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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.
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Also by Josephine Cox

 



QUEENIE’S STORY 
Her Father’s Sins 
Let Loose the Tigers

 



THE EMMA GRADY TRILOGY 
Outcast 
Alley Urchin 
Vagabonds

 



Angels Cry Sometimes 
Take This Woman 
Whistledown Woman 
A Little Badness 
Don’t Cry Alone 
Jessica’s Girl 
Nobody’s Darling 
Born To Serve 
More Than Riches 
Living A Lie 
The Devil You Know 
A Time For Us 
Cradle of Thorns 
Miss You Forever 
Love Me Or Leave Me 
Tomorrow The World 
The Gilded Cage 
Somewhere, Someday 
Rainbow Days 
Looking Back 
Let It Shine 
The Woman Who Left 
Jinnie 
Bad Boy Jack




For the darling ladies in the tea-rooms at Hyde market place.

 



I won’t forget the lovely things you said. And I wish you good health and happiness for many, many years to come.

 



God bless.




Part One 

1918

 



SINS




Chapter One


‘I could take him away from you any time I wanted!’ Claudia Marshall slithered out of her undergarment and unashamedly regarded herself in the mirror. What she saw was a vision of beauty; a tall perfectly proportioned figure, with pert white breasts and long slender legs. Her straight brown hair flowed over her shoulders and her pale grey eyes glinted with malice as they stared beyond her own reflection to that of the maid.

Jenny Dickens boldly met the other young woman’s taunting gaze. She was a pretty young thing, with short fair hair and soft blue eyes that were easily given to smiling. But she wasn’t smiling now. In fact, her cheeks were pink with anger and her fists were clenched by her sides.

Seeing the effect her cruel words were having, Claudia swung round and laughed aloud. ‘Poor Jenny,’ she cooed sweetly ‘So pleased with herself because at last she’s got a man who’s promised to marry her. And not before time, is it? I mean, you’re five years older than me, aren’t you? And at twenty-three you’re almost left on the shelf.’

With her hands on her hips, she came across the room  to stand before the other young woman. ‘Look at me,’ she invited, brazenly twirling about to display her magnificent nakedness. ‘Ask yourself how any man could possibly resist me.’

When Jenny remained still and silent, Claudia was enraged. ‘He might be your sweetheart, you little fool!’ she said in a cutting voice, ‘but he’s mine for the taking. All I have to do is crook my little finger and he’ll come running. I’ve seen him watching me. And if you weren’t so stupid, you’d know he can’t wait to bed me.’

In fact, the opposite was true. Claudia had tried everything she could think of to make Frank Winfield notice her but he was irritatingly aloof. Now, thinking of his strong broad shoulders and earthy good looks, she purred with pleasure at the idea. ‘That ring on your finger won’t mean anything if I decide to have him,’ she threatened with a wicked smile. ‘And I’m bored. There’s no telling what I’ll do when I’m bored!’

She enjoyed being cruel. It gave her a sense of power. Besides, she had a deep down yearning for Jenny’s young man, and it would be so good to humble this proud creature who had the nerve to look at her as though she was something that had just crawled out from under a stone. ‘Don’t stare at me like that,’ she warned, ‘or I’ll have you dismissed.’ After all, Jenny Dickens was only a servant in her father’s house.

Knowing that she was out of her depth, and aware that to antagonise this arrogant young woman was to jeopardise her position in this household, Jenny lowered her gaze.

‘That’s better. Now you can apologise.’ With obvious  relish, she waited for Jenny to speak.

It took an effort of will for Jenny not to say exactly what was on her mind or she might have told the arrogant Claudia what a cheap and nasty trollop she was, and that Frank himself had said with disgust how there were few male visitors to this house whom she hadn’t enticed into her bed. ‘It’s her poor mother I feel sorry for,’ he’d said. ‘Elizabeth Marshall is a fine lady and shouldn’t be cursed with a daughter who’s no better than a whore on the streets.’

‘Well, I’m waiting!’ Claudia’s icy voice cut through Jenny’s thoughts. ‘An apology, I said.’

Taking a deep breath, Jenny raised her clear blue eyes and looked the young woman in the face. In a firm voice she said, ‘Sorry, Miss.’ But what she thought was: You’re a shame and a disgrace, Claudia Marshall, and it’s you who should be apologising to me.


Claudia was not altogether satisfied, for she detected a rebellious note in Jenny’s voice. However, she had done what she set out to do, and that was to cause turmoil. It was plain from the pained and defiant look in those blue eyes that Jenny was upset by this little episode. ‘Help me dress, then you can go,’ snapped Claudia impatiently. ‘After that you had better keep out of my way for the rest of the day.’

Keeping her thoughts to herself, Jenny gathered the discarded silk slip from the carpet and placed it on the chair ready for the wash. She was burning with anger at Claudia’s wanton behaviour; downstairs the wash-tub was already bursting at the seams, and it went against the grain to fill it with clothes that were hardly used.

Half an hour later, at precisely ten o’clock, Jenny laid the silver-backed hairbrush on the dressing-table and stepped away. Claudia remained seated on the stool, admiring her long sweep of brown hair that shone from Jenny’s vigorous brushing. ‘I always look lovely in this dress, don’t you think?’ she remarked, cocking her head to one side and examining the emerald green dress with its loose cowl neck and scalloped sleeves. She stood up and ran her two hands over the smooth material, her fingers sensuously following the lines from the straight skirt to the hem, which fell just below her knees. ‘You think I wear my clothes too short, don’t you?’ she demanded when Jenny looked away in disgust.

‘It isn’t for me to say, Miss.’

‘Too damned right it isn’t!’ Flicking her hair back from her face, Claudia glared at Jenny with hatred. ‘Get out!’ she spat.

Without another word, Jenny thankfully departed. ‘Little cow!’ she muttered as she went down the stairs. ‘Mark my words, Miss High and Mighty, one of these days you’ll get your comeuppance.’ Only that fervent hope, and thoughts of kindly Mrs Marshall, persuaded Jenny to remain in this house.

As she came to the bottom of the stairs, the bell above the front door clanged loudly. It was the postman. Hurrying across the wood-panelled hallway, Jenny swung the great door open. Bill Saxon was a local man with a splendid physique and an attractive smile, but few brains. ‘Miss Claudia not up yet?’ he asked, withholding the letter as though he might snatch the opportunity to hand it to the young mistress herself. She had often given him the glad  eye but as yet he hadn’t found full favour with her, though he knew one or two who had. And from their graphic descriptions, he couldn’t wait to get his share.

Snatching the letter from his hand, Jenny told him sharply. ‘You’d do well to mind your own wife instead of making eyes at other women. Shame on you, Bill Saxon.’ With that, she closed the door in his face. ‘Better to be insulted by me than ruined by her,’ she told his departing footsteps.

Outside, Bill paused and turned around to look at the house. At one time the dwelling had belonged to the local squire, but he was long gone. It was nearly five years now since the Marshalls had moved here from London; 1914, the same year war started. It was said that Mr Marshall was a high-ranking officer in the forces. There had been certain rumours since the war had ended, unkindly whispers that spoke of his having deserted his wife and daughter. It was true that folk expected to see him round these parts once the war was at an end, but there had as yet been no sighting of him.

It was also said that he had fallen on hard times and lost the fortune his father left him. And that was why there were now only two servants at the big house, Jenny and a scullery girl. But rumours were rumours, and often they came to nothing.

