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

Josephine gave up teaching in order to write full time. She says, ‘I love writing, both recreating scenes and characters from my past, together with new storylines which mingle naturally with the old. I could never imagine a single day without writing, and it’s been that way since as far back as I can remember.’
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This book is for the lovely Geraldine, whose smile and delightful nature I will never forget. Thank you for everything, Geraldine. You were one in a million.

 



A word of warning to every lonely, vulnerable person, man or woman:

 



Let me tell you about two friends of mine. I won’t use their real names for obvious reasons, but they are both family women, currently unattached, smart and attractive.

 



One was conned by a man into signing for a car, which she now has to pay for.

 



The other: a very professional woman who has suffered many setbacks and who, like the first, was vulnerable, and got cruelly tricked out of her savings and her home.

 



You might think they were silly, but you would be very, very wrong! These are two intelligent, likeable and capable women. Their only fault was that they were too kind and trusting.

 



Nobody, not even the police, can find the rogue responsible.

 



What I say is this – May he rot in hell.




PART ONE
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JANUARY, 1895 GONE AWAY




Chapter One
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MARY’S HEART WAS pounding as she hurried down the country lane. The biting wind whipped her long, loose hair and the driving sleet stung her face, but she didn’t flinch. Instead she quickened her pace.

She had no idea where she was headed or whether she would find contentment when she got there. She had packed only the most necessary items; enough to see her over the first week, and though her purse was not bulging with money, it would feed her and rent a room for a fortnight. Other than that she had her hopes and dreams, which in themselves would fill the biggest heart.

She needed to re-evaluate her life, and for that she had to find a place far away from here; a place where she had never been before – a safe, quiet place where she could either curl up and smother  herself in self-pity or, if she was brave enough, find a new life and forget what had happened here, in this street, in that house . . . all her dreams shattered.

Deep in her heart she knew she would never find the same powerful, all-consuming love that she had experienced with Robert, but she had already resigned herself to that. She might never find riches, or contentment, but that was of no matter.

Already she was filled with regrets, but she would learn to live with them. Whatever happened now, there would be no going back. Not for anything . . . or anyone.


At the corner of the lane, she stopped and glanced back. He was at the cottage window, watching her, holding a lamp in his hand. Their eyes met, and her heart leapt. Then she saw him turn away. She paused for a moment, but he did not reappear – then with new resolve she bowed her head to the wind and pushed on.

Nothing had changed.

 




INSIDE THE HOUSE, Robert Sullivan made his way upstairs to the back bedroom. Inching wide the door, he stood there for what seemed an age, his broad shoulders resting against the frame, his emerald-green  eyes marbled with pain as they probed the darkness of that tiny bedroom.

From the village street outside he heard the sound of a couple laughing; almost immediately the laughter changed to anger, the cutting voices shattering his quiet mood. Curiously, the verbal abuse then gave way to another sound, sharp and quick, like the crack of a whip, or a spiteful female hand slapping against a man’s undefended cheek. A brief, brooding silence followed, until a burst of hearty laughter once more took its place.

He smiled knowingly. ‘A lover’s tiff,’ he murmured cynically. In that one lonely moment, he envied them.

Gathering his thoughts, he returned his attention to the small, sleeping figures. Just now, with the hazy light from the lamp bathing their faces, his children appeared to be looking at him with accusing eyes, but of course they were not. Lowering his gaze he looked away; strange, unbearable emotions raging through him.

Bowing his head, he stepped away and closed the door softly. In that moment, he realised the enormity of what he must do, and almost changed his mind.

Inevitably, the moment passed and his resolve returned. Taking a deep breath he quietly assured himself, ‘You have no choice.’ His voice hardened. ‘She has left you no choice!’

In his tortured mind he could see her face; not  beautiful, but incredibly pretty in a childish way. He thrust the image from his mind. He would never forgive her! They would never forgive her!

Making his way downstairs he crossed the hall and entered the living room, where he slumped into the armchair; his face bathed in the heat from the fire, his eyes closed and his mind alive with all manner of unquiet thoughts.

After a while he shifted his reluctant gaze to the photograph on the mantelpiece. The young, fair-haired woman was smiling, her brown eyes returning his gaze. Wanting to hate her, but unable to stifle the love he felt, he wisely looked away.

Disturbed now, he got out of the chair and collected the photograph into his strong, workworn fingers. He smiled, a forlorn kind of smile. ‘I’ll always love you,’ he told her, his voice grated with emotion, ‘in spite of what you did.’ A moment of regret, then he kissed her cold uplifted face. ‘Goodbye, Mary, my love. God keep you safe . . . wherever you may go.’

He had no way of knowing where she had gone. In fact, he never expected to see her again. No matter. Maybe it was for the best.

With his immediate concern for the morning, and the fate of the two innocents upstairs, he replaced the photograph, and for the next hour, busied himself in tidying the room. He put away the children’s toys – little Nancy’s rag doll with the round flat face  and big blue eyes encircled with outrageously long eyelashes, and Jack’s precious wooden train . . . a long, black, meticulously detailed replica with red wheels and a whistle that actually sounded like the real thing.

Robert proudly recalled how he himself had carved it from a piece of wood he and Jack had found in Yardacre Spinney.

After clearing the room, he made himself a nightcap . . . a mug of hot milk laced with a generous measure of brandy. Turning once more to pleasure in Mary’s sweet smile, he raised his cup with a flourish, but he didn’t speak. These past few days there had been too much of that . . . too many words with nothing meaningful!

Frowning, he downed the drink in one long breathless gulp. The liquid warmed his insides, helping him relax and settle his thoughts.

More contented now, he sat for a time, his long legs stretched out in front of him and his arms lazily dangling over the sides of the chair. Mentally going over the events of the last few days, he became enraged. With her! With himself. The heat and the brandy had started to affect his senses, he knew, and he sprang out of the chair, determined not to let events overwhelm him.

Taking his empty cup to the scullery he set it down on the draining-board and, leaning on his hands, he  stared into the sink with unseeing eyes. He hated her! No! He loved her. He wanted to kill her for what she had done! Yet he wanted her back . . . if only to advise him as to what he should do. But she wasn’t coming back and there was no use wishing.

Turning on the cold tap, he bent his head over the sink, closed his eyes and swilled the shockingly cold water over his face and neck. Thankfully, it seemed to sober his thoughts.

Returning to the living room, he glanced about. The dark sofa and two matching chairs were the worse for wear, and yet the dresser, long ago scarred by generations of users, had been polished to a mirror finish by Mary.

On the opposite wall, the oval wooden-framed mirror above the fireplace was whisker clean, and below it, straddling the mantel, the velvet cover was brushed smooth, its long silky tassels gently lifting in the rising heat from the fire. Green it was, and soft to the touch . . . he moved now to stroke his fingertips over its surface, but it didn’t help to soothe him. He was foolish to think it ever would.

His favourite item in the room was the solitary picture that hung against the back wall. Large and bold, it depicted a lively scene in the marketplace, Mary’s regular weekend haunt. Many was the time during the past year she had lived with him that she would return from a Saturday visit to Bedford Town,  her face flushed with excitement at some bargain or other she had managed to secure.

He saw it all in his mind and his heart leapfrogged at the bittersweet memory. Emotion spilled over. In spite of all his resolve, it was more than he could bear.

A burst of rage erupted inside him. Grabbing the small chair he swung it into the dresser, slicing the smile from her face, and shattering her image into a million pieces. Tiny slivers of glass and small china ornaments exploded in all directions. He stared at the dismembered face for a moment, then, with an anguished cry, he brought his foot down on it, and ground her to pulp beneath his boot.

Exhausted, he surveyed the room through blood-shot eyes; oddly gratified to see that it was now a shambles. With a heavy heart and his features set like granite, he turned on his heel and made his way upstairs to his room, where he fell across his bed and drifted into a deep, fitful sleep.

 




IN THE ROOM opposite, the young boy lay awake. Time and again he heard his father call out in his sleep, and guilt surged through his soul. He knew what was happening – that she had gone, and that he was to blame – and a feeling of terror gripped him. Things had got out of hand, and he no longer understood his  own motives. Oh, if only their real mother had come back! If only she and his Daddy could be together again, everything would be all right.

The boy shivered and turned restlessly in his bed. He would not be able to sleep this night. How could he, when he had no idea what the morning might bring?

