was taken by surprise as she laughed. ‘Give the neighbours something to chew over, blessed if it wouldn’t.’ Then, shouting back into the house, ‘Come on, Mr Clinton dear, your young lady’s here and it’s time I was on my way.’


‘Right you are, Mrs Hibbard. I expect I’ll be home before you, Cynny’s bus goes back to Chalcombe at five to ten.’


‘Ah, so you will. Now then, I’ll put my door key under the mat here so that you can let yourself in when you’ve put her on the bus. And where are you two young things going this evening?’


‘I thought we’d walk for an hour or so and work up an appetite then probably to the Harbour Lights for something to eat. How’s that, Cynny?’


‘It sounds lovely,’ She knew just the right amount of enthusiasm to put into the words, giving no hint that her mind was racing in a completely different direction.


With the key under the mat the three set out together, separating at the corner of Quay Hill where Mrs Hibbard turned towards Waterloo Street and the centre of the small seaside town and the other two continued up the hill towards where they would cross the main road towards Picton Heath.


‘Now, there’s a gift from the gods,’ Ralph chuckled. ‘Are you famished, or shall we eat later?’


She shook her head. ‘Don’t want food. A whole evening, Ralph …’


Better acquainted with the ways of the world she might have hidden her heart, but such an idea didn’t occur to Cynny. They had the gift of an evening together, no need to keep one ear listening for approaching footsteps, they would be safe in the certainty that their world had room for no one but themselves. As soon as Mrs Hibbard was out of sight they turned back towards Quay Hill and the key that was safely hidden under the doormat.




Propping herself on her elbow she gazed at his sleeping form. Was he really asleep, or was he simply re-living the wonder of it all. Through the summer they’d made love at various times and in various places, none of them private and none of them comfortable, not comfortable as the soft satin of his eiderdown. Until this evening she’d never seen a man naked. She wanted to touch him, to let her hand move down his beautiful body. Instead, still raised on her elbow, she looked beyond him to the long mirror on the wardrobe, she let her left hand rest on her own body, glowing in the memory more wonderful than anything she could have imagined. The sun was sinking, its rays emphasising the grubby windows that hadn’t been cleaned since before last week’s westerly gale. But Cynny saw only the golden beauty of the sunset. Temptation got the better of her as she caressed him, waking him.


‘Don’t waste our lovely evening sleeping,’ she whispered.


‘Not a lot of good for anything else,’ he laughed softly. ‘Give a man time, I’m in what is known as the recovery position. She won’t be home for hours.’


‘I don’t mean that,’ she said, wondering why they were both whispering when they had the house to themselves. ‘I wouldn’t want that again, not this evening. It was too perfect to try and repeat.’


‘Funny girl. So what have you in mind? I’m awake now.’


‘Let’s talk. Let’s lie here and talk about what it’ll be like when you’re famous. And you will be, darling Ralph.’


‘I will be, darling Cynny, that I swear to you. That pootling theatre group, you’ve no idea how sick they make me sometimes. They’ll move on from Deremouth – Deremouth, Bournemouth, Bradford, Reading, one place is the same as another, I’ve seen so much of it in the six years I’ve been with them – no one will remember their names, theirs or mine either as long as I’m trapped with them. You’d think they’d care, you’d think they’d see it for what it is. But do they see it like that? Not a bit. They’re so ridiculously pleased with themselves, full of self-congratulation. Honestly, you’ve no idea. “My dear,”’ he mimicked, ‘“you were wonderful this week” or “Jeremy is such a fine producer”. I cringe with shame. Please God I’ll never get like it. I suppose they must have had ambition at one time – not that they’ve got much talent. but what they lack in that they make up for in – in – oh damn it all, how can I say it? – self esteem. To hear them you’d think they were a bunch of amateurs; they don’t know the meaning of professionalism, ambition as a life force.’


‘Perhaps they know they aren’t that good, perhaps boosting each other up is the only way they can handle it,’ she said. ‘But what do they matter? It’s you we care about. And you are good. You ought to look for something else, something in London. Imagine if we were in London …’


His only answer was to turn towards her, pulling her closer.


When Mrs Hibbard arrived home the key was waiting under the doormat, Ralph was in bed learning his lines for next week’s production and Cynny just about getting off the bus at Chalcombe Junction at the top of Station Hill.


‘Was it a good picture?’ her mother, Jane, greeted her as she let herself into the house in Highmoor Grove.


‘Not bad, Mum. I didn’t wait for the end because of the bus.’ Why was it she couldn’t tell her parents the truth about Ralph? Why couldn’t she say ‘I’m in love with Ralph Clinton, one of the company from the Playhouse,’ or ‘I want to bring Ralph Clinton to meet you, you’ll love him’? Even as the silent question came into her mind, her father gave her the answer.


‘Pictures! That and the beastly row you listen to on that wretched gramophone, and look at you going about with your face plastered with muck. Why I wasted good money on your education I can’t think, for all the use you make of it you might as well have gone to the Board School. Coming home here at this time of night! And just look at those stupid heels, by the time you’re forty you’ll have bunions the size of walnuts.’


Just for a second Cynny’s glance met her mother’s, a look of silent understanding, even a hint of laughter. Yes, if it had been just bringing Ralph to meet Mum, that would have been different. But Dad! If she went out with the Prince of Wales himself, Dad’d find something to complain about.


‘You missed a visitor. The new vicar called on us,’ Jane said.


‘A lot she’d care.’ George Barlow’s words were emphasised with the jaundiced look he threw at the daughter he constantly saw as a disappointment. Perhaps he might have seen her differently if Teddy, their son, a toddler who had given his life its very purpose, hadn’t died of whooping cough just after his third birthday. That was just months before Cynny had been born, so was it fair to feel nothing for her, nothing but disappointment? But then love seldom listens to reason. So his pleasure came from seeing only her faults – of which he found no shortage. Not an ounce of domesticity in the girl. Did she ever consider making her own clothes like plenty of others did at her age? Not her, all she thought about was plastering her face with that rubbish, decking herself up as if she were one of those floozies she set such store on at the pictures or listening to her confounded jazz that she knew he detested. Not that she cared what he thought any more that she would about the pleasure he and Jane had found in a visit from the new vicar.


In truth he was right about her not caring, but his words only made her put more interest than she felt into her reply.


‘He soon came calling. What’s he like?’ To her surprise it was her father who answered.


‘A most personable young man. No use you setting your cap at him, he has a wife and young son. But a good, steady sort of chap, no doubt about that.’


