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PART ONE


Blackburn and London, 1920–21
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Mags and Harold


Uncertainties Mar Happiness









Chapter One


Mags held on to the back of the chair and stared across at the doctor. What he was saying didn’t seem possible. Not my dear mother? No. Mother has always been strong.


‘I’m sorry, but there’s only tender loving care that can be given, to ease her passing. I can arrange for a nurse to come and stay. She will administer oxygen, when needed, and the medication that I shall prescribe. But I’m afraid Belinda’s weak heart is rapidly failing her.’


Weak heart? When did Mother ever have a weak heart?


As Mags watched her father shake the doctor’s hand, the thought rushed through her that he had changed, too. His back was no longer ramrod-straight, and his hair, which had been greying at the temples, was now almost white. Why hadn’t she ever noticed how heavily he leaned on his stick?


Suddenly the part of her world that had always felt safe was crumbling. Life here in her beloved Blackburn was lived at a slow pace, even if for the most part she was kept busy running the mill. Always she was surrounded by familiar things, and by people she’d grown up with. Now a big part of that – her family life – was being threatened.


‘Margaret, the doctor is leaving. Where are your manners?’


‘No, Herbert, don’t admonish her. Margaret has had a shock. You should have told her about her mother’s condition. I counselled both you and Belinda, many times over the years, to do so. I’m sorry, Margaret. I should have insisted that you were told and were therefore prepared for the fact that what is happening now has always been inevitable. Your mother has had a heart condition for a long time. It has been like an unexploded bomb. Anything could have triggered it to fail – and at any time. I’m sorry, truly sorry, but she only has days left to live.’


Mags shook her head. This wasn’t happening. How could she have missed the signs? Yes, Mother was frequently breathless, and her skin and lips often had a blue tinge, but she had said it was an asthmatic condition and was under control.


‘Sit down, Margaret. Let yourself absorb this terrible news. Are you feeling unwell yourself? You seem to have lost a lot of weight, when you could ill afford to lose any.’


Backing into the chair behind her, Mags tried to control the shaking of her limbs.


‘You’ve never spoken of the horrors you must have witnessed in Belgium. I thought you had recovered from them, but something has knocked you back. At the winter ball, with your nice young man by your side – Harold, that’s his name, isn’t it?’ Mags nodded. ‘You seemed your old self. But since returning from your stay at his home, I have seen a change in you each time I have visited your mother.’


Something had indeed knocked Mags back. Something that gave her nightmares. Memories flooded her mind: the war, meeting and forming a strong friendship with the lovely Flora and Ella as they set out, three young girls full of courage and yet needing each other’s support. Then learning how Flora was rejected by her family, and Ella abandoned by hers. And seeing Flora’s happiness as her brother Harold had begun to show her a little affection, and how this had led to Mags meeting Harold herself, and being swept off her feet by him. But then . . . the awful events that led to the image that haunted Mags – seeing Harold and Flora’s mother sprawled on the floor, her head smashed on the fender . . .


Without her wanting it to happen, Mags’s bottom lip quivered, and stinging tears begged to be released. She looked up into Dr Lange’s kindly face. His words had triggered the memories, and as she let in the full horror of what had happened, other wounds opened. Images of her wartime experience flashed before her – the sweating face of the German soldier as he raped her; she could still hear his triumphant grunting, and the cheering of his fellow soldiers as they egged him on; but above their chants, the screams of Flors, dear Flors, as she fought against another of the lusting soldiers. How can I ever recover from that? Or from the constant stream of faces of wounded and dying men, who seem to be drowning in a sea of blood?


‘Margaret? Margaret?’


Her father’s desperate voice penetrated the horrific memory. She looked up at him and saw an old man. A fearful, fragile old man – both her parents had been middle-aged when she, their only child, had been born twenty-four years ago, but never before had she noticed them getting old. Yes, she’d taken more and more responsibility for running the family mill over the last few months, and had enjoyed doing so, feeling grateful that, despite their age, her parents had been forward-thinking and hadn’t felt that a daughter was incapable of having a business head. But she hadn’t viewed that responsibility as Father delegating because he could no longer cope. Now she did see that, and it came as a painful realization.


‘Stand back, Herbert, give Margaret some air. The shock has been too much for her. Summon a maid to bring some tea. She needs a hot, sweet drink.’


Mags felt the doctor take her pulse. Her cheeks were wet, and yet she hadn’t known that her tears had spilled over.


‘Margaret, you need to talk to someone. I know a young woman who has taken a great interest in the trauma experienced by people returning from the war. She is trying to develop a programme that will help them cope. I’d like to refer you to her. Not only would it help you, but you could help her – guiding her as to the kind of help that is needed.’


Is that it: Am I going mad? Me? Capable Mags, am I insane? No!


‘I’m all right. I’m sorry. It was just the shock. I – I never suspected . . . well, anything this serious. I can’t take it in.’


When the maid entered, they fell silent. The sound of the tea being poured echoed around the room. Once the maid had bobbed a curtsy and left them, Mags watched the doctor spoon in a further two teaspoons of sugar, to add to the one that already laced her cup. A widower, the doctor always wore his wedding band, and the gold caught the light as he stirred the steaming liquid.


The ring reminded her that soon she would be married, and doubts crowded in upon Mags once more. Taking a gulp of her tea, she grimaced at the sweetness of it, but the second sip began to steady her, and she drank the rest as quickly as the scorching heat of it would permit. While drinking, she didn’t have to talk. But it didn’t stop her mind working. And right now it was nagging her with the truth about her fiancé, Harold – now estranged from Flora.


‘Margaret, you’re shaking again. Have you drunk your tea?’


‘Yes, but I could do with another.’


‘Ah, you’re showing signs of recovery now. What do you think of my suggestion?’


‘I – I don’t think so. Thank you. I’m all right; it’s just the stress of arranging my wedding, being away from my fiancé and taking responsibility for the mill. I will be fine.’


‘Well, you do seem overloaded. And to hear such terrible news now about your mother was probably just too much for you. Let’s see how you go over the next few weeks, which won’t be easy ones for you. You will need to call on all the inner strength that I know you possess, in order to come to terms with your mother’s condition and to help her, too. Maybe – though I hate to suggest it – you might think about postponing your wedding? I was pleased to learn that your future husband is also in the cotton trade, as it always helps if you have the same interests. He’s part owner of the Roford mill, isn’t he?’


‘Yes. He is in partnership with his uncle. He intends to take more of an interest – as he did during the war – once he has all his affairs at home sorted out and he moves up from London to live here.’


