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For our precious and beloved granddaughter, Chloe Elizabeth Bradshaw, born 14 May 2014; cherished baby daughter for Ben and Lizzi and beautiful little sister for Reece; adored new cousin for Sam and Connor, Georgia and Emily, and Lydia. You are the most exquisite little baby in the world, darling one, with your big brown eyes and wide smile. Daddy is going to have to fight the boys off in droves when you get older!


We praise the Lord for your safe arrival in the world (and so quick, Lizzi!) and give thanks to God for His treasured gift. He truly does do all things well – alleluia to the King of kings and Lord of lords.




Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I have become sounding brass or a clanging cymbal. And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, but have not love, it profits me nothing. Love suffers long and is kind; love does not envy; love does not parade itself, is not arrogant; does not behave rudely, does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no evil; does not rejoice in iniquity, but rejoices in the truth; bears all things, hopes all things, endures all things.


Love never fails.


1 Corinthians 13, v.1–8




Author’s Note


This is a story I have wanted to write for years, and I must thank my lovely editor, Wayne Brookes, for trusting me to do it sensitively. Having said that, I think I have wrestled with disgust and horror at man’s inhumanity to man more during the time of writing The Colours of Love than at any other point in my life. My research threw up horrible facts and figures about the slave trade, the English oppression of the Irish during the potato famine, and much more. It is ironic that in America during the 1850s the black populace, who hated the Irish even more than the average white American did, were the first to call the Irish ‘white niggers’. Throughout the book, incidentally, I have not used this offensive term – not because of issues of political correctness (I always aim to be factual about an era that I’m writing about, however unpleasant the subject), but because I couldn’t bear to put the word on the printed page. My darling son-in-law, Roy, has come in for abuse on the football field and that word has been used, and on the few occasions I was there, I wanted to take the perpetrator by the throat.


Several great Americans who didn’t agree with the oppression of any peoples – be they slaves brought by force to the United States, or immigrants like the Irish, Jews, Slavs and Italians – predicted a change in future thinking. Orestes Brownson, a celebrated convert to Catholicism, stated in 1850: ‘Out of these narrow lanes, dirty streets, damp cellars, and suffocating garrets, will come forth some of the noblest sons of our country, whom she will delight to own and honour.’ And in little more than a century his prophecy came true: Irish-Americans had moved from the position of the despised to the Oval Office. And now, in the twenty-first century, there is a black President in the White House. This is encouraging and is not to be underestimated, even though the world is in such a terrible state, with countries, cultures, religions and individuals fighting each other.


In my story, it is love that overcomes prejudice and fear and hatred; love between a man and a woman, and the love of a family, and steadfast friends. In the real world I truly believe love is the only answer, too.
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PART ONE


Two Mothers


1923




Chapter One


She was whimpering – she could hear herself. Or perhaps it was Harriet making the animal-like sound? No, it was her. The occasional tortured moan came from Harriet, but she seemed better able to manage the unspeakable pain they were both enduring.


She hoped she died; she hoped the baby died too, because death would be preferable to having the baby given to the nuns at the Catholic orphanage. Her grandmother had told her enough stories, about her own terrible childhood in one of those loveless places, for her to be sure of that. She couldn’t bear the thought of her own and Michael’s precious child suffering such cruel treatment; far better that they went together now, and then she could hold her baby safe for all eternity.


Ruth Flaggerty raised her head to glance across at the woman in the other bed that the room held. She hadn’t known Harriet Wynford before they had boarded the passenger ship bound for England, but the fact that they were both with child had drawn them together on the journey from America. Then had come the severe storm, which had blown the ship off-course and finally onto rocks close to a little fishing village somewhere along the Welsh coast. She didn’t know exactly where, and she didn’t care, for the trauma of the shipwreck had brought on her confinement, and Harriet’s too. Several people had been injured; and three, including Harriet’s personal maid, had lost their lives whilst attempting to reach safety. Once on the shore, she and Harriet had been carried to the village inn and an old crone of a midwife summoned, a near-toothless hag who stank of gin and was clearly inebriated. The woman was at present snoring loudly in the chair she’d positioned earlier between the two beds.


‘She’s been like that for the last little while,’ Harriet whispered weakly, as their eyes met. ‘She’s as drunk as a lord, dreadful woman, but we’ll see this through together, you and I. Are your pains very bad, Ruth?’