One thing was for certain. Whatever happened, he knew he would have to be brave . . . if only for his baby sister’s sake.




Chapter Two
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NANCY WOKE AND leapt out of bed. Running to the window, her bare feet icy cold, she screamed with delight. ‘Jack! Jack! Look at the snow!’ Her voice shook with excitement, as she pressed her face to the window. ‘COME AND LOOK!’ A small, pretty child with the face of an angel and the heart of a lion, Nancy was coming up to three years of age. ‘Three years old, going on ninety-three,’ her father laughingly claimed, though these days he didn’t laugh much, more was the pity.

Jack smiled at her from the far side of the room, where he was pulling up his trouser-braces. ‘I know,’ he answered with a boyish pride. ‘I’ve already seen it.’

His sister’s small face was etched with disappointment. ‘Oh!’ She had so much wanted to be the first to see the snow.

‘It started while you were still fast asleep.’ Returning his attention to fastening the top button of his one and only good shirt, he glanced at his image in the bit of mirror hanging on a nail; tall and slim of build, he was a quiet-natured soul, opposite in personality to the exuberant Nancy, and because of their unsettled situation, the seven-year-old boy had already adopted a protective role towards this darling little girl. ‘I’ve been awake a long time, you see.’

Momentarily distracted by the falling snow, Nancy seemed not to have heard, but then with her wondrous eyes following the large, fluffy snowflakes, she asked curiously, ‘How long?’

Sighing, Jack rolled his chestnut-brown eyes. ‘Don’t really know.’ He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Three, maybe four hours.’ He sighed again, ‘All I know is, I’ve been awake a l-o-n-g time.’ He dragged out the word to emphasise the dreary unending night he had endured.

‘Can we make a snowman, Jack? Can we?’ His sister’s sapphire-blue eyes lit up.

Before Jack could reply, another voice intervened. ‘Sorry, Nancy, there’s no time.’ Robert was at the door, washed and shaved, and ready to go. ‘We’d best be off, before the snow sets in. Come on! Move yourselves!’

Shocked by the harshness in his voice, the children looked at him. Not surprisingly, it was Nancy who spoke. ‘Where are we going, Daddy?’

Unprepared for his daughter’s direct question, Robert quickly searched for a suitable answer. ‘We need to find a new house.’ It was a downright lie, and he hated himself for it.

‘Why can’t we stay here?’ The little girl’s lip trembled.

‘Because we need to make a fresh start, that’s why.’ This time it was no lie. A fresh start was what they all needed – him, Mary, and the children, he thought. Through his torment he had convinced himself of that.

‘Will it have an orchard and a spinney, and will it be the same as here?’ Nancy’s blue eyes filled with tears.

‘I hope so, sweetheart.’ His voice had softened a little.

Her brother was not so easily pacified. ‘Will I have to go to a new school?’ he asked sternly.

‘Probably.’ Taken aback by the fire in his son’s eyes, Robert wondered how much the boy knew. An old head on young shoulders, Jack was a quiet child, deep and private, and it was not beyond the realms of possibility that he knew all there was to know. It was a daunting thought. ‘Maybe you won’t have to change schools,’ he answered lamely. ‘It all depends.’

Jack was hopeful. ‘Do you mean we might come back here to Hilltops to live . . . if we can’t find a house we like?’

‘That’s enough talk for now.’ Backing up towards the door, Robert indicated that he was through discussing it. ‘Move yourselves then, you two. If we hurry we might just catch the eight-thirty omnibus into town.’

‘Daddy?’

‘Now what?’ He turned to face his son.

The boy smiled, a sly, infuriating smile, his voice little more than a whisper. ‘I’m glad she’s gone.’

Robert’s features hardened. So, he did know after all, damn and bugger it! The boy had never warmed to Mary, and had taken every opportunity to come between them. ‘Get a move on!’ he ordered. He had calculated that with the thirty-minute journey into town, it would be about quarter to nine when they arrived at their actual destination; five minutes added on to organise everything and, thankfully, the children would not have to wait in the cold for too long. He had to do it. For their sakes more than his, he had to do it. And may God forgive him.

Sensing that his father would not be drawn any further, Jack reconciled himself to whatever lay ahead. ‘Come on,’ he urged his sister. ‘You’d best get dressed.’ Collecting her clothes from the back of the chair where she had placed them the night before, he laid them on the bed; there was a long, frilly petticoat, some warm red stockings, and a soft, woolly dress sage green in colour, with a black collar and belt.

Relieved that his daughter seemed to have accepted  his answer, and that his son had at last fallen silent, Robert smiled from one to the other; though it was a sad smile that never reached his troubled green eyes. ‘Good girl, Nancy, and you’d best get a quick wash, eh? We don’t want folks thinking you’re a pair of vagabonds.’ Again, that sorry smile. ‘Don’t be long now.’

‘I won’t, Daddy.’ She stole a moment to take a last look at the familiar world outside her window; the long, meandering fields now shrouded in snow and the swathes of forest that skirted the horizon; the small lake shimmering silver in the distance and the army of sparrows that sat huddled like soldiers in the branches of the tree just below her window. Because they visited the house every day, Nancy had named every one of them.

Hilltops had been the children’s home now for the past eight months. Some three hundred years old, it had stood the test of time well. A pretty cottage in an old lane with few neighbouring houses, it had three bedrooms, a spacious living room and a tiny kitchen. Set in a small village in some of Bedfordshire’s most beautiful countryside, it was a little isolated from the outside world, but that was what gave it its appeal.

Tearing herself away from the fairytale scene outside, the tiny girl skipped across the room and gave her father a hug. ‘Mary will wash me.’

Her innocent remark turned his heart over. ‘Not today, sweetheart,’ he said gruffly.

A look of confusion coloured her features. ‘But she always washes me!’

Helpless, Robert appealed to the boy. ‘Will you see to it, son?’ He threw him a warning glance. ‘And don’t let your tongue run away with you.’

Jack understood only too well. ‘It’s all right, Nancy.’ He took his sister by the hand. ‘I’ll help you.’

Taking the moment, Robert returned to the living room where he hastily wrote a letter that the children were not privileged to see.

While Nancy changed from her nightie to her petticoat, Jack went down to the kitchen where he poured some warm water into a bowl; folding a clean towel over his shoulder, he carried bowl and cloth upstairs and helped Nancy wash the sleep from her eyes. He reluctantly assisted in brushing her long, corn-coloured hair, and afterwards held the dress while she put her arms through it. ‘Do I look pretty?’ Holding out the hem of her dress, she gave a twirl, her blue eyes shining mischievously.

Jack laughed. ‘You look just like the doll in the music-box.’

Twirling again, Nancy got dizzy and fell laughing into his arms.

Cutting through their fun, Robert’s voice called up to them, ‘Are you two ready yet?’

Jack answered, ‘In a minute.’ He had so many pressing questions, yet he dared not voice any one of them. 

When they came downstairs Robert was pacing the living room like a caged animal. ‘There’s toast and marmalade, and I’ve made you both a hot drink.’ Leading Nancy to the table he sat her on a chair with a cushion and drew it up. ‘We’ve about ten minutes before we need to leave.’

Jack didn’t eat, while Nancy eagerly tucked into the hot toast, though she didn’t drink much, which was just as well since she had only recently been trained from the baby potty.

While Robert went to fetch her hat and coat, she took it upon herself to pay a visit to the lawy. ‘See! I can go all on my own now,’ she declared proudly, though her father had to free her knickers where they had caught up in her dress.

To Robert’s relief, they caught the omnibus with a minute to spare; it was a mad dash down the country lanes to the main road, past the woodshed where his son Jack and he had spent many an hour chopping wood and carving, and where last winter they had built a rocking-horse for Nancy.

As they hurried by, the young lad couldn’t help but wonder if they would ever see this place again.

Too young to entertain such thoughts, Nancy believed with all her heart that they really would come back, if only because the idea of leaving this place for ever was too terrible. In the past eight months she, like Jack, had come to love Hilltops.  She loved it all . . . the shed where they watched their Daddy build Jack’s tree-house, and make the big flat tables for hammering to the trees so the birds could feed easily. Then there was the orchard with its many fruit trees, the rows of raspberry canes that spilled over with lush berries and splashes of colour in late summer and autumn; and oh, that magical spinney, where the children had spent many a happy hour playing hide and seek.

