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For the latest addition to the family, baby Tyler.


Welcome to the world little man xxx




Chapter One


Mill House, Nuneaton, February 1919


Mrs Pegs had just settled down to enjoy a well-earned cup of tea when Gwen the young maid entered the kitchen to tell her, ‘There’s someone at the front door askin’ to see you, Cook.’


Mrs Pegs raised her eyebrows. ‘To see me?’ she asked in amazement.


‘Aye, it’s a lady wi’ a little boy. She’s very well dressed an’ when I told ’er that Master Farthing weren’t to be disturbed an’ the mistress were ill, she asked for you. Should I bring ’er through or show ’er into the drawin’ room?’


‘I’d best come an’ see who it is first.’ Mrs Pegs sighed as she dragged herself out of the chair. So much fer me tea break, she thought. There’s no rest fer the wicked!


She followed Gwen through into the hallway and peered ahead to where a woman stood on the step with her back to her. Just as Gwen had said, the needlecord costume and fancy feathered hat she was wearing looked to be of the finest quality, but she couldn’t for the life of her think what the lass might want with her.


‘Can I help yer, ma’am?’ Her voice cut through the silence – and as the woman turned towards her, still gripping the hand of the child at her side, Mrs Pegs’ eyes almost popped out of her head. ‘Good God! If it ain’t our Bessie … But just look at yer! I wouldn’t ’ave recognised yer, lass. Why, yer look grand.’


‘Hello, Mrs Pegs.’


The woman was amazed to find that Bessie not only looked different but she sounded different too. She was certainly a very far cry from the young maid whom had used to work for her and who had been forced to run away in the dead of night.


But the kindly cook didn’t want to think about that for now. She was just delighted to see the girl whom she had once looked upon almost as a daughter. Her glance then fell to the little boy, who was staring up at her from eyes that looked exactly like his father’s. Her stomach flipped. The child must be about three years old now, if her calculations were right.


‘An’ who might this bonny little feller be then?’ She tried to keep her voice light.


‘This is Roderick,’ Bessie informed her solemnly. ‘Roderick Ward.’


As Mrs Pegs gazed at her curiously, Bessie went on with a catch in her voice, ‘I got married to a wonderful man in Liverpool after I left here, but sadly he passed away last year so I thought I would bring Roderick back to my home town. There was nothing left in Liverpool for us after Malcolm died, and I didn’t know where else to go.’


Mrs Pegs could hardly take it all in and her mouth gaped open – but then clamping it shut, she ushered Bessie into the hallway, asking, ‘Will you come through to the kitchen, lass? It sounds like we have a lot of catchin’ up to do.’


Although she was delighted to see Bessie again she was also feeling very apprehensive. There was no mistaking who the boy belonged to, for he was a younger version of the man who had fathered him, but Bessie had clearly fallen on her feet somewhere along the way if the mountain of expensive luggage that was piled at the side of the door and the way she was togged out was anything to go by.


‘I think I’d rather see Mr Farthing first, if you don’t mind,’ Bessie answered nervously. ‘If I’m going to be living around here I think he needs to know why I ran away, so I may as well get it over with.’


‘I can understand that.’ Turning to Gwen, Mrs Pegs told her, ‘The master is in his study. Go an’ tell him there’s someone here who needs to speak to ’im, an’ that it’s very important.’


Gwen rushed off to do as she was told as Bessie stood clutching Roddy’s hand. She had dreamed of this moment for so long, yet now it was here she wasn’t looking forward to it one little bit.


‘The master says I’m to show yer into the drawin’ room, miss, an’ he’ll be along presently,’ Gwen said on her return shortly afterwards.


Mrs Pegs squeezed Bessie’s hand encouragingly. ‘Come through to the kitchen when you’re done,’ she murmured, and after nodding, Bessie followed Gwen into the drawing room.


When Max Farthing entered the room moments later, his face broke into a smile at the sight of the girl he had fetched from the workhouse to help Mrs Pegs so long ago. Bessie had been just a young lass then and he had grown very fond of her over the years and had been worried when she just ran off with no word of explanation.


And yet he was hardly able to believe his eyes, for the Bessie standing before him was nothing like the girl he remembered. Her hair, which was smoothed into a neat chignon on the back of her head, was shining and she held herself proudly. Her clothes, he noticed, were the height of fashion too and her voice was more refined somehow.


‘Why, Bessie. How lovely it is to see you – and looking so well and so grand too. I scarcely recognised you.’ His smile expressed his delight at seeing her again, and just for a moment she felt a pang of guilt at the hurt she was about to heap upon him, but it had to be done.


‘Actually it’s Mrs Ward now. Could you spare me a moment, Mr Farthing?’ she enquired.


His smile widened as he glanced down at the child. ‘Of course. But who is this handsome little chap?’


‘This, Mr Farthing, is your grandson.’ Bessie placed a hand on the little boy’s thin shoulders.


Max grasped the back of a chair to steady himself and the colour drained out of his face.


‘Is – is this some sort of a joke, Bessie? Err – I mean Mrs Ward,’ he croaked.


Bessie led Roddy to a chair at the far side of the room, then returning to Max, she lowered her voice and answered, ‘It’s no joke, I assure you. I ran away because Samuel, your son, had raped me and Roderick here is the result. Can you not see the resemblance to his father?’


Max shook his head in disbelief, but when he looked across at the child he saw the resemblance was undoubtedly there.


‘I was afraid that if I had told you I was with child, you would have placed me back in the workhouse,’ Bessie explained quietly. ‘And that is why I ran away.’ She then went on to tell him about the wonderful man she had met and married in Liverpool, and when she had finished, Max sank into the nearest chair and rubbed his hand across his forehead.


He was shocked and disgusted yet again at what his son was capable of, but also unsure what Bessie expected him to do about it.


‘Mrs Pegs will verify what I am telling you if you doubt my word,’ the young woman went on. ‘On the night I ran away I left her a note telling her why I was going. She may well still have it, if you ask her.’


‘There will be no need for that.’ Max had never had cause to doubt Bessie’s word before and he didn’t now. ‘But I’m not quite sure what you expect me to do about it, my dear. You see, Samuel is married to Niamh now, and she has a daughter to him.’


‘You mean Niamh Carey, Dilly’s daughter?’ Shock registered on Bessie’s face but then pulling herself together again, she told him hastily, ‘I don’t wish to marry your son. But I do think Samuel should acknowledge that Roderick is his. I believe he is his firstborn – unless, of course, there are other women he has taken down.’


Hearing the bitterness in her voice, Max cringed, and yet he could well understand why she should feel as she did. But if only she had told him after the rape had taken place! He could have helped her, and he would never have returned her to the workhouse. Sadly, she had clearly been too frightened to tell him, and it hurt him to think of how terrified she must have been, facing such a terrible situation all on her own.


‘I think we need to speak to Samuel as soon as possible,’ he said, feeling totally out of control of the situation. ‘But meantime, where will you stay?’


‘I shall book us both into a small hotel,’ she answered and with that she beckoned Roddy to her and bade Max goodbye, before heading back to the kitchen.


*


Mrs Pegs ushered Bessie to a chair and ordered Gwen, who was clearly enjoying the distraction, to, ‘Make a fresh pot o’ tea, pet, this one’ll be stewed by now.’ Then, bending to the child’s level she asked kindly, ‘An’ how would you like a nice glass o’ milk an’ one o’ my special biscuits, eh?’


For the first time she noticed the nervous twitch in the child’s eye and the way he glanced at his mother as if for permission before whispering, ‘Yes, please.’ He was a comely little chap but jumpy as a kitten from what she could make of it.