Jane chuckled, enlarging on his view. ‘He must have gone down well with your father, we even welcomed him with a glass of sherry.’


‘You did, Dad?’ Cynny laughed, ‘Crumbs, he must be “personable” as you call it.’


George said no more, but clearly his rare lapse into cordiality had lasted only as long as the vicar’s visit, so Jane took up the story.


‘He’s no stranger to Chalcombe apparently. He tells us that he’s been coming here on and off since he was a boy. It seems he’s a friend of the Sylvesters at Grantley Hall.’


At that Cynny’s interest became genuine.


‘Of old Mrs Sylvester? She was quite a celebrity in her day, wasn’t she? But I thought she didn’t have any family.’


‘He’s been telling us. Her late husband’s younger brother had a son – and that son was very close to Reverend Bainbridge’s (that’s his name, Richard Bainbridge), to his father. With no family of her own, old Clara Sylvester – not so old in those days of course – used to welcome them all to the Hall. That must be your Perry Sylvester’s father.’


‘Huh!’ George threw in. ‘Her Perry Sylvester! She’s never met him and never likely to, he and his cacophony of what they call jazz. I can’t imagine he and the new vicar would have anything in common. As I said, he was a steady, quietly spoken, altogether agreeable young man.’


‘Want a bite of supper, love?’ Jane changed the subject, ‘Or did you eat before the pictures?’


‘Umph,’ not exactly a direct lie, ‘but I wouldn’t mind a drink. Anyone else want cocoa? No? Can I make it with milk?’


‘Yes, there’s more than enough for breakfast. I’ll come out with you and you can tell me about the film while you watch the saucepan.’


‘It wasn’t bad, I’ve seen more exciting.’ But would that be enough to lead the conversation away from the Rialto? It seemed that luck was with her.


‘I’m off to bed.’ George Barlow followed them out of the room and made towards the stairs. ‘I expect he came visiting thinking he’d get us helping to fill his pews – and putting money in his collection bag,’ he grumbled, determined to have the last word as he started up the stairs. At least he’d managed to steer Jane away from more dangerous questions.


‘He’s not likely to have trouble filling the pews, the women will be round him like bees round the honey pot. Anyway,’ Jane said as she lit the gas under the milk saucepan, ‘he wasn’t a bit sanctimonious, he just sat and chatted, it was a lovely evening with even your father making himself agreeable, although you wouldn’t think so to hear him now. Oh dear, he’d be so much happier if he wouldn’t carp so. But this evening he was really good. I told you, it was he who got out the sherry decanter. The Reverend Richard Bainbridge and, let me see, Billy I think he called his wee son and his wife is Kate. Not a bit starchy, even though you feel he holds something back. Shy perhaps. Watch the milk, Cynny, don’t let it boil over, I’ve mixed the cocoa ready. Yes, it was the nicest evening we’ve had for ages.’


The nicest evening for ages, Cynny thought, letting memory fill her mind. Oh, but she’d known nothing like it. Just the two of them, the warmth of the evening sun on the soft smoothness of their bodies, the glory of–


‘Yes,’ Jane chattered on; it took all Cynny’s willpower to make herself appear interested. ‘It’ll be a breath of fresh air to have a young couple like that at the vicarage. And fancy, he’s known the village since he was a boy. He even took part in the fancy dress carnival procession, would you believe. Well, well …’ Her pleasant evening was filling her head with happy thoughts. ‘I’ll go on up, dear. I’ve put the bottles out, just see you put the light off.’


‘Night night, Mum. I won’t be long.’


Sitting alone at the kitchen table she could let her mind ramble where it would. Like a butterfly flitting from flower to flower so her thoughts darted, she seemed to hear his voice, his laugh, the wonder of the moment back in the spring when first his mouth had found hers, the exhilaration of climbing the cliff path at his side hand in hand, the first time they’d made love and the deep thankfulness of knowing that she was his. His now, his always. She could almost hear him recounting episodes from his years in theatrical boarding houses. Then, this evening after all the joy of really being together – as in her mind she emphasised the difference between tonight and those other times in the open air always guarded in case someone came – when they lay close in each other’s arms held by the miracle they’d shared, she recalled his words as clearly as if he were there with her still: ‘Life gets pretty uncomfortable, you know, living like we have to when we’re on tour. Can you see yourself happy having to live like that? Perhaps what I need is someone to take care of me. What do you think? I have a career, I have ambition. But is it fair to expect a woman to live in the shadow of that?’


‘Yes, oh yes,’ she’d breathed, ‘If a woman loves you then that’s all she’d want.’


And sitting lost in dreams at the kitchen table, that’s what eighteen-year-old Cynny truly believed.




‘I wondered what had happened to you,’ Kate Bainbridge greeted Richard when, at after ten o’clock, he arrived home.


‘I had a most successful evening. People are so welcoming, Kate. I was out all the evening, but didn’t see as many people as I’d intended. They were all keen to talk, to make us feel the village was waiting to gather us in. Not just me, Kate, but you too. Here in Chalcombe they are eager to draw you in, there’s so much for you to do.’


‘I’m sure they mean well, but they’ve been without a vicar for almost a year and they’ve thrived so I don’t mean to be organised by the village.’


‘Of course not, dear,’ he answered placidly, ‘but there are things that automatically fall to the vicar’s wife. It was different at Tadhurst, there I was only a curate. Just think, Kate, of all the livings that could have fallen vacant, it’s as if we were sent to Chalcombe by some divine providence. By the way, I called on Clara Sylvester and have said we’ll go there for dinner next Saturday evening. It seems she has Perry coming for the weekend.’


‘On a Saturday? I’m surprised he’s free at the weekend.’


‘It means a lot to her that he makes the effort when he can. I haven’t seen him for ages.’ Closing his eyes he let his mind drift, starting at that summer when they must have been eighteen, both finished at their separate boarding schools and waiting to set out on their chosen roads. Or so they’d thought at the time. Richard had studied the classics – it was only after he’d gained his degree that he knew with such clarity that he wanted a future in the Church; and Perry, before he’d finished his years at the Academy had thrown away the successful career forecast for him as a concert pianist, ignoring his parents’ anger and disappointment, and followed his heart, starting on the road that surely must have made him one of the foremost jazz pianists of the time. Richard’s thoughts took him back to that long summer vacation of 1919; Clara had loved having two eighteen-year-olds at Grantley Hall, and they’d looked no further. Thinking of it now was like seeing two different people – surely they were different. Of course they were, at least he was. He had a wife, he had a son. And Perry, surrounded by the glamour of the life he’d chosen, did he ever look back and remember?