They were never lonely, even though they neither of them had many friends, save for the milkman’s son, who sometimes played boyish games with Jack, like racing and conkering and things that Nancy was too young and small to join in. But he only visited once a week and was soon gone.

And now they themselves were going, and neither of them knew if or when they would ever come back.

 




BEDFORD TOWN AT a quarter to nine on a Friday morning was a town just waking up. As the trio walked through the snowy marketplace, the sleepy traders trudged from cart to stall, shivering, carrying their wares and setting them out, ready for the rush they hoped would happen. All around them, horses trotted through the square, going about their business; big, handsome shire horses pulling the brewery drays,  the milkman’s old grey mare, ambling along with her eyes on the fat, juicy carrots now laid out on the market-stalls, and even a donkey . . . with straw bags hanging from his withers and a hat with broad brim, seemingly to protect his long ears from the cold.

‘Look, Nancy! Look at the coalman’s hat!’ Chuckling, Jack called his sister’s attention to the flat cap atop the man’s jolly round face, its wide, stiff peak piled high with coal-dust. Before heaving a sackful of coal from the cart onto his back, the man would shake his head and the black dust would go everywhere, especially up his nose, at which he would sneeze and yell, and frighten the pigeons that had settled on the roofs close by. They took off in a mad rush, and returned a moment later, only to swoop off again when the horse appeared to have got a noseful and gave out a bellowing sneeze that shook the cart on its axle.

By the time Robert and the children arrived at the Town Hall, it was ten minutes to nine; just as Robert had planned. ‘We’ll wait here,’ he told the youngsters. ‘I’m sure it won’t be long before they open.’

So they sat down and waited – a pathetic little group, huddled together on the grey steps of that huge formidable building, and all around them was the hustle and bustle of busy people, hurrying to the boulevard and the shops or their places of work, or merely browsing through the half laid-out stalls.

Concerned that he might be seen and afterwards  remembered, Robert grew agitated. ‘Are you sure your coat’s done up properly?’ he fussed, turning from a curious woman’s stare to check Nancy’s coat and satisfy himself that his little daughter would be warm until someone arrived. At the same time, he slipped the all-important letter inside her pocket. ‘What about you, Jack? Are you all right, son?’

Jack nodded, but said nothing. Robert was not surprised. He had seen the accusing look in the boy’s eyes and was shamed.

Another moment and a young woman arrived; small and homely with a bright red scarf tied round her shoulder-length dark hair and a long coat down to her boots. She appeared to be not much older than Robert, ‘Well! Well! Waiting for me, are yer?’ she said. She had the warm, colourful accent of a Bedfordshire local.

To Robert’s immense relief, her ready smile told him that here was a woman he could trust. ‘By! I hope you haven’t caught your death o’ cold, sitting on them steps.’ Turning the key in the lock she threw open the big, panelled door. ‘You’d best come inside.’

Once inside, she gestured for them to sit on the bench beside the office window. ‘Before you tell me what business brings you ’ere, I’ll get me hat and coat off, and see if I can’t rustle up a hot drink for the young ’uns.’ Laughing, she added with a cheeky wink, ‘If I look hard enough, I might even be able to find a biscuit or two.’ She asked Robert if he would  like a drink but he gratefully declined, taking great care not to draw too much attention to himself, and all the while avoiding eye contact with her.

With the children seated on the bench and the woman gone to bring the drinks, Robert made his move. ‘You two stay here a minute,’ he suggested. ‘I won’t be long.’

‘Where are you going?’ Nancy didn’t much like being left there. ‘I want to come with you.’

‘No, sweetheart. It’s too cold for you to be wandering about, and anyway, that nice woman is bringing you a drink. Like I say . . . I won’t be gone but a minute or two.’

He gave her a long, hard hug and kissed her tenderly on the forehead; he might have done the same for Jack, if it hadn’t been for the hostile look he received.

Taking a deep breath he shook his head, ‘For God’s sake . . . don’t look at me like that, son.’

Unmoved by his father’s plea, Jack looked away.

Leaning towards him, Robert lowered his voice. ‘Look after your sister, son,’ he said. ‘Whatever you might think, I do love you both.’

‘No, you don’t.’ The look Jack gave him was shrivelling. Taking the infant into his arms, he assured her softly, ‘Don’t worry, sis. I’ll look after you.’ Taking hold of her hand, he led Nancy down the corridor, ‘Let’s go and find that nice woman, eh?’

Already he had turned his back on his father. It was  a hard thing for Robert to accept, but he knew he had no one to blame but himself. Maybe there would come a day when Jack might understand and forgive. But not today. Today was the end of something precious.

Not once did Jack glance back at his father. Nor did Nancy; though she wanted to. Instead, there was something about what Jack was saying that frightened her. ‘Don’t tell them anything!’ he urged. ‘Just you keep quiet, Nancy. I’ll take care of it.’ He had no idea what might happen to them now, but of one thing the boy was certain . . . their Daddy was not coming back. First their Mammy had deserted them, then Mary, and now him. There was only Nancy and himself left now.

‘When will Daddy be back?’ Clutching his hand, Nancy looked up to him with tearful eyes.

Jack gave no answer. Instead, he quickened his pace and continued down that narrow gloomy corridor.

By the time the woman ushered the children into the tiny kitchen, Robert had already made his way out of the building.

Once outside, he hurried away. He dared not linger, nor look back. Instead he broke into a run and as he ran he sobbed, the tears rolling unheeded down his face.

Leaving the children behind like that was the cruellest and hardest thing he had ever done. Though it made what he was about to do now all that much easier.




Chapter Three
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HIS MIND UNSETTLED, and his thoughts back there with the children, Robert had been wandering the streets of Bedford Town all day; the cold and wind tore at him, and the snow fell about his feet in folds, but he wasn’t aware of any of that. Darkness began to close in, and still he did not realise that day had shifted into evening. All he knew was his own failure and the awful truth – that he had delivered his precious children into the hands of strangers. And why? Because he was too much of a coward to go on, that was why! He had given up.

He had loved his wife Mathilde so much. In the ten years they had been wed, and had had their two bairns, he had never once looked at another woman. Oh, he had had plenty of opportunities, but he wanted no other. Then, a year ago, he had been devastated when she walked out on him and the children. I’m  starting a new life, she wrote in her letter. I’m in love with someone else. It was only later that he discovered she had gone off with the rentman, whose father had recently died and left him a string of properties. Mathilde, apparently, had leapt at the opportunity to better herself.

Because of the children, and because he loved her still, he had tracked her down and begged her to come home, but she would not be persuaded. ‘This is what I want!’ She stood at the door of her fine house, wearing silk and pearls, and scoffed at his attempts to reason with her. ‘This is my home now, Robert. I have servants at my beck and call and enough money to buy whatever I want.’ She laughed in his face. ‘What makes you think I’d swap all this for a cramped house in a back street, with never enough money left over for luxuries? You and the children must make your own way. God knows, I gave you the best years of my life. Now you can have a taste of it. I don’t need you any more, Robert Sullivan, and the sooner you get that into your head, the better!’ With that, she handed him back her wedding ring and slammed the door in his face.

Only his pride kept him from breaking it down.

Over the next few weeks he went about his work and wrote endless letters asking for her to come and see the children, if only for a short visit, as they were pining for her. But she never answered, and he wondered  how he could ever have fallen in love with a woman so selfish and hard-hearted that she could abandon her own childer, and Nancy still practically a babe in arms.

The last time he had gone to the house, it was a night much like tonight . . . snowing heaven’s hardest, with a wind that could slice the skin from your face. ‘Gone away,’ the servant told him. ‘We have no idea when the master and mistress will be back.’ And that was that. There was nothing more he could do.

After a bleak few months had come his meeting and falling in love with Mary – a joy he’d never thought to taste again – and the move to Hilltops where, instead of joy, something had gone wrong between them. Discord had wormed its way into their lives, destroying everything.

Tonight, his life seemed once again in tatters. And so he trudged the streets, thinking about and regretting the sequence of events that had brought them to this sorry state of affairs.

When after a time his thoughts began to clear, he remembered what he must do. With that in mind, he made his way to the railway station. It was time to put the second part of his plan into action.

