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    The story of Josephine Cox is as extraordinary as anything in her novels. Born in a cotton-mill house in Blackburn, she was one of ten children. Her parents, she says, brought out the worst in each other, and life was full of tragedy and hardship – but not without love and laughter. At the age of sixteen, Josephine met and married ‘a caring and wonderful man’, and had two sons. When the boys started school, she decided to go to college and eventually gained a place at Cambridge University, though was unable to take this up as it would have meant living away from home. However, she did go into teaching, while at the same time helping to renovate the derelict council house that was their home, coping with the problems caused by her mother’s unhappy home life – and writing her first full-length novel. Not surprisingly, she then won the ‘Superwoman of Great Britain’ Award, for which her family had secretly entered her, and this coincided with the acceptance of her novel for publication.

  




  

    Josephine gave up teaching in order to write full time. She says ‘I love writing, both recreating scenes and characters from my past, together with new storylines which mingle naturally with the old. I could never imagine a single day without writing, and it’s been that way since as far back as I can remember.’
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 Special thanks to two new friends, Alice and Toby.
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 May God keep them safe till we meet again.
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 Navigation – and at different times have sent me home legless!

  




  




  

    Foreword

  




  

    Some small part of the location has been altered for purpose of story.

  




  




  

    Part One

  




  

    1965

  




  

    Homeward Bound

  




  

    

                                                                                     


    






















































But if the while I think on thee, dear friend,                                                    




















































 All losses are restored, and sorrows end.

  




  

    William Shakespeare

  




  




  

    Chapter One

  




  

    Rick Marsden had an ache in his heart. And that ache was Queenie. She had been gone some two years now, but in all those long empty days and nights Rick had never once stopped praying that at any moment he would look up and there she would be. She never was, though, and now he had grown fearful that he would not see her adorable face or gaze into those gentle grey eyes ever again.

  




  

    It was a thought to haunt him, to fill his every hour with a dread too painful to contemplate. And he had tried – oh, how he had tried – to find her; until when all his efforts came to nothing, he began to think that Queenie had been snatched from the face of the earth. Yet he could not, would not give up his searching; for even if in the eyes of the law he was forbidden to marry her, there was no law in this life nor in the next that could command his heart to stop loving her.

  




  

    At that moment, Mr Marsden senior turned his attention from the sombre procession which had this day travelled the streets of London, drawing a vast number of people from all walks of life, from every corner of the land, and indeed from across the world. This awesome State funeral, the first accorded to a  commoner since the death of Gladstone some sixty-eight years previously, was a sight to behold. One hundred and forty-two men of the Royal Navy ranked fore and aft of the magnificent gun-carriage bearing a coffin ceremoniously draped with the Union Jack, upon which a cushion of velvet bore the insignia of the garter.

  




  

    The many thousands of onlookers had gathered here to pay their humble respects and mark the state funeral of a man who had been hailed as ‘the greatest English-man of all time’.

  




  

    On this 30th day of January, in the year of 1965, Winston Churchill, once leader of men, once Prime Minister, was ceremoniously laid to his rest. The nation mourned, and men of Mr Marsden’s generation found much regret in the passing of one who had so valiantly refused to accept anything less than victory in the Second World War, and whose memory would ever be strong for that claim alone, if for no other reason.

  




  

    The pomp and glory of such a send-off, and the unique character of the man being carried to his last resting-place, had rendered the whole affair deeply moving and emotionally exhausting for the onlookers. Now, his eyes moist, Mr Marsden had seen enough.

  




  

    ‘Come on son. Let’s make tracks towards home,’ he told Rick, wending his way through the thronging crowd. He did not come to rest until he had successfully isolated himself from the jostling bodies. A moment later Rick too emerged from the crowd, to hear his father declare in a voice subdued by the occasion,

  




  

    ‘There



















































 was a man, son! A man among men . . . and we’ll not see the likes of him again I fear.’ There followed a deep sigh, which had the curious effect of  adding height to his appearance. ‘Come on now,’ he said abruptly, ‘let’s stop for a bite to eat before we get the train back to Wigan.’

  




  

    Rick nodded his agreement, all the while searching the crowd for Queenie’s face. But he was surrounded only by strangers, and amidst them all, he had never felt lonelier. His deeper thoughts ran on, unheeding his father’s patter.

  




  

    ‘I’m glad we were able to wrap that warehouse business up so swiftly. It would have been a great pity not to have caught a glimpse of Churchill’s last journey.’ Mr Marsden pursed his lips into a circle of deep crevices as he fell into dark reflective thought.

