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Book One

1920–1923




Chapter One

22 September 1920

‘Thank God you’re here!’ Hannah Mortimer flung herself at her husband and clung to him, as much to give comfort as to gain it.

‘I saw the doctor’s pony and trap outside.’ Matthew was breathless from running up the front steps. ‘Has she . . .?’

Hannah’s throat felt tight. The hours of waiting had awakened painful memories. She choked: ‘Dorothy’s had a baby girl.’

‘Then it’s all over?’ He straightened up; she could see relief spreading across his face. ‘Dorothy’s all right?’

‘No!’

Twice as anxious now, Matt’s grey eyes fastened on hers.

‘It was twins. Both girls. One has died.’

‘Twins! Her mother was a twin.’ His adam’s apple moved slowly. ‘I wish they’d both died.’ His voice was harsh.

‘Matt! You can’t mean that.’

‘I do, it would solve the other problem.’

‘Just listen.’ Hannah’s gaze went to the sitting-room ceiling. The oil lamp hanging there swayed as a heavy footfall thudded against the floor above. Then a man’s voice barked some urgent instruction.

‘What’s going on?’ Matthew demanded.

She still held him close enough to feel his heart pounding; it made her own jerk faster. Clearly something terrible must be happening to Dorothy. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Then we’ll find out.’ He pulled away.

‘I sat with her all morning, but they asked me to go. Matt,  I’m frightened for her. It’s taking too long.’

She watched him balance his bowler on the newel post, then slowly climb the stairs to knock on the bedroom door.

Most of the furniture had been pushed out on to the landing; even the carpet square had been taken up in the interests of hygiene. As they both waited for the answer that didn’t come, Hannah studied their reflection in the wardrobe mirror.

The agonies of anxiety over the last months had put years on Matt and thinned his brown hair into a monk’s rim. His paunch sagged large and low; he looked haggard, bewildered by events. It made her ache with sympathy.

In the dim landing light, her crimson dress was a splash of colour floating about her, softening her large patrician features and glossy dark hair. She’d never liked her height or her Roman nose and high cheek bones; in the half light they looked less strong. She was nine years younger than Matt, thirty-one. Today, when she’d spent less time on her hair, wisps were escaping from the large insecure bun on top of her head, making the age difference seem greater. The worry had made her lose weight so that now she looked girlishly slender.

Seeing herself like this, it was hard to believe Dorothy’s trouble had left so little mark on her. She knew she’d taken it more painfully to heart than Matt. But, of course, the marks were there, they just weren’t visible.

The thin whimper of the newborn came from inside the room. Matt was all Mortimer and none of them was used to being kept waiting. He pushed the door open.

The unexpected sight of so much blood left Hannah gasping for air. She felt Matt recoil, his horrified exclamation underlining his shock. The midwife turned round. Her white apron and navy dress were splashed with huge scarlet stains. The heavy odour of blood assailed her nostrils, caught in her throat.

Very little furniture remained apart from the double mahogany bed. The foot of that had been raised on two stools and the pillows tossed off to the floor. Hannah barely  recognised Matt’s much loved seventeen-year-old daughter. Her lacy nightdress was blood-sodden and sticking to her.

Hannah gulped, hardly daring to take another look. Dorothy was lying flat and motionless in a knot of twisted and stained bedclothes. Blood had collected in a pool and was dripping down to the floorboards.

The doctor, his face stiff with tension and anxiety, was bending over her, rubbing her abdomen. His shirt and even his chin were smeared with blood too. Hannah watched Matthew’s hand-made black Oxfords step into the pool. Her mouth had opened to warn him but she was too late; he was not the first to tramp stains across the floor. She shivered with fear. Impossible not to feel touched by this crisis. The chaotic mess before them was screaming catastrophe.

‘Is she . . .?’

But no, she could see Dorothy was breathing, though her eyes were closed and they seemed to have sunk deeper into their sockets. Her youth had gone. She was as old and haggard as Matt, and her skin was grey and waxy and sweating.

‘What’s happening?’ Matt demanded.

‘Third stage bleeding,’ the doctor said laconically. ‘I think she’ll be all right now.’

‘Think? Aren’t you sure?’ Matthew’s own panic made him sharp. Hannah closed her eyes. Her friend Clarissa Bender had recommended this man, but . . .

‘We’ve got to be certain,’ Matt said. ‘What about another opinion?’ That was pure Mortimer. They all thought their money could buy them out of every difficulty.

‘I’m sure. It’s stopping now.’ The doctor’s voice was weary, but he managed to instil some authority into it. ‘Bleeding like this is an emergency we can’t foresee. It doesn’t allow time for other opinions. I’d have been only too glad of help a few minutes ago, I can tell you – retained placenta – but it’s out now.’ His face was shiny with sweat.

‘She’s lost so much blood.’ Fear was sharp in Matt’s voice. Hannah felt him brush past for a closer look.

‘It looks more than it is, and it’s stopping. I’ve every reason  to believe your daughter will be all right.’

‘She looks deathly pale.’ There was even blood in her long blonde hair, matting it together.

‘Clinical shock. Give her an hour or two and she’ll look better.’

The front bedroom was hot and the windows misting up. Hannah thought it a cold house, rather cramped and comfortless, but an ideal safe hiding place in Dorothy’s hour of need. The fire had been kept roaring up the chimney all day, and now the grate was filled with brightly glowing orange coals. She could see the sweat breaking out on Matt’s forehead. Would they really be able to keep such momentous happenings a secret?

‘A lovely baby girl.’ The midwife, cap awry, sounded falsely bright. Hannah watched Matt force himself to look at the tiny baby to which Dorothy had just given birth. It was lying beside her on the big bed, and had kicked its way out of the bath towel in which it had been wrapped. Its tiny, perfectly formed body was blotchy with blood and vernix.

A bath towel parcel, ominously still, lay on the tiled wash stand; the toilet trappings having been pushed back to make room. Hannah had to drag her gaze away.

The midwife was picking up the live infant.

‘A strong baby, nearly six pounds, a good weight for a twin. The other was tiny, didn’t stand a chance.’ She re-tucked the towel round the living child, then held her out.

Hannah almost snatched her. Dark blue eyes stared up into hers, tiny lips sucked and blew. She felt a surge of love and wonder and was suddenly alight with longing.

She pushed back the towel to see all of her again. The infant was plump, beautifully rounded, perfect. Hannah cuddled her closer, captivated by the tiny waving fists.

‘No!’ Matt barked. She jumped, taken by surprise. ‘Put her down. Don’t do that!’

The strength of his anger frightened her. Shocked, she pushed the bundle towards the midwife and backed away, holding her arms behind her, feeling for all the world like a  naughty child caught doing something she shouldn’t.

‘I’ll bathe her first,’ the midwife said. ‘You’re right, she’s not ready for visitors yet.’

‘We none of us are,’ the doctor muttered wryly.

For years, Hannah had been looking forward to the time when she could hold a child in her arms. Matt’s first wife had already given him Dorothy and Gregory, but he’d married Hannah to beget more heirs. He’d said there was nothing he wanted more than to perpetuate the Mortimer family name, but the babies hadn’t come though the doctors had told her there was no reason why she should not conceive.

‘It can’t possibly be my fault,’ Matt had blustered. He had been married to Emma for five years, and had wanted more sons then. But Hannah had been unable to persuade him to consult a doctor for help. Too embarrassing – not the sort of thing he did, apparently.

Hannah recovered sooner than Matthew. She could see him shaking, and there was no mistaking the condemnatory air of both doctor and nurse. She put her hand on his arm drawing him away, protective as always. ‘We’ve found out what we wanted to know.’

After one more look at Dorothy, he moved slowly to the door.

‘Shall I send a maid to help you tidy up?’ Hannah asked the midwife briskly. ‘Find some clean sheets?’

She caught Matt up in the hall and helped him off with his overcoat; he seemed dazed. In the plain square sitting-room he settled himself in the only comfortable armchair while she poured him a stiff brandy.

Once she’d been his secretary, and though she’d been his wife for ten years, sometimes it seemed their relationship had hardly changed. There were days when she seemed to have been promoted rather than married. Her range of duties had been extended a little, but it was still her job to make life as smooth as possible for Matthew. She kept a social diary for him though there was hardly anything to write in it.

Before she’d met any of the Mortimers, Hannah had been  well aware of the reputation of Sir Hugo Mortimer, Matt’s father. It was said he was one of the richest and most powerful men in England after managing to rise from being a penniless lad in Liverpool to become the owner of a fleet of tugs plying their trade in the ports of Liverpool and Birkenhead.

She knew he’d gone on to invest his fortune in other businesses with what seemed a Midas touch; that he’d given one fortune away to help the poor, and another to safeguard the power of those who shared his political views. Matt told her the war had brought him new opportunities to make money and now, in late middle age, his wealth was legendary.

‘He gave me the company,’ Matt had told her shortly after they were married. ‘He bought it for me as a twenty-fifth birthday present. It had already been trading for a hundred years as A. A. Evans Limited.’

‘That was generous.’ Hannah had been surprised.