In those first few hours when he had wandered aimlessly through the chilly streets, he had considered going back to get the bairns. But he had nothing to offer them any more, only his love – and that was  small compensation for what they had lost, first their mother and then his beloved Mary.

Leaning over the railway bridge, he stared down through the swirling snow to the maze of track below; in his mind the faces of his children haunted him. They deserved more than he could ever give them. Better to let them be found a loving new home, with a mother who would cradle them in her arms and give them the guidance only a mother could; and a father who was strong enough to forge a life for them, even when his own life had collapsed about him.

Robert Sullivan saw himself for the coward he was, but right now, none of that seemed to matter.

He leaned further over the bridge, slowly edging forward, until the weight of his body balanced precariously over the parapet, his upper half dipping dangerously forward as his feet were lifted from the ground below. The bitter-cold breeze froze his face and split his lips, but he felt no pain or regret. This was his plan. This was what he wanted; what he deserved.

All he had to do was raise his hands and let go, and his troubles would be over.

 



‘HEY, YOU!’ THE man had come up on Robert without him realising. ‘Careful there, matey,  or you’ll be over the top an’ no mistake!’ Grabbing Robert by the arms, he hauled him back. ‘Been out celebrating, ’ave yer?’ Giving the other man a gentle shake, he sent him on his way. ‘There’ve been times when I’ve had a few pints meself, and gone home three sheets to the wind,’ he laughed. ‘Go on! You’d best get off home, afore the missus comes looking for yer.’

Once he was satisfied that Robert was far enough from the bridge to be safe, he went away chuckling. ‘The poor sod will cop it when he gets home, I’ll be bound, and serves him right an’ all . . . drunk as a skunk if yer ask me!’ With the cuff of his sleeve he wiped the dewdrop from his nose and shivered in the cold night air. ‘By! It’s as well I came along when I did, or he’d have been over the top and done for.’

Blinded by the driving snow, Robert kept going until he had no idea where he was. After what seemed a lifetime, he saw the sign from the Nag’s Head Inn, and realised that he had wandered back into the centre of town.

Just then, a family of four hurried by – two small children and their parents. Suddenly the parents were running and laughing, helpless under the bombardment of snowballs thrown by the children.

Their jollity cut through his feverish mind like a ray of light. In an instant his thoughts clarified and he knew what he must do. His resolve growing by the minute, he quickened his footsteps and headed  back towards the Town Hall. ‘The children!’ he kept saying. ‘Dear God! The children!’

Clumsily now, with the snow clinging to his shoes and slowing him down, he started to run. ‘I’ll get them back!’ he began to gabble. ‘We’ll manage somehow. We’ll make a life for the three of us . . . I’ll tell Jack how sorry I am – what a coward I’ve been. I’ll make it up to them, I swear to God.’ He grew excited, shouting, his voice raised to the heavens. He was so eager now, to make amends. ‘We’ll be all right, me and my kids. We’ll move away – start afresh.’ He was laughing and crying; bursting with all he had to tell them.

A few minutes later he was running up the slippery steps to the Town Hall. When he realised the big, wooden-panelled door was closed against him, he grew frantic, banging his fists on the door, his voice echoing across the square. ‘LET ME IN! I WANT MY KIDS!’ But it was no use. There was no one there to hear him.

‘I’ll be back first thing!’ he sobbed. ‘You tell them that! And tell them I’ll never leave my childer again!’

The sight of a police constable approaching warned Robert he would do well to make himself scarce. ‘I’ll be no good to them if I get locked up inside,’ he reasoned. As it was, he would have some explaining to do when he came back on the morrow.

Incredibly weary now, he leaned on the door, his raw, battered face pressed hard against the wooden  panelling, tears streaming down his cheeks. ‘I’ll be back for you, don’t worry. Mark my words . . . first thing in the morning, I’ll be waiting right here.’

As he walked away, he felt good – safe, somehow. True, his wife was no longer a part of his life, and he had no regrets on that score. But as for Mary? Oh God! He loved her so much it was like a physical ache inside him. Even after everything that had happened, he had never really thought she would leave, but he didn’t blame her. How could he?

It was a bad state of affairs, but it was not the end of the world. He would learn to cope; he knew that now. Jack and Nancy were still here, and in deserting them, he had been no better than their mother. The children did not deserve that.

Now, for the first time in a long while, his depression lifted and he began to feel that life could be worth living after all.

 




RELUCTANT TO GO all the way back to Hilltops and feeling the need to celebrate, he remembered the Nag’s Head Inn. ‘Happen I’ll take a room there for tonight,’ he mused. ‘That way I’ll be on hand for Jack and Nancy in the morning.’ He daren’t even think where they might be spending the night but, late  or not, if he had known where they were, nothing on earth would have kept him from going there.

Now that his sense of awareness was returning, he could feel the cold invade his bones. His teeth chattered and his stomach churned for the want of a bite to eat; nothing had passed his lips since yesterday. ‘A hot meat pie and a pint of best bitter will do me for now,’ he told himself. ‘Then a warm bed to ease out the chill. Early to bed . . . early to rise.’

Drawing his coat about him he fought his way through the snow and heightening wind, back to the Nag’s Head. The cheery lights from the window and the lively sound of men enjoying themselves, drew him there all the faster. The laughter gave him heart. He smiled wryly. ‘Life isn’t all that bad after all,’ he muttered as he pushed open the door.

Almost instantly the stench of tobacco and stale sweat invaded his nostrils, but it was the laughter that touched him deepest . . . warm, human, invigorating laughter. It was a long time since he had heard that comforting sound.

‘Evening, guv.’ The landlord was a big fellow; Robert reckoned him to be in his late sixties. His small eyes and loose mouth were cradled in a mound of flesh and hair, and his broad bulbous nose had turned blue from swigging too much ale. ‘By! Yer look frozen to the bone.’ The man leaned over the bar, his trunklike arms folded one over the other, and with a merry  twinkle in his eye that gladdened Robert’s heart, he asked, ‘What’s it to be then, squire?’

Robert didn’t need asking twice. ‘A pint of your best bitter,’ he answered with a smile. ‘I’ll take it in there, if that’s all right?’ Rubbing his hands together to get the blood flowing, he gestured to the adjoining room. Through the open doorway he could see the deep, comfortable-looking armchairs and the wide open cheery fire; he could even feel the heat from where he stood.

The man told him he was welcome to use whatever facilities he had to offer. ‘I’ve a pot of thick beef stew on the simmer,’ he told him, ‘and the best meat pies you’ll ever see this side of heaven.’

Robert licked his lips in anticipation. ‘Make it two meat pies,’ he answered, ‘with a generous helping of gravy poured over. That should be enough to keep me going for now.’ With his empty stomach playing tunes, he meant to keep his options open.

‘One pint and two meat pies coming up.’ Drawing the pint, the landlord slopped a trail of froth over the counter as he pushed it towards Robert. ‘That’ll be eightpence altogether.’

Taking out his wage-packet, Robert counted out the coins. The remaining money he folded into his waistcoat pocket.

‘A word of friendly advice.’ The landlord lowered his voice. ‘I’d be a bit more careful with your money  if I were you.’ He glanced about. ‘You can never be sure who might be watching . . . if you know what Mean?’

Robert understood exactly what he was implying and thanked him for the advice. ‘I’m usually a bit more wary,’ he confided, ‘but I’ve a lot on my mind at the minute. Not thinking straight, you understand?’ He patted his waistcoat pocket. ‘Me and my two youngsters will be moving from the area soon,’ he explained. ‘Anybody who tries taking this from me will have his hands full, ’cause I need every penny, and more.’ His face broke into a smile. ‘Now that I intend making a new life for me and the children.’

‘Good luck to you then.’ The landlord nodded in approval. ‘But mind what I say – keep your money out of sight.’

‘I will. Thanks, mate.’ With pint in hand Robert made his way into the snug. Being as there were others warming themselves at the fire, he could get no nearer than the small round table by the window, but it was of no matter, for the whole room was warm and cosy. He soon began to feel sleepy as the heat gradually thawed out his bones.

Comfortable in the knowledge that on the morrow he would have Jack and Nancy back in his charge, he sipped his ale and began making plans. It was good to have a purpose.