‘Do you want a drink before you go to bed?’ Kate’s voice brought him back from the past.


‘No, I’ve had sherry, tea, coffee plied on me all the evening. Was Billy good?’


‘Umph, I think I’d tired him out playing hide and seek crawling round the garden. Well, he didn’t know it was hide and seek, but he knew it was fun.’


‘I think Mrs Barlow would be glad if you’d call to see her. You know, I’d heard rumours, hints really, that her husband was a disagreeable man. But I found him easy enough. The Mothers’ Union meet on the second Monday of each month – that’ll be next Monday. She said she hopes you’ll be there with them. You’ll find them very friendly Kate.’ Kate didn’t answer. ‘I wish you’d call and see her. She’s in Highmoor Grove. Take Billy, perhaps.’


‘Perhaps.’


Kate told herself she ought to be glad people were ready to welcome her and to help her make a useful place for herself. As Richard said, the wife of a vicar has a different role from that of the wife of a curate, she had a duty not to fail him. But surely she’d known that when she married him. Perhaps one day he’d be dean of a great cathedral, a bishop even. Reason told her either was unlikely, yet the image of what her future might be filled her with horror. He’d always been fair, he’d talked to her about what she might expect when he had a parish of his own. Falling in love; wasn’t it more dangerous than a disease? She’d been so eager to give up art school and marry him. But surely, then, she must have believed that she would come first in his heart. That had been nearly four years ago, she’d been a starry eyed eighteen-year-old believing that she would share his life. Share his life – but that she could never do. Is there any other profession where a man’s first allegiance isn’t to his wife and family? But to Richard, she and Billy – and whatever family they had in the future – would never come before the Church, before his God. Be fair, she silenty fought the rebel in her that was always ready and waiting to trip her, if either of us has changed it’s me, it’s not Richard.


‘I’ve locked the back door, everything’s done,’ she told him holding her hand to take his as he stood up, ‘We’ll peep in on Billy as we go.’


‘You check him, dear. I’ll not be many minutes, I just want to make a few notes about my visits. It’s important I remember the things people have been good enough to tell me. Can you understand, I wonder? For me, Chalcombe is full of memories. I feel that it was preordained that I should serve this parish.’


‘We have memories too, Richard. Don’t you ever consider it might be preordained that you remember you have a family of your own, a life outside your precious flock?’


He drew back as if she’d struck him. ‘I don’t understand. What have I done that’s wrong, what have I said? Of course I care about you and Billy.’ He looked confused, shocked.


‘Yes,’ she answered, her expression giving nothing away, ‘I know you do. I expect I’m just tired and grumpy. This is a huge house … I haven’t got used to that beastly solid fuel oven … I can’t, I won’t let myself be nothing more than a slave to parishioners who all have time for lives of their own.’


He kissed her forehead, the gesture showing no more emotion than if she’d been a naughty child come to him for forgiveness, or an elderly relative. She turned away, filled with desolation.


‘We must wait a while,’ he said as she moved towards the door, ‘just to see how the money pans out. It may be a huge house, Kate, but that’s not reflected in my stipend. If we cut down as much as possible, perhaps we’ll be able to find a young girl to help you. You’ll need someone to take care of Billy sometimes in any case, there will be many times when you can’t possibly have a child in tow.’


‘God help me!’ Half under her breath, it certainly was no prayer.


‘He will, Kate.’


From the way she shut – slammed? – the door, surely he must have realised he’d come nowhere near closing the divide that was growing between them. Just for a moment the thought gave her satisfaction. But it was soon followed by another: in his sublime faith in the rightness of his world he would have thought her anger was aimed at herself, at her temporary selfishness and self pity.


Upstairs in Billy’s room she leaned over his cot, blinded by tears of love, tiredness, desolation. If, knowing all that she knew now, she could live her last four years again, go back to the days when she was a happy, fun-loving art student, would she act differently? Lightly, careful not to wake him, she laid her hand on her little son’s forehead. Desolation vanished, only love filled her heart. No, however impossible it was for her life to be thoroughly knitted into Richard’s life, nothing could take away the true and perfect love she felt for Billy. Anyway, with new resolve she forced the thought into her mind, isn’t it better to have a husband like Richard who is devoted, unemotional, faithful, any passion he feels given to his wretched god, isn’t that better than the kind so many women have to suffer? She’d read about them in women’s magazines, men who were sexually demanding, men who were brutal. Richard was kind, he was good. But surely that wasn’t all that he was? And was the fault with her that she wanted more than he could give? In the beginning, when first she’d fallen in love with him, she’d gloried in arousing passion in him, she’d been certain that that was what he wanted of her. So now, married for only three years, was the fault with her that he was so disinterested? Perhaps he resented her because for those first months she had pushed herself into first place in his life.


Sighing, she went out of the nursery, leaving the door open just far enough for her to be able to hear if Billy called out in the night. From her own bedroom window she could see that the only light came from Richard’s study.




In all the weeks the Redcliffe Players had been in Deremouth, the third week in August was the first when Ralph had had no part in the production. The fine weather held; each evening he and Cynny were together. If she lived to be a hundred, she felt that this must be the golden summer she’d remember. Each evening she went home on the five to ten bus, each evening she was met with the usual criticism that she was wasting her life, hanging around on Deremouth Pier like some street woman, going twice in one week to the cinema (‘A good thing you’ve got money to throw about’ from her father who always watched the clock probably hoping that she’d miss the last bus and give him something extra to grumble about). She’d invented a meeting with a one-time school friend who she said had come to Deremouth on holiday for a week. All that because instinct told her not to let Ralph Clinton meet her parents.


But even a week as wonderful as that had to end and the next one saw Ralph playing the lead and Cynny living on memories as she anticipated the weekend ahead. So the days went by, August gave way to September. Four more weeks and the summer season would be over, the repertory company gone. She was ready for what she knew was coming, she even sorted her clothes so that she could pack the case she’d smuggled into the scarcely used shed ready to take with her when she made her escape. It would have been easy enough to bring paper and envelope up to her bedroom the night before they went, but instead she hid it with her pen in her bedside table. Somehow, being so advanced with her plans added to the excitement. She was sorry she was going to have to walk out on her mother, but there was no other way. Anyway, perhaps I’ll be doing Mum a favour, she consoled herself. Once I’ve gone he might not be so unbearably beastly, it’s me he hates, not her.