However, it was true that he had returned from the fighting some two years ago, a hero but badly wounded. Mrs Marshall herself had told that to the vicar’s wife, and it was borne out by the letters which various postmen had delivered, because on the backs of the earlier ones was written the address of a certain military hospital. The  impressive handwriting on the front was very striking and bespoke a man of authority. Nowadays the letters were fewer and there was no hospital return address. The only clue to Mr Marshall’s whereabouts was a London postmark.

‘It’s a funny kettle o’ fish and that’s a fact,’ the postman muttered. He wondered whether Mr Marshall was quietly planning on taking the family back to London. He hoped not. At least, not yet. He chuckled, glancing again at the proud house. Certainly Mr Marshall couldn’t have done better than to fetch his family here. This was beautiful, peaceful countryside, and Tall Gables was unquestionably the best house in the village of Woburn Sands, perhaps the finest in the whole of Bedfordshire.

It was a grand place, with high black and white wooden gables and a look of splendour about it. The Marshalls owned land all around this beautiful Tudor place, with more than fifteen acres of open fields extending beyond. Sometimes, in the early hours, the magnificent Claudia could be seen astride that big bay stallion of hers, driving it mercilessly over the rough ground. Every time he’d seen her whipping that horse and squeezing it with her legs, he’d longed for it to be him beneath her. But it never was.

As he prepared to move away, his attention was attracted by someone at an upstairs window. It was her! She smiled at him. Astonished, he waved back. Happen she was coming to fancy him after all. By! If he got a chance to bed her, he wouldn’t turn it down, no matter what Jenny Dickens said. Besides he knew Jenny was a good sort and would never tell tales. And, what his wife didn’t know couldn’t hurt her.

As he went away, merrily whistling, it was a pity he didn’t hear Claudia’s cruel laughter. But it was he who would have the last laugh, for at some time in the future, and because of unfortunate circumstances, Bill Saxon would get his just rewards.

 



‘I’ve got a feeling this won’t be an easy day,’ Jenny told herself as she hurried towards the drawing room with the letter. Thanks to Claudia, the morning was nearly gone and she was behind with her work. Mrs Marshall would be wanting her tea and biscuits, young Meg still hadn’t turned up, the washing was soaking in the tub, the potatoes weren’t peeled, and there was a whole multitude of errands to be run. Thank God for Frank, who had offered to fetch her main supplies on his way back from the blacksmith.

The thought of seeing him across the kitchen table, when the two of them could sit and have a quiet chat, brought a smile to her pretty face. He’d be back from Bedford by midday, rightfully expecting a bite to eat. ‘And my own tongue’s hanging out for a cup of tea!’ she muttered, tapping on the drawing-room door with unusual vigour.

‘Yes?’ Elizabeth Marshall’s voice enquired.

Gingerly, Jenny pushed open the door. ‘There’s a letter for you, Mrs Marshall,’ she said, coming into the room.

Elizabeth was seated in the tall-backed chair to the left of the firegrate. ‘Thank you, dear,’ she said, looking up with a warm but weary smile. When the letter was put on the low table beside her, she glanced at it and the smile faded from her face. A troubled frown creased her pale forehead as she recognised the handwriting. Charles was  due to come home tomorrow, and so she was not expecting a letter from him. She couldn’t hide her despair as she imagined the contents. Her hands rose to cover her eyes before, with trembling fingers, she took the letter and pressed it close to her breast. ‘Oh, Charles,’ she murmured forlornly

‘Are you all right, Ma’am?’ Jenny had seen the colour drain from Elizabeth’s face, and was genuinely concerned.

At once Elizabeth regretted showing even the smallest sign of emotion before the perceptive maid. In her usual forthright manner she asked, ‘Is my daughter out of bed?’ Slipping the letter into her skirt pocket, she waited for Jenny’s response. At forty-two years of age, Elizabeth Marshall was some three years older than her husband. She was a handsome woman, small and slim, with masses of rich auburn hair and vivid green eyes. She was known hereabouts as a warm and gentle person, a ‘deep thinker’ who bore her troubles with quiet dignity.

‘I’ve just this minute left Miss Claudia,’ Jenny replied. ‘She had her breakfast in bed and now she’s washed and dressed. I’m sure she’ll be down any minute.’

Elizabeth sprang out of the chair. ‘Oh, Jenny!’ She clenched her fists. ‘I gave instructions that she was not to have her breakfast in bed. If she can’t come down in the morning and sit at the table with me, then she must go without.’

‘Yes, Ma’am.’ Jenny was reluctant to reveal how Claudia had threatened to ‘turn this house inside out’ if her breakfast wasn’t taken to her room. But the truth must have betrayed itself in Jenny’s pretty face, because now  Elizabeth’s green eyes were studying her hard.

‘I understand,’ she said presently. Her voice was soft and forgiving. ‘And I’m sorry she’s so difficult.’ She looked away and her spirits fell as she remembered the letter in her pocket. So many letters. So much disappointment. Suddenly she felt Jenny’s sympathy and it shamed her. When she looked up again she was smiling, beaming at Jenny as though she hadn’t a care in the world. ‘I know you have a great deal to do, so I won’t keep you,’ she said brightly. ‘If you see Claudia before I do, would you ask her to come and see me?’

‘Of course, Ma’am.’

‘And you are not to serve her breakfast in bed again. Not under any circumstances.’ She smiled knowingly. ‘Not even if she threatens to burn the house down.’

Jenny’s smile was equally knowing. ‘Very well.’

‘Has Meg arrived?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Then Claudia must help with the housework.’

Jenny was speechless for a moment, unsure whether she’d heard right. Quickly recovering herself, she said in a firm voice, ‘I’m sure that really won’t be necessary, Ma’am.’ She was horrified at the thought of Claudia’s being made to work alongside her. What! It would be unbearable. ‘Meg will turn up soon, I’m certain. I can manage ’til then,’ she frantically assured her mistress.

‘Nonsense. You’re shockingly overworked as it is.’ Elizabeth regretted having to dismiss the cook and house-keeper recently, but financial uncertainty had given her little option. More than once she had given thanks for Jenny but it hurt Elizabeth to think that this  fine young woman should be saddled with so much responsibility, though she did seem to thrive on it and never complained. If only her own daughter had been blessed with the smallest part of Jenny’s admirable qualities, there might be hope for her. As it was, she had shown herself to be bone idle and too full of her own importance. Some of the blame for that must lie with her father. He had treated that young madam as though she was royalty itself, and now he had created a monster. ‘If Meg isn’t here within the hour, you must inform me.’ She seated herself in the chair, a sign for Jenny to leave her alone.

Stunned at the idea of Claudia’s reaction to her mother’s unthinkable suggestion, Jenny quickly departed, heartily praying that Meg would soon show her face. ‘I’d best get a move on and see all the work done,’ she told herself, ‘or there’ll be murder in this house!’ The thought made her shiver. It was almost as though she had felt a premonition.


 



No sooner had Jenny cleared the dining-room table and set about the washing-up, than she heard the familiar clip-clop of hooves outside in the yard. Frank! Standing on tiptoes, she could see out of the kitchen window, and there he was. Her heart leapt with joy as she followed his every move. In that moment he saw her there and gave a cheeky, charming wink.

Frank made a fine figure of a man as he manoeuvred the horse and wagon into the cobbled yard. Though the month was December, the sun was shining down. His thick mop of fair hair and warm brown eyes glinted, and  his strong features broke into a wide smile as he jumped down on the cobbles, his loving gaze fixed on Jenny’s face and his arms open to her. Frank Winfield was twenty-four years old, mature and reliable. A man among men, he worked close to the earth and was part of nature itself He was rugged and straight, proud yet humble. And Jenny adored him.