The ale gave him an inner glow, and the warmth  from the fire gave him a thirst, and when the landlord arrived with his pies, he ordered another pint of ale. ‘Then I’ll need to have a word with you about a room for the night,’ he said.

‘Sorry, guv.’ The man was apologetic. ‘We’ve six rooms but they’re all taken. At this time of year, especially in this weather, we have folks who come into town for one reason or another – travelling salesmen and such. When the weather changes like this, they tend to stay put till it clears. Our rates are reasonable, you see, and we serve a hearty breakfast, so once they’ve stayed with us they keep coming back.’ He chuckled. ‘We’ve a couple of rooms I wouldn’t keep a dog in, but mind you keep that to yourself, or the missus will string me up from the highest tree. The rooms are all clean, mind. You’ll not get bitten alive with fleas here, oh no!’

Robert tried again. ‘All I need is a bed for the night. Are you sure there’s nothing?’

The big man shook his head dolefully. ‘If I could put you up, I would, but we’ve absolutely nothing. Sorry.’

‘Then can you recommend another inn – somewhere like yourselves?’

‘I’ll have a word with my missus if you like. Ethel’s more in the know than I am about things like that. You sit still and relax, while I fetch your ale.’ And off he went, at a slow, laborious pace.

Disappointed but hopeful, Robert refused to be downhearted. Instead he did as the big man suggested; he sat back and relaxed, and bit deep into the first succulent meat pie. The exploding burst of rich juices thrilled his taste buds and made him slaver; this was the best pie he had ever tasted.

‘Good, ain’t they?’ The voice was not too far from where he was seated. ‘The landlord’s missus might resemble a sow in farrow and she’s got a tongue that would slice a loaf of bread, but by God there ain’t nobody who can bake pies like Ethel Morton!’

Wiping the juice from his chin, Robert turned to see who was addressing him; it was one of the men from the next table. ‘I’m inclined to agree about the pie,’ Robert answered with a grin, ‘but as I’ve never so much as clapped eyes on the lady in question, it wouldn’t be right for me to voice an opinion, would it?’

The other man lowered his tone. ‘Take it from me, sunshine. Once seen, Ethel Morton is never forgotten. But there’s not a man in Bedford who wouldn’t wed her if she were on the loose – for her meat pies if nowt else, ain’t that right, Marlon?’ He turned to his younger companion for moral support.

Nodding in agreement, the young man leaned forward to impart in a whisper, ‘He’s right. Ugly as sin Ethel is, but a man could forgive her anything, provided she woke him up of a morning with one o’ them meat  pies.’ He rolled his eyes at Robert’s supper. ‘Best get it down you . . . afore me and Geordie here decide to tek a chunk out of it!’

His guffaw echoed across the room, only to die down on seeing the innkeeper enter with Robert’s second pint of ale. ‘All right, Daniel, are you?’ he greeted the big man with a friendly grin.

Placing the pint of ale on the table, the big man stared him in the face. ‘You seem to be finding something very funny, young Marlon,’ he said sombrely. ‘You wouldn’t be having a laugh at my good wife’s expense, would you?’

Seeing how the big man could flatten them with one mighty blow, both men protested vehemently. ‘No, no! We were just talking to this fella here, that’s all.’ The younger of the two nodded hopefully in Robert’s direction. ‘We weren’t even discussing his missus, ain’t that right, mate?’ Robert gave no indication one way or the other, for he had taken an instant dislike to this brash young sulk. Too devious by half, was Marlon.

‘So? You’ve better things to talk about than my missus, eh?’ There followed an ominous silence, while Daniel Morton looked accusingly from one to the other, before taking a step forward, to confide in a softer voice, ‘That’s a real pity, ’cause there’s a lot I could tell you about my Ethel . . . such as how she’s got breasts a man can lose himself in – drives a man mad with desire, she does, an’ no mistake. By! You  should see her when she does her belly-dance round the bed – especially when it’s a full moon. She strips off slow-like . . .’ licking his lips, he moved his arms over his body in evocative motions ‘. . . weaving and dipping, making a man gasp for it.’ He gave a long, shuddering sigh. ‘You’ve no idea.’

Marlon and Geordie gaped at each other, while Robert grinned to himself. ‘Bloody hell!’ The older of the two couldn’t believe what he was hearing. ‘No kidding?’

The big man shook his head. ‘Forget your meat pies, Marlon,’ he groaned. ‘You’ll need a cold wash from top to bottom when she’s done wi’ you!’

Leaving them open-mouthed with astonishment, he turned on his heel and ambled away. ‘I never would have thought it!’ the older fellow gasped. ‘Ethel Morton . . . doing a belly-dance round the bed! By, it don’t bear thinking about!’

Suddenly the sound of raucous laughter rocked the room. ‘If you’ll believe that, you’ll believe anything!’ The huge landlord was helpless in the doorway; laughing and squealing, he leaned on the door-jamb. ‘If ever my missus tried to do a belly-dance, the bleedin’ floor would collapse under her weight!’ The frightening image was so vivid in his mind, he erupted in another fit of laughter, as did every other man in the room – including Robert and his companions.

‘Mind if we sit at your table, mate?’ the younger  man asked Robert. ‘Only we can’t feel the heat from back here.’

Robert had no objections to that, although he had first thought the men to be rough-looking and sly – particularly the younger one, Marlon. Still, he reasoned that if Daniel Morton knew them by name, they must be all right. And so they moved to his table and, as the evening wore on, they chatted and drank and, with every pint of ale, Robert was invited to join them until he was so relaxed and comfortable he began to open his heart to them. ‘I heard you tell Dan that you wanted a room for the night,’ said Marlon casually. ‘Ain’t you got no home to go to then?’

‘Not from tomorrow, no,’ Robert answered. ‘I’ve dropped the keys through the rentman’s letter-box, paid the last of the rent and packed my job in.’

‘What kinda job was that then?’

‘Offloading freight trains.’

‘Hmh! Damned hard work, but they pay good money, so I’m told.’

‘You were told right.’

‘So why’d you pack it in? And what made you give up your house?’

For reasons known only to himself, Robert chose not to answer his questions in full. ‘It was time, that’s all.’ Time to end it all. Time to give in and leave his kids to the mercy of others. For shameful, selfish reasons. How could he tell any man the truth – especially a stranger?

‘Got a missus, have you?’ Marlon persisted.

‘Not any more, no.’

‘A woman friend then?’

‘Nope. She left yesterday.’ He took another sup of ale.

‘You’ve got kids though?’

Robert smiled at that. ‘Two – a boy by the name of Jack, and a girl called Nancy. She’s nearly three. The boy’s some five years older.’

‘If you ain’t got no home, and no wife or woman – who’s got the kids?’ The older man, Geordie, was not as callous as the dark-haired fellow. He appeared to have a friendlier nature.

‘They’re being looked after. I’m to collect them in the morning, then we’re on our way.’ He didn’t even notice when the dark-haired fellow ordered another round of drinks and pushed one under Robert’s nose. Instead he grabbed the mug into his fist and took a long, soothing drink.

‘What happened to your wife?’ Curiosity overtook the younger man’s deeper, more sinister interest.

After another swig or two, Robert felt more able to confide. ‘She left me a year or so back – for somebody who could give her more money.’ There was a hint of disgust in his voice that he could not disguise.

‘And the woman?’

Robert suddenly felt the need to be cautious. ‘I’d best go and see if the landlord’s talked to his missus  about me finding a place to stay the night.’ Standing up, he shook his head as if to clear his mind. ‘I need to stay in town . . . keep close by. I’ve important things to do in the morning – mustn’t be late.’

The younger man persisted. ‘I’m surprised a good-looking fella like yourself couldn’t hang on to your women.’ With a hostile glare he scrutinised Robert’s handsome features and long, lean style. ‘Seems to me you’re the kind of bloke who lures other men’s wives away . . . the same sort as lured my woman away from me.’ He made as if to rise from his seat, but was stopped when Geordie put out a steadying hand.

‘Leave it,’ he said firmly, and so the other lapsed into a brooding silence. It wasn’t long ago that he had been cheated on, and it still rankled. ‘You can’t blame every bloke you meet, just because your woman ran off with somebody else.’