It was almost the end of the third week in September, a week when Ralph was playing the lead and she had already spent two evenings in the audience. Her mind was in a state of excitement, only ten more days until the Sunday morning when the company would be on the train – and she’d be with them. That filled three-quarters of her mind. The other quarter nudged her when she least expected it, but each time she pushed it away.


She was always the last to arrive at the salon, her bus wasn’t due in Station Approach until two minutes to nine so by the time she’d hurried down Waterloo Street the other stylists, as they grandly termed themselves, were already in their floral overalls, and sometimes the first client of the day already at the basin.


‘Hello Cynny dear,’ Sonia greeted her. ‘Look what I found on the doormat this morning – a note for you. It must be something important. That handsome young man I expect.’ It was the first time Cynny had seen his writing, but who else could it be? She slit it open eagerly.


‘Yes,’ she said, taking a quick glance at the signature. ‘I’ll read it in the back when I’m putting my overall on.’


Her heart was hammering. For him to write, it must be important. An official proposal? But he must know her answer. Perhaps he wanted to meet her somewhere in her half-hour lunch break. Half an hour – would that be enough to tell him what she was becoming increasingly more certain had happened? In the back room she flopped into the only chair and turned to the beginning of the note.








My lovely Cynny,


No less than the great Anton Heinemann came to the show last night. Sit down and be ready for a shock, Cynny. I’m leaving the players – now, today! They aren’t pleased and neither will the audience be this evening when clumsy Doug Hoskins plays my role. By the time you read this I’ll be on my way to London where I’m to have a screen test. Anton Heinemann spotted me as ideal material for a support character in his next film – not a huge part, but move over Rudolph Valentino, Douglas Fairbanks, Ronald Colman, all the lot of them, here comes Ralph Clinton! I’m over the moon as you’ll have guessed – and I know, darling Cynny, you’ll be over the moon for me. I have no illusions, it won’t be the big time straight away, but with a chance like this I know I’ll get there. Keep believing in me. Just imagine, I’ve done with those dreadful boarding houses, done with the amateurishness of the Players, done with living on a diet of nothing but faith in ‘one day’. My day has dawned.


Thank you for making Deremouth bearable – more than bearable. We’ve had a great time, a summer that will stay with me as I climb to dizzy heights on the ladder of success. Watch out to see where I reach. Keep happy, keep as gorgeous as I shall remember, and promise not to forget me, Ralph.








‘Are you going to take all morning getting your overall on?’ Edna Dingle hissed in a loud whisper, head and shoulders appearing around the door of the back room. ‘Your first appointment’s been waiting ages.’


‘Can’t have been waiting ages,’ Cynny snapped. ‘Mrs Eldridge never takes bookings for me until ten past in case the bus is late.’


‘Well she’s waiting now, anyway, so best you buck up.’


Folding Ralph’s note and putting it in her handbag, Cynny stood up. Every nerve in her body wanted to scream. Yet she seemed to stand outside herself, like a zombie she put on her uniform floral overall and walked out into the salon. She heard herself greet Mrs Jenkins, wife of the greengrocer and her first shampoo and set, in the mirror she saw herself smile and marvelled at her intent expression as she was regaled with the wonders of the grandchildren who’d spent the last week of their school holidays at the rooms above the shop. Yet all the time she felt knotted up with misery, her heart seemed to be thumping like a bass drum, she felt sick. No, no, not that! She mustn’t feel sick. Concentrating on what she had to do, she wheeled the hood dryer across the floor and plugged it into the point near Mrs Jenkins’ chair.


‘Fifteen minutes and I’ll come and check you. Try to keep your head right inside the hood.’ Then silently: What can I do? Today I was going to tell him. Gone, Ralph gone. Did he ever love me at all or was he just amusing himself? Now, look where it’s got me. Damn him (oh no, I don’t mean that. Damn the baby, yes I do mean that, but Ralph, surely, surely it all meant the same to him as it did – does – to me). He’ll write to me, yes that’s what he’ll do. When he’s had the screen test he’ll write to me here at the salon and tell me all about it; he’ll find somewhere for us to live. Probably in London. London with Ralph. In his note he said to keep faith with him, that must have been what he meant only he was too excited about what had happened to make it clear. Yes, I’ll keep faith. Perhaps in no more than a week it will all have happened and I’ll know where I have to go to join him.


But one week went, then another, then a third. No longer did Cynny stay in Deremouth each evening, no longer did she have to describe outings with her fictitious friend and by mid-October, no longer did she hurry from the bus each morning in the hope of a letter waiting for her in the salon.


‘You’re very quiet lately, Cynny.’ Jane had been watching her for days, at a loss to understand what was the matter, ‘Nothing wrong at the salon, is there? Why don’t you think about a change, find somewhere in Exeter with girls of your own age working there as company for you?’ But was that the trouble, or was she not well? There seemed to be no fight in the girl, she looked pale and tired. The prettiest girl in the county, that’s what Sid Clampet the butcher had said about her only a few weeks ago. And so she was. But her spirit seemed crushed. Why, lately, she hadn’t even risen to the bait and argued with her father. ‘Think about it, dear. Now you’re qualified wouldn’t it be more exciting to take the train to Exeter each morning?’


‘Perhaps I will if I see a vacancy.’ But she knew she wouldn’t, just as she knew that before long she’d have to leave Mrs Eldridge’s establishment. And then where would she go? If only she could talk to her mother. But how could she while he was sitting with the paper on his knee, his eyes and ears always ready for some reason to find fault. Well, this time she’d be giving him plenty of reason. What could she do?


Jane had followed her up to her bedroom where she was putting away two freshly ironed blouses she’d found on her bed.


‘I’m worried.’ It wasn’t often her mother spoke like it, for a second Cynny believed she must have guessed. ‘He’s never a talkative man, you know how he’ll sit for hours with that newspaper, never talking. But these last months I’ve watched and, Cynny, he hasn’t been reading it, he’s been staring as if he sees something I can’t see. Hark! There’s the door bell. Perhaps a visitor might cheer him up or at least see that he makes an effort.’


‘Let him answer it, Mum, he’s nearer than you are.’


Even so Jane went out onto the landing knowing the visitor was more likely to be for her.


‘Mr Cartwright!’ How strange he sounded, almost frightened – and who was Mr Cartwright? ‘You wanted to see me?’


‘May I come inside? We have to talk. I think you know.’


‘No, no, don’t know, can’t think … don’t understand … Jane … where’s Jane?’


With one frightened backward glance, Jane hurried downstairs leaving Cynny alone on the bedroom landing.