‘That will be a good solution for you, because obviously he will take over the running of your family mill, too, and then you can be the lady of this house.’


This touched a nerve with Mags. ‘Dr Lange, for one thing, my mother isn’t dead yet and is still the lady of this house; and for another, I will continue to run the mill once I am married. I am not the kind of woman who will leave everything of a business nature to my husband.’


A cough from her father made Mags realize that she’d spoken too harshly.


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap.’


‘No, no. It was good to see your old spirit back in you. Ha, you’ve always been independent-minded. Your father tells me that you have an excellent business head on your shoulders. Let’s hope your husband is just as forward-thinking as your parents are.’


Would Harold consent to her carrying on at the mill? Mags knew one of the fears she harboured was that he wouldn’t; but she hadn’t let that fear take root, as she felt she could manage the situation, if that was the case. She knew Harold well; and yes, she knew that part of his motive for marrying her was to get a foot on her father’s mill. So why, then, was she going through with it?


Love, that’s why. For some inexplicable reason – and despite all she knew about him – she loved Harold. Needed him. And wanted to be his wife.


‘Well, I’ll get off.’ The doctor walked towards the door. ‘Belinda will sleep for at least another two hours. I will have a nurse here by then. Have you a room near Belinda’s that you can make available for the nurse? She will need to sleep here and be on call twenty-four hours a day.’


‘We have, Doctor. But I can help. I am a competent nurse, and I want to care for my mother when I come home from the mill.’


‘An excellent idea. You are a good daughter, Margaret.’


Mags felt a blush spreading over her face. The doctor always made her feel like a little girl who needed praise, but then he could also be cutting, with a remark like her needing to take on a woman’s role – almost as if he hated anyone stepping away from the norm. Even when he’d spoken of the woman psychiatrist that he’d wanted to refer Mags to, he had been derogatory in saying she might need guidance in how to approach those suffering from the effects of war.


As her father closed the door on the doctor, leaving the maid to see him out, he turned to her. ‘That was a big sigh, Margaret.’


‘Oh, Daddy, it’s just, well . . . you know. I want to be taken seriously.’ She went into the embrace of his free arm.


‘Well, I take you seriously. I rely on you a lot. But maybe I have been wrong to do so. Not having a son, I naturally let you take an interest in my work. Your dear mother didn’t object, as she has the same nature as you – being free-spirited and not of a mind that there are different roles for men and for women. Oh, Margaret, how am I going to live without her?’


At this, Mags felt her father slump. She helped him to a chair. ‘I’ll be here for you, darling Daddy. We’ll manage. Don’t give up.’


But as she said the words, she had a sinking feeling he was doing just that.


Shutting out her own thoughts of doom and despair, she was determined to be strong. She would be the rock for her parents that they had always been for her.


And part of that role would be to curb the doubts, block out the nightmare images and try to forget the horrors of the war, and especially what had happened after it, when it was discovered that dear Flors and her adored husband, Cyrus, were half-brother and sister. That Cyrus had been fathered by Flors’s and Harold’s father during an affair.


But can I ever blot out the consequences of that coming to light, – the disgust and fear when I overheard Harold and his mother planning to kill Cyrus? And how am I ever going to live with the awful knowledge that, by foiling that plan, I accidentally caused the death of Harold’s and Flors’s mother?









Chapter Two


‘My dear, I have things I – I want to s – say.’


‘Mummy, please don’t try to talk, it takes so much out of you.’


‘Darling, I – I know I haven’t long to be with you. And I want to tell you to be very careful. D – Daddy is failing, too. You will be on your own.’


‘Don’t, don’t! Oh, Mummy, I can’t bear to think of you both leaving me. But you mustn’t worry, as I won’t be on my own. I will have Harold.’


‘Take care. Daddy is good in many ways. I – I have brought him round to thinking that he can leave the mill to you, but he – he can so easily be persuaded otherwise.’


Mags knew what her mother was trying to say. Knew that she had reservations about Harold and his motives in wanting to marry her.


‘Try not to worry, Mummy. I can take care of myself. You have taught me never to accept that I am a lesser being than a man; and to stand up for my rights. Harold loves me. And I love him, Mummy – I do.’


Mags hoped this sounded convincing. Her heart was heavy with sadness as she noted how blue her mother’s lips were, and how her porcelain-like skin looked almost transparent – signs that told the end was near.


Memories of this complex woman came to her. Her energy, when Mags was just a child. How she would play all the boisterous games that a child loved to play, despite being in her forties. Her insistence that Mags should have all the privileges that a son would have – too many, if the truth be known – joining shooting parties; straddling a horse and not sitting side-saddle; being allowed to ride at a gallop, learn to jump fences and ride with the hounds. All this Mags had loved, but nothing could surmount the loneliness of her formative years.


And yet amidst it all, her mother hadn’t forgotten to teach her the graces that a young lady should have, and had been careful in not letting Mags become too boyish, but had encouraged her to grow into a strong young woman who could hold her own in a crowd of men, whilst maintaining her femininity. It had been her mother who had insisted that Mags should be taught everything about the mill, and the necessary business skills, so that one day she would be able to take over the running of her father’s business.


Mags had loved every minute of the learning process: helping to unpack the bales of cotton imported from America; then the cleaning and straightening, which turned the raw cotton into yarn. There were many stages to this and it was heavy work, so she had only been allowed to watch and learn. Next had been the drawing out and spinning, which turned the cotton into stronger yarn, ready for weaving. From there, she’d moved on to learn all there was to know about exporting the yarn to many countries, as 80 per cent of their produce was sold abroad. The rest went to weaving mills in Lancashire to be woven into cloth.


Their mill was the most modern, with electricity fully installed, and working conditions that complied with all the regulations. Still, Mags worried about the health of their workers, as they toiled for long hours in the humid, dust-laden conditions. She wanted the workers to have regular hearing tests, and had lobbied her father many times to provide earplugs to combat the effect of the constant loud noise.


In many ways, her life was unconventional. The girls she went to school with had gone on to finishing schools to learn how to be a lady and how to run a large mansion – managing housekeepers, hosting parties, as well as knowing the correct dress for each occasion – while she had gone into the mill, where she’d only had Betsy Bainwright for company.


Not that she minded, for she loved Betsy. They had become close from their first meeting, when Betsy had been thirteen and had begun working in the mill. Mags, the same age as Betsy, had come to the mill during her breaks from school. They had forged a relationship that had deepened to friendship, as Mags helped Betsy sweep the floor and gather the stray bits of raw cotton, which were then spun into cheaper rough-weave for selling to the factories that produced hessian for making into sacks.