‘I was already married with a family. I think he wanted me off his back. He believes very firmly that every man should be independent and earn his own living.’

When the Great War came, Matt volunteered to fight. He said: ‘One way of getting my own back on Father. He’ll have to look after the toffee factory for me while I’m away.’

 



Even after the Great War had been over for two years, Matt said he didn’t feel he’d settled back to running the factory. He’d found the war in France traumatic, though he’d had a desk job behind the lines.

Hannah could see by this time that Matt didn’t have his father’s interest in money, nor his energy and talent for earning it.

He was academic by nature and had evaded his father’s attempts to interest him in business long enough to go to university and gain a first in archaeology. He had a real passion for the ancient world. His father called it his hobby.

Matt’s idea of a rewarding career would have been to work on a dig in Egypt, Mesopotamia, Knossos, or Athens. The  one thing he really wanted was to read more widely in his chosen subject, and study it further. Because he had to run a factory, he was deprived of the time to do it.

Hannah couldn’t understand now why none of this had been obvious before she married him. But he’d seemed an important man then. She’d imagined he’d follow in his father’s footsteps and had expected him to be in the public eye, alert to every opportunity for adding to his fortune.

Instead she found Matt a retiring bookish person; selfish, set in his ways and hide-bound in his habits. His home was an untidy muddle of books and papers, which he instructed the servants to leave untouched.

Now he stirred. ‘Poor Dorothy, she’s had a bad time.’

Hannah was afraid the shock of seeing his daughter lying newly delivered would never leave either of them.

‘Of course,’ he added, ‘it’s different for you, less worrying. She isn’t your own child.’

Hannah knew the hurt was unintentional, but would the worries bite deeper if Dorothy had been her own child? She didn’t think so.

There was a good reason why it slashed at her peace of mind, though Matt knew nothing about that. During the long summer months alone with Dorothy, heightened emotions had led her to speak of things best left unsaid.

It had left her on a knife edge, and longing more than ever for her own child.

‘I’ve done my best for Dorothy,’ she said now.

‘It was a good idea to bring her here. Good of your friend to let us rent this place.’

‘Dorothy was very put off when she found Clarissa’s mother-in-law had died in this house shortly before we came. Though it was in our room, not hers. She says the place is like a prison.’

‘Poor Dorothy.’

She’d always known Matt loved his daughter dearly. He’d had a picture of his children in a silver frame on his desk. Years ago, he’d said: ‘They need a mother, especially Dorothy.’ 

It had jarred that he didn’t mention his need for a wife, but Hannah had been very much in love and touched at the thought of his motherless children. At the time, Dorothy was only seven and Gregory eight.

When she’d first come face to face with them, she’d thought their good manners and polite ways delightful. Gregory was home after a first term at prep school, already selfpossessed. Dorothy had put her flower-like face up to be kissed and Hannah had been bowled over. In a white lace dress and with golden ringlets, the child looked utterly charming.

After fifteen minutes, Matt had rung for Nanny to take them away, and had taken Hannah out to the theatre. She foresaw no difficulties; it never occurred to her they might not accept her in place of their mother.

Greg was back at school when they returned from honeymoon. Dorothy ran downstairs to greet them and Matt swung her up into his arms, raining kisses on her cheek.

‘Hannah is your mother now,’ he said, drawing her closer. ‘You can call her Mama.’

‘She’s not really my mother.’ Dorothy had tried to pull away, glaring at Hannah from under her lashes. ‘I don’t want . . .’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Matt said, keeping a firm grip on her arm. ‘Of course you must.’ Suddenly she was clinging to him, burying her face in his coat. Matt had prised her fingers loose and set her on her feet. ‘Come on now, kiss your new mama.’

‘We’ll be friends,’ Hannah had tried to comfort her. ‘We need to get to know each other.’

Dorothy had immediately turned mutinous and scowling. ‘I don’t like . . .’

‘Of course you do,’ Matt had flared impatiently.

Hannah had put her arms round Dorothy to show that she could love her too. Prickly and resentful, the child had elbowed herself free.

To start with Hannah had thought it only a matter of time  before Dorothy accepted her, and she tried very hard. Dorothy never addressed her as Mama if they were alone; only, and with reluctance, if Matt was present.

Perhaps if she’d had Dorothy with her all the time she would have been able to wear down her sullen resentment. But she went to stay with her grandparents frequently, and during the war when Matt had been in France, her grandmother had insisted Dorothy stay with her.

The great Sir Hugo had seemed fond of his grandchildren too. In the school holidays Gregory liked to run at his grandfather’s heels, and enjoyed nothing better than being taken to visit the factories he owned.

‘Isn’t he a distraction to you?’ Hannah had asked Hugo at lunch one day. She got on better with him than with Eunice, his wife, as he did his best to include her in family affairs. He came to Oakridge to discuss Matt’s business affairs with her. Hannah had known more about the factory then than she did now Matt was back.

‘I am not,’ Greg had piped up with the confidence of a twelve year old. ‘When Grandpa goes in a meeting, somebody takes me round the factory and teaches me all about it. I know all about pickles and margarine, and candle making and brewing.’

Hugo had smiled. ‘At my age I sometimes need distractions.’

‘When I grow up I shall be like Grandpa and own lots of businesses and make lots of money.’

‘Father’s given up on me,’ Matt had said. ‘He’s pushing the younger generation.’

The trouble was, Emma and Matthew had been doting parents who had wanted a large family. Hannah thought they’d been too indulgent. Gregory had grown up with a determination to have his own way in everything, and an offensively arrogant belief that he was always right. Dorothy, as their only daughter, was even more precious, a gift to nurture. She had the true Mortimer beauty with blue eyes and fair hair. Both children had grown up thinking they could have anything they wanted.

Hannah had not found the early years of her marriage easy, and knew now that she should not have stayed in the background and allowed her mother-in-law so free a hand in bringing up Matt’s children. Matt had wanted Dorothy to go to school but Eunice had been shocked at the idea; she thought a governess more suitable.

During the ten years in which the children were growing up, Hannah had never managed to reach them. It made her feel a failure. As Matt said, everybody else found them perfectly charming.

When Dorothy reached the age for coming out, Eunice gave parties for her and introduced her into a level of society that would not have accepted her so readily had she not had the connection to Sir Hugo.

Lady Mortimer was soon trying to manipulate her into what she called a ‘successful’ marriage. She’d drawn up a list of suitors and introduced Dorothy to most of them. A distant relative of her own family called Franklin Flower seemed the most interested.

‘She’s little more than a child yet,’ Hannah had protested to Matt. ‘Silly to want to marry her off so young.’

‘We all marry young in our family.’

‘Surely it’s more important for her to be happy? To marry someone who loves her?’

‘Better if she marries in her own class,’ he’d answered. ‘She’ll have more to be happy about afterwards.’ That had bruised Hannah a little, and made her wonder if Matt had regrets about marrying her.

But Dorothy’s pregnancy had changed all that and was definitely not something Matt wanted his mother to know about. She had strong views about public morals and even chaired a moral welfare committee.

‘We can’t possibly tell her, and what will Franklin Flower think?’

Hannah had sighed. Clearly it wouldn’t increase his ardour.

‘I mean, what a blot on the Mortimer name! You know what the newspapers are like about Father. He’s always doing  something that gets him on the front page. We would all be so shamed.

‘And Mother will be furious after all the trouble she’s taken to groom Dorothy. No decent man will look at her if this gets out. What sort of life can she look forward to now? She won’t be accepted by society. It’ll ruin her. No, we must keep it quiet at all costs.’

‘But what about the baby?’

‘You’ll have to find it a home elsewhere. It’s been done before.’

‘Do you think we’ll get away with it?’

‘Dorothy isn’t the first, others have,’ Matt had snapped.

Hannah felt that as another painful stab. She turned away so Matt would not see the hurt on her face. She’d never told him she’d gone through all this herself. How could she when Lady Mortimer spoke of the need to uphold moral standards in the lower classes? Hannah had then spent months worrying that her arrangements for Dorothy’s baby weren’t good enough.

Now Matt tried to comfort her. ‘We knew it wouldn’t be easy, but the worst is over.’

She shuddered, afraid the worst was yet to come.

Hannah wished the baby hadn’t started crying then, just when she was pulling herself together. It made it impossible to blot the idea out of her mind. She was used to pushing her own needs into the background, but she’d been on fire with longing since she’d felt the weight of the child in her arms. She had to tell him.

‘Matt, I’d like to keep the baby.’ The words came out in a rush though she was trying to keep cool-headed. Footsteps sounded overhead. Matt stared into the dying coals. Giving the child away would be like tearing herself in two. She got up to refill his glass.

The injustice of it all had been boiling up inside her for months. How could fate be so unkind as to deprive her of the child she wanted so much, yet send one to Dorothy for whom it spelt disaster?

‘I know, Hannah.’ Matt’s voice was gentle. ‘I’m sorry.’ Even his eyes were kindly. For once he was thinking of her feelings.