Wiping the suds from her arms, she sped across the kitchen, up the stairs and out through the back door. He was about to unload the wagon when she ran full pelt into his arms. ‘I thought you’d never get back,’ she cried. When he swung her round in his embrace, she laughed with sheer pleasure. And when he pressed his lips to hers, she clung to him as though she would never let him go. She hadn’t forgotten what Claudia had said: ‘I could take him away from you any time I wanted.’ Suddenly her happiness was cruelly curtailed.

‘Well now! If that’s the kind of welcome I get when I fetch your supplies, I’d best do it more often.’ Frank laughed. He had not seen the dark shadow pass over her bright blue eyes.

‘Did you get everything?’ she wanted to know. Going to the front of the wagon, she stroked the horse’s long soft face. Not too long since there had been four work-horses. Now there was only one.

‘Are you saying I haven’t done the job right?’ he asked with a twinkle in his eye. When she laughed, he suggested, ‘What say you get away in and put the kettle on for a thirsty man while I load this little lot into the pantry?’ No sooner had the words left him than she was on her way. He watched her pretty trim figure until it  disappeared into the house. ‘Aw, Jenny lass, yer a real beauty and it won’t be long before I make an honest woman of you,’ he promised lovingly.

Soon his voice was raised in a merry Irish ditty as he finished the unloading. His father had been Irish, but his mother was born within the sound of London’s Bow bells, Folks said he had his daddy’s beautiful singing voice and winning ways, and was blessed with his mammy’s deep love of life. His parents were long gone now and, like Jenny, who had fled a brutal father, he was alone in the world.

He sang as he put the horse into its stable. He sang all the while he loaded the goods into the pantry, and was still softly singing when he came into the kitchen. Pausing at the door, he sniffed the air. ‘By! Something smells good,’ he declared, going to Jenny and wrapping his strong arms round her waist. Lifting her clear off her feet, he kissed her full on the mouth. ‘What else could any man want?’ he asked. ‘But a grand-looking lass who can fill a kitchen with delicious smells to turn a man’s stomach . . . then greet him with a kiss exciting enough to turn his happy heart?’

As always when he flattered her with such blarney, Jenny’s face went all shades of pink. ‘Away with you, Frank Winfield!’ she told him with a girlish giggle. ‘You’re only after the scones I’m baking for tea.’

Hugging her harder, he whispered in her ear, ‘I can promise that ain’t all I’m after.’

Laughing, she pushed him away. ‘Well, one small scone is all you’re going to get,’ she said. ‘And you can think yourself lucky. Happen when the shortage is over and  the shops are stacked with good food, I might let you have two.’


‘Jaysus, but yer a cruel, heartless woman,’ he groaned. With a face that told of tragedy, he dropped into a chair and, leaning his arms on the table, looked up at her with soulful brown eyes. ‘Have you no pity at all?’ he asked in a sorry voice. ‘And here’s me in terrible agony after lifting them heavy groceries.’ He rubbed at his shoulder and winced with pain. Then, when she seemed unsure as to whether he was play-acting, he burst out laughing and she threw the wet dish-cloth at him.

In no time at all, the two of them were seated at the table with a fresh baked scone and a steaming mug of tea before them. ‘Five minutes,’ Jenny told him in a stem voice, ‘then I’ve to get back to my work. Mrs Marshall’s threatened to send Claudia down to help me, so I’ve to get it all done before that lazy article decides she’s had enough of admiring herself in the mirror.’ Her blue eyes rolled heavenwards. ‘Dear God! Can you imagine that one up to her armpits in potato peelings?’

The idea brought a smile to his face. ‘Heaven forbid,’ he remarked. Then he grew serious. ‘Did Mrs Marshall really say that she would get Claudia to help with the housework?’

‘She did.’

He shook his head and thoughtfully sipped his tea before saying in a hushed voice, ‘By! Things must be going from bad to worse.’

‘She had a letter this morning.’

‘Oh?’

Jenny took her time buttering a scone. She didn’t like  to discuss the family’s affairs, although Frank would never repeat anything she told him. The butter melted away and she took a bite. Presently she revealed, ‘Judging by the writing; I reckon it was from Mr Marshall.’

Having finished his tea and scone, Frank collected his plate and mug and carried them to the sink where he put them into the sudsy water. ‘I suppose that means he won’t be coming home tomorrow? That’s a shame.’ He turned to face Jenny Taking out both pipe and baccy from his coat pocket, he bit the pipe between his teeth and proceeded to pack it. ‘She’ll be disappointed and no mistake.’

Jenny brought her own cup and plate and sank them in the bowl. ‘What’s going to become of us?’ she asked. Lately, there were things going on here she daren’t think about.

Absent-mindedly taking the tea cloth and proceeding to wipe the dishes which Jenny put on the drainer, Frank thought for a moment, then puffed hard at his pipe and was lost in a billow of sweet-smelling smoke. After a while he answered in a sombre voice, ‘There’ll be trouble, I reckon.’

Jenny swung round, her bright blue eyes big with surprise. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, lass, think of it,’ he prompted her. ‘The war’s over . . . armistice was signed on the eleventh of November, more than six weeks back. Them as fought and were left able like myself, thank God, are coming home and trying to pick up their ordinary lives. Even them as were wounded are beginning to return from France, determined to forget what they’ve been through.’ He bowed  his head. ‘But I dare say not all of ’em will make it. It’s especially hard for some.’

‘You’re getting at Mr Marshall, aren’t you?’

‘No, sweetheart. I’m not “getting at” him. He’s a good man. When I could find no work, he was quick to set me on here. I’ll always be thankful for that.’ His smile was wonderful. ‘After all, if I hadn’t come to work here, I would never have met you.’

She came to him then and they embraced in poignant silence; Jenny thinking how empty her life would be without him, and Frank wondering whether the officer who had seen his men through bad times would ever be well again. ‘Do you think hell come home soon?’ asked Jenny, as though reading his thoughts.

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Who knows? No man can easily shake off the horrors of war.’

Even now, Frank would wake in the night, sweating and terrified, thinking himself trapped in a darkened trench with the awful sounds of killing echoing from all sides, and the bodies of his friends rotting beside him. ‘Captain Marshall was badly wounded. It takes time.’ Suddenly the carnage was too alive in his mind. Gently he pushed her away ‘We’d best get on, lass. There’s a deal to do.’ When she looked up at him, he kissed her tenderly on the mouth. ‘If you’re not careful you’ll have Claudia finishing that washing-up for you.’ His smile widened, then it became a soft laugh. ‘Go on,’ he told her, making for the door. ‘I’ll see you later, eh?’

Before he went, she had to voice what was on her mind. ‘You don’t think he’ll ever come home, do you?’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t know, and that’s the truth.’

‘If he doesn’t come home, do you think the family will move back to London?’ Suddenly she was afraid for the future. ‘If they do, we’ll be out of work.’

He came to her in a stride and, placing his two hands on her shoulders, said in a firm voice, ‘I’ve told you before, you’re not to worry your pretty head about such things. We’ll cross that bridge if we ever get to it. All right?’

She gave no answer and he knew she was not altogether appeased. Feeling the need to lighten her mood, he asked, ‘Do you want me to call at Meg’s house and find out what’s keeping her?’

‘No. She’ll be along, I’m sure. Being late is becoming a habit with her.’