‘Good evening,’ she greeted their visitor with her hand outstretched. ‘Has George invited you in? Are you from the bank?’


‘Mrs Barlow, I don’t relish my mission, but I assure you I have come out of friendship. Yes, I’m from the bank. Your husband and I work alongside each other.’


‘Not quite,’ George made an effort for control, ‘Mr Cartwright is assistant manager, I’m but a cashier.’


‘Assistant manager and friend too,’ she said, her voice giving nothing away. ‘Do take a chair Mr Cartwright. Perhaps if it’s a business call you would rather I left you.’


‘It might be better,’ their visitor agreed. ‘Finance is never an interesting subject to you ladies, I believe.’


‘It’s one we can’t afford to turn a blind eye to. But you’ll talk more freely without me.’


Instinct took her back to the stairs and to Cynny.


‘Something’s wrong, Cynny.’ She whispered even though there was no chance the men could hear her. ‘I know it is. I think I’ve known for weeks. He never speaks except to grumble.’


‘What’s new about that? I used to think it was just me he couldn’t stand the sight of.’


‘It shouldn’t be like this,’ Jane’s voice broke on a croak and when she felt Cynny’s arm around her shoulder it was almost her undoing. ‘It’s as if he’s full of hate – for you, for me, for the government, for the bank, for the church, no one can do anything right for him.’


‘He can be as beastly as he likes to me, I don’t give a damn what he thinks – I mean it Mum, even if I tried to care, I couldn’t. And what he thinks about the rest of the world isn’t important. But he has no right to treat you like he does. I just hope that chap from the bank is tearing him off a strip and making him take stock of the way he goes on.’


Whether or not that was what was happening they were never to know.


‘Mrs Barlow! Are you there, Mrs Barlow?’ Already she was halfway down the stairs, Cynny close behind. ‘Your husband is unwell.’


‘I know, I know. Didn’t I say something was wrong?’


In the sitting room George Barlow was sitting in his usual chair, but there was a difference. He didn’t look directly at any of them nor yet at any one thing, instead he stared into space, his mouth moving as he muttered incoherently, his clenched fist on his chest.


‘Go on your bike and find the doctor, Cynny. What did you say to upset him, Mr Cartwright?’


‘It was a bank matter, but nothing that suggested dishonesty. He is in a responsible position, daily handling great amounts of money, accuracy is vital. I’ve told him – and this came from a higher authority than myself – I had to tell him that for the time being he is laid off work. I am so sorry, sorrier than I can say.’


‘But what’s he done? He isn’t ill. George, are you ill?’


‘No, no,’ George glared. ‘Just faints, blackouts, overtired. I ought to eat a proper meal at midday. Just faints.’


‘At work? But why didn’t you tell me?’


With a sudden movement he sat straighter, glaring at her with something like hatred. ‘Tell you! Tell you! A lot you’d care, you or that painted hussy of a girl either.’


‘May I wait with you until your daughter brings the doctor?’


George was on his feet, for a moment he looked as if he was about to lunge at them, then his mouth sagged open, he swayed and crumpled before Cyril Cartwright could reach to support him.




Lying in bed Cynny stared at the ceiling. This really was a life change. Her father was dead, snuffed out like a candle. Guilt, shame, anger, one emotion chased another across her mind. Only that evening she’d told her mother that he had no power to hurt her, and honesty made her admit even now that it was true. But he’d been her father, part of her life as long as she’d lived. And what about her mother? Marriage that had lasted a quarter of a century ending like this, no loving words of parting, no preparation for what had hit them so suddenly. Ought they to have realised that his warped mind was rooted in physical breakdown? Just faints, he’d said. Had it been his heart? Mr Cartwright had known something was wrong with him, they’d learned that more than once he’d straightened the end-of-day financial confusion in an effort to shield him, yet at home they’d been so distant from him that they’d noticed nothing other than his bad temper or, in Jane’s case and unbeknown to Cynny, physical violence as she became the brunt of every grievance. Now he was gone. No, that wasn’t true; he’d been carried into the tiny fourth bedroom and there he was lying looking cold and remote.


Cynny climbed out of bed and crept along the passage towards her parents’ bedroom. Only it wasn’t her parents’ room any longer, it was simply her mother’s. By daylight she might regret what she was doing, but surely this had to be the time. The shock of what had already happened would help protect Jane from yet another blow.


‘Are you awake, Mum? I want to talk.’


‘Wide awake. Can’t you sleep either? Cynny, ought we to have seen? Yes, I ought to have known. If I’d made him see a doctor when he first became so changed, would he still be here?’


First became changed? Cynny repeated silently. When had he ever been any different?


‘The doctor was very kind. So was Mr Cartwright. Don’t know if I’ll be able to afford to keep this house. The bank holds the mortgage, but I believe it’s covered with insurance.’


‘Mum, I couldn’t tell you before. I’ve known for ages, more than a month, but I kept putting off telling you. Because of him, because he’d have made such a scene and I bet when he’d done shouting at me he would have turned on you.’


‘Don’t Cynny. I keep telling myself he couldn’t help it, he was ill.’


Just as if she hadn’t spoken Cynny made her announcement, just two words but the hardest she’d ever had to speak. ‘I’m pregnant.’


‘You’re …? But you can’t be. Trouble, that’s what he said when you were out in the evenings. That girl will bring trouble, time and again he said it. Kept looking at the clock, berating me for not knowing where you where. I wouldn’t listen …’ She’d gone through the shock of the evening in a numbed, dry-eyed state. Now, like a child’s her face crumpled and she cried. ‘Don’t believe it. You don’t have a boyfriend. Who did it to you? Why couldn’t you have told me what had happened? Didn’t you trust me?’


‘Of course I did, Mum. But it wasn’t like you think. I loved him, he loved me.’


‘Thank God for that. Why didn’t you bring him here? Who is he? What does he say about the baby?’


‘Doesn’t matter who he is. It’s over anyway, he’s gone away. We planned that I’d go too, but—’


‘But he left you in the lurch!’ Jane blew her nose and scrubbed her eyes with her clenched fists. ‘Young devil. Well, if he’s like that, Cynny, thank God he’s gone. Who have you told?’


Into Cynny’s head came the thought that tonight had indeed been a good time to break her news; it had taken from her mother that undeserved feeling of guilt, set her mind towards the future even though that held more than its share of difficulties. But her answer gave no hint of where her thoughts had taken her.


‘I’ve not told anyone, there was no one to tell except you and I didn’t see how I could do that.’


‘How far gone are you?’