Ruth nodded. Another contraction was coming and her body tensed against it. ‘I can’t bear much more, Harriet,’ she gasped. ‘Really, I can’t.’


‘It will soon be over.’


She didn’t think it would ever be over; there was nothing in the world but this grinding, relentless agony, which went on and on. Ruth twisted on the hard straw mattress, tears trickling from her eyes. Michael, oh Michael. If only her family had let them get wed, this would be so different. She wanted his baby more than anything, but not like this. And they hadn’t even let her say goodbye to him. Her father and two brothers had woken her in the dead of night and pulled her from her bed, and her mother had stood over her while she had dressed. When she had protested, they’d gagged and bound her and carried her to the waiting carriage, along with the valise and bags that her mother had packed. And the ‘companion’ they had hired to accompany her, Miss Casey, was nothing more than a gaoler; she even looked the part, with her big, beefy body and hard, flat face.


In the midst of her pain Ruth heard the chair creaking as the midwife lumbered to her feet, and then the woman was talking to Harriet, her voice slurred and her sing-song Welsh accent strong. ‘Come on now, you’ve had babies before, so you know what to do. It’s time to push.’


What a horrible old witch. In the midst of her distress, Ruth wanted to shout at the midwife. Fancy throwing Harriet’s previous history of umpteen miscarriages into her face at a time like this. And Harriet so brave too, and so kind. When they had sat together on the deck of the ship, muffled up against the keen, salty wind and with thick blankets over their knees, they had whispered confidences to each other when they could be sure Miss Casey wasn’t within earshot, and a strong bond had been forged between them. Apart from her family and Miss Casey, Harriet was the only person who knew Ruth wasn’t married to the father of her baby, although she hadn’t explained further than saying that her family deemed Michael unsuitable, and Harriet hadn’t once made her feel wicked or immoral. And, in turn, Harriet had divulged that, after many miscarriages, the doctors had told her this pregnancy must be her last, and she was desperate to present her husband with a live child.


Ruth didn’t think she liked the sound of Harriet’s husband. She pictured him in her mind. Theobald Wynford seemed the antithesis of his sweet, well-bred wife and she couldn’t imagine why Harriet had married him in the first place, but then she supposed opposites attract? And Harriet had never said a word against him, but then that was Harriet all over: loyal and good and uncomplaining.


She was tired now, so tired. It had been twilight when they’d been carried to the inn, and the agonizing night had seemed endless. It was still dark outside, the icy rain lashing against the small leaded window and the pain unremitting. If only she could sleep, escape into the land of dreams, where she met Michael and they held each other close for long, stolen moments. They had planned to run away and start a new life together, far from anyone who knew them, and had been only days from leaving, when her mother had heard her being sick on consecutive mornings and had put two and two together.


Ruth tried to shut her mind to the scene that had followed, when her mother had seemed to go mad, demanding that she name the man and then becoming hysterical when Ruth had done so. She had been locked in her room, and not even the maids had been allowed to see her; her mother had brought her all her meals on a tray. Her father had come once on that first morning, and it was as well her mother had accompanied him. Ruth’s hand went involuntarily to her throat. If her mother hadn’t pulled her father off her, he would have succeeded in strangling her for sure. As it was, the marks of his fingers had taken some time to fade completely.


The pain had become unbearable again and she whimpered against it, before clamping her lips together. If Harriet could bear this torture over and over again, to give her husband the child he wanted, then she could suffer it without complaint too. But oh, how she wanted Michael . . .


How much later it was when Ruth felt the nature of the spasms racking her body begin to change, she didn’t know, but with the urge to push came a strength that she would have sworn moments before she didn’t have. She knew Harriet’s baby still hadn’t made an appearance, from the sounds from the other bed and the midwife’s monologue of ‘Push, push!’, which seemed to have been going on for hours. At one point she had managed to raise herself and glance at Harriet, only to see her friend’s contorted body heaving, and the midwife standing looking down at her while she swigged the contents of a gin bottle that she had clearly brought with her.


As Ruth began to grunt and strain with the dictates of her body, she became aware of the midwife moving to her side.