Within minutes he was sitting docilely at the table with the treats in front of him.


‘So how did Mr Farthing take it?’ Mrs Pegs asked Bessie. The young woman shrugged. ‘Not well, as you can imagine. It’s funny, really. I’ve dreamed for so long of coming here and getting my revenge, yet I got no satisfaction at all from upsetting the master.’ Bessie had removed her hat and after patting her hair she then asked, ‘But how are things here, Mrs Pegs?’


The older woman sighed. So much had happened since Bessie had run away and she barely knew where to start. There would be time for all that later though, she decided. For now she wanted to know more about what had happened to Bessie. The poor lass looked thoroughly miserable and Mrs Pegs realised it must have taken some courage for her to face Mr Farthing as she had.


‘I wonder now if I’ve done the right thing coming back here,’ Bessie said uncertainly as she glanced across at Roddy. What could she achieve now? Samuel was married and she didn’t want to hurt Niamh.


‘Mr Farthing tells me that Samuel is married now to Niamh,’ she said aloud, and Mrs Pegs gulped and nodded.


‘Yes, he is. They’ve got a house on Abbey Green an’ a little girl called Constance – although we all call ’er Connie.’


‘I see,’ Bessie said, her voice shaky, ‘Did Samuel get Niamh into the family way too?’ She could think of no other reason why Dilly Carey’s daughter would have married him otherwise. She had been led to believe that Niamh had a sweetheart in Ireland. She and Dilly, who had also worked there as a maid, had been close once and Bessie couldn’t imagine her being too happy with the situation.


‘I reckon ’e must ’ave,’ the older woman said uncomfortably. She didn’t want to speak out of turn. ‘An’ between you an’ me I don’t reckon theirs is much of a marriage. ’E ain’t even there ’alf the time from what I can make of it, but I think that suits Niamh just fine. She never made a secret o’ the fact that she didn’t want to marry ’im. Dilly is doin’ well though. She’s come a long way since she worked ’ere as a maid, an’ she ’as her own dress shop in town these days, God bless ’er. But now that’s enough about what’s been ’appening ’ere. That little man o’ yours looks fit to drop.’


The child was sitting silently at the table with his head nodding, and Mrs Pegs thought it was no wonder after the long journey he must just have endured. She felt sorry for the poor little chap and suggested tactfully, ‘Why don’t you come an’ snuggle down in the chair by the fire, pet, an’ ’ave a little nap while me an’ your mam decide what you’re to do?’


The child did as he was told after another glance at his mother, and within seconds of Mrs Pegs tucking a warm rug across him, he was sound asleep.


‘He’s a handsome little boy,’ Mrs Pegs commented and Bessie nodded.


‘I dare say he is; my Malcolm certainly thought so. The sun rose and set with him.’ She sniffed to hold back tears as she thought of the kindly man who had taken her in off the streets, given her a home and a job and eventually married her. Malcolm had been much older than her, a widower, but Bessie had adored him.


Her face crumpled as she remembered and she confided, ‘The trouble is, now that Malcolm’s gone I’m solely responsible for Roddy and …’ She forced herself to go on. ‘I can’t seem to take to him. I know it’s wicked – I am his mother, after all, and I should love him! I couldn’t wait for him to be born.’ She looked sadly towards the sleeping child. ‘But then when I had him, I couldn’t bear to look at him. Every time I did, I remembered the night Samuel …’ Unable to go on, she bowed her head and Mrs Pegs patted her hand sympathetically.


‘It’ll probably come in time. He is your flesh an’ blood, after all. You just ’ave to be patient. But what are you plannin’ to do now? I’d ask yer to stay ’ere but wi’ things as they are …’


Bessie sighed as Mrs Pegs’ voice trailed away.


‘Don’t fret about us,’ she said. ‘I have more than enough money to keep us going for a fair while. The sale of Malcolm’s shop has ensured that I can be comfortable for some time, but I quite fancy trying a little business venture of my own although I haven’t decided what I want to do as yet.’


Mrs Pegs looked at the large clock on the kitchen wall and commented, ‘Shouldn’t be too long now afore Samuel calls in. He often does of an evenin’ so ’ow about I make you a bite to eat afore ’e comes, eh? I don’t need to start dinner for the family fer another ’our or so at least.’


Bessie accepted Mrs Pegs’ kind offer. She had no desire to see Samuel but she wanted to get it over with now.


The afternoon was darkening and a thick hoar frost was forming on the grass when the women heard the back door open.


‘Hello, Mrs Pegs.’ It was Niamh. ‘I just popped by as I wanted a word with Max. Is he in?’


Although the mistress had never given the girl the time of day and didn’t know her from Adam any more, Niamh still came to see her mother-in-law regularly, especially since Mrs Farthing had been unwell.


Niamh’s smile died when she saw how flustered the woman was.


‘Is everything all right?’ she asked. ‘Mrs Farthing isn’t worse, is she? I could get the doctor to come back—’


‘No, no, it’s nothin’ like that.’ Mrs Pegs flapped her hand impatiently. ‘But we ’ave a visitor. It’s Bessie – the maid that run away some time back, an’ I’m afraid she ’as some news that might shock yer. The thing is …’


‘It’s quite all right, Mrs Pegs. I am more than capable of explaining the situation myself, thank you,’ Bessie butted in, more haughtily than she had intended, thanks to her nerves. Taking a deep breath, she then told Niamh as calmly as she could why she had run away.


A wealth of emotions flitted across Niamh’s face as she tried to take it all in – and then she erupted. ‘If it wasn’t for Mr Farthing, I’d get you to come to the police with me and report him,’ she said angrily. ‘Samuel treats women as if they are dirt, but I don’t want to hurt his father.’


Bessie nodded in agreement. Nothing would have pleased her more than to shame Samuel, but by doing that she would shame the whole family too – and she had no wish to do that.


Then suddenly Niamh rushed across to Bessie to take her hands. There was no point in being angry with the girl, after all. She had been wronged too.


‘Oh Bessie. I’m so sorry,’ Niamh said sincerely. ‘But now you and Roderick must come and stay at my house for a few days until you decide what you are going to do and where you are going to live.’ Seeing the look of horror that flitted across Bessie’s face, she rushed on, ‘You mustn’t worry about seeing Samuel. Ours is a marriage in name only and he’s rarely at home, thank goodness, so you will be quite safe, I promise you.’


Bessie looked uncertain but then she smiled tremulously and replied, ‘In that case I would be grateful to accept your invitation, Mrs Farthing. Thank you.’


‘It’s still Niamh,’ the other young woman scolded – and as they looked at each other, they both felt the pain that Samuel had caused them and a bond was forged.




Chapter Two


‘But this is just incredible!’ Dilly Carey exclaimed that evening as she sat in Niamh’s neat little kitchen with her and Bessie. She often called in after the shop was shut to visit her daughter and granddaughter. Bessie had just relayed her story yet again and Dilly was so shocked she could scarcely get her breath. Dilly had never had much time for Samuel and suffered all manner of guilt because she had allowed her daughter to marry him – and yet what would have been the alternative? Niamh would have been branded for life, as would Constance, but even so she was painfully aware that Niamh was still very unhappy. Dilly knew Niamh’s heart still belonged to Ben, to whom she had been promised before Samuel had raped her – and Dilly suspected it always would.


‘Well, I do sympathise with your predicament, Bessie,’ she said briskly now, ‘but I hardly think it’s appropriate for you to stay here. You must come and stay in the rooms above the shop with me for now. Seamus is convalescing in Ireland with his grandparents, as he suffered shell shock during the war, so you and Roderick can have his room until you decide what you want to do.’