‘Then you’ll have to speak sharply to her.’ His mischievous smile belied his true feelings. ‘Unless you want Mrs Marshall to give the job to Claudia?’

‘If that’s all the comfort you can give me, then you’d best take your leave,’ she told him, but she was sorry when he did.

A short time later, the kitchen door opened to admit a plump young girl with flyaway dark hair and small frightened eyes. ‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ she moaned in a breathless voice, ‘only me mam and dad were fighting all night and I didn’t get a wink of sleep.’ She slung her coat off and hung it in the pantry. ‘I’m ever so sorry,’ she kept saying over and over.

Coming out of the pantry, she presented herself to Jenny who had finished the washing-up and was on her knees at the sink cupboard. Without immediately answering the girl, she took out the box which contained  the polishing materials, then she closed the doors and scrambled to her feet, with the box in her hand. ‘Oh, Meg!’ she said, shaking her head. ‘that’s the best excuse yet.’ Everyone knew how devoted Meg’s parents were to each other.

‘It’s true. Honest to God!’ she cried. And for a minute Jenny thought the girl was going to burst into tears.

‘We’ll talk about it later,’ she said. ‘Right now, the dining room needs polishing out.’ She thrust the box of polishing rags and such into Meg’s hands. ‘You’d best be quick,’ she warned, ‘or we’ll not get through it all before this time tomorrow.’

‘But I can’t polish ’til I’ve emptied the grate and laid the fire.’

‘I’ve done that.’

‘The breakfast things?’

‘I’ve already cleared them away.’

‘Oh. And what about the bedrooms?’

Jenny was rapidly losing patience. ‘No, I’m sorry, but all I’ve managed to do since getting out of bed at five o’clock this morning is clean my own room, cook and serve breakfast, taking her ladyship’s up to her room, clean out the drawing-room grate and light the fire there. And I’ve cleaned and prepared the grate in the dining room, and delivered a letter to Mrs Marshall. I’ve washed the breakfast things and scrubbed the kitchen floor too. Now! do you think you could do what you should have done hours ago? After that, we might just get the bedrooms done before it’s time to serve lunch.’

One look at Jenny’s flustered face told the girl she had better make herself scarce. While she herself had been  lazing in bed, dreaming of her new boyfriend, it was plain that Jenny had been working her fingers to the bone. ‘I’ll be quick as I can,’ she promised. Without further ado, she clutched the box to her and went smartly out of the room, leaving Jenny flushed with shame for having been so sharp.

 



Hunched in her chair with the letter crushed in her hand, Elizabeth looked a dejected figure. ‘What’s happening to us, Charles?’ she murmured. Everything was changing so quickly, and for the first time in her life Elizabeth Marshall was afraid. ‘I don’t want to lose you,’ she whispered, her quiet voice betraying her fears. ‘I want things to go on the way they were . . . before.’ She thought of the splendid man who had gone to war, and pictured the sorry creature who had lain in a hospital bed all those agonising months. Then there was the other man, one who appeared to have lost all sense of direction, a stranger who had found every excuse under the sun not to come home to his family. Three men. Not the same. Never again the same. It was torture to her.

When she first opened the envelope and tore out the letter, she had prayed her suspicions were wrong. Now, with the opening words written on her heart, she couldn’t bear to read past those first two lines. They told her all she needed to know.

For a while she just sat there, staring, her face set like stone. Then, at the sound of someone’s footsteps approaching, she stiffened and sat upright. ‘Claudia!’ However unpleasant, the girl would have to be told.

The footsteps came closer, striking the tiled hallway  with sharp angry clicks. Elizabeth’s hand flew to her throat in dismay Hurriedly, she wiped her eyes and nervously straightened her dress. ‘Don’t let her see your weakness,’ she muttered. She knew instinctively that Claudia would tear her to shreds if she ever thought herself the stronger of the two. Lately, she had seen a side to her daughter that was deeply disturbing.

Forcing the ghost of a smile to her face, Elizabeth rose from her chair and thrust the letter deep in her pocket. Afterwards she went to the fireplace where she picked up the poker and feverishly prodded the coals. She felt unusually cold, surprised to find herself shivering.

She had only just replaced the poker, when the door burst open and in rushed her daughter. She remained at the door for a moment; Elizabeth couldn’t help but think what a strikingly lovely creature Claudia was, with her gleaming brown hair tumbling over her shoulders, and wicked elfin face. Her long slim fingers curled and uncurled around the door-knob as she boldly regarded her mother through suspicious grey eyes. ‘You’re hiding something, aren’t you?’ she asked in an aggressive voice. ‘I know there was a letter,’ she continued, scowling as she entered the room and closed the door behind her. ‘I saw it being delivered.’ Her hard eyes went from her mother to the table, then to the fire. ‘What have you done with it?’

Elizabeth was not intimidated. With equal boldness she faced her daughter. ‘Explain yourself,’ she demanded. As always, she felt the confrontation with her daughter was a test of her strength, and she must not be seen to be afraid.

‘You know what I mean,’ Claudia retorted angrily. ‘I know you’ve had a letter from Father, and I think you’ve burned it.’

‘Oh? And why would I burn it?’

‘To keep me from seeing it.’

Elizabeth kept her waiting. There were times when she could have taken that brazen young woman and shaken her by the throat. ‘You’re right about one thing. There was a letter from your father.’

‘I knew it!’ Claudia’s smile was triumphant.

‘When you know what it says, you may not be so pleased.’

Something in her mother’s tone made Claudia think. For many long months now she had waited patiently for her beloved father to return, until at last he had sent news some weeks ago that he was arriving home on 29 December, in time for New Year. Today was 28 December. So why should he be writing, when he could tell them everything tomorrow? ‘What are you trying to say?’ Her hard grey eyes froze with anger.

Just for a brief moment Elizabeth’s heart went out to her daughter. Charles was her father and she idolised him, but he had hurt her too. ‘Your father isn’t coming home for the New Year.’

‘I don’t believe you! You’re a liar. Why should I believe anything you say? You tell me that we have less money to live on, and that we have to cut down on everything. You’ve dismissed all the servants except that stupid scullery girl and that awful Jenny Dickens. I want my own personal maid back! If things aren’t rectified, I shall make it my business to let Father know what you’re up to. I don’t suppose he knows anything of what you’re doing.  You’re making my life a misery with your penny-pinching. I want a new saddle for the hunter but I’m denied even that. And I haven’t had a new dress in months.’

‘We can’t afford to indulge your whims and fancies any longer. There isn’t the money.’

‘We’ve always had money.’

‘There’s been a war. Things change.’

‘I still think you’re doing it all behind Father’s back. When I tell him, he’ll be furious. And you can be sure I will tell him how you schemed to keep us apart all this time.’

Elizabeth forced herself to make allowances. With calm deliberation she plucked the letter from her pocket and held it out. ‘Parts of it were not meant for your eyes, but it might be as well if you read it for yourself. Everything I’ve told you is the truth. This letter will bear me out.’ It was also bound to reveal things which Claudia would be shocked to hear.

In a sudden movement that took Elizabeth completely by surprise, Claudia sprang forward and snatched the letter from her. With a choked cry she flung it into the open fireplace. ‘You’re a liar!’ she shouted, swinging away to run from the room. ‘And I won’t listen to you!’