‘She was a bloody whore, that’s why she ran off! One thing’s for sure . . . it weren’t my fault.’ There was a violent rage in the younger man’s voice and manner. He slapped his mate’s hand away, with the harsh warning, ‘Anyway, you mind your own damned business – if you know what’s good for you!’ And, knowing how he had lately become dangerously aggressive, his mate wisely backed off.

The landlord had some good news for Robert. ‘The missus says there’s a likely place along the river, where you might get fixed up. It’s not as good as ours, o’  course, but I’m told they do a reasonable bed and breakfast at fair rates. Go down as far as the second bridge, then cut off to your right. It’s called the Bridge Inn – you can’t miss it. Ask for Sarah.’

Thanking him, Robert bade him good night. ‘Tell your missus I’m very grateful to her.’

Daniel acknowledged this, then gave him a word of advice. ‘Mind you don’t fall in the river, my friend. I mean, you’ve had a few pints an’ all. If you ask me, you’d do well to call for a hansom cab.’

‘No need for that,’ Robert decided. ‘A bit of fresh air and a walk along the river will do me good.’ With that he gave a wave of his hand and was out of the pub and away.

‘Time we were on our way an’ all.’ A minute or two later, Marlon ushered his mate outside. ‘Look! There he is!’ He drew Geordie’s attention to Robert’s shadowy figure as it headed for the main road. ‘HEY!’ His voice echoed through the air. ‘Wait for us, mate!’

‘What the devil d’you think you’re playing at?’ The older man restrained him. ‘What do we want with him?’

‘Don’t tell me you didn’t see his pay-packet?’

‘I saw it, same as you. So what?’

‘Aw, come on, Geordie. You’re not that bloody thick!’

‘No, an’ I’m not that bloody desperate neither.’ Being a former family man, before a prison sentence had  split him from his wife and kids, Geordie had certain sympathies. Seems to me that fella’s got enough on his plate without us robbing him of his pay-packet. Besides, you heard how he means to move on from these parts, and that few quid is his ticket out of here.’

The young man’s answer was to sneer in his face, ‘I hope you’re not going soft in your old age?’

‘Happen I am, and happen I’m not. All I’m saying is, there are plenty of other wasters whose pockets we can pick, without taking from our own kind.’ He placed a reassuring hand on the young man’s shoulder. ‘Leave it, son. We don’t need his money.’

The other shook him off. ‘And I don’t need you!’ he snarled. ‘Bugger off and leave me alone.’ As he ran he called out, ‘And don’t get any funny ideas about turning me in, neither, or you’ll wish you hadn’t.’

‘Don’t be so bloody daft, man.’ More afraid for his mate than for himself, Geordie took up the chase. ‘Give it up, Marlon. Come back ’ere!’ But the young scoundrel was already way ahead; fleeter of foot and with a black hatred in his heart that drove him on.

Robert was almost up to the main road when he was set upon. Taken unawares and still feeling the effects of the drink, he turned, unsure, when he thought he heard something behind him. Like a crazed animal his attacker sprang on him and began beating at him with fists and feet; relentlessly, as though he  meant to stop only when Robert lay dead on the ground.

Bloodied and confused, Robert finally retaliated, his daily hard labours lending him strength and muscle that stood him in good stead. ‘What the hell d’you want with me?’ he shouted, spitting blood. Grasping the scoundrel by the shoulders, he pinned him tight to the wall. ‘My wages – is that what you’re after? Or is it like your mate said – you blame every other man for your woman running out on you? Wake up, man! You’re not the first bloke to be dumped by a woman, and you’ll not be the last – you can be sure o’ that!’

Shaking him by the shoulders, he thrust him aside. ‘Clear off, and think yourself lucky I don’t give you the thrashing you deserve. The truth is, I know what you’re feeling. God only knows, I’ve been there myself. I know how women can drive a man crazy if they’ve a mind to. So go on!’ He dragged him towards the alley. ‘Be off with you . . . before I change my mind!’

When Geordie pounded heavily round the corner, all he could see was Robert manhandling his mate. ‘Oy! Leave him be!’ he bawled. Lunging forward, he made as if to grab the young man out of Robert’s reach, but the other was too quick for him. With a cry, Marlon flung himself at Robert, and soon the three of them were grappling.

Desperate to separate them, Geordie was knocked to the ground by the young man’s flailing fists; at the  same time, Robert was sent sprawling towards the kerb-edge.

Suddenly the older man looked up and spotted the runaway carriage and four as it came careering towards them. Horrified, he roared out a warning, but it came too late. Already thrown off-balance, Robert was unable to right himself in time, for as he tried to stand up, the young man kicked him hard in the back, deliberately sending him straight into the path of the runaway horses. In an instant he was flung under their hooves, helpless to save himself.

The horrified screams of late revellers and passers-by filled the air as they came running to help. By this time Robert had been dragged down the street by the thundering hooves, which in turn threw him back beneath the carriage. Finally the carriage broke free and, panic-stricken, the horses galloped on.

Somehow they were eventually brought to a halt, after which the small crowd calmed and tethered them.

At the mouth of the alley, they sat the shocked driver on the kerb; he was cut and bruised but apart from one finger hanging by a thread where he had tried desperately to control the runaway horses, there was no visible damage. ‘They broke loose,’ he kept repeating. ‘It was a dog . . . a rat mebbe. It ran across in front and they shied. I couldn’t hold ’em.’

Tenderly they pulled Robert’s mangled body from  the mass of metal and timber. ‘He’s a goner, I’m afraid.’ Broken and battered and washed head to toe in his own blood, Robert was unrecognisable.

When somebody cried that the police were on their way, Geordie and Marlon backed off and vanished, in fear for their lives. Seeing what they had done, the older man was filled with horror, but the other had no sense of compassion or remorse for the carnage he had caused. Instead he felt a warped sense of pride in himself; almost as though he had dispensed some kind of justice.

Soon the hospital conveyance came and took Robert away. ‘There’s still a fighting chance.’ The medical attendant had detected a glimmer of life as they lifted the patient in.

His colleague shrugged dismissively. ‘The poor devil’s cut to ribbons,’ he grunted. He had seen some bad things in his time, but this accident was the worst. ‘If you ask me, we’ve already lost him.’




Chapter Four
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HAVING LEFT ON the spur of the moment and already regretting her hasty decision, Mary had spent the night in a small Bedford hotel. She didn’t sleep much. Instead she paced the floor, hoping Robert would love her enough to come looking for her, but he never did, and now she was washed, dressed and ready to leave for good.

‘Thank you, miss.’ The powdered and rouged, smiley-faced receptionist handed her a receipt. ‘Looks like we’re in for some more bad weather.’ She picked at her nails, then at her nose, and now she was patting the underneath of her sagging chin. ‘It drops when you’re not looking,’ she joked, cupping and waggling her ample bosom. ‘Like everything else.’

In spite of her sorry mood, Mary had to smile. ‘I don’t suppose you know what time the first train leaves the station?’

‘Can’t say as I do.’ The woman pursed her lips and seemed to be thinking. ‘No, I’ve no idea. Sorry.’

Mary nodded resignedly. ‘It’s all right,’ she answered. ‘I’ll make my way there and ask for myself.’

The woman eyed her up and down. ‘I’d say you’ve got man trouble.’

‘Really? Why do you say that?’

‘Because I can tell, gal, that’s why. I’ve had enough bleedin’ man trouble myself, to recognise the signs. Bastards! They’re all the same. Once they’ve got what they want, they don’t need you no more. They’re off to the next floozie what’s willing to drop her drawers.’

‘Ellen!’ The manager’s voice startled them both. ‘Smarten up, girl, or you’ll be back in the kitchen before you know it.’

‘Yes, sir.’ As he walked away, the receptionist leaned across the desk to confide in Mary. ‘See that? You wouldn’t think we were lovers right up to last week, would you?’ Glancing towards the inner door to make sure he wasn’t eavesdropping, she told Mary, ‘Thick as thieves we were. Then I went and let him have his wicked way, and now he doesn’t want to know. He keeps threatening to put me back to work in the kitchen – thinks I’m not good enough to be behind this desk. Hmh! I were good enough when he had me on the floor here, with me cami-knickers round me waist . . . randy sod!’

Mary liked her. ‘You’re right,’ she admitted. ‘I have  got man trouble, but it’s not like you think. He’s a good man. Only there are problems I can’t seem to deal with any more.’