‘We could say she was my child. We could bring her up as though she was.’ Tension held her rigid. ‘Once Dorothy sees the baby, she won’t be able to part with her. She’ll want to see her grow up too. What could be better?’

‘It isn’t possible, Hannah. You must see that.’

‘Why?’ she moaned.

‘We’ve been married for ten years and there hasn’t been the first sign of conception. Then you and Dorothy leave home for months and come back with a baby you say is yours. Who’s going to believe that? Surely your baby would be born at home, with every attention paid to you? For Dorothy’s sake, there must be no mention of any baby. It would be too easy for everyone to jump to the right conclusion.’

Hannah sighed. She’d been a fool to hope he’d agree. It was hurtful too, to have her wishes brushed aside for Dorothy’s sake. Always it was Dorothy, Dorothy, Dorothy.

‘No, the baby must stay here if we’re to get away with this. Stick to our original plan, it’s the only way.’

He was on his feet pacing to the window, no longer able to sit still. He peered out. Rain threatened, the autumn afternoon was drawing in.

‘Here’s our landlady coming to call.’ His impatience was obvious. ‘What a time to choose!’

‘Clarissa has been good to us,’ said Hannah, getting to her feet to look. ‘She’s bringing flowers. She must have heard I’d sent for Dr Moore.’

‘He’s not leaving?’ Matt asked, as heavy footsteps sounded on the stairs.

‘Must mean Dorothy’s all right if he’s going.’

Matt went to the door to see. Hannah heard the doctor say: ‘I’m leaving the patient in Sister Thomas’s capable hands. She’ll send for me if she needs me, otherwise I’ll be in tomorrow.’

Clarissa Bender’s dumpy figure was climbing out of her  trap. She tied the pony’s bridle to the gatepost. She was wearing a warm woollen dress of restrained plaid with a brown shawl round her shoulders. Her clothes were chosen for warmth and practicality.

Hannah reflected that Mortimer clothes were always the opposite. They placed emphasis on elegance and high fashion, practicality came bottom of their needs.

The doctor had a few words with Clarissa before untethering his own pony. Hannah went to meet her friend as she came to the front door. The sharp bitter scent of chrysanthemums was filling the hall.

‘A girl, I hear, and Dorothy’s all right.’ Clarissa’s face radiated tranquillity and contentment, as well it might. Hannah had long envied her the three sons that had appeared at regular two-year intervals. Then, last year, she had had a baby daughter, Lucy.

‘It’s over and all is well.’

Hannah buried her face in the flowers before ringing for a maid to take them away and bring some tea. For her, the new baby’s presence dominated everything else. Impossible not to be continually aware of her. Footsteps continued to sound overhead. Her cries could still be heard.

Matt was ill at ease. ‘Can you take the child away, Clarissa?’

Hannah’s heart lurched. Although she’d helped arrange it, she wasn’t happy that the infant was going to Maisie O’Malley in the gatehouse. Matt thought the arrangement ideal because her husband worked here on the farm belonging to Clarissa’s husband. The only other woman to offer was the village postmistress. Clarissa had not thought highly of either.

‘So soon?’ Hannah asked hesitantly.

‘The sooner the better. Dorothy hardly knows what’s happened yet. I want it out of here before she does. More painful once she gets attached.’

‘Perhaps that’s wise,’ Clarissa said slowly. ‘What do you think, Hannah?’

She managed to choke out: ‘Yes.’

Matt said: ‘None of us can forget what’s happened ’til the baby’s gone.’

‘Probably you’ll all get a better night’s sleep without her,’ Clarissa agreed. ‘I’ll take her now.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ Hannah hurried to say. Clarissa had already taken her and Dorothy to see the woman and the house where she lived. It was, in effect, a tied cottage on the farm.

‘I’ll ring for the midwife to bring the child down.’ For once Matt got to his feet to do it. Hannah felt sick.

The midwife, in clean dress and apron, brought down the oak cradle that Hannah had provided. The infant was bathed and freshly powdered. Clarissa lifted her out with practised ease.

‘She’s lovely!’ Her head was covered with feathery tendrils of white hair which caused Hannah’s stomach to contract with love.

Then Clarissa was wrapping her up warmly and putting her back in her crib, calling for another blanket to go right over the top to shield her from the dank outside air.

‘I’ve given her a drink of glucose and water.’ The midwife was pursing her lips in disapproval of what they were going to do.

Hannah was aware of stumbling out to the trap behind Clarissa and the cradle. On the short journey to the gatehouse, barely three hundred yards, the infant made soft snuffling noises at her feet, smacking its lips and sucking on the blanket. Hannah watched mesmerised as Clarissa’s capable brown hands looped her pony’s bridle through what had once been the main gates to Yarrow Hall.

From the outside, the gatehouse was an attractive stone cottage with a steeply pitched slate roof and a good deal of decorative woodwork very much in need of a coat of paint. Nettles and dock leaves flourished in its flower beds.

There was a pretty porch but the front door opened straight into the untidy living-room. Two toddlers played on the stone-flagged floor, while a younger sibling slept on a  heap of old blankets in the corner. It had seemed cleaner and more respectable when she’d last seen it, and the children had been neatly dressed.

The woman had seemed cleaner too. Today her hair hung loose in greasy strands and her apron was stained.

‘I want twenty-five guineas a year for her keep,’ she demanded, her hands on her hips.

Hannah felt in her handbag for her cheque book, and pushed back the clutter on the table a few inches so she could write. Suddenly she was gripped with panic. She couldn’t write a cheque with the name Mortimer on it. Not when they’d been so careful all these months. What had she been thinking of?

Maisie O’Malley was eyeing her with sullen suspicion. ‘Cheques are no good to me.’

Hannah breathed again and counted out six guineas. ‘That’s all I have in cash. I’ll bring the rest tomorrow.’

‘I don’t think you should have it all at once, Maisie,’ Clarissa said in her bossy way. ‘Why don’t you let me keep it and pay it over in monthly instalments? Much the best.’

Hannah thought she was going to refuse. Filled with resentment that negotiations like this had to be made, she pulled the blanket off the crib. Two bright blue eyes stared balefully up into hers.

‘I’ve got to have real money.’

‘I’ll give you cash. That’s no problem.’

‘All right,’ Maisie said grudgingly. It was hurtful then to see her dirt-engrained hands pick up the baby. ‘Why, she’s pretty! A bonny baby. What’s her name?’

Hannah choked on another wave of guilt. ‘It’s barely two hours . . . We haven’t had time to think yet.’

‘I could call her Gertie, after the one I lost two years ago?’

‘Mercy me, no!’

‘Mercy? That’s a plain name. Why not something pretty?’

Hannah almost smiled. ‘Call her Elizabeth.’ She’d intended to call her own daughter that, it had been her mother’s name. But that made her feel guilty again. There should be nothing  to connect them with this child.

‘Elizabeth? That’s pretty enough, though it’s a bit long.’ Maisie smiled, showing a row of bad teeth.

‘I’ll walk home,’ Hannah told Clarissa when they got outside. ‘I need a breath of fresh air.’

 



By the next morning, the carpet square had been replaced in the front bedroom, dressing-table and chairs were brought back, and the room had lost its nightmare quality. Dorothy lay back against a tower of pillows, her golden hair clean and fresh about her shoulders. With colour back in her cheeks, she was a young girl again.

Matt had arranged to take two weeks off from the office. He sat all day in the sitting-room reading about Woolley’s archaeological finds at Ur of the Chaldees in Mesopotamia.

Hannah hoped now that Dorothy would quickly gather her strength and they might return home together. As Matt said, if they could put Yarrow behind them, they’d all feel better.

Dorothy behaved as if she was resting a sprained ankle. She was light-hearted, wanting to try on her pretty clothes again.

Hannah felt a sense of loss she couldn’t throw off, but the baby wasn’t mentioned again in her hearing. As far as Matt and Dorothy were concerned, it might never have been born. On the last day, when the maids were packing up, she gave in to her need and wandered down to the gatehouse.

It had been built close against the eight-foot wall that surrounded the park, and was overshadowed by the gateposts, two tall oblong pillars each topped with a vicious lion rampant above a coat of arms. Now dead leaves were rotting between the lion’s feet and greyish-green lichen blotched their stone backs. Both lions had lost some of their fangs; one had lost the paw it raised to attack, the other its tail.

The once elegant cast iron gates stood rusting and permanently open, one at a drunken angle. Moss and rank grass grew up the centre of the drive. A quarter of a mile  away, surrounded by the great oaks of the park, Hannah could see Yarrow Hall Farm. From here, it still looked an elegant house. It was built of grey stone under a blue slate roof, long and low, with many windows all with small Georgian panes.

Once it had been Yarrow Hall, the home of a country squire. Sometime last century the family had dwindled to a spinster who had lived to a ripe old age and done nothing to keep the fabric of the house in good repair. The large herd of dairy shorthorns grazing in the park showed how it had come down in the world.

As she approached the gatehouse, Hannah could hear two babies crying. The sound led her through the open door and into the living-room. The crib was on the floor and seemed a mass of writhing limbs that made it rock from its own volition.