In an instant, Elizabeth retrieved the letter before the flames could devour it. Quickly she straightened the crumpled paper in her hands and proceeded to read aloud. Her soft determined voice caused Claudia to pause at the door where she remained with face turned away and eyes tightly shut until the last word was spoken:
‘My dearest Elizabeth,

‘Writing this letter was not an easy thing to do. Forgive me, but I can’t return home. Not yet. I intend to remain here at my London club for a while longer.

‘After all that has happened, rest assured that my affection for you has not changed. You are my wife, and I know how my continued absence must be heartbreak to you. But I know you will understand. I so much want to come home, and I will, but there is much for me to think about. Before I can resume a normal life, I must resolve the personal problems that haunt me.

‘Added to which, our financial security is of great concern to me. In spite of all my efforts, things have gone from bad to worse. The aftermath of war has struck deep at the heart of our economy. There is a growing sense of uneasiness in the City and a loss of old markets. The disruption is far reaching and, for all our sakes, I must keep a close eye on the holdings left to me by my father.

‘I know I have let you down in many ways and ask your forgiveness. Before all of this, we had a good marriage. I pray you will remember that. Meanwhile, please explain to Claudia. It would be wiser if I did not see her yet. She does have a tendency to ask awkward questions. If she is finding it hard to go without her little luxuries, I’m afraid the fault is mine. It seems I may have spoiled the goodness out of her. I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me,

‘Yours, Charles . . .’





When the last word was spoken, a bitter silence  descended. For what seemed an age neither of the women moved. Elizabeth was the first to speak. ‘I know how much you were looking forward to his homecoming, and I’m truly sorry.’ She did not regret that Claudia had learned a few home truths, although she doubted her daughter would be a better person for knowing them.

‘You’re not sorry!’ Claudia slewed round to accuse her mother. ‘It’s your fault that I haven’t seen him in almost a year. When he was wounded, I could have gone to France with you but you refused. Then, when he was brought back to London, you refused to take me again. You deliberately kept us apart, and I know why. YOU’RE JEALOUS! You’ve always hated it because he loves me more than he’s ever loved you. That’s why you don’t want me seeing him!’

‘Talk sense, Claudia. The reason I wouldn’t take you to France was because your father expressly forbade it. He didn’t want you to visit him in that hospital.’ Her own memories of that sad place had haunted her ever since. Good brave men had been horribly mutilated, and young fresh-faced boys were dying all around. Charles was gaunt and desperately ill. It was a shocking experience that she must carry to the end of her days. ‘It was right that you were kept away.’ It was also true that Charles idolised his daughter, but it was Claudia’s love for him that bordered on obsession. That was why his prolonged absence was particularly hard for her to bear.

‘And why was I not allowed to see him when he was brought back to London?’

‘For the same reason. Your father was not recovered enough. It was his wish that you be kept away.’

‘I only have your word for that.’

‘It’s the truth.’

‘And why am I still kept from him? He’s been out of the hospital for nearly six months, and you keep fobbing me off with lies . . . telling me he’s coming home, when you know he isn’t. Lies! Always lies!’

‘How can you say that? You read his last letter. I too believed him when he said he would be home for the New Year.’

Claudia was crying now, bitter angry tears that burned her face and fuelled the hatred inside her. ‘I don’t believe anything you say. And I don’t believe what you’ve just read. My father would never say those unkind things about me.’

‘He didn’t mean to be unkind.’

‘How do I know that my father wrote that letter? Or any of them? Perhaps you wrote them? I wouldn’t put it past you. You’ve always been jealous of the way he dotes on me.’

‘You don’t know what you’re saying.’

‘Oh yes, I do! And you won’t keep us apart any longer because I’m going to London. I’ll find out once and for all why he doesn’t want to come home.’ A wicked thought occurred to her. ‘Have you got a lover? Is that why you don’t want him home? Oh, of course, I see it all now. It’s that gentleman farmer who owns the land adjoining ours. I’ve seen you talking and laughing with him in the fields.’

Elizabeth was visibly shocked. ‘You’re a wicked, evil-minded girl. You know very well that Jacob Laing is a lonely old man who likes to pass the time of day.’ In fact he had become a dear friend, but that was all.

At last Claudia had found a way to pierce her mother’s armour, and she wasn’t about to let go. ‘Not such an old man, Mother. On the contrary, he’s quite tall and handsome, even if he does have grey hair. Oh, I see it all now. Father’s found out, hasn’t he?’ Claudia was well aware that Jacob was nothing more than a friendly neighbour, but she was delighting in goading this gentle woman. ‘What was it Father said in that letter . . . “After all that has happened, rest assured that my affection for you has not changed”?’

‘Your father was referring to the war, and his own difficulties in coming to terms with it.’

Claudia laughed and shook her head. ‘No. There’s more to it than that, and I mean to find out. I can see now that you’re not the puritan you would have people believe. You once said I had the heart of a whore. Well, now I know who I take after!’

‘GET OUT!’ Elizabeth had seen the depravity of her own daughter many times before, but she had never known such evil as she saw in her face at that moment.

‘Oh, I’ll go. But you haven’t heard the last of this, Mother dear.’ With those words, Claudia stormed out of the room.

With a heavy heart, Elizabeth read the letter through once more. It still told her the same thing. Charles was not coming home. Perhaps he would never come home. And now there was something else for her to worry about. It seemed their money troubles had become an even greater cause for concern. Charles would never have mentioned it unless he felt the need to prepare her for the worst. Oh, he hadn’t said as much in so many  words, but the implication was there right enough, and the tenor of his letter was that of a man deeply disturbed.

She would have gone to him, but he would not welcome her, she knew. Charles was a man who preferred to fight his battles alone, and she was used to being shut out. If he wanted her by his side, he would send for her. Until then, she must be patient as always . . .

‘Give us the strength to help each other, Lord,’ she whispered. Only the crackle of the coals answered her. With calm deliberation she leaned forward and dropped the letter into the fire. She watched it curl and blacken.

When it had smouldered to bright grey ash, she leaned back in her chair and stared up at the high ceilings and the framed landscapes hanging from the picture rail. She turned her head this way then that, gazing thoughtfully at the heavy tapestry curtains and the strong dark furniture that was characteristic of this house; the tall dresser with its many cupboards and shelves had been her own mother’s. The crystal and silver it displayed were valuable heirlooms handed down through generations of Charles’s family. Maybe soon they would have to be sold. Suddenly, it meant nothing to her. She was lonely and afraid. In the early years her marriage had been her life and Charles her mainstay Now all that was over. Battle had taken the soul from him. ‘I’ll always love you,’ she murmured, and the tears welled in her eyes. She dropped her head to one side and let the weariness flood over her. For some reason beyond her understanding, she sensed a catastrophe brewing.

A short time later, when Jenny peeped into the room, Elizabeth was gently sleeping. ‘That’s it, Ma’am,’ she  whispered, quietly banking the fire. ‘After that unholy row with her, you need to recover your strength.’ The argument had carried through to the kitchen where Jenny was preparing lunch, and now she wondered how she might tell Mrs Marshall, when she woke, that her peevish daughter had already left for London – and with a look on her face that would make the devil cringe.




Chapter Two

Claudia stepped down from the cab. The street lights threw strange shadows and the buildings seemed to hem her in. For the briefest moment she was unsure of herself.

The driver climbed out of his cab and came to stand beside her. Taking off his flat cap, he scratched his balding head and studied her face in the half-light. Certain that she had given him the wrong directions, he told her in a shocked voice, ‘This is an officers’ club, Miss.’ Reluctantly he reached into the cab’s interior and brought out the bulky tapestry portmanteau. ‘Are yer sure this is the right place?’