‘But, Mammy, little Roderick is fast asleep,’ Niamh objected. ‘It would be cruel to disturb him tonight. The poor little soul is worn out after all the travelling and there’s not much likelihood of Samuel coming home.’


Dilly sighed. It was clear that Niamh had taken to the little boy already, but goodness knew what was going to happen when Samuel found out that Bessie had brought the results of his rape home to confront him.


‘Very well, stay tonight then, but tomorrow first thing you must come to me,’ she stipulated. ‘I’ve no doubt Samuel’s father will have tracked him down and told him all about Roderick by then.’


She shuddered to think how Samuel would take it. He barely acknowledged Constance, not that the little girl lacked in love. Max Farthing, her grandfather, adored her, as did Niamh, and she was a happy, contented little girl. Quite different to Roderick, who seemed to jump at his own shadow.


Bessie nodded. It appeared that her return was causing quite a commotion. But then Niamh clearly loved her child whilst she struggled to feel anything for her Roddy. It all seemed so unfair.


‘All right then, Dilly. Thank you, I’ll do that just until I decide what we’re to do.’ As she looked across at her old friend, Bessie found it hard to believe that the woman opposite her was now almost forty-three years old. Dilly was still slim and straight-backed and her face was relatively unlined despite the hardships she had been forced to endure over the years. Her copper-coloured hair had barely a trace of grey in it and Bessie thought she could easily have been taken for someone ten years younger. Niamh was like a younger version of her mother and it appeared that Constance took after them too. There was no trace of Fergal, Dilly’s late husband, to be seen in either the daughter or the granddaughter.


‘Mrs Pegs told me that your Kian was killed in the war,’ Bessie said then. ‘I was sorry to hear that, Dilly. It must be terrible to lose a son. He was a fine young man.’


Dilly’s face clouded as she thought of her firstborn. ‘Thank you. Yes, he was, and one day I intend to find his resting place and lay some flowers there for him. His regiment are trying to find out exactly where he is buried for me. All I know at present is that it’s somewhere in France. But look at the time!’ She glanced towards the clock, wanting to change the subject, and rose hastily. ‘I must be off but I’ll see you in the morning, Bessie. You know where the shop is in Queens Road, don’t you?’


‘Oh yes, it’s the old “Miss Mode’s” isn’t it?’


‘It still is “Miss Mode’s”,’ Dilly grinned making her look younger still. ‘I haven’t had it for that long and haven’t had time to order a new sign to be made for it yet. To be honest, all we sewed throughout the latter part of the war was uniforms, so I’m still in the process of turning it back into a dress shop.’


‘And she has some marvellous ideas for it,’ Niamh chipped in proudly. ‘As well as customers still being able to order a dress and have it made, she intends to stock ready-to-wear items too don’t you, Mammy?’


Dilly beamed. ‘That’s the general idea. In fact, I’m going to Birmingham next week to look over some stock, but I shall still keep two seamstresses on. The ready-made clothes items aren’t going to appeal to everyone straight away so I have to be sure that I’ll still be able to cater to all my clientele. As it happens I’ve just acquired the shop next door as well so I shall be able to enlarge the existing shop and knock it all into one to make a more appealing frontage.’


‘What she means is a “posher” shopfront,’ Niamh tittered. ‘Some of Mammy’s customers are frightful snobs and she has to pander to them.’


‘Snobs or not I need their custom if I’m to make a go of this business,’ Dilly said ruefully. She then rose and, shrugging her arms into the sleeves of her warm coat, she kissed both young women on the cheeks and told Bessie, ‘Until tomorrow then.’


Once she had gone, Bessie commented, ‘She looks really well considering all she’s gone through.’


Niamh agreed. ‘Between you and me, the shop seems to have given her a new lease of life. After we lost Daddy she took Kian’s death very badly, and then when Seamus was injured as well … but then Mammy is made of stern stuff, and if her dreams come to fruition she’s going to own a whole chain of shops all across the country. I reckon she just might do it as well, with Mr Farthing’s help. He’s been marvellous to the family, me included. But now how about we treat ourselves to a little glass of sherry? I don’t drink very often but I reckon your return warrants it. I just wish I could be a fly on the wall when Samuel learns that you and his son are here.’


The two young women fell silent as Niamh hurried away to fetch the glasses.


Dilly was down on her hands and knees scrubbing the floor in the second shop later that evening when a tap came to the door. The windows had been whitewashed over for privacy during the renovations, but she knew before answering who it would be.


‘Hello, Max.’ Swiping a lock of hair from her face she ushered him inside away from prying eyes.


‘Whatever are you doing?’ he asked. ‘I thought the builders were coming in tomorrow to knock the connecting door down?’


‘They were,’ she answered as she wiped her hands down her apron-front, ‘but one of them popped in earlier to say that his mate had come down with the influenza so we’ve put it off until next week.’


She had expected Max this evening although she had already seen him earlier in the day. Max always sought her out when there was a crisis on, and after Bessie turning up so unexpectedly Dilly could only begin to guess how upset he must be.


‘Come upstairs,’ she said gently. ‘I dare say you could do with a nightcap.’ She clicked the shop lights off and he followed her up the stairs to where a fire was crackling nicely in the grate in the room that she had transformed into a cosy little sitting room.


After removing her apron and tucking her stray locks behind her ears she crossed to a small whisky decanter and poured two shots into glasses; a large one for him and a smaller one for herself.


‘Here you are.’ She handed his glass to him, noting that he looked tired. Over the many years they had been acquainted she had come to know his moods, and tonight she could see how weary he was.


‘Did you manage to find Samuel?’


He shook his head dejectedly, then took a long swallow of his drink and shuddered. ‘No, though I have a good idea where he’s hanging around. Robert mentioned when I called into my club that he’s been leeching off a widow on the outskirts of town. She’s years older than him, by all accounts, but that won’t worry Samuel so long as she keeps him in style. I despair of that young man sometimes, I really do. Lawrence is his twin, and has always behaved decently. Where did I go wrong with Sam?’


‘You didn’t,’ she assured him wisely. ‘Samuel has always been a law unto himself right since he was a child. He wasn’t treated any differently to the rest of your brood and they’ve all turned out to be fine young people, haven’t they? Especially Olivia.’


As their eyes locked, an unspoken message passed between them and Dilly hastily averted her eyes. Even now after all these years it still hurt to think back to the night Olivia had been born, when she had wrapped her in a shawl and taken her to the Farthings to bring up as their own. Looking back, that had been the start of their relationship and it had grown over the years. Sometimes Dilly wondered how she had survived that tragic time. Fergal, her late husband, had been crippled doing his job on the railways, and Dilly hadn’t known where to turn to keep them all afloat. Max Farthing and his wife, Camilla, had lost their own baby daughter, Violet, the year before, so when Camilla had offered to buy the child, Dilly had seen no alternative but to go along with the idea. And so year after year, Dilly had been forced to stand back and watch the Farthings bring her daughter up as their own. Dilly had always known that Camilla only allowed her to work in her home on sufferance and because it had been part of their agreement. There was many a time when Camilla would have loved to give her her marching orders, but Max stuck by the agreement and would not allow it.


From then on, Dilly had been forced to watch Fergal deteriorate and Camilla sink into insanity – and during all this, she and Max had grown closer and had drawn comfort from each other. She was painfully aware that he loved her, and truth be told his love was returned, but both of them were too honourable to take their relationship beyond friendship whilst his wife was alive. Now as he lounged back in his chair and stretched his feet out towards the fire with a long sigh, Dilly watched him closely. She could only begin to imagine the turmoil he must be feeling. Although they had never openly acknowledged their feelings for one another, anyone seeing them now might have taken them for an old married couple.