‘That’s it, dear, you do your job, an’ I can do mine,’ the dreadful woman crooned. ‘Not like this other one,’ she added, as if to herself. ‘Not got the strength of a kitten. Same with all the old wives. If the babbie don’t slip out, then it’s done for. You need youth on your side for this work. Damned men – they have it easy. Sow their seed an’ have their pleasure, an’ to hell with it.’ She continued to mumble and then, as Harriet gave a terrible long howl, there was a scurry followed by the midwife crooning, ‘All right, m’dear, all right. ’Tis as expected. Rest now.’


Harriet’s baby wasn’t crying. Didn’t all babies cry when they came into the world? Why wasn’t it crying? Ruth’s fevered mind asked the question, even as her body got on with the job in hand. The contractions were tumbling one on top of the other now; as one ended, the next one was already upon her, and with each came the primal urge to bear down.


The sweat was pouring off her, her back arching and, at the moment the child left her body, she called out, ‘Michael!’ – his name ringing from the rafters. And, as if in answer, the baby yelled, a loud, lusty cry full of life and vigour.




Chapter Two


Harriet stared at Ruth. Right up to this moment of time she had thought of Ruth as a young girl; a good girl, but one who had fallen in love and had been tempted, and who was now paying a terrible price for that weakness. But the girl had become a woman, and the proof of it was in the words she was speaking now. The midwife had lurched drunkenly from the room a few minutes ago with an armful of soiled bedding, telling them she would return shortly, and immediately she had gone, Ruth had come to sit on the side of her bed, taking her hand and saying softly, ‘I’m so sorry about your baby, Harriet. So very sorry. Listen, I have an idea, but if it is to work we must act quickly. You say your husband is desperate for a child, and I don’t want Miss Casey to hand my baby over to the nuns. You take her. Pretend she is yours. I’ll . . . I’ll say my baby was stillborn.’


Harriet made an enormous effort to pull herself together. She had been bereft when her last hopes had died, along with her baby, although in truth she had been expecting it. Expecting it, but still hoping God would answer her prayers and end her barrenness. But the baby had come too early, like all the ones before it, and she didn’t think the shipwreck had really been the cause. She had been feeling unwell before the storm came. Wiping her eyes, she whispered, ‘You can’t give me your baby, Ruth.’


‘I can. She would have a life with you; parents who love her, and a future. With the nuns’ – she swallowed hard – ‘her childhood would be unbearable. I know. I know what those places are like.’


‘But . . . but the midwife?’


‘She’s so drunk she can barely walk, and I dare say she’s having another drink right now. She won’t remember which baby is which and, even if she does, it’s our word against hers. But she’ll just take her payment for services rendered and buy more gin; and we’ll be gone from this place soon.’


‘It wouldn’t work.’ Fear of Theobald warred with a hundred other emotions. ‘People – Theobald – would know.’


‘No one would know, not if we act now, before your husband comes, or anyone else. She . . . she’s beautiful, Harriet. Look at how beautiful she is.’ Ruth slid off the bed and went to the foot of her own bed, where the baby was lying in a makeshift crib of a wicker basket, making little mewing sounds. The other basket, at the foot of Harriet’s bed, was still and silent, the child it contained hidden under the coverlet.


Ruth bent and tenderly lifted the small infant swaddled in a rough blanket, gazing down into the minute face for a long moment, and then carried the baby over to Harriet and placed her in the other woman’s arms.


Harriet gazed down at the perfect, fragile features and fell instantly in love. The little girl was beautiful, she thought wonderingly – exquisite, her porcelain skin thrown into greater contrast against the mop of black hair above it. ‘She . . . she’s got such a lot of hair.’


‘I know. You could plait it already.’ Ruth gave a little sob of a laugh.


Harriet looked up from the baby, seeing Ruth’s tears. ‘You can’t give her away – you’re her mother.’


‘I want the best for her, and you’re the best, Harriet. You will love her as she deserves to be loved.’


‘But your parents might change their minds when they see her.’


‘They won’t see her. Miss Casey has strict instructions to dispose of the baby before we return home. But even if they did see her, they wouldn’t change their minds. You don’t know what they’re like, Harriet. They’ll never forgive me for what I’ve done, and if the evidence of my wickedness was in front of them . . . ’ She shook her head. ‘You don’t know them,’ she repeated fearfully.