Now, having mastered the workings of the mill, Betsy worked alongside Mags in the office. Her role was to train new workers as and when needed, and to supervise the younger members of the factory staff – see to their welfare and keep a record of their progress and the hours they worked. It was a role held by a man in all other mills.


The fact that Betsy was still working, despite being married with three young children, was due to her husband – Bill having been injured in a mining accident in Rishton Colliery and no longer able to work.


But for all Mags’s love of Betsy and the fun they had together, with Betsy’s basic education, there was no stimulating girlish chatter about the injustices to women and other political topics, as there had been with her fellow companions at school. Sometimes, before the war, Mags had longed to be at finishing school. In some ways, though, she’d welcomed the war. Welcomed being able to do something, go to different places and meet new people.


‘Margaret?’


‘I’m still here, Mummy. You dropped off to sleep. I left you to rest.’ But the sleep hadn’t been restful, as her mother had plucked at the bedspread and turned her head from side to side in an agitated way. ‘What’s troubling you, Mummy?’


‘Never let a man steal f – from you what I – I fought hard to give you, my d – darling Margaret.’


‘I won’t, Mummy, I promise. I love you, Mummy.’


As her mother closed her eyes, Mags knew she wouldn’t open them again. She rang the bell. The nurse, a small woman with little to say, but a caring and efficient nature, came running in.


‘I have to fetch my father, Nurse. Take care of my mother.’


Running across the landing to her father’s room, Mags banged on his bedroom door. As if awaiting the summons, her father opened it and stood there in his dressing gown. ‘I’m ready, my dear.’


‘Take my arm, Daddy. We must hurry.’


Her mother seemed to have shrunk in the few minutes it had taken Mags to fetch her father.


‘Belinda, my darling, Belinda.’


It was with an aching heart that Mags watched the agony of her parents’ parting. Taking her mother’s other hand, she tried to keep her voice steady. ‘Take our love with you, Mummy darling.’


There was no deep sigh, as Mags had witnessed with many soldiers whom she’d held as they took their last breath; just a ceasing of the shallow breathing, and a mask-like appearance as the beautiful features of her mother’s face became forever still.


The room took on the mantle of a silent place of despair. Then a sob broke the atmosphere and brought other sounds of the house back into focus: a door closing, footsteps hurrying and, outside, the birds chirping. These all crowded in on Mags, letting her know that the world would not stop spinning just because of her deep pain.


Looking over to her father, she saw in him the same grief she’d seen in Harold as he had knelt over his mother’s still body, and she had the sense that this was her punishment – to lose her own mother. To know the pain that she herself had accidentally inflicted on Harold.


Her body crumpled and, but for the firm hold that the nurse took on her arm, she would have slumped to the floor. ‘Your father needs you. Be strong for him, Margaret.’


Her father’s sobs broke the silence and, looking over, she saw a broken man. She ran round the bed to be at his side. ‘Daddy. I’m here for you.’ Putting her arms around him, she held him. She didn’t try to move him away from his beloved Belinda, but gave him the strength to stay.


Harold held Mags as they stood around the open grave a week later. His hand on her waist reassured her that he would help her. A strikingly handsome man in a rakish way, his dark hair was sleeked over to one side, and his clothes showed his good taste – smart suits always worn with a white scarf, when outside. He stood at least six feet one and gave off an air of being in charge, wherever he was.


Mags looked up at him and smiled and nodded at Harold when he mouthed the words, ‘Are you all right?’, although she still felt a little cross at him for arriving so late. She’d thought he wasn’t going to come, as she’d had no word that he had arrived at his uncle’s house. But he was stood at the church door when they arrived.


As they walked towards the church gate, Harold’s words grated on her. ‘We will still get married in two weeks, won’t we, darling? I can’t bear to live in my uncle’s stuffy house for longer than that. I’d prefer to go back to the hotel in London.’


It seemed an inappropriate question when her heart was breaking, but she nodded her head.


Once seated in the back of the funeral car, Harold held her hand. ‘You do mean it, don’t you? Your father won’t object, will he?’


‘Harold, I don’t know. We haven’t spoken about it, but we haven’t cancelled anything, either. I have given it some thought, though. If we do go ahead, we will need to scale down the wedding celebrations to just close family and friends. We can’t carry on with the full-scale celebrations we had planned – it wouldn’t be proper; and everyone will understand.’


‘Of course, darling. Anything you wish.’


Harold spoke as if he was finalizing a business deal, not marriage to her, and this fuelled Mags’s nagging doubts. Flors’s voice came to her: ‘Don’t marry him, Mags, please don’t marry my brother. He is a monster.’


As she was used to doing, Mags analysed the reasons for Flors saying this, rather than taking no notice of it. Harold had not been a good brother to dear Flors, but then their mother had been the instigator of that, feeding Harold tales of Flors being a wicked girl who had caused her great stress. But did this justify his behaviour towards Flors, when he was old enough to make up his own mind? Oh, I don’t know.


Mags put her hand to her head to ease the throbbing pain there. She wished now that she’d travelled with her father, instead of electing to go back in the same car that Harold would travel in. She feared for her father. He’d been very quiet since the death of Mother, and often she caught him sitting with tears running down his face, but no sound coming from him, as if his heart was leaking.


‘You look very beautiful, darling – black suits you. Your eyes look enormous. My lovely, innocent wife-to-be.’ Harold’s hand squeezed her thigh.


This shocked Mags: both the gesture, in the circumstances, and the word ‘innocent’. Oh God, I’ve never told him about the rape. Will he know? Will it matter?


‘Harold, I’m sorry, I – I . . . well, my heart is heavy with sadness. I can’t – I mean . . .’


He turned away to gaze out of the car window.


‘Harold, everything will be all right. It’s just not the right time.’


His sigh, and the look he gave her, with one questioning eyebrow raised, told her that Harold thought any time was the right time. She lowered her head. To her, it was very unfeeling of him to expect anything of her – today of all days.


‘I’ll find a moment to speak to your father. I don’t want to wait any longer than two weeks. If our wedding is cancelled, it will mean me having to go back down to London until the rearranged date draws nearer.’ There was almost a threat in this.


‘Haven’t you work to do up here, Harold? I don’t want to interfere, or tell tales, but word has it that your uncle isn’t capable any more. Only last week it was rumoured that he had to shut down a machine, as he was running out of cotton. He’d forgotten to put in an order in time.’


‘What? I didn’t know that. He’s a bloody old fool. Damn and blast the man!’