‘Hey, what’s the matter?’ she asked. At the sound of her voice the feet stopped kicking, the cradle creaked more slowly. It was only when she stood over it that Hannah realised there were two babies inside. The larger, a whey-faced infant of five months, looked up from the pillow. She was shocked to find Elizabeth had been placed at its feet, with her head hard against the bottom. The bedding had all been kicked off. Legs and arms began jerking together like marionettes as both started to howl again.

Hannah gathered Elizabeth eagerly into her arms. Little spikes of hair, damp with sweat, curled against her hot face. She was as wet as a sponge and smelled none too sweet.

‘What’s the matter then, love?’

Elizabeth’s mouth snapped shut. She was shuddering with pent up fury. Two round blue eyes stared up accusingly. Guilt and pity brought tears to Hannah’s eyes.

‘Maisie,’ she shouted. ‘Maisie, are you there?’ The fire had gone out and the room was cold. Dirty dishes and uneaten food covered the table. She was suddenly angry. So much love and sympathy was being expended on the mother while this poor mite was dirty, hungry and ill cared for.

‘Mrs O’Malley, come and change this child. She’s in need of food and attention.’

Maisie almost fell down the narrow stairs, smelling none too sweet herself. She flung herself down on a chair, snatched Elizabeth up and heaved a stringy breast out of her crumpled blouse. Hannah was repelled to see the infant latch on to the brown nipple as though it were life itself. The rhythmic sound of sucking and swallowing filled the room.

‘What are you doing?’ Hannah was aghast, believing such customs had been lost over the years. She had provided bottles and humanised Trufood for the baby.

‘Wet nursing. She likes it, you can see. It’s quicker too. My Charlie’s sick. He’s got fever.’

Hannah felt the vomit rise in her throat and rushed outside. What a place to leave a baby! It was downright dangerous. But for Dorothy’s sake it had to be done.




Chapter Two

2 October 1920

The autumn sun, mellow and golden, shone into the dining-room at Yarrow Hall Farm. Clarissa Bender poured herself a second cup of tea and edged her chair over until she could feel the sun on her face.

The remains of family breakfast were on the table, and the scent of bacon still hung in the air. Leo, her husband, had already gone out about his business on the farm, and she’d sent the boys upstairs so that Myfanwy could get them ready for school. Clarissa savoured these few moments of tranquillity in the morning, using them to make her plans for the rest of the day.

The crab apples were at their best, and it was a wonderful morning to go out and pick them. This afternoon, she’d make the crab apple preserve Leo loved so much. It always gave her satisfaction to see her larder shelves fill up at this time of the year.

‘I didn’t realise for a long time just how domesticated you were,’ Leo had said with his wry laugh over breakfast. ‘Nobody else would hire a cook and then do all the cooking herself.’

‘Not all! Anyway, I enjoy it.’ She pulled a face. Mrs Tatler, known as Tatty, described herself as a cook-general and had plenty of other chores to take care of.

‘You enjoy nurse-maiding the children too.’

‘Well, of course, I want to be with them as much as I can.’ Clarissa knew it was a necessity. Sixteen-year-old Myfanwy acted as dairy-maid as well as nanny. She had butter to make  three times a week, milk to separate after each milking, and countless utensils to scald daily.

‘You make sure Myfanwy isn’t idle.’ He laughed again. ‘You organise us all.’

‘It’s not hard.’

‘You’re not doing too much?’

‘Of course not. Think of the economy. We manage with a quarter of the servants your mother used to have.’

Clarissa wanted to bite out her tongue. She should never have used the word ‘economy’. It always wiped the smile from his face.

‘If only you didn’t have such big ideas about this house,’ he complained.

‘Why not? Your family has lived in it for the last fifty years.’

‘And never quite managed to get it in good repair.’

‘I’m happy to do a lot of the work on it myself.’

‘You can’t put a new roof on, Clarissa. And no, I can’t get the farm workers to do it. We have neither the skills nor the time. Living in this house is a gross extravagance. It costs more to keep the rain out than it would to build a new one. If I had my way, we’d move to the dower house.’

Clarissa pulled a face. The dower house had been built long enough ago to be draughty and inconvenient, yet not so long as to have the elegant proportions of the main house. Leo stirred his tea crossly. ‘It’s soundly constructed, and should be plenty big enough. Your friends are moving out today, aren’t they?’

‘Yes.’

‘I expect that’s why you wanted them there in the first place. If they’re renting it, we can’t move in.’

The other worry surfaced in Clarissa’s mind. ‘I suppose it is all right to let them leave the baby with Maisie O’Malley?’

‘Between them and their conscience, I’d say. She’s had four and three are still living. Not a bad average.’

‘Leo!’

‘They’re pushing some of the responsibility for it on to  you, but I’ve no doubt you’ll cope.’

‘I expect they’ll come more often now. To see how the baby’s getting on.’

‘I don’t.’ Leo pulled a wry face. ‘Less often. They won’t want to have anything to do with it, easy to see that.’

Clarissa frowned. ‘I can’t imagine any mother handing her baby over, wanting it out of sight and hearing as soon as possible.’

‘That’s what I mean. That girl won’t come back. Probably won’t want to see you in Birkenhead either. They’ll all be afraid you’ll let something drop, and her dark secret will be out.’

Clarissa frowned again. Why hadn’t that occurred to her before he’d suggested it? ‘I shall miss Hannah if that happens.’

‘Do think about the dower house, Clarissa. They had the whole place painted and papered in the spring. It won’t look so good if it stays empty over the winter.’

She shook her head, rushing to protest: ‘But I love it here. This is a wonderful rambling old house, I couldn’t bear to tear myself away.’ She had refurbished much of it with her own hands.

‘I know, but it would be sensible. We’d have money for school fees and other things.’ Leo had let the door bang behind him, shattering the domestic peace.

Clarissa climbed the stairs slowly, pausing at a landing window. She loved to look out over Leo’s kingdom. From here she could see for twenty miles over a patchwork of rolling fields and woods and streams on the lower slopes of the Clwydian Range. It lay tranquil and beautiful in the morning sun. Behind the house, the land was wild and high, moorland and mountain.

Leo’s forebears had been yeoman farmers for generations, and when in the last century Yarrow came on the market, it seemed a prize that enhanced their status. His great-grandfather had struggled to buy it and was fiercely determined it should stay in the family. To do this and safeguard against its ever being split up, the house and estate were entailed on  the eldest son in succeeding generations.

Leo had inherited Yarrow Hall Farm with four hundred good acres. Like his father and grandfather, he was proud of it. He was a thrifty farmer who saw the first drop in land values as an opportunity to expand. He now owned five hundred acres, but land values had continued to fall, and his investment no longer seemed a wise one.

Clarissa ran up the last flight of stairs. On the attic floor above the six bedrooms, there had always been a nursery, a playroom and schoolroom as well as quarters for the servants. Leo didn’t realise how much comfort all this space provided. She didn’t keep the children confined up here; the boys were often out playing about the farm.

In the nursery bathroom Myfanwy had just lifted baby Lucy from her bath, and at the same time was overseeing the boys as they cleaned their teeth.

Clarissa took her towel-wrapped daughter from her and sat on the white wood chair to dry her. Perhaps Leo was right. Nothing short of gutting would improve this bathroom. The enamel had worn off the bath which had been installed when Queen Victoria was a girl. It was bitterly cold in winter too, right up under the roof. To install central heating was out of the question. Even to mention any of this would only remind Leo that they needed to renew several window frames, as well as the dreaded roof.

With the baby chuckling and rolling on the towel, Clarissa tried to see if there was any sign of a first tooth. She tickled one baby foot to make her open her mouth, and Lucy gave such a lovely throaty chuckle that Clarissa found herself doing it again for the pleasure of hearing her laugh.

Four-year-old Nicholas came crowding close, his playful smile letting her know he wanted to join in the fun. She watched his chubby child’s fingers running up the soles of the kicking baby feet until child and baby were bubbling over with chuckles and she was laughing herself.

How any mother could hire a nanny to do this and cut herself off from her own children she couldn’t understand.  She snatched an opportunity to slide Lucy’s vest over her head.

Having Myfanwy was quite different; it meant, as mother, Clarissa was still in control. She liked to have her children playing about her feet in the sitting-room or kitchen. But if she wanted to concentrate on cooking or dressmaking, then there was somebody to take the children out for an airing.

She hated to see them reach school age. She wanted to keep them with her, enjoying their company. School had come already for Jonathon and Hal. Usually she took them herself.

‘Hurry up,’ she told them. ‘It’s time we were on our way.’

She hurried them downstairs, both dark-haired and serious, clutching their books, smart in their school uniforms. Nick tried to keep up. He liked to come along for the ride and pretend he too was going to school. Clarissa smiled when she saw he had a couple of old painting books tucked under his arm to mimic his older brothers. As a mother she couldn’t admit she had a favourite child, but she found Nicholas very endearing.

He was unlike his older brothers both in appearance and character. He was more sturdily built, with paler tow-coloured hair and freckles; wide-eyed and innocent, and he chattered away non-stop. Leo said he couldn’t keep him away from the animals.