‘He’s a nice little chap, isn’t he? Roderick, I mean,’ Max said quietly. ‘Fancy having a little grandson I never knew existed turn up out of the blue like that, eh? He seems a timid wee thing though, doesn’t he?’


‘He does actually.’ Dilly frowned. ‘But then perhaps he was tired after all the travelling. He might be chirpier tomorrow when he’s had a good night’s sleep.’


‘He might be,’ Max conceded. ‘But from what I saw of it, he didn’t seem to be particularly close to his mother. In fact, he seemed to be quite nervous of her.’


Dilly floundered, unable to come up with an answer before informing him, ‘I’ve told Bessie that she and Roderick can come and stay here with me tomorrow till she decides what she wants to do. It doesn’t seem quite right somehow in the circumstances for her to be staying with Niamh.’


‘Huh!’ Max said wryly. ‘I don’t exactly know what Bessie is expecting Samuel to do when he learns about Roderick. He doesn’t even provide for Connie and Niamh – and they are his legal family.’


When he saw Dilly anxiously chew on her lip he hurried on, ‘Not that I mind providing for them, of course. Connie is my grandchild, after all, and there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her, as you well know. She’s the apple of my eye.’


‘But it still doesn’t seem fair that you should carry the financial burden of them,’ Dilly answered. ‘And as Niamh has told you on many occasions, she would be more than happy to return to work.’


‘Yes, she has, but I want her at home with Connie, at least until Connie is old enough to go to school.’ Max ran a hand tiredly over his eyes and Dilly added another tot of whisky to his glass. He looked like he could do with it. ‘The trouble is, I don’t quite know what I’m supposed to do about Bessie and her child. I mean, it’s been accepted that Connie is my granddaughter – Niamh is married to my son – but how do I explain Roderick? I tell you, Dilly, I could wring Samuel’s neck – I really could!’


Hoping to steer the conversation away from Bessie’s untimely arrival for a while, Dilly asked, ‘How are Camilla and the nurse this evening?’


‘When the doctor called this afternoon he said that he thought Camilla seemed a little better, but I’m afraid her nurse is still very poorly with this influenza,’ Max said worriedly. ‘Camilla isn’t quite so bad, although her mental state doesn’t help. The doctor mentioned putting her in a home again this afternoon but I can’t bring myself to do it.’ It had been a rare old day what with one thing and another, and he for one wouldn’t be sorry when it was over!


The next morning after breakfast, Bessie began to prepare to move to Dilly’s.


‘I’ll send a cart to pick our luggage up,’ she told Niamh and the young woman nodded. She would be quite sorry to see Bessie go and she knew that Connie would too. She had taken quite a shine to little Roderick and was following him about like a puppy.


Having another adult to talk to had made Niamh realise just how secluded she had become. Admittedly, her father-in-law had offered to provide a live-in maid for her but Niamh had always refused up to now. The way she saw it, Max did far too much for them as it was and she was quite capable of cooking and keeping her own house clean. And then of course she had Connie, who more than kept her on her toes as she was now at the age where she was into absolutely everything. For the majority of the time, Niamh was content with her little daughter’s company, but sometimes her yearning to see Ben would almost overwhelm her and the loneliness would close in on her.


In her grandmother’s last letter, Maeve had told Niamh that Ben was about to take over the blacksmith’s business from Sean McLoughlin in Enniskerry and in her mind’s eye Niamh could picture the pretty little cottage that came with it. Had things turned out differently, it would have been their home – but that would never happen now. Samuel had put paid to that, and although he had married her she despised him and knew that theirs could never be anything more than a marriage in name only. She’d heard whispers that the rich widow he had recently taken up with owned several jewellery shops across the country, so no doubt he was squeezing every penny he could out of her; that was his way. It didn’t trouble Niamh. Whilst he was otherwise engaged he was leaving her well alone and that suited her just fine. The less she saw of him the better, as far as she was concerned. Lately an idea had been forming in her mind and she intended to broach it with her father-in-law at the earliest opportunity. As well as missing Ben she had also greatly missed her teaching job at Chilver’s Coton School, and now that Connie was out of her baby stage she was considering going back to it – only part-time for a start, and then she would be able to afford to pay someone to look after Connie without asking any more of Samuel’s father.


Niamh turned her thoughts back to Bessie. ‘So what exactly are you hoping for from Samuel?’ she asked her outright as she began to clear the pots from the breakfast table.


Bessie chewed her lip. ‘To be honest I’m not sure,’ she admitted. ‘I suppose I just wanted to see him squirm to pay him back for all the pain and humiliation he caused me – but now that I’m actually here I’m not so sure that coming back was such a good idea. I’ve hurt so many people – you for a start-off – and that was never my intention.’


‘You haven’t hurt me. Nothing Samuel does could ever shock me,’ Niamh said stoically. ‘But I’m glad you didn’t come back expecting him to be sorry for what he’s done. Because if you think he’ll show you or Roderick any recognition, or that he’ll make any monetary recompense, you’ll be sadly disappointed.’


‘I don’t need his money, Niamh. My Malcolm left us more than comfortably provided for, God bless his soul. No, as I said, I just want to see the rat squirm.’


‘Well, if you manage to achieve that I hope,’ Niamh responded, ‘I’m around to witness it.’


The two young women grinned at each other before Bessie bustled away to fetch her son’s outdoor clothes.




Chapter Three


‘Ah, so you made it.’ Dilly hurried forward to embrace Bessie and Roderick when they appeared in the shop doorway a little later that morning. As usual the child stood mutely at his mother’s side as Dilly ushered them towards the stairs.


After throwing open the door to Seamus’ room she told Bessie apologetically, ‘I’m afraid there’s only room for one bed in here but you won’t mind having Roderick in with you, will you? He’s so tiny he won’t take up much room.’ She chucked the child beneath the chin as she spoke but he remained solemn-faced as he stared up at her from huge dark eyes that appeared to be too large for his small pinched face. Dilly fought the urge to lift him and give him a cuddle as she went away to fetch an extra blanket. The bedrooms tended to be very cold in winter and she didn’t want the poor little mite coming down with a cold, or worse still, to become another victim of the deadly influenza epidemic that was claiming hundreds of thousands of lives. As if the war to end all wars had not claimed enough victims!


Bessie wasn’t too happy about the new sleeping arrangements, but not wishing to be impolite she held her tongue. It wouldn’t be for long, after all. Once she had shamed Samuel she didn’t plan to stay in Nuneaton. She had money and the world was her oyster; she just had to decide where she wanted to go and what she wanted to do now. It was a shame about Roderick though, she thought as she stared down at her son. She felt guilty about the way she felt, or more to the point, didn’t feel about the little boy. It hadn’t mattered so much whilst Malcolm had been alive; he had loved the child enough for both of them and she knew that Roddy, as Malcolm had affectionately nicknamed him, still cried himself to sleep thinking of his daddy. That was one thing she and her son had in common at least, for she still missed her husband dreadfully too.


Her thoughts were interrupted when Dilly bustled back in, saying, ‘Now you must treat this as your home for the time you’re here. You’ll soon get to know where everything is. Unfortunately I have to catch a train shortly to go and view some stock for the shop in Birmingham. Will you be all right until I get back?’


‘Perfectly.’ Bessie took the hatpin from her hat and removed the feathered concoction with a flourish and once again Dilly was amazed at the change in her. Bessie would never be classed as beautiful in a classical sense, but in her smart clothes and with her new-found confidence she certainly looked very attractive. Dilly wondered what Samuel would make of her when they finally met again, but then had no time to think on it or she would miss her train.