‘Maybe more “old” than “fool”. Father is always saying that it will be a good thing when you get here, as your family mill could end up closing, if it’s left up to your uncle for much longer.’


‘Why didn’t you write to me, or send me a wire? Everything was running smoothly when I left last time.’


‘I had my hands full, helping my mother through her last hours. I thought you knew the state of things, as Father said they have been bad for a while. I didn’t imagine you thought the mill was running smoothly, but that perhaps you had a plan of action. Now, with you saying you will have to go back to London, I realize that maybe you don’t.’


Harold shifted in the car seat beside her. ‘I’ll look into it all. But I can’t tear myself in two. You know I have a lot to do in London, after all that happened.’


Mags didn’t say anything, as she hadn’t really understood why Harold needed to be in London so much, when his business and his fiancée were up here in Blackburn. Surely his solicitor could see to whatever needed seeing to, in the aftermath of the tragedy that led to his family home being burned down? Any normal person would want to be with the woman they loved in such circumstances, rather than where it all took place, wouldn’t they?


This thought unsettled Mags, as she remembered that Flors had hinted more than once that there was something going on between one of her mother’s maids and Harold. Susan. Yes, that was her name. Surely not . . . No, I couldn’t bear it. 


Harold cut into her thoughts. ‘Can’t the driver go faster than this? It’s taking an age and I, for one, am ready for a stiff drink. It was freezing in that churchyard.’


There was no tenderness in Harold’s words now, only irritation. This cut into Mags. ‘Harold, you won’t tackle Father today, will you? He’s not well. He’s in deep mourning.’


‘Well, I was rather hoping to. Really, darling – he’s a man, he understands these things. He’ll expect me to be anxious. The sooner our names are joined, the better.’


‘Is that all our marriage is to you: a joining of our names?’


‘Don’t be silly. I can only assume you are behaving as you are because you are upset. I understand that, but yes, the joining of assets is a big part of any marriage, as well as the love that two people have for one another. Both are a big consideration for me, and should be for you, too. Once we marry, I will head the largest cotton mill in the area, as your father is no longer able to run Witherbrook’s mill, and it sounds as though it is time that I pensioned off my uncle from Roford mill.’


‘Oh? I don’t think that will be necessary. You do know that I head Witherbrook’s mill, don’t you?’


‘Only as a convenience, surely? Once you are my wife, your father and I will take the reins jointly for a while, and then he will hand over to me. That is the natural way of things. I will head both factories. And I imagine that you will be proud of me doing so.’


‘I don’t want to discuss this now, Harold, please. I have a headache, and I will be expected to host the wake for my mother, when my heart is breaking at her loss. I do have more to say on the matter, but we’ll talk tomorrow or the next day.’


‘I’m sorry, but we must get this clear. There will be no talking about it. As my wife, you will do as I say. That is the way of things, and the way I mean to begin and to carry on. You will be at home, making sure all is running smoothly for me. I intend to host my first hunt on Boxing Day, and I will rely on you to make sure all of that is in place for me and runs well. It will be my introduction to local society.’


Mags felt too exasperated and unhappy to respond. What local society he imagined he was joining, she had no idea. The very word conjured up lords and ladies, of which there were very few in the area. Yes, there was a meet that she belonged to, but that hunt was made up of mill owners and their sons and wealthy landowners. Their gatherings took place at the White Horse Inn in Turton, about eight miles from her home – wonderful occasions, from the first sip of the warming stirrup cup to the exhilarating chase, and the gathering at one or other of the meets’ houses for a hot lunch and lashings of beer or port. The only part Mags didn’t like was the kill. A caring person, she never took part in this final act, but pulled away and galloped off to a place where she could wait for the rest to catch up with her. She smiled as she remembered that the first person to do so was always Jerome Cadley – her childhood sweetheart.


She’d always suspected that the lovely Jerome didn’t like the kill, either, and got away from the braying hunters as soon as he knew he wouldn’t lose face by doing so. But he would join in the teasing of her, which was always done by the others in a good-humoured way. I wonder how Jerome is. Like so many others, he’d had his life interrupted by war, but thank God had come back safely, and she’d heard he was doing his medical studies at university. She’d noticed his mother and father at the graveside, and intended to catch up with them later and find out about Jerome and send him her good wishes.


The car wheels crunched on the gravel of their drive as they turned off Feniscowles Lane. When the beautiful house came into view, Mags took in the low winter sun glistening on the frosted roof and reflecting off the many windows of her beautiful manor home. But the sight spelled loneliness when she realized that never again would her mother grace its rooms.


As Harold took her hand to help her alight, he squeezed rather more tightly than was necessary. ‘I know you are under a lot of strain, darling, but please don’t be difficult. I want everything settled very quickly. Surely you do, too?’


‘Of course’ was all she could manage, for a little of her had died on the journey – the part that held hope for her future. Hope that Harold would welcome her expertise alongside his, as they steered their mills to greater prosperity; and hope that he wouldn’t quash her free spirit, but would let her grow within the marriage. A part of her wanted to call the wedding off, and yet a big part of her wanted Harold so much. Something Flors had once said to her came to her mind – that love can surmount everything. Now she wondered if it really could.









Chapter Three


‘Harold, how can you be so unfeeling? Father has said that he isn’t up to giving me away, just two weeks after my mother’s death. Why can’t you accept that? I have to; and I love you, darling, as much as you love me, and am longing to be married to you, but . . .’


Nothing Mags said made any difference. Harold’s face remained set in an expression that was unmoving.


‘I’m sorry, Harold, but that’s how it is. We will postpone everything for six months.’


‘Well, I obviously have no say in the matter. I’m your husband-to-be, and you take no notice of my wishes. When we marry, you will no longer be obligated to your father’s wishes, but to mine. I hope you understand that, Mags. I won’t tolerate his rule over my wife. Now I will do as I said I would and go back to my hotel in London. I am thinking of having my home rebuilt. I consulted an architect before I came up to this godforsaken place, and it is possible to reconstruct the building. It seems the fire was put out before too much structural damage was done to the outer building.’


‘So you are going to leave your mill to sink under your ailing uncle?’ This wasn’t what Mags wanted to say; she wanted to scream at him, and to know why Harold didn’t want to spend more time with her. Her heart was breaking with the realization that he truly did think of her as an acquisition, and if he couldn’t have her yet, then he would carry on without her until he could.


‘I’ll appoint a good manager. There must be such men. Maybe you could help with that? Yes, I could leave that to you, as you will know who is suitable.’


‘And me? Have you no desire to be with me?’