Leo always saw that the pony was put between the shafts of the governess cart and waiting for her. He was leading it round to the front door as she came out.

‘Think about it, Clarissa,’ he said, as he handed her the reins and lifted Nick in. ‘Have a good look round when you go to say goodbye to your friend. It’s not a bad house. Good enough for the Mortimers anyway.’

‘Only in their hour of need,’ she answered tartly. Leo was smiling, trying to be gently persuasive.

Clarissa bit back the words: ‘Hannah wouldn’t want to spend the rest of her life there.’ She hated to hurt Leo’s  feelings, and knew he saw it as a personal failure that they had to count every penny. His father had died in 1916 and his mother had struggled to run the farm until Leo had returned from France. He’d taken it over at the end of the war, and farming incomes had fallen every year since. He was barely making enough to meet his family’s needs.

Why couldn’t he understand that the pleasures of living in the gracious old house more than made up for the discomforts? But, of course, there was still the problem of school fees, a problem that would grow.

It was a wonderful morning, mild and sunny. A good day for Hannah to travel home. Except that in a car, good weather wasn’t so vital. Once Clarissa had been envious of Hannah. Marriage into the Mortimer family had seemed such incredible good fortune.

‘She’ll be rich,’ she’d said to Leo. ‘No money worries for Hannah in future.’

They’d all read newspaper articles about Sir Hugo’s business exploits and huge gifts to the poor.

‘Sir Hugo’s a legend in his own lifetime. Hannah says he speaks of Lloyd George and Bonar Law as though they’re friends.’

‘Perhaps they are. Can you see Hannah amongst the rich and high born as a society hostess?’

‘No.’

‘And it wouldn’t suit you, Clarissa.’

She was beginning to think the marriage didn’t suit Hannah either. All summer she’d seen her wilting under the strain of coping with Dorothy.

‘The girl’s bored stiff, that’s her trouble,’ Clarissa had said. She’d tried to entertain them by taking them shopping and for rides in her pony and trap. She’d tried to interest the girl in sewing and knitting for the coming infant, but Dorothy disliked handicrafts. She’d failed to interest her in either cooking or gardening. Dorothy had refused to go for walks or even sit outside in the sun. She seemed permanently prickly with everybody.

‘What does she do with herself all day?’ Clarissa had asked Hannah.

‘As little as possible. She says she reads.’

Clarissa had kept them both provided with books. One wet afternoon, Dorothy had played simple card games with Jonathon and Hal and all had seemed to enjoy it. But the next time she’d taken the boys, Dorothy had been uninterested.

She’d stopped taking Nicholas with her because Dorothy couldn’t hide her dislike of the very young. She didn’t like his endless questions, nor his habit of pushing story books on her knee and asking to have one read. And she wouldn’t stay in the same room for more than five minutes with baby Lucy.

‘If it hadn’t been for you, Clarissa, I’d have gone out of my mind,’ Hannah had told her gratefully.

‘You’re trying too hard. You’d feel better if you came up to the farm more and left her alone.’

Hannah gave a wry smile. ‘Daren’t desert my post a second time. Anyway, it would be taking advantage of you. I shall keep trying.’

Only a few days before the baby had been born, she’d gone down to the dower house to find Hannah in the garden, deheading dead roses in a frenzied state.

‘I thought I was better equipped to help Dorothy than anybody else. I wanted us to be friends and thought this was my chance.’

‘What’s happened?’

‘Clary, I’ve told her. I’ve said too much. It’s a stupid thing I’ve done.’

She’d caught at Hannah’s waving hands to comfort her. ‘She’ll understand.’

‘To think I half welcomed these months of waiting! I thought they’d bring us closer.’

Clarissa had drawn Hannah to the seat under the apple tree, and made her sit down. ‘When you married Matt, you said you were going to put your trouble behind you. Forget the past.’

‘Said it perhaps, but found I couldn’t. Being with Dorothy has brought it all back. I told her I understood the grief and guilt she was living through. I thought it would help if we talked about it . . .’

‘Dorothy doesn’t take things to heart as you do. What did she say?’

‘I couldn’t get through to her. Her mouth was set in that obstinate line.’

Clarissa had put her own handkerchief in Hannah’s hand, and watched her scrub her eyes angrily.

‘I told her of the awful regrets I’d had after parting with my own baby. How hardly a day goes by even now when I don’t think of Alice: wondering how she’s getting on and if she’s happy. She’ll be thirteen next birthday.’

Hannah’s anguish was very moving.

‘Surely it must have helped her to know she wasn’t the only one?’

‘Dorothy gave one of those wild laughs of hers. “You too, Hannah?” she said. “I never dreamed my perfect Mama could have had the same fall from grace.” She went on shaking with laughter. I didn’t intend to tell anyone but you, Clary.’

‘You did tell her that Matt doesn’t know?’

‘Yes. “Don’t drop any hints to him,” I said. “Please be on your guard. I’ve kept quiet too long to let him know now.”’

‘And she promised?’

‘Yes, but I’m still afraid. I thought we’d be closer if I told her, but we aren’t. Clary, I’m scared she’ll tell him!’

Clarissa knew it had added another layer of tension when Hannah was already brimming over with anxiety over Dorothy’s baby.

But even before this summer, Hannah had not seemed as happy as she had expected. Every spring Clarissa went to spend a week with her at their house in Birkenhead. Though she looked forward to Hannah’s company and the big shops, she thought the Mortimers’ house less impressive than Yarrow Hall Farm, and there seemed a distance between  Hannah and Matt she couldn’t understand.

This year, her visit had been later because the Mortimers had been away in Bath. Hannah had met her off the train and nobody could have failed to notice her nerve-racked state.

Hannah didn’t think herself a beauty, and in the accepted sense perhaps she wasn’t – big-boned with large dark eyes and a Roman nose – but her looks were striking. Taller than most women, she now dressed with plain elegance. In a crowd, she never went unnoticed. Clarissa remembered with awful clarity first hearing of Dorothy’s plight.

Hannah had asked for a tray of tea to be brought as soon as she’d got Clarissa into her sitting-room.

‘You’ve got to help me, Clary,’ she’d said as soon as the door closed behind the maid.

‘Of course.’ Clarissa waited for more but had to prompt: ‘Is it Matt?’

‘No. Oh God, it’s a long story – it’s Dorothy.’

At that time, it was a year since Clarissa had seen Dorothy. Then, she’d been straight out of the school room, a dainty girl with chocolate box beauty who always sat in the same chair in the drawing-room from where she could see her own reflection in a mirror.

Clarissa had watched her preen, taking little interest in anything else. ‘She’s a pretty girl, Hannah.’

‘And doesn’t she know it! A selfish little madam.’There was bitterness in Hannah’s sharp criticism of her step-daughter. ‘Her father spoils her, and as for her grandparents . . .’

Clarissa had been a little taken aback.

‘And she’s pregnant,’ Hannah added.

The silence dragged out. ‘Terrible for the Mortimers,’ managed Clarissa, knowing she gaped as though she didn’t believe a word.

‘They don’t know. And they mustn’t. Eunice does what she calls “good work that can’t be mentioned”. She belongs to a group that’s trying to change men’s behaviour. Teach them more self-control. She’s helping to uphold moral  standards and stamp out prostitution. Matt is out of his mind with worry. He blames me, you see.’

‘Why should he?’

‘He said it was my duty to see Dorothy was properly chaperoned.’ Now Hannah sat staring into space.

Clarissa swallowed. ‘How dreadful! How can I help?’

‘We need a bolt hole. That house where your mother-in-law lived . . .’

Clarissa relaxed. Nothing could be easier. They needed a tenant anyway. ‘I’d love to have you living there, you know that. No problem.’

‘Nobody must know who we are.’ Hannah’s voice was urgent. ‘And I’ve another favour to ask of you. We won’t be able to bring the baby back here, not ever. Can you find a home for it? Perhaps one of your estate workers?’

‘Farm workers. It’s a farm, Hannah.’

‘Yes, well, I thought if you had a couple who couldn’t have a child of their own, and wanted . . .’

‘We only have three cottages.’ Clarissa knew she flushed. ‘That’ll be the hardest part. One family is too old, we employ their sons.’

‘What about the other two?’

‘They both have children. Leo says they’re breeding like rabbits.’

Hannah looked crestfallen.

‘There’s an orphanage not far away.’

‘What do you suggest, that we abandon the baby on its doorstep?’

‘Hannah!’ It was not like her friend to snap so sharply.

‘We’d expect to pay to have the child fostered.’

‘Look, you’ll be on the spot yourself all summer. We’ll see to that then.’

‘But you think it’s possible? Might there be a family in your village?’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps.’

‘I’ll have to find somewhere.’ Clarissa saw Hannah shiver then say in a rush of desperation: ‘We’re all dreading it.  Dorothy’s scared stiff. I’ll want to bring her to Yarrow before anything shows . . .’

‘Of course. The house is empty now. Any time.’ Curiosity drove her to ask: ‘The father . . .?’

Hannah sighed. ‘The Mortimers know the Tolmans. I didn’t think they’d object to Lancelyn . . .’