‘Oh, my dear, you’re not wicked,’ said Harriet gently, feeling immensely sorry for the girl who, at fifteen years of age, was twenty years younger than herself. ‘You simply fell in love, and if the young man in question wanted to marry you?’


‘He did.’


‘Then the fault is theirs as much as yours.’ Harriet looked at the child in her arms. Because the parents did not consider Ruth’s young man good enough for their daughter, Ruth would be deprived of her baby. It was wrong and cruel, but Ruth wasn’t the first to experience such bigotry, and she wouldn’t be the last.


‘Will you take her, Harriet? Please?’


‘But what if you change your mind?’


‘I won’t, I promise. This is for the best. I know that.’


The baby stirred, one tiny hand escaping the blanket. Harriet studied the minute fingers and felt such a surge of maternal love it made her breathless. She had been dreading Theobald’s fury when he discovered he’d been thwarted of an heir yet again – and that was the way he would view the baby’s death. He’d blamed each miscarriage and stillbirth on her delicate constitution, saying that he should have married a wife who was stronger and healthier. It had been on the tip of her tongue many times to ask him why he hadn’t, but, of course, she knew the answer to that. Theobald was a wealthy landowner and local magistrate in the north-east of England, with a gift for business that he’d inherited from his father, a man who had risen from relative obscurity to great wealth during his lifetime. But Theobald had desired the prestige and standing that marrying a daughter of the aristocracy could give him. She was the third daughter of a lord and, unlike her sisters, was plain and awkward and shy. She had felt she was on the shelf, at over twenty years old, and when Theobald had offered her the chance of ending her spinster existence, she had taken it. It had been a marriage of convenience on both sides, but she had lived to regret her foolishness. Bitterly.


Would things have deteriorated so badly between them if she had given him, earlier in their marriage, the heir he craved? Perhaps Theobald would have been content to leave her alone then. As it was, his increasingly frenzied efforts to make her body bear his child had resulted in Harriet hating him. He was worse than a wild beast in the bedroom, tearing at her, month after month; her only respite occurred during the months she carried a baby in her womb.


‘Harriet?’ Ruth touched her arm. ‘The midwife will be back soon with the fresh bedding.’


‘Are you sure, my dear? That you want to give her up?’


‘It’s her only chance of a good life. Please take her.’


Harriet began to tremble, as hope mingled with the grief and despair she’d been feeling since the midwife had taken the limp little body from between her legs. She hadn’t asked to see the baby; she’d seen so many in recent years that she’d felt she couldn’t bear it again, but now she murmured, ‘I want to see it, Ruth. To say goodbye.’


Understanding immediately, Ruth took her baby from Harriet and then fetched the other basket to her. Harriet took a deep breath and then, very gently, slowly folded back the coverlet. It had been a boy and he was much smaller than Harriet’s child, his head and body the length of her hand and his limbs matchstick-thin. But he was perfect, and he was beautiful. Her precious, sweet baby son. ‘I love you,’ she breathed softly. ‘I love you so much. Forgive me. It doesn’t mean I love you any the less, please understand that, my darling.’ She stroked the doll-like face with the tip of her finger, her tears falling on the bald little head. He was already cold.


Ruth, her face awash, murmured, ‘You’re in a better place, little baby, safe and warm in the Almighty’s arms.’


‘Do you believe that?’ Harriet looked up. ‘Really believe it?’


‘Of course. Don’t you?’


‘I did once.’ Before her heart had been ripped out by the roots, over and over again.


‘Believe it, Harriet. You’ll see him again one day.’


Harriet said nothing for a few moments, then carefully replaced the coverlet and handed the basket to Ruth. ‘Put him at the end of your bed.’


It was decided.


Theobald Wynford was not a big man, being only an inch or so taller than his wife, but what he lacked in height he made up for in presence. Broad and compact, with an olive complexion and thick, grizzled hair, he radiated energy and life. His eyes were such a dark brown as to be almost black, and his nose, a large curving protrusion, hinted at Jewish blood somewhere in his ancestry, although it would be a brave man indeed who suggested this out loud. Intolerant and opinionated, he demanded respect and subservience from those beneath him, including his wife. Having broken his right leg in two places when the ship had been driven onto the rocks, he’d drunk himself insensible to dull the pain, on reaching the inn. The nearest town that boasted a doctor was some distance away and, due to the inclement weather and the fact it was nightfall, it had been decided to wait for morning before someone was dispatched to fetch him.