Once Dilly had left, Bessie wandered about the small rooms and frowned discontentedly. Dilly’s apartment above the shop was nowhere near as big or as nice as the one she had shared with Malcolm, but Dilly had explained that she was quite happy with it for now as she needed to plough all her money into her new business. Thoughts of Malcolm brought tears stinging to Bessie’s eyes as they always did, and once again she felt bereft. She missed the way he had made her feel – as if she was beautiful and important – the warmth of his arms about her and the touch of his lips on hers. She knew that never in her lifetime would she ever again experience a love the like of which she had shared with him, and it frightened her as she pictured herself drifting into a lonely old age. And then of course there was Roderick. Who would want her anyway with a child in tow, even if she was a respectable widow?


Crossing to the small sitting-room window she twitched the curtain aside and gazed miserably down into the street below. Very soon now Mr Farthing would no doubt track Samuel down and confront him about her return; if he hadn’t already done so, that was. She sighed. Revenge didn’t seem quite so important now, and she had to stifle the urge to grab her bags and run. But she couldn’t do that to Roddy, even though she felt no love for him. The poor little mite deserved better than that. She knew only too well what it felt like to be abandoned, for hadn’t she spent all of her young life in the workhouse?


Could Bessie have known it, at that very moment Max Farthing was sitting in his gentleman’s club gazing impatiently at the clock. It was a rare thing for him to be seen there during the day; he was normally busy attending to one or another of his businesses but he had slept fitfully the night before and during that time he had realised that this would probably be the best time and place to catch Samuel. His son cared little for work or routine and so Max sat on, restlessly tapping his fingers on the arm of the deep buttoned leather chesterfield chair he was seated in.


The minutes ticked away and Max was just about to give up and leave when the door suddenly opened and Samuel strolled in looking as if he hadn’t a care in the world.


‘Samuel? Over here, if you please.’


Samuel’s head snapped round, and he looked mildly surprised to see his father there. As his son sauntered towards him, Max noted that he was sporting a rather expensive watch chain across his embroidered waistcoat. A present from his mistress, the rich widow, no doubt.


‘So, Father, what brings you here at this time of the day?’ Samuel took a seat in the chair opposite. Then, clicking his fingers at a passing waiter, he told him, ‘Whisky, please.’


‘Right away, sir.’ As the man hurried off, Samuel turned his attention to his father again.


‘I need to speak to you urgently – but not here,’ Max informed him grimly.


‘Oh yes, what about?’


‘Never mind what about. Have your drink and then come with me.’


Samuel shrugged as the waiter reappeared with his whisky balanced on a silver tray. He took it and knocked it back in one go, then rising he said, ‘Come on then. I’m intrigued to learn what might be so important.’


After following his father out into the street he looked up and down for a sign of Max’s car.


‘I’m walking.’ Max’s voice was heavy with sarcasm. ‘The war might be over but in case you’ve forgotten there are still shortages, including petrol. But never mind, we don’t have far to go.’


‘My car is just around the corner,’ Samuel protested, but when Max ignored him and strode purposefully on, he followed his father just the same, wondering what the hell all this could be about.


‘So why have we come here?’ Samuel asked a short time later when Max stopped in front of Dilly’s shop.


‘You’ll see soon enough,’ his father answered shortly as he went through the shop and headed for the narrow staircase at the back.


With a heavy sigh Samuel stayed close behind, and in seconds Max swung open the door to Dilly’s apartment and led him inside.


Then a bedroom door opened and a woman appeared. There was something vaguely familiar about her, although for a few moments Samuel couldn’t for the life of him think what it was. And then suddenly, recognition flared in his eyes. ‘Bessie!’ he gasped.


But this was not the Bessie he remembered, the timid little thing who would jump to do his bidding. This was a smart, self-assured young woman about town.


‘Well I’ll be …’ he said. ‘And what brings you back to these parts?’


‘I have someone I think you should meet.’ She calmly turned and went back into the bedroom, to reappear leading a small boy by the hand. Then crossing to Samuel, she hissed in his ear, ‘This is Roderick – your son!’


‘My what?’


Bessie had the satisfaction of seeing the colour drain from his face like water from a dam.


‘I – I don’t quite know what stunt you’re trying to pull here but that kid is nothing to do with me,’ Samuel protested, yanking at his collar. There suddenly didn’t seem to be enough air in the room.


The child just stood staring at him, his mouth working and his eyes huge in his pale face. It was clear that he was terrified, and so Bessie gently led him to the bedroom and after coaxing him onto a chair, she closed the door on him.


She then faced Samuel again. Outwardly she appeared to be composed, but inwardly she was quaking as she told him coolly, ‘I assure you he is your son. Don’t you remember the night you raped me in the kitchen? I do – every second of it. Well, he is the result. The reason I ran away was because I was too afraid to tell anyone what you had done, and I was with child!’


‘It’s a downright bloody lie!’ Samuel spat as he looked towards his father. ‘She’s come for a pay-out trying to blame me for some other chap’s offspring. Surely you don’t believe her word against mine, Father?’


‘As a matter of fact, I do.’ Max’s eyes were boring into Samuel’s very soul. ‘As it happens, Bessie wrote a letter to Mrs Pegs the night she left, telling her all about what you had done and the unfortunate condition she found herself in, so now the question is – what are you going to do about it?’


‘Absolutely bloody nothing! It’s a lie, I tell you, and I’ll not be saddled with a flyblow.’


He felt trapped, and his hands clenched into fists as he glared at Bessie.


Meanwhile, Max narrowed his eyes as he hissed, ‘Once again I am ashamed to call you my son. There are plenty of willing women out there for you to paw at, as you well know. You’ve certainly spent enough time in the town’s whorehouse!’


Shock briefly registered in Samuel’s eyes. It appeared that his father knew more about his pastimes than he had imagined. But then rage took over and he began to pace up and down the room just as Bessie came out of the bedroom again. She appeared to be very calm and collected. Samuel could almost have believed she was enjoying herself and he had to stifle the urge to smack her face.


‘So what exactly do you want?’ he ground out.


Bessie shrugged nonchalantly. ‘To have my son recognised, I suppose. Why should the care of him be left all up to me?’


Samuel snorted with derision. ‘Do you really think I would ever admit to being the father of a maid’s bastard?’


‘You made an honest woman of Niamh, didn’t you, and what stock is she from? Hasn’t her mother, Dilly, been a maid to your family for years?’


‘All right, you two, that is quite enough,’ Max intervened then. ‘Shouting and arguing is not going to resolve this problem, is it? I suggest you leave now, Samuel, and we will continue this conversation when you’ve both had time to calm down.’


‘Huh!’ Samuel turned and stamped away down the stairs without so much as another word as Bessie sank heavily onto the nearest chair. Strangely, the confrontation had been nowhere near as satisfying as she had hoped it would be. She was still the sole carer of Roderick, and every time she so much as looked at him he felt like a great weight on her shoulders, which merely served to increase her misery. If only she could have died with her beloved Malcolm.


‘Er … are you all right, my dear?’ Max asked as he saw the sag of her shoulders.


‘Yes. I am quite all right, thank you.’


‘Then in that case I too must take my leave, but at least the worst part is over now. Dilly should be back before too long and then you will have another woman to discuss this with. I’m afraid I am not very much good in a crisis.’


‘You’ve been very kind to me,’ Bessie whispered to him as she blinked back bitter tears. ‘And I’m sorry I have had to involve you in this sorry mess.’