  




  

    Sensing his father’s brooding mood Rick exclaimed, ‘Come on, Dad!’ quickly propelling him down Fleet Street, through the thinning crowd, and along the streets of London towards the nearest underground station. Right now he had one thought uppermost in his mind – to get back to the familiarity of Lancashire and to resume his search for Queenie. It was true that he had accompanied his father to London under the guise of inspecting a warehouse which was up for sale. He had known it was too small, too insecure and too far from the docks to be of any real value to them but as always he had it in the back of his mind that he might, just might, catch sight of Queenie; even though his deeper instincts had always told him she loved Lancashire too much ever to leave it.

  




  

    As he and Mr Marsden located seats on the train just preparing to depart from Euston Station Rick watched the older man surrender to the exhaustion of a long busy day. While his father slept, Rick gave full rein to his thoughts. In doing so, he found himself  subject to many moods. Shock, at Katy Forest’s revelation to him that the child which had been born to Queenie, and to Katy’s thinking ‘mercifully taken’, was not, as Rick had strongly suspected, fathered by Mike Bedford . . . but by Queenie’s (and sadly                                                     his



















































) own father: George Kenney. As Katy was quick to point out, such a thing could only have been brought about by the worst act of desecration man could commit against woman, let alone father against daughter. It was a monstrous thing, which had caused Rick many a nightmare since. If George Kenney was not already facing his maker, Rick would have swiftly despatched him with his own hands.

  




  

    That Queenie had not felt able to confide in either himself or Katy also angered Rick. Such anger though, had been tempered by recollections of Queenie’s nature, and of how painful it would have been for her to shift her own troubles onto another’s shoulders. Oh, but God in Heaven! she                                                     should



















































 have told him! Were not his shoulders broad enough to lighten                                                     any



















































 burden that would cause her distress?

  




  

    Thinking on her now, the upsurge of love for her within him grew to such urgency that he could have got to his feet here in this train packed with people and, in loud defiance, proclaimed that same love; even in the knowledge that the woman he yearned to take for his wife was in fact his own half-sister. Would he                                                     never



















































 come to terms with it, as Queenie appeared to have done? In answer, all his senses screamed no in unison. He never could . . . not when it condemned him and Queenie to lives apart.

  




  

    For a while, his thoughts melted into the rhythmic rumbling of the speeding train, his furtive mind growing  quieter in the wake of his confident self-assurance that he                                                     would



















































 find Queenie even if it meant searching the four corners of the earth.

  




  

    When he grew weary from gazing out of the window and marking the fast-changing countryside Rick turned to survey his father’s sleeping face. Some two years had brought small change in Mr Marsden’s forthright countenance. Still given to plumpness, there was much in him to try even Rick’s patience, for he was a man of little compromise, occasionally riding roughshod over others when it came to a business deal or demands of his mill-workers.

  




  

    Rick had come to know just how to handle situations often made fraught by his father’s bull-headed, inflexible tactics. But what he found more difficult to cope with was the manner in which his father blatantly sought to marry him off to Tad Winters’ daughter, Rachel. Lovely though she was there would never be anyone for him but Queenie. Rick resented, too, the way his father bristled at the very mention of Queenie’s name. It struck him yet again, to wonder at the full consequence of his mother’s affair with George Kenney all those years ago. Had she confided in Mr Marsden that Rick was not                                                     his



















































 son? Or was it a secret kept only to Rita Marsden herself, and did her husband to this day believe Rick to be his? There had often been times since Queenie’s disappearance when Rick had been on the verge of probing the subject deeper with his mother, but on each occasion he had refrained from doing so, because a haunting sadness in his mother’s eyes always cautioned him from raking over the coals of the past. There had been enough pain.

  




  

    He looked at the sleeping man before him, the man  he had always known as his father, and of a sudden he hoped that his mother                                                     had



















































 kept safe her secret; because for all Mr Marsden was a hard-nosed taskmaster, often ruthless and unforgiving, Rick knew without a doubt that this man loved him deeply. And it was surely an unnecessary thing to hurt the innocent if it could be avoided.

  




  

    Feeling himself somewhat worn by the rush of an unusually busy day, Rick relaxed into the seat and closed his eyes. At once the smiling image of Queenie came into his mind, causing him to wonder where she was at that very moment. If she thought to elude him for much longer, she had greatly underestimated his determination. After the short letter Katy had received from Queenie some weeks back, he was convinced it was only a matter of time before Queenie was found.

  




  




  

    Chapter Two

  




  

    It was Friday night: the last hour of the working week and, for Queenie, the last day at Naylor’s Plastics Factory.

  




  

    One by one as the women left their work benches and clocked out before making for the outer door and freedom, they came into the small partitioned office, to say their farewells to Queenie again.

  




  

    ‘You’ve been a good supervisor, Queenie,’ said Big Bett, ‘and we’ll miss you.’

  




  

    ‘Look after yourself dear,’ said another.

  




  

    When they had all gone and the place ached with quietness, Queenie emerged from the office to make her final check about the machines.