‘Coming up to the second month.’


Jane pushed back the bed covers to make room for her. ‘Hop in. Now listen, love, we’ll work it out together. You can go on working for a bit, until you start to show. Then – oh to hell with what the village says. You’re not the first girl to be taken advantage of by some selfish swine and you—’


‘Mum, it wasn’t like that.’ But even as she said it, the roots of doubt and mistrust took a firmer hold. Perhaps believing herself alone she’d been frightened to doubt her faith in him, but now she was no longer alone. For the first time in the weeks since she’d had his note, she looked truth in the face. And that’s the moment when she made a silent vow: she would never let herself fall in love again, it blinded you to the truth, it made a fool of you. Now Ralph had gone, probably already at that very minute he was lying with some other girl in his arms. Well, no one else would ever have the chance to blind her with sweet words, In her naïvety she felt that the first of her hurdles was behind her. Jane had said ‘to hell with what the village says’, but her warning had meant nothing to Cynny. If she hadn’t cared for her father’s opinion it was unlikely that that of the local gossipmongers would touch her.


‘We have plenty of room here, Cynny. We’ll manage beautifully, you see if we don’t.’


‘No Mum! No, I can’t stay here when I have the baby. I should feel like a child who’s made a mistake and been let off with a caution.’


Neither of them considered how unlikely it was that so recently widowed Jane should laugh. But laugh she did, as she took Cynny’s hand in hers. ‘Let off with a caution indeed,’ she agreed. ‘It’s ages away, we have months to think about it.’


‘Months of getting fat and hideous,’ grumbled Cynny. ‘But Mum, I must earn enough to pay rent on somewhere on my own – well, me and it. If you help looking after it, that’s a different thing, you’d be better at it than I shall. It’s just that I must be independent.’


Jane didn’t argue, time enough to think about independence as the months went on and lovely Cynny became what she called ‘fat and hideous’. On this night of all nights she knew her thoughts ought to be with George, she ought to be remembering the early months, the time she fell in love with him, the joy when Teddy was born. Precious Teddy who’d been with them such a short while, perhaps he was the one true love of George’s life. Three short years, a time that she could look back on as being pure happiness – then that brief illness and his short life was snuffed out. Was that when George had begun to alter, when bitterness had started to warp him? Even his lovemaking had been different, it had lacked tenderness, it had been as if he’d resented his need of her. And when Cynny, dear Cynny, had come he hadn’t even wanted to hold her. She’d already been pregnant when Teddy had died. ‘Fat and hideous’ came the echo of Cynny’s words as she recalled those first dreadful months, that was how she had felt, she’d seen it in George’s eyes each time he’d looked at her and since then things had got worse with each year. But tonight she mustn’t let her memory take her beyond those first years – or so she was determined. But minds have a will of their own and lying still as a statue by Cynny’s side other images couldn’t be erased: only once had he hit her, hit her meaning to hurt. The corner of the cupboard door had been the plausible reason she’d given for her black eye. But bitterness and hate comes in many guises, only minutes before he’d died it had been as clear as any spoken word. She had seen it … Mr Cartwright must have seen it … how kind he’d been. And afterwards, after the doctor had left he had waited with her for the undertakers to arrive to do whatever undertakers had to do. Now there was this trouble with Cynny. Thank God George wouldn’t know about it. Oh dear, what a wicked thing to think.


‘Poor old Mum,’ Cynny said, making Jane wonder whether there was such a thing as telepathy and she had been following the journey of her own mind. ‘Anyway mum, I’m sorry about the baby for your sake as well as for my own. If I’ve made a mess and trusted someone who was rotten then that’s my fault and I’m going to see I pay my own way. And I’ll tell you something else: this has taught me not to trust anyone. Damn men, I mean it, damn every one of them.’


‘Don’t say that, dear. You don’t know yet the love a baby brings with it. Tonight everything is changed. Perhaps the baby is the one good thing, something to build on.’




Somehow they lived through the weeks and months that followed. Jane had had plenty of friends in the village, and as word spread (‘Have you seen the Barlow girl? What do you make of it?’ changed to ‘No doubt what’s up with her. Brazen as you like she goes around carrying all before her’ and ‘It was the death of her father, you may be sure the shame of it was what killed him’) there were those of them who didn’t alter. In truth there was nothing the village enjoyed more than scandal and Cynny Barlow and her ‘trouble’ brought grist to the mill. Cyril Cartwright became a regular visitor; instinctively Jane and Cynny avoided talking about him. But even Cynny, who secretly looked on him as a creep, had to admit that it was largely his influence at the bank that assured Jane of a pension based on the years George had worked for them despite the fact that he had collapsed after being laid off.


So the months of autumn and winter passed.




It was a day towards the end of April, a day that held warmth more like summer than spring, when she left a note for her mother to see when she returned from a trip to Deremouth telling her she’d gone for a walk, and decided to leave the village and climb the hill beyond the church and into the country. Fat and hideous was how she thought of herself and that day she felt even worse than that. The hill was steep, all day her back had been aching, but she was determined she wouldn’t give in; according to the date given her by the midwife, the baby (or ‘it’ as she thought of the reason for her changed lifestyle) wouldn’t arrive for more than a week. She wasn’t blind to the glances thrown her way by a group of young women with prams, but told herself as she had a hundred times that she didn’t care what people thought of her. With her head high she plodded past them, her bitterness encouraging her to emphasise her huge (and hideous, again her own opinion) state. Turning from Fore Street she started up the hill towards the church and Grantley Hall beyond. Had it always been so steep? Panting, aching, despairing, blindly she climbed. Damn the baby, damn it, damn him, Ralph. What would he care if he could see what he’s done to me?


‘Wait!’ A voice called after her as she passed the vicarage. Kate Bainbridge, the vicar’s wife. Cynny’s instinct was to pretend she hadn’t heard. The open snubs of the ‘chattering masses’, as she thought of the village gossips, she could take; but faced with condescending kindness from the vicarage she was out of her depth. Footsteps behind her told her she couldn’t escape. ‘I saw you pass. You look done in. This hill is too much for you, you wait a month or so and you’ll be running up it. Why don’t you come in and have a cup of tea, Billy and I are on our own and I was just going to make one.’


‘You don’t have to talk like that, just because you’re the vicar’s wife,’ Cynny growled, hearing herself sound ungracious, hating herself, hating Kate even more.


‘That’s one of the hard things about being married to a priest,’ Kate looked at her very directly as she answered, ‘no one ever thinks I’m a person in my own right. Forget Richard, just come in because I’d like you to.’