‘Everything will come right in the end,’ he said gently, feeling very inadequate as he reached for his hat. ‘Goodbye for now.’


‘Goodbye, si … Mr Farthing.’


She watched him leave, closing the door quietly behind him, and once he was gone she lowered her head into her hands and wept.




Chapter Four


Over in Enniskerry, Maeve Carey was also weeping as Ben loaded the last of his belongings onto the back of the cart.


‘Eeh, it don’t seem no time at all since you came here as a wean,’ she sniffed and Ben put his arm about her and hugged her. Maeve and her husband, Daniel, had taken him in off the streets of Dublin and welcomed him into their family when he was just a child, and he knew that he would never be able to thank them enough for all they had done for him.


‘I never thought your leaving would be like this,’ Maeve choked. ‘I always imagined you and our Niamh would be wed afore you moved into the blacksmith’s cottage, so I did.’


Ben hid his pain as he replied. ‘I thought the same but it clearly wasn’t meant to be, was it? Niamh is happily married to another now.’


‘I’m not so sure about that,’ Maeve admitted gravely. ‘When I popped over to meet Constance, my great-granddaughter, a while back I never saw sight nor sound of Niamh’s husband for the whole time I was there.’


‘Perhaps he was working away?’ Ben suggested as he stared around at the smallholding he had come to love.


‘Tish! He works for his father, Mr Farthing, from what I could make of it.’ Maeve shook her head. ‘And strangely enough, Niamh changed the subject every time I mentioned him, so she did. That hardly sounds like someone in love, does it?’


The conversation went no further when ten-year-old Patrick and eight-year-old Bridie, Maeve’s grandchildren, appeared out of the barn and flew towards them, scattering the chickens, who were squawking indignantly, in all directions.


‘Ah, you’re not goin’ so soon, are you, Uncle Ben?’ Bridie cried with tears glistening on her lashes and Ben knelt to her level and cuddled her, whilst Patrick looked solemnly on.


‘I’m afraid I have to be away now, but I shall be back to see youse all so often you’ll barely notice I’m gone. Meantime I want you both to help Gran’ma look after your Uncle Seamus so I do.’


Unconvinced, Bridie sniffed, as Liam, Maeve’s youngest son, and his wife Shelagh appeared from inside their cottage. Daniel was striding across the yard too and Ben’s throat was full.


Daniel took his hand and shook it firmly, telling him, ‘Now you know where we are, lad. We’ll always be here should you need us. Don’t be a stranger now.’


Shelagh and Liam hugged him then and finally Maeve wrapped her arms about him and whispered, ‘Godspeed, me bonny lad. An’ think on what we was talkin’ about t’other night. You know, about meeting your real Mammy. She’s heartsore that she had to give you up when you were just a babe in arms, and just wants to try and make amends, but the final decision is yours, o’ course, an’ we’re here for you no matter what.’


‘I’ll think on it,’ Ben promised, then he was swinging himself up onto the cart. He took the reins and urged the old horse forward to a chorus of, ‘Gooodbye, Godspeed!’ that followed him all along the track.


Once out on the lane that would lead him to Enniskerry, he took a handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose noisily. He’d gone no more than a mile or so when it started to drizzle from the dull grey clouds overhead and he pulled his coat collar up to try and keep warm. There was a cold wind blowing that didn’t help matters and by the time he pulled the cart up outside Sean McLoughlin’s smithy he was shivering and feeling thoroughly miserable.


It seemed like a lifetime ago since he and Niamh had stood outside this place making plans for their future. Jumping down from the cart, he led the horse to the stable and unharnessed him. He then rubbed him down and made him comfortable before making his way behind the black-smiths to the small cottage that would now be his home.


After inserting the key in the lock he let himself into the small sitting room and struck a match to the fire that Shelagh had laid ready for him the day before. She and Maeve had been there all day making sure that he would have everything he needed, and they had made the place look comfortable and cosy. Shelagh had sewn pretty curtains to hang at the small leaded glass windows and with the leftover material she had made cushions for the small settee that Sean had left for him. Thankfully, Sean had left most of the furniture as it happened, which had saved Ben from having to go out and buy any. The old blacksmith had been widowed some years before, and now that he was retiring and going to live with his daughter in a neighbouring village, he would have no need of it, luckily for Ben. A bright rag rug which Maeve had made lay in front of the hearth and on the wall behind the settee was a pine dresser that the women had stocked with spare pots that they felt he might need. Next to that was a sturdy oak table and four chairs, and beyond them, a curtain at the far end of the room led into a small kitchen. Wide shelves on which stood various pots and pans took up one wall, and beneath the window overlooking the yard was a deep stone sink to which was fastened a sturdy wooden draining board. A range took up most of the other wall and now Ben hastily lit that too as this would be his only form of cooking and heating water.


In truth the cottage was somewhat old-fashioned, and he and Niamh had been full of plans about what they would do to it, but Ben didn’t have any heart for it now. He decided he would concentrate on the blacksmith’s business. The house would be just somewhere to eat and sleep without Niamh to share it with him. He mounted the staircase that led to two small bedrooms and again found that the women had seen to everything. The front bedroom contained a heavy old brass bed covered in warm blankets and feather pillows, and again there was a fire laid ready to light in the tiny hearth. The only other furniture in the room was an old oak wardrobe and a chest of drawers that had been polished until he could almost see his face in it. It seemed that Maeve and Shelagh had thought of everything. Yet strangely he could feel no excitement nor joy in suddenly becoming the owner of his own home and business. Without Niamh it felt pointless. Admittedly over the last couple of years he had half-heartedly courted a few of the village girls, but as soon as they had begun to talk about bottom drawers and babies he had run a mile. None of them seemed able to match up to Niamh and he doubted now that any of them ever would.


With a sigh he walked back through the empty rooms and headed for the smithy. He had a business to build and the sooner he got on with it the better. Whilst he was busy he didn’t have time to dwell on what might have been.




Chapter Five


It was almost teatime when Dilly finally alighted the train in Trent Valley railway station. She was cold and tired but absolutely elated with her day. The supplier she had gone to meet had shown her a range of clothes that she felt would be just perfect for the shop, and Dilly had ordered as many as she felt she could possibly afford. The dresses had been fashionable but very reasonably priced, and she was sure that they would soon become very much sought-after by the women of the town. Of course she would still offer a service to those who wanted their clothes tailormade, but now her mind was buzzing with ideas and she could scarcely wait to talk to Max about them.


On the way home she called in to see Niamh and Constance. Her little granddaughter ran to her and hugged her. Her copper-coloured hair, so like her mother’s and Dilly’s own, was tied back in a yellow ribbon to match the little dress she was wearing, and she looked adorable.


‘Did you have a good day?’ Niamh asked as she bustled about getting cups ready and putting the kettle on to boil.


‘I had a wonderful day!’ Dilly was almost glowing with excitement. ‘In the cities, ready-made wedding dresses are really becoming popular so I’m going to talk to Max about having some in the other shop. I think it could really catch on, don’t you?’


‘Hmm, I suppose it could,’ Niamh agreed thoughtfully. ‘It’s certainly worth giving it a go.’


Their conversation turned to Bessie then and the recent developments. ‘Is Bessie settling in all right?’ Niamh asked, ‘I would have been quite happy to have her here, you know.’


‘Oh yes? And what do you think people would have made of that when word got out that Roderick is Samuel’s child? It just doesn’t bear thinking about.’


Niamh tossed her head. ‘I don’t much care what people choose to gossip about any more,’ she said firmly. ‘This has never been a proper marriage and never will be as far as I’m concerned. To be honest I wouldn’t care if I never clapped eyes on Samuel again. Even on the rare occasions when he does come home, he doesn’t give Connie the time of day.’