  




  

    A great feeling of loneliness came upon her, as it always did at this particular time of day. Strange, she mused, how these past two years or more she had kept close her own company in spite of working in daily contact with nigh on a hundred women, all of whose names, strengths and weaknesses she knew. She had laughed with them and lent a sympathetic ear to their problems; she had worked alongside them until her fingers and back ached as theirs had done. But outside work-hours Queenie had extended friendship to no one, man or woman.

  




  

    Some time back, because of her exceptional devotion to work, together with a good personal working relationship with the women, Queenie was made up to supervisor. The promotion brought support and congratulations from one and all.

  




  

    For a while now Queenie stood outside the office, her quiet eyes sweeping the length and breadth of the vast shop-floor, of which she knew every nook and cranny. This was the upper floor of a building that was once a long row of cottages. Now, with the inside partitioning walls removed, the ground floor had been converted into a huge warehouse. This floor, which was Queenie’s domain, was little more than a sweat-shop, where plastic macs of all colours, shapes and sizes were turned out in their thousands.

  




  

    Welding machines, with flat metal platforms and numerous foot pedals, flanked either side of the long, crowded work area. Close to these iron contraptions stood wooden horses piled high with brightly-coloured shapes of plastic mackintoshes in various stages of development. One woman on her machine would weld together the sleeves, another the collars, and yet another would shape and turn the long tie-belts. All these pieces would be conveyed down to the end of the line, where a group of women seated at monstrous machines would weld them all together into a recognizable mackintosh. That done, the female baggers would shape each one into a flat, attractively-packaged garment, complete with label and guarantee. Finally the trolleys, stacked ceiling high, would be pushed down the ramps to the warehouses below, for loading onto the trucks waiting to carry them countrywide.

  




  

    Every day was a busy one, and not a moment was  wasted by any worker. They were paid good wages, tied directly to production, but they earned every penny.

  




  

    Queenie’s job was to oversee the entire procedure, keep the floor clear and maintain a steady flow of garments from the cutting area through the welding process and down to the loading-bays. She worked harder, and longer, than any other employee, and there wasn’t one person at Naylor’s Plastics who envied her that burden of responsibility in spite of the extra £4 weekly it brought her.

  




  

    Eager now to be on her way, Queenie checked that every machine was shut off and that the main outer doors were all secured, before returning to the office. Then she took a moment to relax after what had been an unusually hectic day. Her thoughts quickly came to the letter in her overall pocket which she now withdrew, her eyes drawn to the bright red stamp at the top of the envelope indicating that it had been posted from one of Her Majesty’s prisons in Manchester.

  




  

    ‘You were never really a part of it here, were you, Queenie?’ The man had come up on Queenie so stealthily, that she had not perceived his approach. Startled by the unexpected intrusion, she swiftly thrust the letter back into her pocket, at the same time closing the ledger and rising smartly to her feet. ‘Oh . . . Mr Roderick, I didn’t hear you.’

  




  

    ‘Got your mind on other things, eh?’ The floor manager was a burly fellow with a large plain face and an insincere smile, which he now displayed as he lowered himself onto a packing case. ‘Never could make you out,’ he remarked quietly, at the same time regarding her closely. With her slim figure, striking grey eyes  and soft hair braided across her head, Queenie was a pleasant sight, ‘Young woman like you . . . good-looker as well! It’s a while since you first came to Naylor’s and                                                     still



















































 there’s nobody knows anything at all about you outside these walls.’

  




  

    ‘I’ve told you before – there’s nothing                                                     to



















































 know.’ Queenie smiled brightly and handed him the bunch of keys from the desk. Then taking her coat from the back of the door, she took her leave of him, saying, ‘I’ve checked round and everything is as it should be, so I’ll be away. Look after yourself, eh?’

  




  

    ‘I’ll do that, and mark                                                     you



















































 do the same, Queenie girl, wherever you might be going!’ His flat round eyes followed Queenie’s attractive figure with a regretful look. There wasn’t a woman in this place that ever said no to him – a favour for a favour was his motto, and his position of advantage ensured him a steady stream of bedmates. Oh, but the one he yearned for most was the only one beyond him. Yet he wouldn’t blame himself for that, because Queenie was different. She kept herself to herself, and in a way there was something about her that brought out the best in a man, even in a fornicating bugger like himself! he mused. Everything about her was deep and untouchable; she gave nothing away, with the exception of her warm nature and appetite for hard work. He’d admired the way she never asked the women to do anything she wasn’t prepared to do herself. It wouldn’t be an easy task to replace her, but in all truth he wished her well. As he went about his business Mr Roderick sighed, put Queenie out of his mind and cheered himself up with the thought that her replacement might be a little more receptive to his offer of ‘friendship’.