‘Desire is the reason I have to leave. Being around you and not being able to . . . well, I daren’t even kiss you, as you awaken such feelings in me. But you won’t go against your father’s wishes and continue with our wedding plans, so I must distance myself from you.’


Though these words were said in a temper, Mags felt her heart lift. ‘Oh, Harold, I . . . well, I feel the same.’


Harold stood. He’d been sitting cross-legged on the deep-maroon Queen Anne couch that sat in the bay window of the lovely, restful sitting room. Mags was struck by how his handsome presence graced the room. She caught her breath at the beautiful picture he presented. His tread was soft on the deep pile of the carpet as he crossed over to where she stood. His arms opened.


Mags melted into his warm, lean body. His eyes looked deep into hers. Sometimes a steely blue, they were softened now by their enlarged pupils and held a yearning that she responded to. A feeling overcame her as he lowered his head and she could feel his breath on her face.


‘Oh, Mags, Mags . . .’


His lips burned her, his tongue tantalized her, his hands caressed her back and then . . . She pulled away, as much from the intense sensation that his touch on her breast had aroused as from fear.


‘Mags, don’t. Don’t resist me. If we could . . . well, be to each other – and give to each other – everything that a man and wife should, I wouldn’t go away. I would stay by your side. Don’t you want that?’


‘I – I do, but . . .’


He pulled her into his body once more and held her tightly. She could feel his desire pressed against her. Fear vied with the thrill of it. Fear at how painful the rape had been; fear at her deceit in allowing Harold to assume her to be a virgin; and, yes, fear that she would be with child before marriage.


‘My darling, I must have you – I must.’ His hand stroking her hair felt such a tender, loving action. ‘Don’t be afraid. I will be gentle, and I will make sure you don’t become pregnant until we are married.’


Every sinew of her cried out for the release that she knew she would find in his arms. When his lips found hers, she was lost. There was no resistance in her when he cupped her breast this second time. Her body quivered its need, sending the thrill of his touch zinging through her veins.


‘Can we get to your bedroom without being seen, my darling?’


His gravelly voice heightened the need in her. She nodded, her throat so tight that she found speech difficult. Her only thought was to guide Harold to her room. The fear she felt added to the adrenaline pulsing through her.


Her father was taking his rest, and the only maid in attendance would be in the kitchen, giving Cook a hand. It was the housekeeper’s afternoon off, and the cleaning lady had long left. No one would see them go to her suite of rooms in the east wing of the house.


When she opened the door to her sitting room, Harold made an approving sound.


‘This is nice, darling. Did you choose the furnishings?’


The remark brought normality back to her, and she wished he hadn’t made it, as the situation she’d put herself in became all too realistic, and a shyness that she hadn’t felt before enveloped her.


‘Yes. I’m very proud of how it turned out, as Mother resisted my choice. However, she loved it, once it was done.’


‘I’m not surprised, it looks very . . . chic, yes, that’s the word.’


The room now became Mags’s focus, and all the excitement that had gripped her and made her act in such an impetuous way vanished as she gazed around her. Yes, she had chosen well, if a little unconventionally, as she loved the effect of the moss-green furniture and pink cushions standing out against the background of the soft grey carpet and curtains. The cushions had been embroidered by her own hand with moss-green leaf motifs, and the occasional furniture and her bureau were in light oak, as opposed to the mahogany of the rest of the house, and gave the right finishing touch to it all.


‘Would you like to sit down and have some lemonade? I have a jug on—’


‘Darling, I’m not here for lemonade.’


The tone of his voice rekindled the spark of anticipation in Mags. As she turned towards Harold, he reached out and took hold of her arm, pulling her towards him. She caught her breath as he lowered his lips to hers.


But this time his kiss wasn’t gentle. His need spilled over, in a demanding, passionate probing of her mouth and a rough rubbing and squeezing of her breasts. This increased her sense of guilt at what they were proposing to do. She wanted – needed – his gentleness, not this display of animalistic fervour. Instinctively she struggled against him.


‘No, Mags. I’m not going to allow you to go back on what we agreed. We are here now. You cannot withdraw from me.’


‘I – I don’t know. I shouldn’t have brought you here. I—’


‘Don’t, Mags, please don’t. Let’s get back what we felt downstairs. Maybe I was a little too eager, but I thought . . . well, I thought we were ready. I am. I want you so badly, Mags.’


Guilt bored into her. She wanted to ask him to leave, but was afraid of his temper, and thought he might do that literally and she wouldn’t see him for months. Something in her suspected that the affair Flors had told her of was still going on, and if she didn’t give Harold what he desired, then Susan would.


‘Mags?’


His plea made up her mind. She wanted Harold with all her being. ‘Yes, let’s start again. Gently, like you were downstairs. What you did just now frightened me.’


‘Oh, Mags, I’m so sorry. I so want you, I got carried away. I keep forgetting this is your first time. I’ll remember that now. I promise, darling. Let me kiss you. Oh, my darling, let me kiss you.’


His tone and his gentle hold on her melted Mags’s resistance. Though guilt rocked her, when he said this was her first time, she couldn’t spoil that illusion for him. She wasn’t practised at deceit, but maybe if she cried out as if in pain, he would think that normal?


Harold dispelled any worry she might feel, as he exclaimed at the beauty of every limb that he bared and caressed when he undressed her.


She had seen many men’s naked bodies, but always racked with pain, and thin and bony after a great toll had ravaged them, but Harold was magnificent. His body was honed and contoured. And when her eyes travelled downwards, she felt an increase in the heat that crept over her. He truly was beautiful.


His loving of her was gentle and patient, until she cried out for him to come to her. When he did, her ecstasy was such that she forgot her resolve to show this was her first time, but lost herself in the extreme pleasure that shuddered through her body, taking her to a place she had never been before or thought existed. In this place she was a different being. A pliable and yet demanding woman. One who knew what her body wanted, and one who gave herself completely to loving her man. All memory and horror of her rape were gone in that moment, and her cries were ones of joy.


This stunning world of love and sexual desire seized all her senses, making her demand more – demand something she knew she could attain, something that was building inside her. Then it came, a surge of feeling so powerful it had her begging Harold to stop, as she stiffened beneath him and allowed the sensations to release an explosion inside her of wave after wave of exquisite thrill, taking her to an abandonment of everything she’d been up till this moment.


‘Oh, Harold. Harold, my love. My love.’ Her tears flowed as her body embraced this release.