The young woman’s eyes opened like golf balls. ‘What! Can’t he get it up no more? Drinks, does he? Got brewer’s droop?’

Mary chuckled. ‘No, nothing like that.’

After a moment, they said goodbye and Mary went out to brave the elements. It was still icy cold. She followed the main road and kept going, until she arrived at the railway station. Windblown and bedraggled, she hurried directly to the ticket desk and enquired where the first train out of Bedford was headed. She wanted to go as far away from here as possible, she told the man behind the window.

‘One minute, please.’ Full of a cold, the clerk took out a grubby hankie and blew hard into it; then he coughed and sneezed and wiped a droplet from his nose with the flat of his hand. After a few more minutes of messing and fussing, he licked one finger with which he selected a timetable from the pile in front of him. ‘Lytham St Annes. Let’s see now . . . That’s a good long way from here, and you’ll be near to Blackpool, with all the seaside attractions – not that there’d be much call for ’em, this time o’ year. Still, you’ve got the brand new Tower there – that’s one thing . . .’ Crinkling his eyes until they were mere slits, he perused the timetable through murky spectacles.

‘The next train will take you to Rugby – it’s due in ten minutes – then you must change for Preston, and from there, it’s on to Lytham. It’s something of a round trip, miss, but well worth it, I dare say.’

Toying with his pencil, he waited patiently for Mary to decide what to do. Because of her wanting to get far away from Bedford, he suspected she was running away from something. It was not the first time he’d been asked that very same question. He could always tell when the traveller didn’t care which way he or she went, just as long as it was far enough away from the troubles that haunted him – or her as the case may be.

‘I’ve never been to Lytham St Anne’s,’ Mary admitted. ‘Whereabouts is it?’

‘I see!’ Her admittance had only confirmed his suspicions. ‘Well now, it’s a pretty place by the sea, not too far from Blackpool as I said, but without the hustle and bustle, if you know what I mean? If you’re looking for peace and quiet, you’d like it well enough.’

Regarding Mary with discretion, he recognised the symptoms; traces of teardrops smudged on the face; a look of terrible loneliness, and guilt. Oh yes, there was always the guilt.

‘What time did you say it leaves?’ She wondered if Robert was on his way to persuade her to stay. But she didn’t want that because Jack didn’t want that.

‘Let’s see now.’ Looking up, he pursed his lips. ‘In eight minutes’ time.’

Taking her purse from her bag, Mary asked, ‘How much?’

‘Will you be going all the way, miss?’

She nodded.

‘Single or return? First, second or third class?’

‘One way please. Third class.’ She winced as the clerk fetched forth an almighty sneeze and proceeded to blow his nose with a harsh, trumpeting sound.

‘As I said, it’s a good long trip – a total of one hundred and fifty miles in all. Right – at a penny a mile for third class, that’ll be twelve shillings and sixpence, please!’

Gasping in shock, Mary paid him, then went to the waiting room to shelter for the last minute or two. With its green-painted walls and four armchairs scattered round the fire, it was cosy enough, she thought. There was even a peg-rug in front of the hearth, ‘just like home’. Rubbing her hands together she felt the blood returning. ‘You’ve got no home now, gal,’ she murmured with a sorry smile. Her heart and mind were drawn back to Hilltops, to Robert and the children, whom she had grown to love as her own, but her instincts told her to keep moving on, because things would never again be the same between them. How could they be?

Undoing the buttons on her long-coat, she sat by  the roaring fire and mulled over the events of the past few months. If only we could have worked it out, she thought. Leaning back in the chair she began to doze. She had loved Robert from their first meeting and she loved him still; she would always love him. But she couldn’t cope any more. Not with the way things were.

If it was up to her, she would have done something about it – something more drastic. In a way she blamed Robert, but on reflection it hadn’t been easy for him either. No matter. It was all too late now. There were too many issues before her time that had not yet been resolved. Things were out of control. Things of the heart. Things painful, and lasting. Not of her making, but there all the same.

Of all the people involved, her heart went out to Robert. After all, it fell on his shoulders, and though it filled her with shame to desert him, she could think of no other way.

The sound of a train-whistle drew her out of her reverie. Wrapping her coat about her she reluctantly left the warm glow of the fire, to face the bitter cold outside.

On the platform, more passengers appeared, seemingly out of nowhere. Others disembarked from the now stationary train, into a billowing trail of steam which gave them a ghostly appearance.

A few minutes for them all to clear a path, and she  was climbing aboard. Cold and weary, she curled into a corner seat and fell deeply asleep. A guard had to wake her at Rugby and guide her on to the Preston express. Still groggy and losing confidence with every minute of this reckless journey, Mary sat down and waited for the huge train to start moving. At Preston, the final leg of her journey, she wearily climbed into a third-class carriage and sat down, dragging her carpet bag with her. By this time it began to weigh painfully heavy. A man with sallow features and shifty eyes sat opposite, unnerving her. Every time she looked up, he was looking back. Suddenly, a round, jolly woman bumbled into the carriage at the last minute and Mary felt more secure.

They passed two stations before Mary felt warm and comfortable. By the time they had arrived at the third station she was fast asleep again.

‘Bitter-cold weather, don’t you think?’ The round woman had hoped to start up a conversation with the sallow-faced gentleman, but he turned his face to the window and said not a word in reply.

A few minutes later he left the carriage and never came back. ‘Miserable git!’ Taking over his seat, the woman smiled on Mary’s sleeping face. ‘By! You’re a pretty thing, an’ no mistake!’

Now, as the whistle blew and the train shuddered to a halt, the woman leaned over and gently covered Mary’s exposed calf with the tail end of her coat.  ‘Can’t leave you looking like that,’ she commented with a tut. ‘You never know what dirty old man might be lurking about.’

With that, she calmly collected Mary’s large tapestry bag and disembarked with it, passing all and sundry as cool as you please.

Exhausted by the turmoil of the past two days Mary slept the entire journey, and only awoke when she was shaken by the conductor and told, ‘This is the end of the line, miss. You’re at Lytham St Anne’s now.’ It was then that she realised her travelling bag was gone. ‘Oh, my God!’ she panicked. ‘Everything I own is in that bag!’ The sky had darkened and it was evening again. She felt lost, lonely and terrified.

In the station office, the duty-officer was very sympathetic. He asked her for a description of the thief and once he had heard it, he sighed and groaned, and swore under his breath. ‘She’s a regular thief, I’m afraid,’ he revealed. ‘I’m sorry, lass, but you’ll not get your belongings back. That there Mother Evans is too clever by half. The police have been trying to get their hands on her for years, but she’s as tricky as a bag full o’ monkeys.’

In the line of duty, he took Mary’s name, but when he asked for an address to pass on to the authorities, she had none to give. ‘I’m new to the area,’ she explained. ‘I’m looking for work and a place to live.’

‘I see.’ The duty-officer looked her up and down,  and concluded that she seemed too nice a lady to be wandering the streets. ‘There’s a guest-house along the front called Bluebell House,’ he told her. ‘The landlord is a good sort. What with the season finished and more than half the rooms empty in Lytham, I wouldn’t mind betting he’d let you stay there, without too much bother.’

Growing frustrated and still not over the shock of losing her bag, Mary reminded him, ‘I can’t pay for accommodation! At least not until I find work.’

The duty-officer understood. ‘Paul Marshall is an obliging sort. I’m sure he’d let you stay until you found work. Besides, you’ve got a trustworthy face.’ A pretty face too, he thought, with those nutmeg-brown eyes and that long fair hair coiled into a bun. Taking out a pen and paper, he began scribbling on a pad. ‘Here’s his name and address.’ Tearing off the page he handed it to her. ‘At least go and see him. Tell him Alan sent you.’

Thanking him, Mary took the scrap of paper and headed off in the direction in which she was pointed. ‘Straight down here and turn left on to the front,’ she was told. ‘You’ll find the house directly opposite the sandbanks – name of Bluebell House, like I said.’

Mary soon found the address, but halfway up the front steps, she hesitated. Whatever will he think of me – a lone woman with no money nor belongings? she asked herself. The idea of going to a stranger with no  money to pay her way, and the lame excuse of having had her bag pinched, was too shameful.

Just then, she glanced up to see a curtain twitch in the front room; it was just a glimpse but in that second or two, she saw an old woman’s face staring back at her and none too kindly neither. Suddenly, the curtain dropped and all was still.