  




  

    Once outside the red-walled factory, Queenie did not look back. Instead, she quickly made her way along the Woburn Road past the rows of Victorian houses with their smart brown doors and pretty net curtains, then on towards the station, where she would board the bus which countless times had carried her to Bedford and to the place she called home since leaving Blackburn.

  




  

    The cold light of a February day had given way to a groping blackness, cut with a sharp spiteful breeze. Queenie quickly pulled the black beret down over her brow then flicked up the deep collar of her brown tweed coat and drew the lapels across her throat as she stepped smartly towards the bus which had just drawn in. Another moment and she was seated halfway down the aisle on the bottom deck, her face stiff cold from the biting wind yet ready with a smile when the conductress made her way along to collect the fares. There being only one other passenger besides herself, Queenie found little to attract her interest, so after buying her ticket she began to dwell again on the matter of the letter in her pocket. In doing so she was drawn to search her conscience and to suffer a degree of guilt for not having kept better faith with old and cherished friends such as dear Katy, Father Riley and Mrs Farraday. But she had needed to distance herself from such luxuries as friends, and after the many hours of soul-searching, she was still of the mind that there had been little alternative.

  




  

    Now, however, it was as though Queenie had never left Blackburn, so disturbed was she at the discovery from a national newspaper article that Sheila Thorogood, as was, had been locked in prison. Ever since  learning of this, Queenie had been saddened, because she herself knew the awful loneliness of such a thing. Hadn’t she too been in a prison of her own making? She had permitted herself only two contacts with the past, one some twelve months back when she asked one of Naylor’s delivery drivers to post Katy a letter from Lancashire with the intention of directing Katy from the real truth that Queenie was nigh on two hundred miles away.

  




  

    In her letter to Katy, Queenie had assured the darling woman that she was very well, in good work and prospering . . . hence the enclosed handsome sum of money, which would pay one of Father Riley’s poorer parishioners to keep tidy Auntie Biddy’s resting-place as well as those of George Kenney and the child. It was a warm letter, full of love and gratitude, but Queenie was exceedingly careful not to reveal how desperately lonely she was and how much she longed to walk again the streets and ginnels of her beloved Blackburn. Nor did she admit that the money had been painstakingly scrimped together by making sacrifices over a period of many months. It was important to Queenie that Katy should have peace of mind about her. She also suspected that Katy would mention the letter to Rick. It was for this reason that she had included the postscript. ‘Give my love and regards to everyone, Katy – tell them I’m carving a new life for myself, and I’m very happy.’

  




  

    It took more courage to write those few words than anything else she had ever done. But she didn’t want anybody fretting on her behalf although she couldn’t stop                                                     herself



















































 from fretting. She had been convinced that the passage of time would soften the pain of an ill-fated  love. The heartache did not cease, however, and the only way Queenie had learned to cope with it was to deliberately close her mind and her heart to the persistent bitter-sweet memories.

  




  

    Queenie had lost count of the number of times she had suppressed the strongest of desires to telephone Katy. It was more often than not in late evening, when she would come from the awful solitude of her room and stand before the pay-phone on the landing. Some few minutes later, she would return to her bed, having yet again resisted the temptation; one part of her certain that Katy could be trusted to be discreet and the other filled with dread that in her misguided best intentions, Katy might feel prompted to impart Queenie’s whereabouts to Rick. Queenie would then argue with herself that Rick was a strong and sensible man who might even by now have settled in a church career. And anyway, how could Katy guess where she was from a telephone call? But for all the arguments Queenie presented to herself, the deep-seated knowledge persisted within her that Rick had abandoned the church and was even now searching far and wide to find her. As for Katy, she was wily enough to somehow discover                                                     anything



















































, even in a telephone call. Queenie could not risk it.

  




  

    All of this had changed however, on the day Queenie read of Sheila’s downfall. She had telephoned Katy, and determined as she was not to impart more information than was necessary, Queenie had not reckoned on her own deep need to confide in an old trusted friend. And she could never have anticipated just how great an emotional shock it would be to hear Katy’s kindly voice again.

  




  

    It took only Katy’s gentle persuasion and promise of total confidence to bring Queenie’s resolve to its knees. She told Katy of her lonely existence in the South; of how never a day went by but she didn’t long to be home in Blackburn, and of her intention now to go to Sheila in her trouble.

  




  

    ‘Oh, Queenie . . . Queenie, lass!’ Katy had cried, the tears spilling into her voice which rose now and then in great excitement. ‘I knew it! Soon as ever I clapped eyes on that article, I said to Father Riley that’ll fetch our Queenie back, sure as eggs is eggs!’

  




  

    ‘Katy, I don’t want                                                     anyone



















































 to know where I’m to be found! You must believe me, please.’