It was this same doctor who was now telling Theobald that he had a daughter. ‘A beautiful child.’ The doctor smiled, his voice hearty. ‘Bit on the small side, but none the worse for it. Your good wife tells me this is the news you have been waiting for, Mr Wynford?’


Theobald nodded, his teeth gritted against the pain as the doctor strapped up his injured leg. He would have preferred a son, but beggars can’t be choosers, and his dried-up stick of a wife wouldn’t be dropping any more bairns. The damned doctors had made that plain when this last pregnancy had been confirmed.


‘It will be two weeks or so before your wife’s fit to travel, but I dare say that won’t bother you too much, in view of your good news.’ Having finished his ministrations, the doctor straightened. ‘I’m sure they will make you as comfortable as possible here – they’re good folk.’


Good folk? Theobald’s face spoke volumes. This was a wretched, grubby little inn in a wretched, grubby little village where the stink of fish permeated everything. His wife and the young girl who was also expecting a baby had been given the only spare room in the place. Where was he expected to sleep?


The doctor had no trouble discerning his patient’s thoughts, and his voice held a note of warning when he said, ‘Two weeks, Mr Wynford – unless you want to put your wife’s life and that of your daughter in jeopardy. Do I make myself clear?’


‘Quite clear.’ Jumped-up little upstart!


‘Good. Your wife has been through quite an ordeal, Mr Wynford.’


So had he! Theobald adjusted his aching leg. ‘I understand arrangements have been made to transport the remaining passengers and crew out of here later today, and I intend to avail myself of that. I shall find a hotel in the nearest town and wait there until my wife and child are able to leave.’


‘As you wish.’ Theobald’s voice had been curt, and the doctor’s was equally so. He glanced round the crowded room of the small inn, where folk were sitting or standing as best they could. Apart from a few broken bones and two cases of mild concussion, the only serious injuries seemed to be an elderly lady who had damaged her back and a young man who had been unconscious for hours. The innkeeper and his wife had given up their own bedroom to the old lady, and the young man was stretched out on a settle on the other side of the room, where a couple of the passengers were keeping an eye on him. It hadn’t escaped the doctor’s notice that Theobald had the best chair in the place, positioned close to the warmth of the fire, even though several ladies – one of whom had a broken ankle – had need of a seat.


Bringing his gaze back to Theobald, the doctor said shortly, ‘I shall return tomorrow to examine Mrs Wynford. Here is my card. Once you are established in the town, let me know and I’ll visit with an update on your wife, Mr Wynford. And I can check that leg while I’m about it.’


No doubt, and charge a pretty penny for his services too, Theobald thought. Damned doctors cost a fortune. Quacks and charlatans, the lot of ’em. Keeping his thoughts to himself, he merely inclined his head.


‘I presume you would like to see your daughter before you leave? I will see that she is brought to you. It would be difficult for you to negotiate the narrow stairs to your wife’s room with that leg. And now, if you will excuse me, there are other people needing my attention.’


Theobald’s gaze followed the doctor as the man made his way across the room, but his thoughts were elsewhere. A child – a daughter. So Harriet had finally managed it. He had waited long enough, damn her. He had willed her to go full-term with this one; had willed her bony, unattractive body to provide him with an heir, a son in his own image. But she hadn’t gone full-term and the child wasn’t a boy, but a girl. He raised his hand to his face, touching his nose. The Wynford appendage didn’t sit too well on the female of the species; his two sisters had been proof of that. His mother had been a pretty woman, but he and his sisters had taken after his father; the Wynford genes were strong. Still, no matter. His father had virtually bought husbands for Amanda and Susannah, providing them with dowries that had proved sufficiently enticing. He could do the same with his daughter, but in her case there would be a stipulation to the man who took her as wife: he must take her name also, and relinquish his own, if he wanted to inherit the estate. The Wynford name would carry on – nothing mattered more than that.


At this point in his thinking he checked himself. The child wasn’t yet twenty-four hours old and was small into the bargain, coming early, as it had. It might yet still go the same way as the others, if it was sickly.