He slammed the cab door shut and stared across the pavement at the softly lit facade. The building was old, fronted by tall fluted columns and long windows fortified. by stone mullions. He’d been astonished when this young toff asked him to take her to the officers’ club on Argyle Street. This was a grand establishment where women were not welcome, and rightly so in his opinion. Women were best kept in their place. He wouldn’t be surprised if they didn’t show her the door.

‘Don’t be impertinent!’ she snapped. ‘Kindly take my  bag inside.’ Claudia was not in the best of moods. The train journey from Bedford had been long and arduous. She ached through every bone in her body, and this common little man was irritating her with his gabbling.

‘As yer say, Miss,’ he mumbled. ‘As yer say.’ He thought of his own four daughters and vowed that if they ever spoke in such tones to an elder, he would smack their arses good and proper. In angry silence he followed her up the short flight of steps and into the lobby. The man at the desk jumped out of his seat and gawped at them open-mouthed. ‘Can I help you?’ He directed his question to the driver but he got his answer from the woman.

‘A moment,’ she told him with a sweet smile. Turning to the man who had delivered her here, she said sourly, ‘How much is the fare?’

‘A shilling, Miss, if yer please.’

‘Daylight robbery!’ Digging into her purse she brought out the necessary coin. When he deliberately lingered, she said curtly, ‘I hope you don’t expect a tip?’ She stared at him until he was out of sight and then informed the other man, ‘My father is Charles Marshall. Inform him at once that I’m here.’

The man’s eyes popped open and he stiffened to attention. ‘Sorry, Miss, but I’m afraid your father has retired for the night.’ He carefully omitted to reveal that Charles Marshall had been drinking since early morning. When they carried him to bed at midday, he could hardly put one foot before the other. That was six hours ago, and there hadn’t been a peep out of him since.

‘But it’s only six o’clock. You must be mistaken.’ Claudia was out of patience. ‘Do as I ask and tell him that I’m  here. Now, if you please.’ She glanced around. ‘Is there a lounge where I might wait . . . perhaps you could serve me with tea and sandwiches?’

‘Sorry again, Miss.’ He was red in the face and visibly flustered. ‘I can’t allow you to go through. You see . . . women aren’t allowed in this establishment.’

‘What nonsense!’ She leaned close to the desk and drew out the long needle-thin pin from her wide-brimmed hat. For one awful minute he was convinced she was about to stab him with it. When she merely swept the hat from her head and laid it on top of the tapestry bag, he breathed a sigh of relief. But it was short-lived when she declared, ‘On second thoughts, I won’t wait. You may collect my bag and show me to his room.’

He coughed and spluttered and spread his white-gloved hands on the desk. ‘I can’t do that, Miss.’

‘Then bring someone who can, you bloody fool!’

Her shrill voice carried into the library behind her. There were two men in there, each with his head buried in a newspaper. They stared at each other but didn’t speak. The round bespectacled fellow sat up in his chair and peered towards the door with horror, while the tall white-haired gentleman rose from his seat and went across the room. At the door he turned and smiled at the other man, causing him to grunt and retreat into his newspaper. The round man had never married and so knew nothing of women and children. The tall gentleman came of a large and noisy family. A woman shrieking was nothing new to him, although he had never heard the like inside these hallowed walls.

When he emerged from the sanctity of the inner  chamber, he was astonished to see Claudia angrily pacing the area in front of the desk. The frustrated clerk addressed him in a rush. ‘It’s a visitor for Mr Marshall, sir. I’ve already told her she can’t come into these premises.’

The tall white-haired gentleman smiled benevolently. ‘It would appear she is already in.’ When Claudia glared at him, he assured her, ‘He’s right, you know. I don’t believe I’ve ever known a woman get beyond those doors.’ He inclined his head towards the front of the building.

‘Well, I’m not leaving.’ She turned her wrath on the clerk. ‘That fool won’t tell my father I’m here, and I have no intention of going until I’ve seen him.’

The gentleman opened his mouth to speak. The clerk anticipated his question. ‘She’s Mr Marshall’s daughter, sir.’ Behind Claudia’s back he winked and wiped his brow. The message was clear.

‘Oh, I see.’ The gentleman collected Claudia’s bag and took it to the settee on the far side of the foyer. He placed it on the floor there and invited her, ‘Wait here. I’ll see if I can rouse your father.’

‘Take me to him.’ She rammed the long thin pin in and out of her hat.

He shook his head. There was something calming about his countenance. ‘No, my dear. It’s best if you wait here.’ Claudia didn’t argue. Instead she sat on the settee, her steel grey eyes following that tall distinguished figure as it went away. He reminded her of her father. The same dignity. The same proud authoritative bearing. She could wait. And meanwhile she would get it all straight in her  mind. There were so many things she had to say to him: the way she had missed him; the dreadful time she had been put through at the hands of her mother, and the lies she had been told just to keep Claudia and her father apart; the way her mother had cut back on her daughter’s every little pleasure. Oh, and of course, he would have to know about his wife’s affair with the neighbouring farmer. And if that didn’t make him come home, she didn’t know what would.

It seemed an age before the tall gentleman returned. ‘Your father will be down shortly,’ he promised her. He seemed worried, but gave nothing away Addressing the clerk, he ordered, ‘Tea for the young lady, I think, and a bite to eat.’ With a smart little bow from the waist and a certain look that told her not to wander, he returned to his newspaper. He hoped she might not have to wait too long. He hoped also that the poor haunted fellow he had just woken could gather himself together long enough to welcome her with open arms. Charles Marshall was a hero, but he was also a wreck, a drunkard, a man who had allowed life to grind him down. God only knew he needed someone to take him in hand.

At first he’d been shocked to the core on being told that the daughter he idolised was actually here, waiting downstairs in this very club. In fact, he had buried his head in his hands and seemed like a man about to face a firing squad. But then, when the truth dawned, he laughed out loud, behaving like a young man getting ready for his first date. It was good to see his spirits lift because over these many months he had been through a bad time. It didn’t help that his fortune was diminishing  with every day. Times were bad, there was no denying that.

 



Charles Marshall bent his head to the sink and splashed water over his face a dozen times. With a comb he slicked back his greying hair and tidied his thin drooping moustache. Then, fastening the buttons on his shirt, he put on his coat, straightened the collar, and regarded himself in the wardrobe mirror. ‘What kind of man are you?’ he asked his reflection. It was a shocking image, that of a man dejected. The eyes were dull and stricken with pain. His clothes were shabby, his shoulders drooped, all trace of pride was gone. ‘She can’t see you like this, man. Get a hold of yourself!’ he groaned. He felt ashamed. He should have been stronger. But she was here. Claudia was here! It was the spur he so desperately needed.

For one awful minute doubts assailed him. Would she understand? Could he really explain what was in his heart? For so very long now he had shirked his family and his duty Everything had crumbled around him; the very fabric of his existence had rotted away and he had wallowed in self-pity No! It was more than that. Yet it was over. He must start again. He owed it to them. ‘She came to find me!’ Somehow he had never thought she would.

Suddenly his mind was made up. ‘She’s got to know how bad things are. I can’t protect her any more.’ He pulled himself up and straightened his clothes, all the while muttering to himself, ‘They’ve forgiven me. I owe it to them to try again.’

 



Claudia’s gaze remained fast on the door through which  the gentleman had returned. Her father would come through that door. Any minute now, he would come to collect her. Hurriedly, she ran through all the things she had prepared to tell him. Wicked things every one. But she must make him come home. She had grown to hate her mother, and hoped to oust her from their home. Then there would be only the two of them, her father and her. The thought brought a smile to Claudia’s face.