  




  

    ‘I’ve given you my word, lass, and I’ll tell no one. But I can’t for the life of me understand it! Father Riley can do you no harm, and since Rick’s taken on the lion’s share of running his father’s business we see less of him than we’d like. And I know for a fact, he’d be overjoyed at seeing you!’ Katy said nothing about Rita Marsden’s failing health, for she saw it as serving no purpose. Instead she continued, ‘Oh, what is it, lass? Are you in trouble? Is somebody after you?’

  




  

    ‘No Katy, I’m not in trouble.’ Queenie’s assurance was firm. ‘But I’m not ready to show myself and I don’t want to be found. And especially, you must promise not to tell Rick that I’ve been in touch.’ Queenie had been right in her perception that Rick had abandoned his career in the church, and she was equally certain that he would never accept the utter futility of the love they felt for each other.

  




  

    So, in the face of Queenie’s desperate pleading, Katy had given her word not to tell a single soul of their conversation, or of Queenie’s intention to come to  Sheila’s home at Lytham St Anne’s on the outskirts of Blackpool, less than twenty miles away from Blackburn. But Katy did not take kindly to such secrecy, and when she eventually put down the phone, on an assurance that she herself would go to Rirkham Prison and see the way of things with Sheila, Katy was puzzled and anxious. She had waited for Queenie to mention that poor child in the churchyard and the business of how it was begot, but there had been nothing.

  




  

    It was all a strange how-do-you-do, she’d told herself. Queenie living all this time in some alien place down South, pining and fretting to come home, yet afraid to do so. Katy was more convinced than ever that the lass was in love with Rick Marsden. Yet undoubtedly it                                                     was



















































 Rick she was hiding from. There had been                                                     something



















































 amiss between those two before, and it had not changed. Katy had half a mind to go back on her God-given word and go straight to Rick this very minute. But she’d bide her time, until Queenie arrived. And mebbe when the two o’ them were face to face, Queenie would bring herself to expand on the information left with Mrs Farraday . . . that George Kenney had fathered the boy-child born to her.

  




  

    Queenie’s thoughts had run along the same lines in the days following her call to Katy. In spite of Katy’s promise she couldn’t help but feel afraid that if Rick was to find her, there would be no barrier wide enough to keep them apart, because she knew that confronted with the powerful magnetism of his love she would forget the teachings of a lifetime, throw caution to the winds and fall locked into his arms forever. It was a terrible thing, this relentless force that forbade her the  love of a man she would gladly spend the rest of her life with, and by the self-same stroke, denied her the love of a brother.

  




  

    Time and time again, it was as though she kept her sanity only by persuading herself of two things: firstly, that in time Rick would build a new life without her, and secondly that if he had not yet accepted the way of things between them, the only course                                                     was



















































 the one she had taken! At least until he saw the degree of her determination.

  




  

    Yet Queenie knew also the strength of Rick’s own determination, which, together with the memory of his angry departure from 2 Parkinson Street on that fateful day, filled her with all manner of apprehension. He had in him a fearful rebellious streak against the blood ties between them. Queenie’s heart told her that his love for her was no less torturing than her own for him. Sometimes, after awakening in the night from an uneasy sleep, she would imagine the sound of Rick’s voice calling her, would feel an overpowering sense of his closeness . . . and then Queenie most feared this man she loved. For in the depths of their forbidden love lurked the awful power of destruction, and in her most vulnerable moments Queenie was tempted to go to him whatever the consequences. But always, in the hard light of day, Queenie shrank from the temptation.

  




  

    ‘Bedford Bridge!’ The conductress rang the bell, then as the bus shuddered to a halt, she gave Queenie a cheery smile, adding, ‘This is you, dear!’

  




  

    ‘Thank you,’ acknowledged Queenie, gathering her bag and her wits as she hurried off the bus. Steeped in thought, she hadn’t realized it was her stop so soon. Normally, when she alighted from the bus here, there  would be a heaviness in her heart at the prospect of returning to the loneliness of her bed-sitting room. But not this evening!

  




  

    As she made her way across the market square, devoid of stalls but alive with people all hurrying their different ways, then down the embankment which bordered Bedford River and was already bedecked with little raised gardens of wallflowers, Queenie found herself humming a song.

  




  

    In no time at all, she had turned into Ridgeway, a short avenue of vast Victorian houses each with wide double doors atop a broad expanse of stone steps, every house still resplendent in its decaying grandeur. These dwellings had long ceased to be the private residences of doctors, councillors and the like. Now they were a maze of bedsits, housing the Italians who had settled in Bedfordshire to work in the nearby brick-yards, together with souls like herself, reaping some shrewd landlord a handsome income.

  




  

    Queenie’s room was up the first flight of stairs, sandwiched between the ground floor and the upper reaches, where from both directions the private lives of other occupants filtered unashamedly into her own little domain. But she learned to live with the intrusion and had worked at making her room into a home.