And then, as if in answer to the fear that had beset him, he became aware of the buxom figure of the innkeeper’s wife at his elbow. ‘You wanted to see the baby, sir? Here she is, and a prettier little one you couldn’t wish for.’


She bent down, depositing in his lap the tightly wrapped bundle she was holding. His arms instinctively closed around the cocoon and he stared down into the tiny face, which was all that was visible. He had had no real experience of babies, but if he’d had to voice an opinion about them, it would be that to him they all looked the same – usually bald and unattractive. He had never understood the female mind that cooed and twittered about how sweet and charming infants were; and his sisters’ children had been positively ugly. But this one . . . He examined the minute features under a shock of black hair. This one was actually pretty. Amazing! He smiled to himself. Especially in view of her parents. But perhaps she would take after his mother? Whether she did or didn’t, he wasn’t sorry she had escaped the Wynford nose.


The baby gave a yawn, revealing pink little gums, and then opened her eyes as she wriggled against the constrictions of the blanket. One small hand forced its way out of the folds of material and then caught hold of one of Theobald’s fingers, in a surprisingly firm grip. ‘She’s strong,’ he breathed, almost to himself.


‘Oh yes, sir, she might be small, but she’s a survivor, this one.’ The innkeeper’s wife nodded cheerily. ‘Makes all the difference if they’re a fighter, when they’re born before time.’


The baby was looking at him, and he could swear her great eyes were filled with curiosity and interest. Now that she was awake she seemed very alert, but peaceful, not squawking as his sisters’ babies seemed to do constantly. He felt a thrill of ownership shoot down his spine.


‘Shall I give your wife a message, sir?’ the woman said, bending down and picking up the baby again.


Theobald considered his reply. He was disappointed the child was not a boy, but, having seen the infant, he was pleased enough with the look of her and, as the innkeeper’s wife had said, she seemed a fighter. Harriet could have done worse. ‘Tell my wife I want the child named Esther, after my mother, and give her my good wishes for a speedy recovery.’


The innkeeper’s wife looked somewhat askance. ‘And the little one?’ she pressed. ‘What shall I say you think about her?’


Theobald settled back in his chair and reached for the tankard of ale at his elbow. ‘Say that she’ll do,’ he said shortly.




Chapter Three


Harriet and Ruth were to look back and see the two weeks that followed Esther’s birth as a time of bitter-sweet joy. Harriet was grieving the loss of her tiny baby son, but was filled with thankfulness at the gift Ruth had given her; and for her part, Ruth begrudged even an hour spent in sleep, because she needed to cherish every moment with her daughter, before she was taken away to her new life. The two women often talked long into the night, but although Ruth told Harriet about her family, and the pride they felt at having risen from rags to riches, after her grandparents had emigrated to America from Ireland at the height of the potato famine in 1850, she said nothing about Michael. Harriet, fearing the subject was too painful, asked no questions, but wondered much. It was clear the two young people had loved each other, and it seemed too cruel to deny them their happiness. But through their misfortune she had been given a pearl beyond price: her precious baby girl.


The weather added to the sense that the three of them were removed from the real world. Since the day of the shipwreck, wild November storms had battered the Welsh coast unmercifully, the days dark and gloomy, with unremitting rain and sleet. The wind howled like a banshee, shaking the little leaded panes of glass in the windows of the inn until the women felt sure they would shatter. But inside their room, all was snug and warm. The fire sent flickering shadows over the beamed ceiling and illuminated their faces as they tended to the baby, each of the women wishing these days could last forever. But all too soon the time came when they had to depart – Harriet bound for the north-east of England with Theobald, and Ruth back to America.


The weather had turned colder in the last day or two, and on the day of departure they awoke to a hard frost, the window so thick with ice they could not see out. Before they had finished breakfast the odd desultory snowflake was wafting in the air, but neither Ruth nor Harriet was concerned with the weather. Both women had slept fitfully, and in the middle of the night Harriet had heard Ruth trying to stifle the sobs that were shaking her body, and she had got up and gone to her. After that there had been no sleep for either of them and it had been a relief that Esther, being so small, demanded feeding every two hours.


Now they were dressed for the journey, and Harriet was giving Esther her last feed before the carriage was due to arrive. Miss Casey had been staying at a bed-and-breakfast just outside the town where Theobald had resided, and was due to arrive later in the morning.