It was still trembling on her lips when Charles Marshall came into the foyer. It froze when she saw him there, and became a gasp of disbelief when he called out her name.

For a moment she didn’t recognise him. Here was a creature who looked no better than a tramp. It was obvious he had been drinking; he clung to the door-jamb as though without its support he might fall over. She recoiled in horror. Even when he rushed forward and took her in his arms, she couldn’t accept that this was her father, ‘Oh, Claudia, you look lovely as ever.’ His breath sickened her.

Charles could hardly contain his joy. He had been afraid and ashamed to meet her. The taste of booze was still on him, and his brain was befuddled. He didn’t even know if he was making any sense. But now, holding her softness in his arms and wallowing in the gentle waft of her perfume, he realised what he had missed. With a small cry he buried his head in her hair. ‘You shouldn’t have come here,’ he moaned. ‘But, oh, I’m glad you did. I’m so glad.’ Suddenly he saw a light at the end of the tunnel.

Whatever happened he would always have his family. Together they could cope with anything. He knew that  now. Proudly he held her from him. Her face betrayed such bewilderment that his heart went out to her. ‘I didn’t want you to see me like this,’ he murmured, easing her on to the settee and sitting beside her. It didn’t occur to him that she was shocked and stunned into silence. He wasn’t even thinking straight. He held her hands in his. They were warm and soft, melting his heart. ‘Things have been bad, my darling, but I was wrong to stay away I was afraid, you see? There have been things on my mind for a long time now, and I couldn’t shake them off I should have realized that a man can recover more quickly in the bosom of his family.’

He had kept his thoughts buried deep, and they had buried him too. Suddenly the sight of Claudia, and the knowledge that she had come here to find him and take him home, stirred him to tears. Unaware that she had stiffened and inched away from him, he let the bad things spill out. ‘We may not have the sort of money we’ve been used to, and things will get worse before they get better, but I promise you this, my sweet – I’ll make our fortune again. I’ll work my fingers to the bone.’ His blood was still fired by the whisky he had downed during his long lonely vigil. ‘Help me,’ he pleaded. He was crying like a baby, long overdue tears flowing down his face as he begged her forgiveness. He had been all kinds of a fool. Now, with God’s help and the strength of his family, he must pull through. Why hadn’t he seen that before? Why had he isolated himself? Oh, what a fool he’d been. What a blind, selfish fool.

‘GET AWAY FROM ME!’ Wrenching herself from him, Claudia was on her feet, her face twisted and ugly. ‘I  hate you!’ Her voice fell to a hiss.

He grabbed at her. ‘No. Please don’t say that!’ He was a sorry sight as he reached out for her.

‘Don’t put your filthy hands on me! You’re drunk. I wish I’d never come here. I wanted you to come home, but not now. You’re worse than she is.’ Claudia backed away ‘I DON’T CARE IF I NEVER SEE YOU AGAIN!’

‘You don’t mean that, sweetheart?’ Charles shook his head in disbelief, his hands falling to his sides as she recoiled from him. ‘Can’t you find it in your heart to forgive me?’

‘I’ll never forgive you . . . either of you!’

He stared as though seeing her for the first time. ‘That’s so unfair. I know it must have been a shock to you, finding me like this, and I can’t blame you for feeling repulsed, but, please . . . I think I can find the courage to go on if you help me. Won’t you give me a chance to put things right? Haven’t I always been a good father in the past? Haven’t your mother and I always given you the very best?’ Realising that he was beginning to whine, he closed his mouth and lowered his gaze. ‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered finally. His heart was like a stone in his chest and he felt more desolate than ever. Yet he must hope. In spite of her hard face and stiff countenance, he must hope. But when she spoke again, raising things from the past that had haunted him too, he knew all hope was lost forever.

‘So you think I’m being “unfair”, do you?’ she sneered in a low voice, bending her head so that he could see her face more clearly. ‘And what about you? What about all  those times when you were unfair to me? Cast your mind back. Daddy dear, to when I was small, to when I begged you to stay . . . to when I needed you more than anything in the world. But you didn’t care, did you? All those times I sobbed myself to sleep, needing you so much . . . on my birthdays . . . at Christmas . . . when she had been especially irritating. You were never there to love and comfort me.’ She paused to let her words sink in. She wanted him to remember too.

‘Don’t be cruel,’ he pleaded softly. ‘It wasn’t my fault. When you’re a soldier, you go where you’re sent. In the middle of the night, at a moment’s notice.’

‘That was always your excuse.’ In a voice trembling with loathing, she wounded him as he had wounded her. ‘Surely you remember my first real birthday party? I was five years old, and had just started school. I told all the children my daddy would be there, because you had promised and like a little fool I believed you . . . just as I believed you all those times before. At first I was proud of you, boasting that you were a soldier, and that you adored me above all else.’ She laughed, a dark sinister sound that caused him to raise his head. ‘I was lying, you see. I knew it wasn’t true. How could it be when all the time you loved only your precious uniform. ‘Oh, and her!’ Jealousy invaded her very being and she visibly trembled. ‘You always loved her more than you loved me, didn’t you?’

‘Please, Claudia, don’t do this. And don’t blame your mother, who has always been there for you, loving you, watching out for you, making up for my enforced absence.’

‘Suffocating me, you mean!’ Her eyes blazed into his. ‘Oh, you’re right, she was always there – first thing in the morning and last thing at night. She was there when I went to sleep and there when I woke, forever watching . . . afraid I might make a wrong choice, afraid to let me have even the smallest measure of freedom, criticising my friends until I wanted none at all, saying they were a bad influence. Well, maybe they were and maybe they weren’t, but the choice should have been mine, not hers! She tried to be mother and father, fussing and touching until I couldn’t bear her near me. The more I tried to distance myself from her, the more she resented it. In a different way, she hurt me as much as you did. But then I found a way to hurt her: by being especially unruly and refusing to be moulded into what she wanted me to be.’ Claudia remembered how it had been, and was delighted all over again. Chuckling, she told him, ‘You were not there to be punished so I punished her instead, and always enjoyed it. Because, you see, I knew you loved her more than you loved me.’

His face was wrung with despair. ‘Oh, Claudia, you were so wrong. Of course I loved your mother, but I loved you too – though not in the same way, of course.’ Suddenly he could see it all, and his guilt was overwhelming.

‘I know how you loved her.’

Something in the change of her tone made him study her more closely ‘What are you trying to say?’

‘I saw you!’ Her eyes narrowed as she returned his curious stare. ‘You and her together . . . in the bedroom . . . I saw you.’ She made a grimace. ‘Naked,  wrapped round each other, and so engrossed in what you were doing you didn’t even notice me.’

His face was suffused with shame. He made no sound but slowly shook his head from side to side, his gaze appalled as he continued to look at her.

She laughed, a soft satisfied sound that struck him to the heart. ‘Like I said, I know how you loved her. And now I believe you know how much I loathe you!’

A strange thing happened then. Suddenly his shoulders became square and straight and his face reflected a kind of pride. ‘Go home,’ he said. ‘You are wrong about your mother. She’s a good woman and has always loved you. It wasn’t she who bred this shocking hatred in you, it was me.’ Against his better judgment he asked once more, ‘Will you ever find it in your heart to forgive me?’

‘Never!’ Veering away, she ran from him. He could hear her sobbing as she sped into the road.