‘But they did?’

‘Lady Mortimer sets great store by social success. She wants Dorothy to marry well.’

Hannah was silent for a moment, and then burst out: ‘I’m a Mortimer by marriage only, and Matt’s second wife. She’s always kept me on the edge of family affairs, and let me know she thinks Matt chose unwisely the second time.’

Clarissa nodded. She hadn’t realised it was quite as bad as that, but she’d sensed some of it.

‘Tell me.’

Hannah was slow to start. It was a tale of failure, on her part as well as Dorothy’s. She poured more tea for them both, fussed with the biscuits.

‘Come on,’ Clarissa urged.

‘Matt doesn’t enjoy the parties his mother gives. What pleasure he gets comes from watching Dorothy enjoy herself. After her first dinner party, he was as proud of her as his mother. Dorothy loved her first dance, and I was as pleased as he was to see she had plenty of partners.

‘A few months later, at another dance, I knew Matt had hardly taken his eyes off her. She seemed to be enjoying herself even more. Full of vitality, she was twirling round the floor in a dress of pale blue satin, laughing up into the face of her partner.

‘“Who is he?” Matt asked me. “She’s been dancing with him all evening.”

‘“Lancelyn Tolman,” I told him.’

‘I know him,’ Clarissa said. ‘Isn’t he Edith Tolman’s cousin?’

‘Yes, and I introduced them. He seemed a likeable fellow – a handsome young army lieutenant in full dress uniform.  From the moment Dorothy met him, she had eyes for no one else.

‘Lady Mortimer thought him most unsuitable. It wasn’t the Tolman family she objected to – they were well-connected. But Lancelyn was the youngest of five sons, and his prospects of inheriting anything were nil. He was about to depart with a local regiment on a tour of duty in India.

‘Lady Mortimer said she’d enquired into his character and circumstances, and that he had a terrible reputation. His only interests were women and wild parties, drinking and cards.

‘I tried to tell Matt his mother disliked him because she hadn’t chosen him herself.

‘“If Dorothy loves him,” I said, “if she truly loves him, she’ll be happy. Like us.”’

Hannah paused. It had roused doubts she hadn’t had before. Was Matt happy after all?

‘Matt and I had our first serious row about Lancelyn Tolman. Dorothy couldn’t hide her love for him. She was suddenly radiant and bubbling with happiness.

‘Lady Mortimer had already arranged an introduction to Franklin Flower, years older than her and rather a sobersides. He’d already made one fortune, and had expectations of inheriting another. Mr Flower had shown considerable interest, but Dorothy laughed and said she found Lancelyn Tolman more to her taste.

‘It tore Matt apart to disappoint her. He loved her and wanted her happiness above everything else, yet his mother convinced him he had to stand firm on this. He explained it as gently as he could to Dorothy. I can see her now, gazing up at him with hurt in her eyes, like an animal at bay. He told her she must forget Tolman for her own good.

‘Then, urged on by his mother, Matt had a totally embarrassing interview with Tolman himself. He forbade him to come anywhere near the house, or make further contact with Dorothy. We expected that to be the end of the matter. It wasn’t.

‘Dorothy said she couldn’t put him out of her mind, that  she loved him and he her. Matt had been conditioned to indulge her whims. Dorothy expected to get her way this time. We both knew Tolman was writing to her. We saw the letters arriving with the mail several times a week.

‘Dorothy acted as though she didn’t believe the British Army would insist on Tolman’s departure with his regiment. “The war’s over now,” she said incredulously. “There must be plenty of men who’d like to go in his place.”

‘She spoke of an early wedding, as if only the timing was still to be decided.

‘Matt stood firm and said a wedding as important as Dorothy’s couldn’t be rushed. And until she settled for a more suitable groom, it wasn’t going to take place at all.

‘We were all glad to see the regiment leave. I said: “She’ll get over it,” quite confident that two years’ separation would solve the problem, but Dorothy continued to mope. The weeks passed and there was nothing we could do to cheer her up. The change in her was unbelievable. She even talked of travelling to India to marry him out there.’

‘Good lord!’ Clarissa commented.

‘Matt was appalled too. “Dorothy,” he said, taking both her hands in his, “you must accept that we’ll never give our consent for this marriage.” She stared silently back at him in frightened anguish.

‘After that she no longer talked of Tolman, but she didn’t pick up. Lady Mortimer was making plans to have her presented at Court and do the season and thought a holiday first might do her good. She goes to Bath every year in the early spring and suggested we all go with her.

‘Matt got out of it by saying he’d too much work on, but he booked rooms for Dorothy and me. We were to stay for three weeks. He said he’d join us for the last few days.

‘Franklin Flower was there and Lady Mortimer thought meeting him again would take Dorothy’s mind off the unfortunate affair.

‘Most mornings, we used to meet in the Pump Room.’ Hannah swallowed hard; she’d relived this countless times. It  was a nightmare. ‘Lady Mortimer liked to take the waters. She thought they did her good. Disgusting taste, one mouthful was enough for me. Dorothy and I had coffee.

‘I was embarrassed to find Edith Tolman in Bath too, with her mother and sister, though I’ve always liked her personally. Of course Dorothy was drawn to them. They were relaying snippets of news about Lancelyn, even bringing letters from him for her to read. I warned her to make her interest less obvious when her grandmother was with us. It gave her more reason to blame me, saying they were my friends.’

Hannah paused. Just to talk about that dreadful day sickened her.

‘Dorothy kept turning round from our table to watch the door. It was as obvious to Eunice as it was to me that she was waiting for the Tolmans to come in. This morning they did not.

‘The string quartet was playing a Strauss waltz when an acquaintance of Eunice Mortimer’s paused to speak to her. “Have you heard? Such a tragedy for Mary Tolman – her son’s been killed in India. They’re having to return home in a hurry. Packing now, I believe.”

‘Dorothy croaked: “Not Lancelyn?”

‘“Some skirmish with the natives. He proved himself a hero after all. An honourable death.”

‘I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t take my eyes from Eunice’s face. She actually smiled, clearly thinking it a suitable end for a young man who didn’t fit into her plans.

‘The next instant I felt the table cloth moving beneath my elbow. Dorothy slumped off her chair in a dead faint, dragging it with her. I was too slow to save her. The crash of shattering china drew every eye in the room. Dorothy was lying on the floor in the middle of it, with coffee dregs staining her lavender dress. We were all crunching in the spilled brown sugar.

‘Franklin Flower saw it happen from the doorway. He was just coming in. He was very helpful, calling a cab and seeing us back to our hotel, even helping Dorothy up to her room. I  told him she was rather given to swooning as her chest had always been delicate.

‘Dorothy was cross once we were alone and said I wasn’t to fuss. She wept for the rest of the day. For the next week she refused to eat and wouldn’t leave her room. She spent all day lying on her bed and all night walking the floor. She looked ill and seemed to be losing weight. I felt at the end of my tether.

‘It was a relief when Matt said he’d come a day or two earlier than he’d intended. He took one look at the pair of us and called a doctor to prescribe for us both.

‘Matt was dressing after having a bath when the doctor came up to our suite. I took him to Dorothy’s room and he asked me to stay while he examined her. I thought him very young. Gradually, Dorothy’s terrible trouble dawned on me from the questions he asked and the very reluctant answers she gave. I didn’t want to believe it. The room began to eddy round me and my legs felt shaky as I followed him out.

‘By then Matt was hovering on the other side of the door. “What’s your diagnosis?” he asked in his bombastic way. “What do you advise to improve Dorothy’s health?”

‘“There doesn’t seem to be too much the matter, her pregnancy’s progressing normally. Of course, she’s in her fifth month and beginning to find it a bit of a trial.”

‘I could see Matt shaking, barely able to control himself, impatient then to get rid of the doctor. It was awful, Clary. I can see the doctor now, the light reflecting off his glasses, soberly advising on the importance of a good diet. Matt bundled him out so fast, he never did examine me. I can’t understand why I hadn’t guessed months earlier. Matt turned on me then in a ferocious rage.

‘“It was your job to chaperone her,” he said, his face puce. But what good was anger when the man was already dead? “You neglected your duty. Dorothy is ruined.”

‘I went to pieces at the thought of what my mother-in-law would say, and lost my temper. In the middle of this terrible  row, there was a knock at the door. Matt was in full flood too and we ignored it.

‘It enraged Matt more when the knock came again. He tore across the room and jerked the door open. Franklin Flower was standing in the corridor, nursing a large bouquet.

‘I froze, wondering how long he had been there and how much he might have heard. Matt let his mouth fall open in horror.

‘“Sorry to disturb you at this time of night,” our visitor said. “I saw the doctor call and wanted to find out how Dorothy was.”

‘“Settled for the night. Sleeping draught.” Matt sounded as though he was choking.

‘I managed to say Bath didn’t suit Dorothy’s delicate chest and that we were returning home early. “Her mother died of TB, you know.”’

‘Surely that would worry him?’ Clarissa’s face was aghast.