  




  

    Queenie entered through the arched door, switched on the light and for a long moment, she stood by the doorjamb, her wise grey eyes taking in the scene before her.

  




  

    The long rectangular room was arrayed with tweed-covered chairs and sparse, dark brown furniture. At the far end, behind a curtained rail, there stood a single bed and a small cabinet. Beside the cabinet stood a  narrow dark-wood wardrobe. Situated in the corner by the bed was a small triangular hand-basin.

  




  

    During the morning, when the sun came up beyond the river and shone straight in through the two deep windows, the room would be filled with light. In the afternoon when the sun moved away, the room would suddenly be plunged into an unpleasant grimness, cold and unwelcoming.

  




  

    By nine pm, Queenie had eaten eggs on toast, enjoyed a refreshing bath, spoken in passing to the old man who resided in the room next to hers, and now, after a last cup of tea, she was ready to go to bed. She could hardly wait for morning, because then she would leave this place to make her way home – home to her own Lancashire to see her old familiar friends. Now that the decision had been made, she could hardly wait.

  




  

    Queenie sat on the edge of her bed, slowly undoing the thick golden plaits which had been attractively crossed over her head and were now hanging one over each shoulder down to her lap. As she performed this nightly ritual, with her long legs tucked up beneath her slim form, Queenie’s lovely face was quiet in thought. Her mind was on Sheila, as it had been since she first read the newspaper article some two weeks ago.

  




  

    With slow, deliberate movements Queenie brushed her hair, and gathering it into her two hands, she lifted it over her shoulder to drape loosely down her back. Then she leaned towards the bedside cabinet and took from one of the drawers a folded-up piece of newspaper, which she opened out. It was the article which had informed Queenie that Sheila, together with her mother, Maisie Thorogood, had been charged with keeping an improper house in Lytham St Anne’s near  Blackpool. There was irrefutable evidence that the premises had been frequented by clients said to have been entertained by the two women concerned, and by others already known to the police as street-prostitutes.

  




  

    Queenie replaced the article in the drawer, turned out the bedside lamp and settled down into the bed, murmuring ‘Oh, Sheila! Sheila! What’s to be done with you?’ Well, she thought, the outcome was clear enough. Although the judge had merely fined Maisie and released her on probation because of her deteriorating health, Sheila had been the ‘instigator’ and as such had been sent down for a period of five years. In spite of the fact that Sheila had responded to Katy’s visit with a curt note to Queenie saying, ‘Thank you for your kind thoughts, but I won’t see you if you come. Stay away! ’Taint no place for angels!’ Queenie had not been deterred. She was convinced that the brief, forbidding letter contained an underlying cry for help. It was                                                     too



















































 brief,                                                     too



















































 forbidding, and too lacking in Sheila’s typical humour.

  




  

    Just before Queenie closed her eyes to sleep, she spoke into the darkness, her voice firm and cheerful. ‘You                                                     will



















































 see me, Sheila Thorogood! And often, until the day they turn you loose and I’m waiting at the gates to take you home!’

  




  

    At ten-fifteen the next morning Queenie went by way of Bedford River, then along the broad pavements of the High Street towards the sprawling bus station, where she boarded a coach which would take her to the North.

  




  

    The few precious minutes she had spent watching the swans on the river almost cost her dearly; there had been no time to purchase a ticket at the coach  office on the far side of the bus station, and it was fortuitous for her that it was still possible actually to pay for passage en route. As the driver informed her, ‘Given a few more weeks, all that will change!’

  




  

    Breathless and concerned that the coach would pull out without her, Queenie had surrendered her suitcase, climbed aboard and negotiated her way down the aisle to a vacant seat at the back. She drew many admiring glances; not just for the flattering manner in which her blue woollen dress with matching swagger coat emphasized her tall, elegant figure, nor for the way her dark wide-brimmed hat sat forward across her brow at just the right angle. It was Queenie’s vitality and friendliness which shone out to entrance all who saw her. With the tension of the last two years gone from her face, her smile was radiant.

  




  

                                                         


  




  

    Some three hours after Queenie’s coach had departed, a well-built, handsome young man dressed in an expensive suit and overcoat made his way from Bedford railway station to tread the very same path which Queenie had taken, along the embankment and on towards Ridgeway.

  




  

    He strode swiftly and with purpose until he reached the door of the house where Queenie was reported to be staying.

  




  

    Rick Marsden could hardly contain the powerful emotions which surged through him as he dwelt on the wonderful prospect of seeing Queenie at long last, after all this endless time of searching.

  




  

    In answer to his determined knocking came a gruff call of ‘All right! All right!’ and straight away a man of advanced years cautiously opened the door, his face  wrinkled up tight in concentration as he peered hard into Rick’s warm brown eyes. He listened with some impatience to the enquiries regarding his former tenant, then, his face falling loose in surprise, he exclaimed, ‘She’s gone! Left early this morning.’