‘CLAUDIA!’ He rushed forward, stumbling, crying out to her. But she was gone. His shocked eyes looked up the street and there she was, scrambling into a horse-drawn carriage. He called her name but the carriage sped by, taking her away. Taking his sad heart with her.

‘Come on, old fellow.’ Strong comforting arms gathered him in. ‘Let’s get you to your room, eh?’ Dejected, he collapsed against the bulky form of the clerk. Together with the tall white-haired gentleman, he led Charles back to his room. There they laid him on the bed and softly crept away. ‘My God, the things she said.’ The clerk shook his head in pity as they went down the stairs.

‘What can you say?’ the other man asked. ‘It must have been a shock to her. After all, he’s not the man he was.’

‘Well, I for one think she should have had more compassion. He’s not the only one to come home from the war in a bad way. But not all of them lose their fortune as well.’

‘Unfortunately, Charles was never a businessman. He’d tell you that himself. He was badly advised. It’s a sad thing, but there’s little he can do now. The market’s shaky and we all have to tread carefully.’ At the foot of the steps the gentleman paused and looked up. ‘Poor blighter. It seems even his own have turned their back on him now.’

Upstairs in his room Charles relived the awful incident with Claudia. Over and over he saw how she had looked at him, with horror and repugnance on her face. Her last words echoed in his brain like giant hammers: ‘I DON’T CARE IF I NEVER SEE YOU AGAIN!’

Incredibly calm now, he sat on the edge of the bed, his eyes staring round the room. ‘This is what you’ve come to, Marshall,’ he told himself ‘A room no better than a prison.’

He walked to the window and looked out across the night sky. From here he could see the chimney-tops. She was out there, his beloved daughter, and she had gone away loathing him. After all he had been through, it was more than he could bear. Like a man in a trance, he slid open the window. It stuck halfway. He laughed. He couldn’t even do that right!


He was still laughing when his feet left the ground and he launched himself into the darkness. As he fell through the air he made no sound. There was no fear, no regret. Instead, he felt an odd sense of elation, as though a great  crippling weight was lifted from his broken heart. The last words that left his lips were these: ‘Forgive me, Elizabeth. I love you.’

 



As the cab crossed the busy road and drew into the kerb outside King’s Cross Station, the ambulance almost collided with it. ‘God Almighty!’ the driver said in a shaking voice when he held the door open for Claudia. ‘He’s in a desperate hurry, ain’t he? Must be some poor begger in a bad way.’ When she showed little interest, he held out his hand. ‘Ninepence, if yer please,’ he muttered, thinking what a surly bugger she was.

Claudia had only just realised that she had left her tapestry portmanteau behind, but the small envelope bag in which she kept her personal things was still clutched in her hand. She opened it now, took out the ninepence and thrust it into his fist before rushing away to catch the first train to Bedford.

Once on the train she sat back in the chair, her eyes glittering with tears. They might have been tears for her father and for the callous way she had treated him. They might have been tears for her mother and the worry she had endured. But they were not. Claudia’s tears were for herself, And all she could think of was that Charles had confirmed what her mother had been saying all along. They were in financial trouble. Everything she cherished was under threat. No more expensive outfits. No splendid parties of the kind she used to enjoy, and which had already been sacrificed by her miserly mother. No chance of getting back her personal maid or filling the house with servants like before. No new leather saddle for the  hunter. In fact, she was mortified by the possibility that she might not even be able to keep the magnificent beast. She didn’t doubt for one moment that her mother would use any excuse to get rid of him. Already she was whining about the cost of his keep and the huge veterinary bills.

She was convinced that her mother was at fault too, or why had she not seen it all coming? Ah! Maybe she had, though. A cunning thought came into her mind at that moment.

Deep down Claudia still couldn’t bring herself to accept that the Marshalls were without money, and it occurred to her that her mother was deliberately exaggerating the situation. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise her if that devious bitch had kept a sizeable sum of money to one side. That was it, of course! Elizabeth Marshall was trying to keep it all for herself. ‘Well, I won’t let you spoil my life,’ Claudia promised under her breath. ‘I’ll see you in hell with him first.’ In her rage and selfishness she was totally beyond reason.




Chapter Three

On Friday 12 January 1919, Charles Marshall was laid to rest in the grounds of St Mary’s church. The bells rang out and the villagers hurried through the high street of Woburn Sands, up the hill and into the pretty church.

He had been a soldier of the highest rank. The Mayor told everyone so, and the Brigadier read a passage from the Bible that made them cry.

After the service, everyone filed behind the coffin and watched them lower it into the ground. There were those who thought he had taken his own life and so should not be laid into sacred ground, but they remained silent, because the coroner’s court had decided that there was not enough evidence to suggest suicide. It was known that Charles Marshall was heavily intoxicated, and so a verdict of ‘accidental death’ was recorded.

If Claudia suspected she had played a part in the tragic demise of her father, she told no one, and at no time did she feel any semblance of guilt.

Now, three days later, at four o’clock on Monday afternoon, the solicitor and his colleague were fed and rested after their journey from London. Not used to being away  from his beloved city, Mr Oberson was anxious to get on with the task in hand.

Several times he took out his pocket watch and scanned it with a frown. He had the departure time of the train imprinted on his mind . . . at precisely five-thirty the London train would leave the station. And, come hell or high water, he meant to be on it. Woburn Sands was a pretty little village, but after being raised in the smog of a great city he had developed a peculiar allergy to open fields and blue skies. He wanted to be gone from here, and the sooner the better.

Clearing his throat and shuffling the papers before him, he prepared to read out the will. ‘If I may begin?’ He perched tiny rimless spectacles on the edge of his nose and, squinting over the top of them, regarded the three persons whom he had called together. Already he had taken stock of their nature, and his sympathies lay entirely with the woman of the household. As for the daughter, he saw her as a sharp and painful thorn in the woman’s side.

Seated directly opposite at the other end of the table, Elizabeth grew aware of his discreet attention. She gave a nervous half-smile, and he responded with a slight nod of his rather large head. His figure was a study in comparisons, because while his head was over-large, his appearance was diminutive. Mr Oberson was a comical fellow with grey bushy mutton-chop whiskers and the small quick presence of a child. Ancient and unpredictable, he was well-known and greatly respected for his legal expertise.

A glance around the table told him that all were now  ready His sharp eyes went from Elizabeth, who was feverishly wringing a small lace handkerchief between her long strong fingers, to Claudia’s bold and beautiful face, and finally to his own clerk who was every bit as anxious as his master to be seated on that train and speeding on his way home. ‘I think we’re all ready,’ he answered, bestowing a sparse dutiful smile on one and all.

‘For goodness’ sake, get on with it!’ Claudia rudely interrupted. ‘No doubt you’ll present a handsome bill for your troubles, and no doubt it will grow longer the more time you waste.’ She sat upright and stiff, her hands spread palm upwards on the table, almost as though she was preparing to catch a fortune.

‘Claudia, please mind your manners,’ Elizabeth curtly reminded her. ‘For whatever reason, these men are guests in our house.’ Turning to Mr Oberson, she murmured, ‘Please excuse my daughter. She’s been through a particularly bad time since losing her father.’ She could have said that she too had been through all kinds of heartbreak. She could have said also that Claudia’s ‘bad time’ had little to do with losing her father, and more to do with the awful prospect of losing the material things that gave her so much pleasure. Instead she remained silent and waited for the reading to begin. Her hopes were not as high as Claudia’s. She was sensible enough to know that from now on life could never be the same again.
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