‘Not so much as the truth. Next morning two letters were delivered by special messenger, both from Franklin Flower. One was addressed to Matt asking formally for Dorothy’s hand in marriage. The other was for Dorothy, expressing his love.

‘They brought Matt the first ray of hope. He said if we planned carefully, perhaps Dorothy’s reputation could be saved. We must get her away from his mother as soon as possible.

‘Dorothy didn’t care one way or the other now, and was persuaded that her best chance of happiness was to fall in with her father’s wishes.

‘He dictated Dorothy’s acceptance to Franklin Flower, saying I was taking her to Switzerland for a few months as the doctor recommended, to see if the mountain air would benefit her cough. He even invented a cousin for me living near Geneva, so that it would seem more natural for us to go there.

‘We had such soul-searching about whether we dared tell Gregory. In the end Matt decided to do so, because he wanted him to go to Geneva to post letters and cards from  Dorothy, both to Franklin Flower and her grandparents. Such a complicated tissue of lies, Clary, but for Dorothy’s sake, Matt insists we have to go through with it.’




Chapter Three

2 October 1920

The pony slowed as the gates to Yarrow came in sight. Impatiently Clarissa flicked the reins, sorry now she’d gone to the shops after dropping the boys at school. She wanted to say goodbye to Hannah before she left. She was worried about her.

As soon as she’d turned in to the drive, she saw Hannah running headlong away from the gatehouse.

‘Wait a minute,’ she called.

Hannah turned round looking distraught. There were scarlet blotches on her cheeks. She was panting when the pony pulled up beside her.

‘What’s the matter?’ Clarissa asked. ‘Come on, get in. It’s not far, but . . .’

‘No, no,’ Hannah said, but she climbed the steps at the back of the trap and sank down beside Clarissa.

‘I’m worried stiff. Leaving a newborn baby there! She isn’t being properly looked after. Maisie’s too tied up with her own children and they’re sick with some sort of fever. What if Elizabeth catches it?’

Clarissa shivered. ‘What do you want to do?’

‘What can we do now? Matt would be furious if I suggested taking the babe with us. Dorothy would dissolve in tears.’

Clarissa thought Hannah didn’t look far from tears herself.

‘Has Maisie called the doctor?’

Hannah shook her head silently.

‘Let’s go and see.’ Clarissa turned the trap round by  heading the pony across the grass. At the gates she jumped down and looped the reins through the ironwork. The door was wide open. She could hear a baby crying, and somewhere upstairs a toddler sobbing.

Maisie was feeding Elizabeth at her own breast, which she held with fingers engrained with black from her coal fire. The grate was full of cold cinders. Her fire went out for lack of tending it as frequently as for lack of coal in the shed. Clarissa suddenly noticed that baby Joey occupied the oak cradle Hannah had provided.

‘There’s nowhere else,’ Maisie was muttering. ‘Wanted to keep him away from the others. You know . . .’

‘Quite right, Maisie, but you must find a drawer or something to put him in. This cradle is for Elizabeth. Only Elizabeth, all right?’ The baby was sucking hungrily. Clarissa hoped Maisie had enough milk for two.

‘Yes,’ she agreed sulkily.

Clarissa had always known Maisie lived in a fog of confusion, that she was the sort of women who starts to prepare a meal but leaves the potatoes half peeled and forgotten when a child cries. Meals arrived late on Maisie’s table, if at all. Food could be stewed to ribbons if forgotten, or under-cooked if preparations had started late.

She was the sort of woman who starts six jobs at once and never finishes any of them. Damp nappies were draped over the fireguard to dry, though the fire was out. More were soaking in a bucket in the middle of the room. Dirty dishes from the last meal were still on the table together with a halfeaten joint of boiled bacon. Chaos ruled in this house, with things left where they were last used.

“Course I haven’t sent for the doctor.’ Maisie was defensive, when asked. ‘He’ll want paying, won’t he?’

‘Shall I have a look? See what I think?’ Clarissa had been a nurse before she married Leo.

‘You might as well, since you’re here,’ said Maisie ungraciously.

Clarissa was conscious of Hannah peering round the  doorway, as though afraid to come in. She ran upstairs, guided by the sound of an infant snivelling. Thick curtains were pulled across the small window. In the gloom she could just make out a double bed and a cot, and that there wasn’t a lot of space to walk between. Two tiny bodies tossed and writhed amongst rags of bedclothes.

She pulled back the curtains to see better and caught her breath. The first child had a marked and angry rash. She put a tentative hand on his forehead; he felt on fire. His nose was running, his eyes puffy and crusted, and his lips dry and sore. He looked very sick. The other, a girl, didn’t look much different, except that there was no rash yet. Clarissa felt her spirits plummet as she went downstairs.

‘How long have they been ill, Maisie?’

‘I had a terrible night with them. They wouldn’t sleep.’

‘How long?’

Hannah came over the step to hear what was said.

‘Our Charlie, about five days. He’s proper poorly. Peggy went down a couple of days later.’

‘I’ll ask Dr Moore to call,’ Clarissa said. She’d have to come back later when Hannah had gone. She took her arm and led her away. It was warmer out in the sun than it was inside that kitchen. She closed the door behind them.

‘I’ve heard scarlet fever is rife in the Council school.’

‘That’s not where Jonathon and Hal . . .?’

‘No.’

‘Will Elizabeth catch it?’

‘I don’t know.’ Clarissa was trying to think. ‘Has Dorothy had it?’

‘Yes, when she was about ten.’

‘Perhaps not. Elizabeth might have immunity from her mother.’

‘How can we make sure? Will the doctor know?’

‘There’s no way to be sure.’

‘I’m so glad you’re on the spot to keep an eye on Elizabeth,’ Hannah said. ‘Such a comfort.’ Clarissa felt lips peck at her cheek. Hannah seemed more harassed than ever.

As she reined in the pony in front of the dower house, Matt came down the steps.

‘We’ve been waiting for you, Hannah. Where’ve you been?’

He was all bonhomie and relieved smiles, looking as though an enormous weight had been lifted from his shoulders. His soft ring of hair lifted in the breeze as he removed his hat. Dorothy, pouting prettily, was all ready to climb into the rear seat of the Di Dion. She couldn’t be driven away quickly enough.

Clarissa raised her hand in farewell, reflecting that Leo had been right about who would have to take responsibility for the child. She went slowly into the house, to ring the doctor. It was a blessing the Mortimers had had the phone put in.

 



Dorothy was in high spirits all the way home, bouncing about on the back seat, unable to sit still. She kept exclaiming with delight as the wild countryside of Wales gave way to the richer farmland of the Wirral. Matt seemed amused, but it irked Hannah to see Dorothy behaving as if she’d just been released from prison. Such obvious rejoicing seemed out of place.

‘Pull yourself together, Hannah.’ Matt lifted his eyes from the road to examine her. ‘What’s the matter?’

She shook her head silently. How could she explain? Leaving the baby behind was like tearing herself in two. She said: ‘A bad conscience is a terrible thing to live with.’

Matt smiled. ‘If Dorothy can do it, why can’t you?’

Hannah tried. She was looking forward to being home again. Though she’d loved the tranquillity of the countryside at Yarrow, Dorothy had made the months she’d spent there emotionally fraught. She, too, had felt herself in exile.

Dorothy was whooping with joy as she recognised familiar landmarks. Once on Prenton Ridge, Hannah caught glimpses of the Mersey sparkling in the autumn sun. The tide was full in, shipping scudded up and down. In the distance, the Liverpool waterfront was hazy. Nearer at hand, she kept catching glimpses of houses half hidden in the autumn foliage. This was Prenton, this was home.

Oakridge had been a gift from Matt’s parents to mark his first marriage. He had designed it himself for what he supposed his needs would be, and the building of it had not been finished until 1904. The large gardens needed a lot of upkeep but the trees and hedges had now matured and provided privacy. Hannah had thought it very grand when she first saw it.

She’d admired the vast and gracious drawing-room, but hadn’t known then it was only used when there were guests. Matt had based his plans on his father’s house, and only discovered later that he disliked pomp and ceremony and that a simpler life-style suited him. The rooms he used most were his study and a small sitting-room overlooking the back garden. There were eight bedrooms to accommodate the large family he hadn’t managed to conceive.

Oakridge had been Hannah’s home for the past ten years, but she saw it with fresh eyes now. It was Mortimer routine to have the house painted and papered inside and out every other year. Furniture and fittings were replaced at the first sign of wear. Heating, plumbing and other fitments were kept up to date. It was a smart and comfortable home, though Lady Mortimer described it as a suburban villa because it was in a road with other houses.

Hannah stood for a moment noting the difference autumn made in the front garden. Matt was making sure the maid took the suitcases to the right rooms when a taxi drew in to the drive behind his car, crunching on the gravel. Greg climbed out.

Dorothy had gone inside to tear from room to room in her excitement at being back. Now she came rushing out to greet her brother rapturously. Hannah thought him both taller and broader since she’d seen him last. He was almost nineteen now and grown into a very presentable young man.