  




  

    ‘Gone, you say?’ Already the fear in Rick’s heart had coloured his voice.

  




  

    ‘That’s right . . . left for good.’

  




  

    Rick’s heart sank. ‘Do you know                                                     where



















































 she’s gone? Is there a forwarding address or anything?’

  




  

    The landlord set his bushy grey brows down over his piggy eyes and surveyed Rick with some curiosity. ‘Nope! That one kept herself to herself. Can’t tell you no more, I’m afraid.’ And no more he could, because Queenie had not confided her destination to anyone.

  




  

    ‘Do you know which direction she took, or of any means by which I could find her?’ Rick was clutching at straws. Then, as the landlord shook his head and made to close the door, their eyes met for a moment. In that moment, the old man felt a pang of compassion for Rick, and Rick in turn derived a degree of comfort from the knowledge that, not long before, Queenie had looked at this man’s face and had in all probability smiled at him. It was a link, a delicate and poor substitute for having lost Queenie yet again . . . but somehow he suddenly felt closer to her.

  




  

    ‘Sorry.’ The old man gave out the semblance of a smile, then before quickly closing the door, he offered, ‘Had a suitcase with her. Try the bus station, or the railway’

  




  

    Some two hours later, Rick had tried both; together with all the local taxi-firms and even the car-hire companies, for he had no way of knowing whether  Queenie had learnt to drive. But at each place, the answer was the same. No one could recall a girl with warm grey eyes and honey-coloured hair, braided in thick soft folds. And from the way he described Queenie to the ticket-clerk at the bus station he declared, ‘There’s no likelihood of me forgetting a beauty like that!’

  




  

    So, with dejected heart, Rick started his long journey home, thinking all the while of Queenie. His instincts now told him to leave Queenie free to choose her own way, to accept as she had obviously done, that it would never be in their power to become man and wife.

  




  

    He felt like a man torn asunder, filled with fury and yet brimming with tenderness and love.

  




  

    These last two years had been little short of a nightmare, what with Queenie gone and every obstacle seemingly put in his way to delay his finding her. Then there was his father, grown even more cantankerous and hell-bent on seeing the daughter of a wealthy business colleague brought into the family as his own daughter-in-law; his ambition fired by the handsome shares she owned in her father’s business, one of the largest cotton-exporting concerns in Lancashire.

  




  

    On more than one occasion, Rick vehemently condemned his father’s brazen intention to couple him with Rachel Winters. He attached no blame to Rachel herself, for it struck him that she was probably just as embarrassed and angry at their respective fathers’ misguided matchmaking as he was. Rachel was charming company, and undeniably a strikingly beautiful woman. But she was not his darling Queenie . . . and she was not for him.

  




  

    These past eighteen months, his mother had been a  source of great anxiety to Rick. Struck down by an unusually vicious bout of shingles, she had recovered at length, only to be left in a constant state of nervousness which of late had seemed to Rick to have lapsed into a certain weakening of her mental faculties.

  




  

    Rick had quickly become aware of her condition and had immediately sought the best of specialist advice. His father, on the other hand, had refused to come to terms with this pitiful development in his wife’s illness, and for a long time adamantly refused to discuss the matter with anyone. In a row which had erupted between Rick and his father, Rick accused him of acting as though he was ashamed of his own wife, and declared that if his father was not up to his responsibilities, then he himself would take the whole matter in hand, and if such a thing was to become gossip, he might have even                                                     more



















































 cause to be ashamed.

  




  

    The passion of Rick’s indignation at his father’s lack of moral fibre – or perhaps it was the threat of the news spreading amongst his business colleagues – stirred Mr Marsden into appointing a nursing assistant and a permanent housekeeper. He straight away showed more tolerance towards his wife. These were measures which on the surface might be made to satisfy Rick, and he welcomed them. But in all truth he was saddened by the ever-yawning distance between his father and mother, for while one was growing less able to convey the love she must surely still feel, the other was unwilling, unyielding and unapproachable. It was an unhappy situation; often when in the presence of his mother, who at odd times seemed perfectly well, Rick pondered on how much the knowledge of his love for Queenie had contributed to his mother’s ill-health. In rare  coherent discussions, Rita Marsden would ask after Queenie with interest, and though it was a matter ever close to his heart, Rick would make light of the subject, then when his mother retreated into herself, he was convinced that the burden of knowing half-brother and half-sister had fallen in love was too heavy for her. And his despair was twofold.

  




  

    The decision to relinquish his search for Queenie was prompted not only by the apparent fact that Queenie wished it so, but the inherent hopelessness reflected so cruelly in his mother’s illness.

  




  

    For all his resolution, there stayed with Rick an overwhelming certainty that without Queenie he would never be complete. How could he not go on searching? If he could only convince Queenie that nothing mattered except their love for each other, wild horses would not tear them apart.