He looked down at her. His eyes held a question – an accusation. She lowered hers, the moment spoiled as memory flooded through her, enclosing her and prodding at her guilt as his movements became like the German’s had been: a deep, rough thrusting of her. This didn’t cause her pain, but neither did it rekindle the feelings she’d just experienced.


Harold rolled off her as his moment came upon him. She knew this was to keep his promise not to make her pregnant. And she knew it was a moment when she should be holding him, and praising him, but she was paralysed by other feelings now.


When he calmed, he lay on his back and reached for his jacket. His silence sliced through the air. She heard him fumbling and then the strike of a match. Sulphur stung her nostrils, before the more pleasant smell of his exhaled smoke wafted over her.


‘Who was it?’


The question tightened her stomach muscles.


‘I know there has been somebody. Who was it?’


His tone frightened her. ‘I – I was raped.’


Once again, that silence in which she could feel his anger.


‘Harold, I – I didn’t . . . I mean, it was terrifying, and painful and humiliating. H – he was a German soldier. He stank of sweat and beer, and cigar smoke tainted his breath. And I had the added terror of seeing one of his comrades grabbing Flors and—’


‘Good God! Flora was raped, too?’


‘No. Their commander came in, woken by our screams, and stopped them. There was supposed to be immunity from capture for the Red Cross workers, but the Germans didn’t care about such things. They had conquered Brussels and saw the world as theirs for the taking.’


The words poured out of her, and her body shook with sobs as they did so. Harold remained like a statue beside her, his only movement the deep inhaling of his cigarette.


Mags waited.


She wanted him to take her in his arms and forgive her. But that didn’t happen. He swung his legs off the bed, stubbed his cigarette in the base of a small ornament on her side table and grabbed his clothes. As he went towards her bathroom, he looked back at her, his face clouded with rage. ‘You should have told me.’


The bathroom door slammed shut behind him. Mags curled up into a ball and wept.


When Harold emerged, he said two words. ‘Goodbye, Mags.’


Mags stared at the closed door of her bedroom, unable to move for the weight of grief as everything assailed her: the rape, the loss of her mother, and, above all, her certainty that she had lost Harold. And after only just discovering the real him – the gentle man and the exquisite lover, qualities that far outweighed his petulance when things didn’t go his way. Or putting himself, and what he wanted, above all else, a trait of which she’d seen so much.


Why had she let herself go this far? She’d known what Harold was really like. Known him to plot a murder, to get at the inheritance he thought was rightfully his. Known him to abandon his own sister, when he must have realized that his mother’s hatred of Flors was irrational. And a lesser charge: she’d witnessed his lack of drive in business, preferring to hand over to a manager than see his factory through a crisis.


But what now? Oh God, he’ll go back to her – to his mistress. I’m certain of it. And I’ll be left here pining for him, raging with jealousy and hate. It will destroy me.


Uncurling her body, Mags got off the bed. Walking with determination towards the bathroom, she told herself: No. I won’t let that happen. I must be strong. I have to be, for Father, if not for myself.


This resolve didn’t sit in her for long. As she soaked in a hot bath, her whole body wept for her loss, and she knew that love can offer pain-filled agony as well as exquisite joy.


On the hall table there was a note. The sight of it stopped Mags in her tracks as she descended the stairs an hour later. What would she read in it?


Forcing herself forward, she picked it up. A waft of Harold’s aftershave assailed her. The woody, provocative aroma mocked her. His hands would have had traces of it on his palms as he applied it after his bath.


Not wanting to, but unable to stop herself, she lifted the note to her nostrils and drew in a deep breath. Her eyes closed, and emotions assaulted her in a painful rush. I love him. Oh God, I love and need him so much. 


Going through to the sitting room, she sat down where Harold had sat, hoping to feel something of him left there:


I am appalled at what happened to you, my dear Mags, but even more appalled that you kept it from me. You cheated me of being able to come to terms with it before we took the next step. 


To me, this is a rotten act on your part. I am the man you love. Didn’t you trust me?


Yes, I can accept that the memory was painful to you. But if you wanted to keep it to yourself, why did you not pretend? I had so much trust in you – and love for you – that I wouldn’t have guessed. You needn’t even have faked extreme pain, as I know many women hardly feel a thing, but are resistant to a man entering them fully at first. You could have done that – you are not a fool. You know the way of things. You were a nurse, for God’s sake!


But you chose not to do that for me. You chose not to keep me innocent of what had happened. You let me find out during what should have been a wonderful occurrence between us.


I am disgusted with you, and I do not know if I can forgive you.


I am going back to London and will take at least two weeks’ respite from you before I make my decision. I will write to you then, letting you know how I think our future looks.


Whether that will be together, I do not know. Parting will be painful, but so will marrying a liar and a deceitful person. 


H x


She had no more tears to shed. She would write to Harold and try to explain. In the letter she would mention Susan and give a few ultimatums of her own. Whether this would kill their relationship or not, she did not know – if she was wrong about him having an affair, it would; if she was right, then it just might help him see how hypocritical he was being.


Whatever happened, something told her that she must stand up to Harold or lose herself. She was a person in her own right. Her darling mother had taught her that, and she wasn’t about to taint Mother’s memory by not being the woman she had been brought up to be.


Harold had that lesson to learn. And she had to know if his love for her was strong enough to allow her to be the person she was. If not, then painful as it would be, she would go her own way. There had to be life after love, didn’t there?









Chapter Four


The letter arrived two days after the two-week deadline Harold had set. Alongside it was one with a French stamp on it. Mags knew this would be from Flors. She wanted to open it and find out how Flors and Cyrus were faring, but she needed to know Harold’s decision first.


The last two weeks had been a time during which she had found a strong resolve not to allow Harold to crush her; and to seek his assurance that, if they married, he would not behave as his own father had done and keep a mistress.


Taking the letters off the silver salver on the hall table, Mags went up to her room. It overlooked the huge, sprawling garden, with the beautiful view of the rugged, hilly terrain.


Stealing herself for whatever Harold’s letter held, Mags sat down at the bureau in the corner of the room. Slicing the seal with the pearl-handled paper knife that had been a present from her mother, she felt her hands shake and a yearning for everything to turn out as she wanted it to.


My dear Mags,


I have to apologize.


Her heart leapt. Her eyes scanned the words that followed:


I behaved very badly. I should have shown more understanding. It was a terrible thing that happened to you, and I have spoken to someone who pointed out that it would have been far too difficult for you to talk about it; and that my skill in making love to you was such that you surrendered to me without fear, and so I should be proud of that, and should continue to help you to forget the rape.