‘I was rude. That’s what’s happened to me. I seem to enjoy being hateful.’


‘That’s a privilege I can’t let myself have – being as rude as I sometimes feel, I mean. And that does come in the package of being a vicar’s wife. But Miss Barlow – Cynny, doesn’t your mother call you? – that wasn’t why I called out to you. Come on, let’s make that tea.’


Ten minutes later, with the folding table erected in the sunshine, they sat drinking tea and eating ginger cake that Kate had made that morning. It was nine months since Richard had come to St Luke’s and during that time she had at first been defeated by the solid fuel oven, then wrestled with it determined not to be beaten and, finally, come to understand it. The ginger cake was proof that she was its master.


It was something to do with her voyage of discovery over the kitchen range that made her say, ‘You should have seen the disasters I produced when we first came here. I’d always liked cooking, but I was sure this wretched oven had no future. And it wouldn’t have had one either, if we could have afforded to have it replaced. But we couldn’t, so I decided that I had to make the best of how things were. And somehow, I won.’


‘You’re not just talking about the oven, are you,’ Cynny said, a statement not a question. ‘And I’ll win too, I vow I will. And I vow something else, I’ll never be fool enough to fall in love again, I’ll never trust any man.’


They were so different, these two women: Cynny with her lovely face still made up with the same care as in the days her father used to refer to it as ‘plastered with all that muck’, Kate’s devoid of make-up and still with a kind of girlish innocence in her expression. Yet they were drawn to each other, perhaps both wanted to gain something from the other.


‘I envy you, you know,’ Kate said. ‘Oh not for having a baby and no husband, but I envy you for the sort of – of consuming love you must have felt, the trust you must have had.’


‘You envy me for being such a naïve fool?’


‘I don’t know anything about what happened, but you must have loved him. You’ll have his child, you’ll always have something of him,’ Kate answered, looking at her earnestly.


‘Just plain stupid, saying you envy me when you must love your husband and you share his child.’


Kate turned her words over, her mind going where Cynny’s couldn’t follow. ‘I understand what you’re saying, but … but … oh, I expect you’re right … of course you’re right. Eat another piece of cake. Billy!’ she called to the little boy who was trundling himself backwards and forwards across the lawn on a small wooden train, ‘come and have a drink of lemon and a piece of cake.’


Cynny knew their moment of confidence was over.




Chapter Two


Two days after Cynny’s meeting with Kate Bainbridge she gave birth to a daughter, weighing in at 7lb 2oz, healthy in wind and limb.


Nurse Cox, the midwife, was delighted with the confinement and when the baby had been in the world no more than an hour she laid her in her mother’s arms. She hadn’t a lot of hope, but she’d seen it happen before that even an unwanted child could find a way to its mother’s heart. But Cynny gave no sign of her feelings one way or another. She held the tiny scrap of humanity, she looked at it with something more akin to interest than love. But surely even interest was something.


If the poor wee mite was to go short of maternal affection from the young trollop (for that’s the way Nurse Cox had heard people speak of her, although she considered herself too professional to voice such an opinion herself), she’d get all the love she needed from her grandmother.


‘Oh Cynny, just look at her,’ Jane whispered, marvelling at the miracle of birth, ‘isn’t she just perfect?’


Cynny remembered the night she’d told her mother she was pregnant. A baby brings love, that’s what Jane had said and looking at her expression it was clear that, for her, it was true.


‘Got all her fingers and toes, if that’s what you mean.’


‘I mean a lot more than that. You hold her, it can’t be too soon to let her nuzzle. There won’t be any milk yet—’


‘I bought a bottle, you know I did.’ There was panic in Cynny’s voice. ‘I’m not going to feed her. I just want to get back to how I used to be, my life isn’t over, I won’t let it be over.’ She sounded ready to fight, there was a note bordering on hysteria in her tone, but Jane didn’t pick up the gauntlet. So well she remembered her own first hours after Teddy had been born, the pride she’d felt as she’d looked on George holding his son; and she remembered too how different it had been when Cynny had arrived. So how must it be to have no father for the baby? All the agony of giving birth to a child who must be a constant reminder of the wretched man who’d walked away.


‘It’s better for her if you can feed her, dear.’


‘I don’t care. I’m not going to. My body’s my own again.’


‘Oh dear. Well, we’ll have to manage. But apart from anything else it’s so much cheaper to use nature’s way.’


Cynny was silent. Jane knew she’d hit below the belt, letting her words seem like a reminder of Cynny’s dependence, but that was surely less important than the bond that might grow if she nursed her child herself. There was no doubt her words had struck home. Jane’s heart was breaking for her poor pretty daughter who’d always been so confident, so sure that somewhere a golden future waited for her. And now what had she to look forward to? Men liked their wives to be virgins, or at best respectable widows. Even allowing for the fact Cynny had never made friends amongst the village girls, you only had to see the way they’d openly cold-shouldered her since they’d seen she was pregnant to know the sort of battle she had ahead of her. But there was something even more worrying than that: if Cynny couldn’t learn to love this poor innocent little scrap then she would grow ever more full of bitterness, just like George had, bitterness rooted in unhappiness.


‘As soon as I can squeeze into my clothes and feel like a human being instead of a – a – a hideous great lump, then I’m going to get a job and earn enough to keep us, her and me.’


‘You don’t need to, you have a home here. We may not have as much as we used to when your father was bringing home a salary but—’


‘No!’ More frightened than she would admit, Cynny saw her future, ‘No, Mum, I can’t live here, not now I’ve had the baby. Surely you can understand. I’ve waited until now, I couldn’t hope to find work looking like I did. But I will once I’m me again and I’ll find a room somewhere, anything just so long as I can earn enough to pay for it myself and to keep us.’ Then, reality quashing her image of independence, ‘But then, there’s looking after it, somehow I have to find work that I can do and look after it at the same time.’


‘Her not it.’


‘Her, then. It or her, what’s the difference, it’ll still need being looked after.’


‘I’m going down to make you a milk drink, that’s what Nurse Cox said. You hold her until I come back and then we’ll get her into her crib. And Cynny, you know the next thing? We have to see about getting her registered, giving her a name.’


Left alone with her daughter, thankful to have no one watching, Cynny pulled open the buttons of her pyjama jacket and tentatively drew the tiny head to her breast. This was something she had vowed she would never do. But she was in no position to argue against it, she had no money, she had nothing, nothing but memories that taunted her. But that wasn’t true, she had more than nothing, she had this helpless scrap of humanity, somehow she had to be mother and father to it; and she’d see she brought it up to be wiser than she had herself, not to be such a gullible fool.