Dilly chewed anxiously on her lip but Niamh went on, ‘Actually, I’ve had an idea too but it would all depend on whether I could get someone suitable to care for Connie for a few hours each week.’ She then went on to tell her mother about her hopes of returning to work part-time and was pleased when Dilly didn’t scoff at the idea.


‘It would get you out of the house. How about Nell?’ Dilly suggested. Nell Cotteridge was their old neighbour from their former home in St Mary’s Road and both of them would have trusted her with their lives. ‘I bet she would be glad of a few extra shillings a week and we both know how much she loves Connie. I can’t think of anyone better suited to the job.’


‘I think you could be right,’ Niamh agreed happily as she measured tea leaves into the heavy brown teapot. ‘I might get Connie wrapped up warmly and pop round to put the idea to her today.’


Fifteen minutes later Dilly left and went back to the rooms above the shop to see how Bessie was settling in. It was late afternoon by then and already growing dark when she climbed the stairs to her living quarters.


She found Roderick sitting still as a little statue on the sofa and Bessie putting the finishing touches to a beef stew she had made.


‘I hope you don’t mind me cooking,’ she apologised. ‘But I found all the ingredients in the cupboard and thought you might be glad of something warm when you got home.’


‘I’m delighted not to have to cook,’ Dilly assured her as she slid her coat off and held her hands out to the fire.


Bessie then went on to tell her of her confrontation with Samuel, and Dilly listened intently. Apart from a financial pay-off, she wasn’t quite sure what Bessie was hoping for. Samuel could hardly marry her and make an honest woman of her when he was already married to Niamh, and even had he been free she doubted very much whether Bessie would have wanted to be tied to him. The young woman clearly loathed him, which was quite understandable in the circumstances. But Dilly supposed Bessie had returned to the one place she’d thought of as home. The poor girl obviously was lost without her beloved husband.


The three of them sat round Dilly’s little table to eat their meal, which was quite delicious, and then Bessie got Roderick ready for bed as Dilly cleared the pots away.


‘I must get Niamh to bring a few of Connie’s books round for Roderick to look at,’ Dilly said. ‘The poor child must be bored to death with nothing to do. He’s such a good little soul, isn’t he?’ And then as an idea occurred to her she rushed on, ‘You could perhaps take him round to play with Connie for a couple of hours a day? Connie loved having him there and it might bring him out of his shell a bit.’


‘He is quiet,’ Bessie admitted. ‘He’s been like that ever since we lost Malcolm. He was very close to him, you see?’


Dilly had noted that Bessie seemed to have no time for the child at all but tactfully refrained from mentioning it. She didn’t want to get into a confrontation when Bessie had only just arrived, but she decided that she would address the issue when the time was right.


‘I thought I might pop round to see Mrs Pegs if you wouldn’t mind keeping your ear open for Roderick for a while,’ Bessie suggested tentatively a short time later and Dilly agreed to it readily. If truth be told she would be glad to let Bessie go as she was half-expecting Max to pay a visit and they could talk more freely about the situation if they were on their own.


An hour after Bessie had gone Dilly heard his familiar footsteps on the stairs and, after knocking, he entered the sitting room looking worn out and harassed. Max had his own key to the premises and came and went pretty much as he chose, which suited both of them.


‘Bessie’s gone to see Mrs Pegs and Roddy is asleep,’ Dilly informed him as he sank onto a chair and she crossed to pour him a drink. He looked like he was in need of one.


‘What a day,’ he sighed as he sipped at the whisky she passed him.


Dilly listened avidly as he told her his version of the terrible confrontation between Samuel and Bessie. She had already heard the story once from Bessie but she listened again, realising that he needed to get it off his chest.


‘I hate what he’s done and I’m thoroughly ashamed of him, but I don’t quite know what Bessie is expecting him to do about it,’ he confided.


‘I thought exactly the same,’ Dilly agreed. ‘And I’m very concerned about Roddy. The poor little mite is so quiet. It’s as if he knows around his mother he must be seen and not heard.’


‘I’ve noticed.’ Max shook his head wearily. ‘It looks like there’s to be no let-up of problems for you and me, doesn’t it, Dilly?’


‘Well, at least we both have our health,’ she answered, hoping to inject a little light-heartedness into the conversation. She went on to tell him about her day and all the ideas she had brought back with her from Birmingham. Max thought they were excellent and even offered to lend her some more money for stock, but Dilly adamantly refused.


‘Thank you, but no. I already owe you for the other shop but I have enough to get me started and I’ll go from there. Rome wasn’t built in a day, after all.’


Max didn’t bother to argue. He knew how fiercely proud and independent Dilly was; that was one of the things he had come to love about her.


At the Farthing household, Bessie found Mrs Pegs all in a lather.


‘We’ve had to call the doctor out again to the missus’ nurse – he’s up there now with her,’ she told Bessie worriedly. ‘The missus seems to be slightly improved, but the nurse …’ She clicked her fingers. ‘I wouldn’t give that fer ’er chances o’ survivin’. Poor soul, she seems to be fadin’ by the hour.’


‘Oh dear – and who will look after Mrs Farthing if anything happens to the nurse?’ Bessie asked.


Narrowing her eyes, the cook said, ‘I dare say Mr Farthing would ’ave to employ another one.’ It seemed cruel to be discussing such things when the poor woman upstairs hadn’t even died yet, but then Mrs Pegs had always been practical.


Bessie frowned thoughtfully. She hadn’t really decided what she wanted to do with her future yet, but she had no doubt that she could look after Mrs Farthing. From what she’d gleaned, the woman scarcely knew what time of day it was.


‘How much nursing does Mrs Farthing need?’ she enquired.


‘It’s more just keepin’ an eye on her to make sure she don’t ’arm ’erself than real nursin’,’ Mrs Pegs confided. ‘She ain’t on no medication as there ain’t really nothin’ to ’elp her condition apart from a sedative when she starts to get too upset.’


The doctor appeared in the kitchen doorway. He told Mrs Pegs gravely, ‘I am going to arrange for an ambulance to come and take Nurse Harris to the cottage hospital. It would be a good idea if you got Mr Farthing to inform her family that she is dangerously ill, and that they should come as soon as possible.’


‘I’ll tell ’im just as soon as ’e sets foot through the door,’ Mrs Pegs promised. ‘An’ meantime, while we’re waitin’ fer the ambulance I’ll go an’ pack a bag wi’ everythin’ she might need.’


At that moment the front door opened and Olivia appeared. She had been working all day at the Weddington Hall Hospital and she frowned when she saw the doctor there.


‘Is Mother worse?’ she asked with concern as she unhooked her nurse’s cape.


‘No, my dear, I’m quietly confident that your mother will make a full recovery. Unfortunately, Nurse Harris is very poorly indeed and I’m just about to send for an ambulance for her now. Perhaps you wouldn’t mind going and sitting with her for me until it gets here?’ He was aware that the sick room would hold no fears for Olivia because of her being a nurse.


‘Of course I will.’ Olivia smiled at Bessie. She had heard the day before from Mrs Pegs of Bessie’s unexpected return and the reason why she had come, and had been appalled to learn what her brother had done. Bessie had been a part of Olivia’s life as she was growing up and she would have liked to go and give her a welcoming hug, but under the circumstances that would have to wait until later.