  




  




  

    Chapter Three

  




  

    Queenie had telephoned Katy during the rest period when the coach stopped en route, to let her know that she would arrive in Blackpool between four and four-thirty that afternoon. As the time passed and the coach travelled deeper into Lancashire, Queenie’s heart began to beat faster, and for the life of her she could not sit still. The prospect of seeing old Katy again was all she could think of; Queenie wondered whether these past years had been kind to her old friend. She wondered also whether there might even be an awkwardness between them, on account of their prolonged estrangement. For which Katy would surely chastise her, thought Queenie with some amusement.

  




  

    After some six hours of travelling, the coach pulled off the main road, rounded the corner into Blackpool Boulevard – and there was Katy dressed in a dark coat down to her ankles and sporting a navy-blue boater, firmly secured to her head with two enormous hat-pins. The sight of the dear soul, straining her neck to search the coach as it drew to a halt, sent a great painful lump into Queenie’s throat. Even before she alighted from the coach and rushed into Katy’s outstretched arms, Queenie was crying helplessly.

  




  

    Katy too was crying, hugging Queenie to her bosom and patting her on the back and every now and again blurting out ‘Oh, lass! My lovely lass!’ Queenie had not fully realized until that moment just how very much she had missed this warm wonderful lady.

  




  

    ‘Now then, my girl!’ Katy sniffled, taking a hanky from her handbag, ‘. . . let’s have a look at you, eh?’ She stepped back a pace, dabbed the hanky about her wet eyes and afterwards blew her nose long and hard. For quite a moment she took stock of Queenie, noticing how gaunt she had become, and how devoid of colour were her lovely features. She noticed too, even beneath the present smile, how subdued were those exquisite grey eyes, grown much darker now, and she observed with some compassion the way Queenie’s long, fine fingers nervously twisted themselves about each other. Katy’s heart was never more brimming with love for this dear creature than it was right now. Of a sudden she had clasped Queenie to her again, and was holding her in such a grip that might never let go. ‘I ought to spank you!’ she declared, a mood of anger straightening her face, ‘taking yourself off the way you did!’

  




  

    ‘I know, Katy . . . but I had to.’ Queenie disengaged herself from Katy’s embrace, a soft apologetic smile lighting up her face as she kissed the old lady’s forehead. ‘Oh, Katy. It’s so lovely to see you!’ Queenie noted that in spite of Katy’s hair now being snow-white and the bright eyes enveloped in fleshy rises, there was comfortingly little change in her dear friend. At seventy-three years of age, Katy Forest was remarkably full o’ fettle.

  




  

    ‘Ah! Changing the subject is it?’ Katy demanded, her face set one minute in mock reprimand and the  next in a great beaming smile. ‘Go on! Pick up your case ’afore somebody makes off with it and we’ll find a quiet place for a bite to eat and a chin-wag, eh?’ The seriousness came back into her face. ‘There’s a lot I want to know, my girl! And I’m not letting you out of my sight again, I can tell you. Not this fine day, and not ever!’

  




  

    In the quaint and cramped tea-rooms opposite the pier, Katy regretted the fact that even though it was out of the holiday season, there were too many folk about to afford her and Queenie the private conversation she would have liked. But that did not prevent her from talking as though she might never stop. She told Queenie of Rita Marsden’s illness, of how old Parkinson Street was scheduled to be demolished and how already folks had started moving out. The Farradays had gone some fortnight back . . . no! they didn’t say where. And that Mrs Bedford! Mike’s mother. Well,                                                     there



















































 was a story! Rumour was that she’d been in and out of prison for all manner o’ things like petty theft and vagrancy; and the latest rumours told how she’d set herself up as a fence, buying and selling stolen articles from criminals hereabouts. It were said that she’d tekken a posh place on Preston New Road and had certain dubious characters on her payroll. That Mrs Bedford had turned out to be a right bad ’un and no mistake!

  




  

    After imparting this information, all of which had marred Queenie’s homecoming, Katy began to question Queenie, lightly at first, then with some bombardment. Queenie gave her answers as thoroughly as possible. Then came the one question she had been dreading.

  




  

    ‘What a blasphemous fellow was George Kenney!’  Queenie had stated with contemptuous disgust after learning the truth of how Queenie’s dead child had been conceived. ‘But what of the man who would have stood by you, child? What of Rick? Oh, Queenie. Have you any idea at all of how much he loves you eh?’ At the mention of Rick’s name, Queenie’s face filled with apprehension. ‘Don’t worry, Queenie lass, I’ve spoken to no one about your movements.’ Katy reached out to cover Queenie’s hand with her own, as she continued, ‘You love him too, don’t you? I’ve known it from the first. What is it, lass? What is it that keeps you apart? Can you tell me?’
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