‘Daughter,’ she whispered as if she were telling herself something she didn’t know, then, silently, conversed with the bundle in her arms, ‘Once I was tiny like this. With no father, what sort of a life will you have? Will children treat you like their mothers treat me? Not that I care, about me I mean. No, and I’ll see to it that you don’t care either. Damn the lot of them. Little girl.’ The rosebud mouth was teasing her nipple, not knowing what to do with it. ‘If there’s a god I hope he’ll be kind to you. But he won’t be, how could he? You’re illegitimate, do you know that? And do you know what it means out there amongst the oh-so-good people? It means you’ll be treated like an outcast by all that miserable rotten lot. And when you grow up, just you mind you don’t fall in love because no one will want you, except like he did with me, just for a bit of amusement – and it’s not fair, it’s not your fault. Poor little girl.’ She felt the first hot tear roll down her cheek.


‘I’ve been thinking,’ Jane said, pretending she didn’t notice Cynny’s unusually pink eyelids, when she reappeared with a cup of steaming cocoa made with all milk, ‘what are we going to call her? We’ve never talked about it. Matilda is nice, it could shorten to Tilly, or what about Rosalind, that was my mother’s name?’


‘She’s Suzie. Not short for anything, just plain Suzie.’


As a name Jane didn’t think much of it, but she didn’t say so. Half an hour ago she wouldn’t have expected Cynny to have chosen the name herself and spoken it with such decision. Jane knew when to be thankful.


Two days later Cynny had her first visitor. Kate Bainbridge arrived bearing a bunch of primroses she had picked that morning, three long-outgrown nightdresses of Billy’s that she’d been keeping ready for any other babies she might have, and a brand new teddy bear.


‘I didn’t expect you to call,’ Cynny heard her words as ungracious. ‘I suppose it’s all part of being the vicar’s wife.’


‘Yes and no,’ Kate laughed. ‘May I sit down? I came because I wanted to, so that’s the “no” part. But if I’m truthful, there are lots of times when I have to make calls or try and look interested at the women parishioners’ meetings, all that sort of thing, when I have far better things to do with my time.’ Drawing the chair near to the bed, she sat down, crossed her legs comfortably, somehow the action emphasising that this was no duty call.


‘Didn’t mean to be rude,’ Cynny mumbled.


‘Rubbish,’ Kate laughed, ‘of course you did and I don’t blame you. There’s nothing worse than feeling one’s being a duty. But honestly that’s not why I came. I wanted to see you – and I wanted to see your baby – Suzie, your mother says you’re calling her.’


Despite herself, Cynny relaxed. It was impossible not to like Kate, a young woman so utterly unlike herself and yet she felt if she could talk to anyone then this might be the one person. A year ago if she’d met her she would have written her off as dull, her face devoid of make-up, her dress homemade, her shoes sensible and hard wearing (and at the thought she imagined George and his scathing remarks about her own footwear). So how was it that, now, she could see beyond all that and feel there was something that drew them to each other?


‘There was another reason I wanted to see you,’ Kate told her, ‘it’s because of something your mother told me when I met her in the village the other day. I feel a bit mean really, because I know she hopes you’ll change your mind and stay here, but she said you were determined to find a place to rent.’


‘Of course I am. If you’d got yourself into the mess I have, would you have been prepared to stay with your parents?’


‘No. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I heard this morning that at the end of the month number four Middle Street is going to be empty. The couple who live there now are moving to Exeter. I found out that they pay seven shillings a week rent and some of the furniture goes with the house. Cynny, you may not fancy living in Middle Street, it’s not a bit what you’ve been used to—’


‘I just have to find something I can afford and I can’t expect Buckingham Palace. Until I can get work I shall have a job to find any rent at all. I’m a hairdresser really, but there’s no salon in Chalcombe so I’ll have to take whatever I can get. My own fault, the whole beastly mess is my own fault.’ Near to tears she turned her face away.


‘When are they going to let you get up?’ Kate changed the subject. ‘Two weeks is usual isn’t it, but I persuaded them at the nursing home to cut it down to nine days when I had Billy. It’s so special when you start to look after the baby yourself. Can I pick her up? She is awake.’


Rather than cheering the new mother, the half hour of such unexpected friendship seemed more to underline the difference in their two lives. With less self pity for her own predicament and more awareness that other people have rocky patches in their lives, she might have detected a note of bitterness in the vicar’s wife with her compulsory parish duties; she might have detected an underlying unhappiness that went even deeper. In truth Kate wasn’t simply the first, she was the only visitor. That was in the first week of May. By the end of the month Cynny had taken her first step towards independence, in fact two steps counting house and job separately, which added up to a large stride.


Without Jane none of it could have happened, for Suzie’s birth changed both their lives. A new pattern evolved.




No one in the village cared for Bert Crosbie who kept the grocery shop on Fore Street, but when Cynny read the card in his window asking for an assistant she marched straight in and applied. Liking him didn’t come into it. She needed to earn money, he needed an assistant – and needed one quickly, for without one he was tied to the shop, something he hadn’t been used to. With a reliable assistant, once he’d opened the front door he could come and go as he pleased until it was time to check the till and lock up again. Also, he was sharp enough to know that the village women would be drawn to the shop knowing ‘that trollop’ was getting her comeuppance, stuck behind the counter while they were able to stand about gossiping; they’d enjoy the freedom of their own married status as they left her, spending her days parted from her ‘bundle of trouble’, sorting shelves, slicing bacon, weighing out packages of rice and sugar. That was partly Bert Crosbie’s reason for his engaging her. The other was more complex, one he didn’t elaborate on even to himself but it had to do with her unusually attractive appearance, something that hadn’t gone unnoticed even before she had made herself the centre of local tittle-tattle. She used to be a bit small in what he thought of as the upstairs department, but having the brat had improved that, there was a bit more there now he could just imagine getting his hands round. Cynny wasn’t blind to his leers, but treated them in what he thought of as too-big-for-her-boots disdain. Just as Jane had meant it to, the inference that money was short and that it was an unnecessary expense to bottle-feed a baby had hit home. Cynny was nursing Suzie herself, first thing in the morning while she swallowed her own breakfast in the kitchen of number 4 Middle Street, again at lunch time, then when she got home just after six in the evening. In the new routine, Jane would arrive on her bicycle before Cynny left home in the morning and would stay until finally she came back at the end of the day.
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