Mags took a deep breath. Part of her wanted to scream at the audacity of his words, but it vied with the part of her that was so relieved to read them, and with the sheer embarrassment of them. Who had Harold talked to? Not . . . God, don’t let it have been Susan! On reading the words again, she thought they did sound like intimate words spoken between lovers – for who else would know about Harold’s skill at lovemaking?


Your letter shocked me. It seems that I am to take on your desire to be independent, and your outspoken and direct approach. This will not be easy for me. I, too, have been brought up to be independent and to have my own way. My father trusted my decisions, from a young age.


Trusted them, or knew it was no use arguing with you, Harold?


I am very upset by your insinuation that I am having an affair with someone who was nothing more than a maid in my home. 


When will you see the truth about Flora? What does she have to do to finally disillusion you? Do you think a mother gives up a daughter easily? Isn’t it strange to you that two sons – my dear late brother Francis and I – found Mother to be a wonderful woman, who loved and cared for us? Why she couldn’t do that for Flora was because Flora was destructive, wilful and, yes, even as a child, she was evil and spiteful. And despite all she has done since – finding and marrying her own half-brother, to spite our mother – you choose to believe Flora. That hurts me. It hurts not to be trusted, and it hurts to know that you too are hurting, thinking that I am being unfaithful to you, when I love you so much and you are all I need, or will ever need.


You are warm and loving and, I know now, a deeply passionate woman. My mother wasn’t those things. From what I came to understand, she used the intimate side of marriage to bargain and to punish, and the result was that father sought solace elsewhere.


I am still coming to terms with how he behaved, and the devastating consequences of his actions. It isn’t every day that an unknown elder brother turns up out of the blue, in an incestuous marriage with your own sister, and takes the inheritance that you thought of as yours all your life.


If I am a little rash with my decisions and actions, and seem not to settle at anything, it is because of that, coming on top of the loss of my parents and my brother and, not least, the family home – the only one I have ever known.


Can you not open your heart to me, my darling? Forgive me and give us a chance at happiness, without doubting me, and without fighting me over the silly notion you have that, even as my future treasured wife, you want to work for a living? I cannot come to terms with that. How will I be perceived? Do you know of any other couple of our standing whose wife goes out to work? It is preposterous.


The ring of truth in his words stung. Harold was right. She knew she was indulged – her daddy’s only child, treated like a son a lot of the time. Oh, how folk must laugh at me and my efforts to thrive in the business world. This hit her as something she had always known, but had denied. Yes, she had gained respect for her knowledge and her flare for making the right decisions, but she’d known the real opinions of the men she dealt with. Maybe Harold was right. Her heart was heavy as this realization overcame her.


I want a loving wife, as I know you will be, who cares for me and is there for me, making a loving and welcoming home for me.


In return, I will be a diligent businessman and will run all our business affairs. Above all, I will be a loving husband and father to our children – I hope we have many. I want to make those with you, my darling, and only with you. We have both had a taste of how wonderful our coming together will be. I am pining to repeat that. Just writing this, I am feeling the need of you, wanting to hold you and be one with you. Are you feeling that, too?


Mags couldn’t deny that she was. She caught her breath as, unconsciously, she stretched out her legs and tensed the muscles in her groin. A remembered thrill tightened her throat. Yes! Yes, I am feeling it. Oh, Harold, come back to me, and be to me the husband that I want – and need. 


Write soon, my darling; write soon with what I want to hear, and I will be there with you like a shot, creeping into your bed and making exquisite love to you.


The feelings inside Mags intensified. Her breath caught in her lungs, and her cheeks flushed. She swallowed hard as desire consumed her. Oh, Harold, I love you. I love you.


I cannot promise that I can stay with you for the whole of the time until our wedding, my darling, as I have such a lot going on here that I need to finalize before our marriage. I need it out of the way, so that nothing takes me away from you afterwards. Please let it be that I will be there. 


Your loving H x


Rising, Mags went over to the window and looked out at the garden. The weather had warmed, and there was only a trace here and there of the overnight cold – a frosted white cobweb clinging to the hedge and an icicle hanging from the wishing well, dripping droplets of water as it melted. The low winter sun shone on her, its rays amplified by the glass of the windowpanes. Soon Christmas would be upon them – a time she’d always loved, but now dreaded. It was going to be painful to get through it without her mother. But then maybe Harold would be here. Oh, she hoped so.


Reading the letter again, she knew she was at a turning point in her life, as the pull of Harold and all that he promised was too much for her to resist. Just reading his words had caused a burning passion inside her. Her body yearned for him, and her soul ached for him.


Her decision wasn’t made without foreboding, for if she took the step to marry Harold, on her head be it – she had no delusions about him.


Sighing, she returned to the bureau and picked up Flors’s letter. Please let it contain good news.


Dearest Mags,


This is the first opportunity I have had to sit down and write to you. I want you to know that Cyrus and I are very happy. It has been difficult coming to terms with the knowledge of our sibling relationship to each other, but we cannot change that and have decided to be as we were before we knew – the same deeply-in-love couple.


I am enclosing my address, and the latest one that I have for Ella; only please, whatever you do, keep mine a secret. I say this assuming that you are now married, or going to be, to my brother Harold, who I believe would still seek to harm us. I was sorry that you chose to go into a relationship with him, but as you said: love is a powerful emotion.


I hope, with all my heart, that he makes you happy. You deserve nothing less. 


I have worried about you. Please don’t carry any guilt about my mother’s death. I don’t know exactly what you meant by ‘knowing hers and Harold’s plan’, but I can guess from their action in attacking us that they had intended extreme harm to us both, and to Cyrus in particular. I would even guess so far as them wanting him to die, so that Father’s estate would revert to Harold. But if this was the case, they were foolish to think that would happen, because our son, Freddy, would have been the natural heir. 


But this is about you. Mother’s death was an accident – purely that. A terrible one, as it left you so broken, but one precipitated by your need to protect Cyrus and me, and I am so very grateful to you.


I know that if you are married to Harold, you won’t be able to write back, but I wanted you to know that I am your friend, and I could have no better friend than you. I will be forever grateful for the way you tried to help save my little Alice. Oh, Mags, it is so painful to speak of her. But we owe you a great debt for the way you did all that you could for her. Our home is always yours, too, please remember that.


I also wanted you to know that we were delivered of our third child, a son, Randolph. He is now six weeks old and thriving, though I took a while to recover, as it was a difficult birth. I am now back on my feet and getting our new home into shape – a neglected chateau, which stands just outside the village of Laurens in Hérault in the Languedoc province. Cyrus is busy preparing his fields in readiness to plant the grapevines he has ordered, and he is loving our new life, as I am. 