The fleeting incident panicked her. Quickly now before anyone else saw her, she turned and ran down the steps. She didn’t stop until she was partway along the street, then she crossed the road and sat on a bench overlooking the beach; like her life, the sea looked pitifully bleak.

Back inside Bluebell House, the old woman was talking to her nephew. ‘Some young woman was about to knock on the door,’ she informed him. ‘I didn’t like the look of her, but it’s all right. She’ll not be bothering us now, ’cause when she saw me looking, she turned tail and ran off.’

‘What young woman?’ Paul Marshall had grown used to his aging aunt’s curious ways. ‘And why would she suddenly turn tail and run?’ Having stoked the fire in her sitting room to a lovely, rosy glow, he replaced the poker in its stand.

‘Well, I don’t know, do I?’ When she frowned as she did now, her wizened old features seemed to disappear behind the wrinkles.

Frustrated, Paul ran his hands through his thick  shock of brown hair. ‘Oh, Aunt Agatha!’ There were times when he didn’t know how to deal with her. ‘You weren’t scowling at her through the window, were you?’ She had done it before and lost him precious customers.

‘Hmh!’ Looking hurt, the old woman eased herself into the armchair. ‘If I were scowling – and I’m not saying as I were – it’s only ’cause I were looking after your interests.’ Her bottom lip trembled. ‘I don’t know why I bother, for all the thanks I get.’

Taking a moment to consider her familiar antics, the man scratched the back of his neck as he did when frustrated. ‘What am I to do with you, eh?’

She gave a cheeky grin. ‘I expect you’ll have to have me put down.’

He gave out a bellow of a laugh, saying mischievously, ‘Happen that won’t be such a bad idea.’ She was always making that sort of comment, but he had come to see it for what it really was – a show of bravado; a way of trying to make him feel guilty for chastising her. ‘If you carry on frightening away my customers, you’ll ruin my business, you do know that, don’t you?’

‘I’ve told you before, Paul Marshall, you don’t need a business, not while you’ve got me.’ She feigned weariness. ‘Since your poor Uncle Josh passed on, I’ve more money than I know what to do with. You can have it all if you like, so long as you close this  guest-house and make it a proper home, just for the two of us.’

Discreetly now, she took stock of her nephew and was proud. He was a good man; a homely sort, with kind, dark blue eyes, and that broad, strong build of a man who had worked hard since he left school. ‘You’re thirty-eight years old,’ she chided. ‘You’ve worked on the docks as a lad; you’ve loaded goods at the packing houses and driven a horse and heavy load along the towpath, till your hands bled from the rope burns.’

‘It’s what a man does,’ he answered simply. ‘He works and earns, and saves for the family he hopes to have one day.’

While she took stock of him he regarded her intently; the small, extraordinarily pretty features set in that cruelly shrivelled skin. The eyes were vivid-brown, like two small raisins set in batter, the mouth full and moist, like that of a young girl’s. Sadly, old age had taken away the glow of youth, until now, a body could only imagine what an amazing beauty she must once have been.

‘But you haven’t got a family!’ she snorted. ‘If you hadn’t spent your entire life working every hour God sent, you might have met the girl who’d have given you the family you crave. So you’ve no one else to blame but yerself!’

‘You could be right.’ It was a fact that he had not yet found the right woman. ‘But there’s time enough yet.’

‘Not if you work from morning till night in this place! Never any time for socialising. Always organising – decorating, mending and making, and other such things. Work! Work! Work! How will that find you a family, eh? Tell me that.’

‘Aunt Aggie, we’ve been through all this before. I’ve work to do. You just settle down, eh? Emily’s just arrived to collect the laundry and do a couple of things for me.’ Emily was their general help, and the backbone of the small hotel. ‘I’ll get her to fetch you a bedtime drink.’

As always, the old woman would not leave it be. ‘I don’t want any tea, thank you, and stop trying to change the subject! All I’m asking is that you let me make your life easier. I’ve got the money. You don’t need to run a guest-house. Take it easy. Look after your old aunt and do as you please in between.’ She shook her head with disbelief. ‘By! Any other man would chop off his right arm for what I’m offering you.’

He didn’t doubt that, but, ‘Look, I know you mean well, and I am grateful, but I worked long and hard for too many years, to get the money for this place. It was no easy achievement, I can tell you. But it’s mine now, bought and paid for. These past four years I’ve managed to build up a list of good-paying, decent folk who come here time and again, because I provide clean, comfortable accommodation and good  wholesome food on the table. Whatever you might think, I’m proud of that.’

When it seemed she was lost for words, he crossed the room and stooped before her. ‘I won’t turn you out if that’s what you’re worried about.’ He grinned. ‘But if you don’t stop nagging me, I might put you in the cellar and lock the door behind you.’ He took her hand in his. ‘It’s really kind of you, Aunt Agatha, but I don’t want your money.’

‘But that’s plain daft! It’ll all be yours one day anyroad.’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘In that case, I’ll use it to decorate this place,’ he teased. ‘I might even have it extended so I can take in more guests. Or happen I’ll buy a second guest-house, or even open a string of ’em right across the country.’ He pretended to be in deep thought. ‘I could set up in one o’ them new amusement arcades that’s growing popular round these parts. Yes, why not?’ He winked. ‘You’d like to think that’s where your money’d gone, wouldn’t you?’

She laughed out loud, a full, hearty chuckle for an old woman of eighty. ‘I’ll haunt you if you do! You’re a tormenting bugger!’ she chided him. ‘I ought to smack yer arse.’

Now it was his turn to laugh heartily. ‘Hmh! You should be so lucky!’

The room echoed with their laughter. ‘I’d turn you  out,’ he threatened, ‘only who would I have to make me laugh then, eh?’

She gave him a playful shove. ‘Go on with you. And you can send Emily in with that drink, if you like.’

‘Right away,’ he said, and kissing her soundly on the cheek he told her to behave herself. ‘I daren’t even think what you were like when you were twenty.’

‘Well, I liked the boys and I liked a laugh. Trouble was, I had a mother who thought young ladies should be seen and not heard,’ she replied with a wink. ‘It were just as well she didn’t know what I got up to behind her back.’

He chuckled. ‘I can imagine!’

He was still chuckling as he went out the door.

 




EMILY ALREADY HAD the milk on the stove when he walked into the basement kitchen. ‘I thought she’d want a drink round about now,’ she said when Paul asked if the milk was for his aunt. ‘She’d rather have a drop o’ gin, but she’ll have to settle for cocoa.’

Paul smiled at the truth of it. ‘She’s in one of her impossible moods tonight,’ he confided.

Emily returned his smile. ‘That’s when I like her best of all.’ A widow in her fifties with no children, Emily was a darling woman; round and small, she had  the tired face of someone who has known hardship, but she was always cheery and could play old Agatha at her own game when she had a mind to. ‘I’ll take her in some of that jam sponge-cake I made last night,’ she told Paul. ‘She has a weakness for it, and it shouldn’t lay too heavy on her stomach neither.’

As he went to leave the kitchen, Paul was stopped short by Emily’s next remark. ‘Why anyone should be sitting out on a bench in the dark, in the middle of winter, is beyond me. The poor woman must be out of her mind.’ She gestured up at the window, where the legs of people passing by could now and then be seen.

Returning to her side, Paul wanted to know, ‘What woman? Where?’

Emily poured the hot milk over the cocoa and stirred vigorously. ‘A young woman – out there, across the road. I did stop and ask if she was all right, but she didn’t seem to want to talk.’ Placing the cup of cocoa on a tray, she took out the mountainous sponge-cake and began slicing. ‘Pretty young thing . . . been crying, I reckon. I asked her again if she were all right, but she didn’t want no interference, so I left her alone.’

Placing the slice of cake on a plate she set it against the cocoa, before collecting the tray into her fat little hands and remarking thoughtfully, ‘Sometimes a body needs to be left alone. I were the same when I lost my  husband. Y’see, sometimes there are things nobody else can help you with.’

Curious now, Paul followed her upstairs into the sitting room, where his Aunt Agatha was sitting with her eyes closed, enjoying the music emanating from the wind-up gramophone. She was quietly singing, and tapping the floor with the head of her cane, in time to the waltz.
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