‘Hello, Mother.’ Greg always managed to instil a hint of mockery in his voice when he called her ‘Mother’. ‘We all seem to be arriving at the same moment. Dad, have you got a guinea to pay for my taxi?’

‘Haven’t you?’ Hannah watched Matt’s gaze level with Greg’s. His extravagance was a cause of explosive family rows.

‘No.’

‘Good God,’ Matt said irritably. ‘You’ve spent a prodigious amount on your holiday. Didn’t you receive that hundred pounds you wired for?’

‘Dad, you wanted me to go.’ Greg’s face flushed. ‘The whole thing was your idea. Surely I’m allowed some enjoyment out of it?’

‘You can’t possibly have spent all that!’

‘Well, I have.’

‘I’ll see to the taxi,’ Hannah said quickly. She had to maintain peace in the house today. Greg strode indoors without bothering to thank her. The rest of the family followed him into the hall.

‘What a lovely tan you’ve got.’ Hannah gave a nervous shiver. She and Dorothy looked pale by comparison though they were supposed to have stayed in Switzerland much longer.

Greg had the same fair colouring as his sister, and his features were very like hers too. He had the same sensual selfindulgent mouth. He was handsome, except that his chin was already lax with dissipation. Hannah was used to seeing his bright blue eyes continually searching for pleasure; now they fastened on her aggressively.

‘Wonderful weather,’ he said. ‘I had a good time. The scenery was magnificent, you don’t know what you missed.’

‘Tell us all about it, Greg. Every detail,’ Dorothy urged. ‘What you did and saw, what you ate, and what the weather was like. And we’d all better listen carefully and be ready to say the same things if we’re asked.’

Matt led the way to the sunny cretonne-filled sitting-room at the back and closed the door. For the next hour they went over the story they were all to tell. That Gregory had holidayed in France, but spent a week with his step-mother and sister in Geneva before escorting them home. It sickened Hannah.  There seemed no end to the lies.

Then Dorothy telephoned her grandmother to let her know they were all home again. Matt spoke to her too. It came as something of a shock to Hannah to find he’d invited her to dinner that very evening.

‘I was rather pushed into it,’ he admitted. ‘Franklin Flower is spending a few days with them and naturally he wants to see Dorothy again. Father won’t be coming. He’s going to some business dinner.’

Hannah was not pleased, she felt she needed more time to prepare herself.

‘Nonsense!’ Matt snapped. ‘You’ve got to face them sometime. I couldn’t put them off, it’s the last night of Franklin’s visit. Come on, Hannah, it’s meant to be a celebration. You mustn’t look so harassed. Everything’s under control. The Lady Mother can’t wait to welcome you back.’

‘Welcome Dorothy back,’ Hannah corrected. She had no heart for any of it.

‘Wasn’t that always our aim? All you have to do is behave as though you’ve had a long holiday. Show relief that Dorothy’s health is so much better.’

 



Hugo Mortimer had been trying to work at his desk all afternoon. He felt restless and rather tetchy. For the umpteenth time he leaned back in his chair and lifted his eyes to his study window. The well-kept gardens of Ince Hall were laid out below him, tranquil in the autumn sun. Beyond was a wood of chestnut trees. The leaves, darkening at this time of the year, cut off the view in all directions, giving privacy and peace to his home. But nothing could soothe him today.

His eye came to rest on Dorothy’s letter. He couldn’t revive the warm glow of anticipation he’d felt at first that Hannah and Dorothy were coming home, he’d been waiting too long. He felt a simmering of impatience; he’d expected them home days ago. The letter had brought Eunice here to Birkenhead to see them. For once he’d been more than willing to fall in with her wishes.

He reached for it and unfolded it again. Dorothy had not written many letters while she’d been away because she was still using notepaper she’d taken with her. He held it to the light, confirming it was Birmingham Bond. He’d owned the company for a few years. Sold it at a good profit and it was still doing well. With hindsight perhaps it was one he should have kept.

Dorothy was very vague about the date of their return and Eunice had taken it on herself to organise Franklin Flower’s visit without knowing exactly when Matt’s family would be back. And Matt had acted very strangely, disappearing without saying where he was going.

Hugo read the letter through again though there was not a word about Hannah in it. Not the merest snippet of news of her.

At breakfast, he’d argued with Franklin Flower about the Cotton Exchange though Franklin knew far more about how it ran than he did.

‘Hugo, you’re very liverish this morning,’ Eunice had complained.

‘I’m not.’ Hugo thought she was far quicker to take offence and unnecessarily sour. ‘It’s the waiting and not knowing exactly when they’ll be here. Why did Dorothy have to be so vague? It isn’t as though boats and trains don’t run to a timetable these days.’

Irritation boiled within him. As a house guest Franklin was wearing him down. Hugo couldn’t see that Dorothy could possibly be happy with him. Such a dull old stick. He himself was making excuses to absent himself from meals so he didn’t have to endure too much of Franklin’s company.

He stood up, stretching his shoulders to loosen them. There were times when he felt hemmed in by the woods that surrounded his home. Ince Hall was a long, low two-storey building and his study was on the upper floor. A previous owner must have felt hemmed in too, because a tower-like cupola had been built over this room, and a circular staircase wound up from one corner.

As he climbed the steep narrow stairs, he could feel the temperature rising. The cupola was built of white wood and glass, an eight-sided construction with a bench all the way round. He thought of it as a summer house on the roof instead of in the garden. Hugo opened a window so he could breathe and sank down to enjoy the view.

This was the only part of the house from which he could see over the woods. Now he could see cattle grazing on the lush pastures that curved down to the Mere. It seemed idyllically rural, yet on a warm autumn day like this there was no mistaking the industrial haze in the sky. Unseen but very close was Bromborough Pool and the big margarine and candle factories. Also unseen but close was the great soap factory belonging to William Hesketh Lever.

The haze was thicker downriver, over the ports of Liverpool and Birkenhead where so many industries were being carried on. He’d had a hand in many of them over the years; sugar refining, flour milling, the huge tobacco factories, tanneries, breweries, ship building and ship repairing, and the making of matches, jams, sweets, chocolates and biscuits.

Hugo took a deep breath. He liked coming up here; the haze was enough to remind him what he’d worked for. Merseyside was an exciting place to be.

Once he’d been keen to retire and do the things other people wanted to do. He’d thought he wanted to travel and see more of the world, but he’d soon got that out of his system.

He’d sold off many of the businesses he’d owned to reduce his work load, but it had given him a vast sum of money to manage. He was still very careful to get the best possible return on his capital.

He had a few directorships, and a seat on several Boards. Come to that, he still owned three companies. He was still earning a lot of money, doing what he’d done all his life, but in a somewhat different way.

Below him, he heard the door of his study bang back.

‘They’re home,’ Eunice called up. He knew he was safe  from her company here, she could no longer pull herself up the steep winding stairs. ‘Are you up there again, Hugo?’

‘Yes.’ He felt himself stiffen with hostility. It was his automatic reaction to the sound of her voice these days. Eunice was always trying to lock horns with him.

‘Dorothy has telephoned. She’s very well and wants to see us all. Matt went down to meet them. We’re invited to dinner tonight.’

Hugo felt a stab of irritation that he hadn’t foreseen such an invitation.

‘I told them you had another engagement, but that Franklin and I will go.’

Hugo felt she’d won yet another round. ‘How is Hannah?’

‘She’s all right, I think.’

He said carefully: ‘Tell them I may pop in to see them after dinner. If I can get away soon enough.’

 



Hannah thought Dorothy had put on weight as a result of her pregnancy and the very lazy summer. It suited her; her rosy apple cheeks were rounded, she looked the picture of health. The euphoria she’d felt at leaving Yarrow was with her still. A smile playing about her lips, she laughed at the mildest hint of humour. She seemed to have only one worry.

‘Surely, Daddy, Grandma will think it odd that I wear a dress she’s seen before? If we’d really spent months in Geneva and travelled through France, both Mother and I would have lots of new clothes.’

Hannah thought Dorothy’s pink silk party dress suited her, she filled out the bodice better now.

‘There’s nothing we can do about that,’ Matt snapped. ‘Perhaps tomorrow.’ The look he shot in Hannah’s direction told her he wished her worries were as trite.

‘One last hurdle and we’ll be out of the wood,’ he said. ‘You mustn’t make the Lady Mother suspicious, nor Franklin Flower neither.’

Hannah hurried to the kitchen. If she could busy herself with preparations she might push her misgivings to the back  of her mind. She did very little entertaining, because Matt preferred his own company to that of others, so normally only family members were asked to the house.

The housekeeper had been with Matt since before they were married, and Hannah found everything well organised, and preparations in hand for a family dinner to welcome her home.

Two guests would not prove difficult. She ordered an extra course so that nobody need go hungry. Even the dining table was already extended and set with their best china. She picked some flowers from the garden to put in a silver bowl in the centre. Nothing else was needed. Hannah grew more nervous as the time of their arrival approached.

They all heard the chauffeur-driven Lagonda pull up in front of the house. Hannah went to open the door. Franklin Flower raised Dorothy’s hand to his lips. Her mother-in-law bustled in ahead.
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