Ruth watched Harriet, with her own breasts aching, although they had been tightly bound to dry up the milk for the last days and had stopped leaking moisture now. But the ache was in her heart.


Once she had finished feeding the baby, and without asking Ruth, Harriet placed the infant in the other woman’s arms. They had both been dreading this day, and Harriet felt wretched at Ruth’s distress.


Tears trickling down her face, Ruth touched with her lips the baby’s eyes, her mouth, her cheeks, her little hands, kissing each tiny finger and then stroking her silky black hair. ‘I love you,’ she whispered softly to her. ‘I’ll always love you – always – although I can’t be with you. Forgive me for letting you go, but it’s the only way.’ A sob caught in her throat and she looked up at Harriet, who was crying too. ‘How am I going to bear it?’ she whispered brokenly. ‘Oh, Harriet, what am I going to do?’


Harriet sat down beside her then and took Ruth in her arms, the two of them swaying in an agony of shared grief above the sleeping baby in her mother’s embrace. Harriet didn’t try to speak, for there were no words to say after all. Nothing could make this easier for Ruth.


‘Will . . . will you let her second name be Joy?’ Ruth murmured after a while. ‘That’s what I want to give her, in placing her in your care: joy.’


‘Of course.’ Harriet hugged her. ‘And I’ll make sure she knows nothing but love and happiness, Ruth. I promise.’


‘I know.’ Ruth rested her head on Harriet’s shoulder for a moment and then, as they heard footsteps on the stairs outside the room, she stiffened.


The innkeeper’s wife poked her head round the door after knocking. ‘Your husband’s here, dear,’ she said to Harriet.


‘Tell him I’m coming in a minute.’


‘Right you are.’


Alone again, they stood up, Ruth smothering the sleeping baby in kisses and beginning to sob uncontrollably.


‘I can’t leave you like this,’ Harriet said through her own tears.


‘You can. You must.’ Ruth wrapped the baby’s blanket more securely around her tiny shape, and then thrust the little cocoon at Harriet. ‘Take her, now, while I can still do this. Please, Harriet, help me do what’s right for her.’


They embraced one last time and then Harriet walked to the door with the baby cradled in her arms, opening it and leaving the room without looking back. Ruth felt her heart being torn from her soul with a pain so intense she had to ram her fist into her mouth to stop herself from screaming, and she began to panic. She couldn’t do it – she couldn’t let her baby go. She would run away from them all, grab her baby and disappear somewhere. Michael, oh Michael, why aren’t you here? Why didn’t you follow me and find me somehow?


Choking on her tears, she paced the room, wringing her hands together, before opening the door and going onto the landing. She wouldn’t run after Harriet and her baby, she knew that, but in the last moments something had broken and torn deep inside her and it would never heal, no matter how many years she continued to live.


She couldn’t see the main room of the inn from the small square of landing, but she could hear voices, and suddenly the panic was strong again. She had to have one last glimpse of her baby; she had to see her go.


She ran back into the room and began to struggle to force the frost-rimed window open, pushing with all her might until at last the ice splintered and the window sprang wide. Peering out, she saw Harriet being helped into the waiting carriage by the coachman, and caught a glimpse of Theobald inside as he leaned forward to take the baby. And then the horses’ hooves were clattering on the cobbles and the carriage moved out of sight, and there was only the snow falling thickly now out of a laden sky . . .


Immediately she was settled in the carriage with a thick rug over her knees, Harriet reached for the baby, smoothing the blanket from her little face. She glanced at Theobald and saw that his gaze was fixed on the child in her arms. ‘She’s a bonny little thing,’ he said softly. ‘I’d forgotten how bonny.’


‘Yes, she is.’ The observation unnerved her; it was as though he was questioning the baby’s parentage, but Harriet knew it was her guilty conscience putting a hidden meaning in his voice, and this was confirmed when he said with evident pride, ‘She takes after my mother. Can you see the resemblance?’


She had never met Theobald’s parents, for they had both died some years before he had married her, but there was a large portrait of them in the hall at home, and her husband was the very image of his father. Taking a deep, steadying breath and trying to keep the tremor out of her voice, she said, ‘It was the first thing I noticed about her.’