Olivia disappeared off up the stairs as the doctor left, and Bessie followed Mrs Pegs back into the kitchen. The older woman told her, ‘She’s turned into a lovely young woman, has Miss Olivia. She’s nineteen now, you know. Where does the time go, eh? They turned Weddington Castle into a hospital during the war for injured soldiers and she went there as a VAD just as soon as she was old enough. She’s doing her proper nursing training now but for some reason she doesn’t seem to be as keen about it as she used to be.’


‘Why is that then?’


Mrs Pegs looked thoughtful. ‘Can’t say for sure but I reckon it’s got something to do with Master Oscar. You know they were allus thick as thieves, but then he suddenly announces he’s goin’ to marry Penelope Merriman an’ from then on they ain’t been the same.’


‘How strange,’ Bessie remarked, but then Gwen placed a cup of tea in front of them and for now the subject was dropped.


In a very smart house in Caldecote at that very moment, Penelope Farthing was giving her new husband a hard time. The house, a large Victorian property and a former rectory set in five acres, had been a wedding present from Penelope’s father. Max Farthing had paid for all the furnishings, which Penelope had chosen, and to the outside world they were a very well set-up young couple. But behind closed doors, all was not well.


Oscar had become his father’s right-hand man and worked long hours, helping Max to manage his many businesses, much to Penelope’s disgust. Their marriage, which had been a very quiet affair, had taken place two months previously. Penelope had wanted a large lavish wedding but because the Farthings were still in mourning for Harvey, Oscar’s brother who had been killed in the war, Oscar had insisted that it went ahead with the minimum of fuss.


Penelope had been irked that she couldn’t have the extravagant day she had dreamed of, but she wanted Oscar so much that she had finally agreed to his request. Only a handful of people were present at the service in St Nicholas Church. Camilla was too ill to attend, Olivia had declined her invitation, saying that she was needed at the hospital, and Samuel was off somewhere pursuing his latest female conquest.


Even so, Penelope was so aglow with happiness when she walked down the aisle on her father’s arm to join her husband-to-be that her otherwise plain face was transformed.


Following the wedding, Max had arranged a meal at a hotel in Manor Court Road, and when this was over the newlyweds moved into their new home. Penelope’s father had hired a live-in maid and a cook to ensure that his daughter could continue to live in the manner to which she was accustomed, and that evening the cook presented them with a beautiful meal, served by the maid in the newly decorated and furnished dining room.


Oscar’s appetite had fled by then as he stared across the table at the unloved woman he had married and he found, much to the cook’s disappointment, that he couldn’t eat a thing – although he noted that Penelope ate enough for both of them. It was no wonder she was so plump, he found himself thinking.


Penelope meanwhile kept up a continuous stream of chatter, quite unlike her usual quiet sedate self, and Oscar hoped that he wasn’t seeing another side to her. After dinner they had retired to the drawing room but at the earliest opportunity she excused herself and told him shyly, ‘I shall just go up and get changed then, dear. Don’t be too long before you join me, will you?’


His stomach revolted at the thought of what lay ahead and reaching for the brandy he poured himself a stiff measure followed by another and then another. He had thought that marrying Penelope would rid him of the guilty feelings he had for his sister, Olivia, but in fact he couldn’t help but compare his new wife with her and Penelope came out sadly lacking.


Eventually the cook and the maid had retired to their rooms and Penelope, in a stupor of excitement, had crept back downstairs in the expensive lingerie her father had bought her, to seek out Oscar. She’d thought that perhaps he was a little bashful but when she found him almost unconscious with a nearly empty bottle of brandy clutched in his hands she had stormed back to bed in an agony of disappointment. That had been two months ago and still the marriage had not been consummated. Penelope had no idea what to do about it. Her mother was a prude and would never consider talking about what she termed ‘unpleasantness’. And so Penelope had gone from day to day, her frustration mounting by the minute until this evening she could hardly bear to even be civil to Oscar.


‘You’re late,’ she snapped the moment he stepped through the door. ‘I went ahead and had dinner without you. Cook kept yours warm but I dare say it will be shrivelled up by now.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Oscar answered, crossing to the cut-glass brandy decanter. ‘I’m not really hungry anyway. We had a bit of a crisis at one of the hat factories in Atherstone and I had to stay behind to deal with it.’


‘Well, I suppose that’s as good an excuse as any,’ Penelope said sarcastically. ‘Anything is better than having to spend time with your wife, isn’t it? Do you have any idea how bored I get stuck here on my own day after day with only the servants for company?’


‘So go and get a job then,’ Oscar said bluntly. ‘Lots of women work nowadays, in case you hadn’t noticed.’


Penelope’s mouth gaped as she stared at him in horror. ‘Get a job! But I don’t need to work!’


‘Then stop complaining you’re bored.’ Oscar was just too tired to argue with her tonight.


‘How dare you speak to me like that,’ she hissed, enraged. ‘Why, for two pins I’d tell Daddy how rude you have been to me. And I could tell him about the other thing as well – the fact that we still haven’t …’


Oscar sighed as he gazed down into his drink. Penelope had appeared to be such a mild-natured girl when they were courting but he had soon discovered that she was a shrew at heart. Not that he placed all the blame at her door. He knew that he was at fault too, but the thought of bedding her made bile rise in his throat. Of course it would have to happen one day – and suddenly he decided that he might as well get it over with. In candlelight he could pretend that she was someone else.


‘I shall be up to our room in half an hour,’ he informed her coldly and again she gaped.


‘B-but the servants haven’t gone to bed yet.’


‘So? Do you want me to come to you or not?’


‘Oh yes,’ she said, rising from her chair so quickly that she almost tripped over her skirts. Women were wearing them slightly shorter nowadays but Penelope still insisted on covering every inch of herself from neck to ankle.


She flashed a simpering smile and ran from the room like a child in a sweet shop as Oscar poured himself another stiff drink. He had a feeling he would need it to face the ordeal ahead.




Chapter Six


‘Poor Nurse Harris passed away in the early hours of this morning,’ Mrs Pegs informed Dilly late the next afternoon when she popped in to see her.


‘How sad.’ Dilly hadn’t really known the woman as she was usually closeted away with Camilla, but she felt sorry for her all the same. ‘So who is looking after Camilla now?’


‘Miss Olivia ’as taken a few days off work but I don’t reckon she fancies takin’ on the job o’ carin’ fer ’er mam full-time,’ Mrs Pegs snorted in a confidential whisper. ‘Yer can’t really blame the lass though, can yer? I mean, Camilla can be nasty when she turns now, an’ she’s took to wanderin’ about the house. We’ve ’ad to resort to lockin’ her bedroom door ’cos we’re feared she might hurt herself. An’ when I think o’ what a friendly soul she were when I first come ’ere to work an’ all! Life can be cruel, can’t it?’


‘It certainly can,’ Dilly agreed sombrely, thinking of all the people she had loved and lost. First of all there had been Olivia, whom she had been forced to give away so that she could work to feed her other children. Then Fergal who had never really recovered from his horrific accident. Next, Declan her firstborn had decided to stay in Ireland with his grandparents and although he was still alive, Dilly had grieved for him. Kian, her lovely son, had been the next to go, killed in a mindless war and buried somewhere in a nameless grave in France. Soon after that, Samuel Farthing had raped Niamh her beloved daughter, ruining her chances of happiness with Ben in Enniskerry. And finally her youngest, Seamus, had suffered severe shell shock, although Maeve, his grandmother with whom he was convalescing in Enniskerry, reported that he was mending slowly day by day. Yes, Mrs Pegs was right, life could be cruel – and none who knew it better than Dilly Carey. Even so, she tried to stay optimistic. She had the official opening of her shop to look forward to soon and she was determined to make a success of it.

OEBPS/images/pub.png
corsair





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
/Rosie
GO ODWIN