Take care, my dear friend. All my love, Flors x


With a sigh, Mags took two sheets of writing paper from her pad and then took the lid off the pot of ink that stood at the back of the top shelf of the bureau and dipped her pen into it. She would write to Harold:


My dearest, darling Harold,


I have been a fool. I see that now. Nothing is worth more than having you by my side. Of course I want to be your wife, and I promise I will never keep anything from you again.


Crossing herself to negate this lie, she put the pen down and found the small knob under the side of the bureau. Pressing it caused her to jump, even though she knew the secret drawer always made a loud click when it shot open. Into it she tucked Flors’s letter. She would break her ties with Flors, but she wouldn’t disclose to Harold where his sister was. And yes, she would keep the letter . . . just in case.


And my darling, I can, and will be, the wife you want me to be. I will leave the running of the mill to you and Daddy. 


It will work, it will – I can do this. I must.


Your letter aroused feelings in me that are still reverberating around my body. My blood is pounding sensations to every part of me.


Oh, Harold, I so want – and need – you, too. Marry me and make me yours every day. Our bed will be our loving place; a place where our children are made, a place where our bond will be so deep and so binding that no one can ever divide us again, and no past can encroach upon us. 


What happened in our lives previously occurred to two very different people. We are us: the ‘us’ that is now; the ‘us’ that no one can put asunder. Come back to me soon, my darling.


Your loving Mags x


A turmoil of emotions churned through her as she sat back. How was it that she’d given in so easily, after vowing to fight for her rights within the marriage? Her signature on what she’d written changed her future. Would she be able to settle down to the routine of running the household? And what of her dream of owning the mill? That will never happen now, as Daddy will surely think it prudent to leave it to Harold, once we are married. Oh, why am I beset with doubts? 


Rising from the chair, she picked up the letter and sealed it in an envelope. Her choice was made, and now she must live by it. Walking briskly, she took the letter to the salver on the hall stand. One of the household staff would take it to the post office.


‘Oh, I was coming to look for you, my dear.’


Her father’s voice seemed to compound the sadness within her. Not only at having given up her dreams, but because Father no longer spoke in a commanding way that held confidence, but as if he was apologizing. He was like a lost soul, since Mother’s passing.


Changing her mind about the fate of the letter, she turned towards her father. ‘I was just going out, Daddy. Come with me. I have to deliver this letter to the post office, and I thought I would drive to Queen’s Park and take a walk. Mummy loved that park. We will feel close to her there.’


‘Yes, but she didn’t like you driving. Such an unladylike thing to do.’


‘That wasn’t Mummy – and you know it, Daddy. That notion is yours. If Mummy could have, she’d have taken to the wheel the moment you bought the Rolls, but she knew it would put you in a tizzy.’


‘Ha, I suppose you’re right, my dear. I have always had more of an old-fashioned outlook. It was your mother who made it possible for you to achieve all that you’ve accomplished. I would have packed you off to finishing school. But I don’t regret it, as you’ve been like a son as well as a daughter to me.’


They were walking very slowly around the perimeter of the huge lake in the beautiful park when the subject came up again. Mags had been deep in thought about how her life had panned out, but she hadn’t missed the stark winter beauty around her: the slanting grassy slopes, the variety of trees and bushes and how the evergreens gave a splash of colour to the stark trees, stripped of their summer glory.


The North of England was rarely taken seriously, being looked upon as an industrial, cloth-cap-and-clogs place that was choked by the smoke belching from its factories. Very few southerners ventured up here, if they could avoid it, and yet it was a place of stunning beauty, no matter what the season. The Pennine mountains and the Bowland hills surrounded Blackburn and produced a kaleidoscope of rich greens in summer, rustic browns and flaming reds in autumn and were now clad in icy white, which after Christmas would give way to the many shades of spring, when everywhere would be bursting into bloom.


‘I never wanted you to see me as a son, Daddy, but as a daughter with skills you were proud of.’


‘I know, my dear. And that is what you are. I am worried about you, though. How will you fare in a marriage to a man who doesn’t agree with his wife working?’


‘Oh? You know Harold’s views?’


‘Yes, he has tried to get me on his side.’


‘Did he succeed?’


‘He did. I agree with him, but I did tell him that, like me, he would benefit from seeking your advice on all business matters. I told him he could have no better person to guide him than you.’


Mags could only smile. She didn’t want to disillusion her father, but she knew that wouldn’t happen. Where Harold was concerned, she had to accept that it was a man’s world. But could she accept that?


‘But, you know, you don’t have to worry. I have made sure that the mill is yours and I didn’t agree to merge it with Roford mill. I—’


‘Harold asked that of you?!’ How could he, and when he knows Father is at his lowest?


‘Yes, I was shocked, too. But I told him I would want to see Roford mill in profit, and with better working conditions for the weavers. As you well know, that business is in a bad way. To my mind, Harold should have stayed up here and got things sorted.’


Her father was shocked to hear how Harold had asked Mags to appoint a manager for Roford mill.


‘What the blazes for? Can’t he get the job done himself? Look, if he’s not going to allow you to work, then I will have to take the reins. I’m sorry, but I don’t see how Harold will give our works the attention that is needed – he has to prove himself first.’


This upset Mags, for she knew her father wasn’t well enough to bear the stress of the business. And yet this might be the answer. ‘If you could find a time when we are on our own each day, to keep me informed . . . I – I mean, Harold won’t like me being involved, even as a sort of silent partner, so he mustn’t know. All decisions will have to look as though they are yours, Daddy.’


His hand patted the back of hers. ‘Good girl; you will fare well, if you manage Harold that way. Your mother asked me to see that you didn’t “lose yourself” – as she put it. She didn’t, you know. She managed me well; let me keep face, as the man of the house, but I knew that she held the strings that worked me. I liked it that way, and now I feel lost. Very lost.’


‘Oh, Daddy, I know.’


They walked in silence for a time. It was Mags who broke it. ‘Have you thought about Christmas, Daddy? I mean we don’t have to do anything as we have always done it. Not this year. I’ll carry out Mother’s traditions of seeing that the children of the village all get a present, but we needn’t get the decorations down from the attic or make a big thing of it.’


‘I haven’t thought about it, my dear; but yes, I would like to be quiet and not make a fuss. Is Harold coming? He left so abruptly.’


‘He had urgent business, as I told you, but I have had a letter from him, and he is coming back up. Whether he will stay for Christmas, I’m not sure. He is grieving himself and may want to spend it where he can visit his parents’ grave.’
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