Gratified, Theobald leaned back in his seat, his injured leg stretched out in front of him. After a moment or two he cleared his throat. ‘I meant to ask before, what did – what was her name? Mrs Flaggerty? – what did she have?’


‘Ruth Flaggerty, yes. She had a little boy.’ Harriet didn’t know if he had been told about the stillbirth, but was banking on the fact that he hadn’t bothered to ask about Ruth. Self-centred to the core, Theobald rarely concerned himself with anything that didn’t directly impinge on him, and in this instance it would work to her advantage. If he knew one of the babies had died, he might begin to wonder.


Theobald nodded. ‘Damned funny time for her to come and visit relatives in England, wasn’t it? And that companion of hers – a grim-looking woman.’


‘I understand the visit had been arranged for some time.’


‘Still damned funny, and her husband not accompanying her seems fishy to me. Did she say anything about him?’


‘Only that she loved him very much and was missing him.’


Theobald had lost interest in the conversation. Adjusting his position on the hard seat, he muttered, ‘This leg is giving me gyp. Can’t sleep for more than a couple of hours, even with the pills the quack gave me. Why we ever made the damned trip to see your sister, I don’t know. I won’t be gallivanting abroad again, I can tell you. And them Americans – damned funny ideas some of ’em have got. No, give me England every time.’


Harriet could have said that she had never wanted to travel halfway across the world in the first place, and that she knew full well why Theobald had insisted on making the trip. One of her sisters had married an English earl and the other, Bernice, had bagged a very wealthy and influential American senator. In the past Theobald had been somewhat dismissive of the latter, affecting an air of snobbish condescension and belittling his brother-in-law’s venture into politics, but when the US President, Warren G. Harding, had died suddenly of a massive stroke in August, and his successor – the taciturn Calvin Coolidge – had turned out to be a good friend (a very good friend) of Bernice’s husband, Theobald had suddenly seen the potential of having someone in the family who rubbed shoulders with the President of the United States. They had spent three months with her sister, and Theobald had been ecstatic when they had been invited to dinner at the White House. For herself, she didn’t like her brother-in-law, and she had found that she disliked President Coolidge even more, and it had sickened her the way Theobald had ingratiated himself with them both.


Making no comment, she looked out of the window into the swirling snow, her thoughts back at the inn with Ruth. Part of her – a part she was deeply ashamed of – had been glad to leave the American girl. She had wanted to put some distance between them. The giving-over of the baby had seemed too good to be true, too miraculous a gift when she had thought all was lost, and the fear that the gift would be snatched back and that Ruth would change her mind had been with Harriet night and day, however hard she battled against it. But now she was safe. She looked down into the small, sweet face that had become her world. She could be Esther’s mother in reality. The danger was over. But, having lost babies of her own, she knew what Ruth was feeling.


‘I’ve made arrangements for a nanny to be in place at home when we return,’ Theobald said some time later, when they had sat in silence. ‘And Mrs Norton is also seeing to setting up some interviews for a new lady’s maid for you.’


Harriet would have preferred to choose her own nanny for Esther, but she made no comment on this. Inclining her head, she murmured, ‘Poor Atkinson.’ She had barely given her maid’s untimely death a thought in the last two weeks, with all that had happened. Her guilty conscience prompted her to say, ‘Atkinson had a widowed mother who was completely dependent on her. I would like to settle a sum of money on the woman, so that she is not destitute. There will be no help from any other quarter.’


Theobald frowned. ‘Surely that is not necessary?’


‘Nevertheless, I would like it. We have been given so much, Theobald’ – she looked down at the baby in her arms – ‘can’t we afford to be generous?’


She thought he was going to refuse, but after a moment he nodded. ‘If it would please you, I will see to it that she receives a monthly allowance for as long as she is alive,’ he said magnanimously. ‘Will that do?’


‘Thank you.’ Harriet was in no doubt that his current benevolence was due solely to the child in her arms. Nor did she fool herself that his good mood would last. He would think nothing of spending a small fortune on a thoroughbred stallion in order to impress their social set in the local hunt, but he was far from being a generous man. With this in mind, she pressed, ‘And it will be enough for her to live comfortably?’


‘Yes, yes, enough to keep her out of the workhouse, if that is what you are asking,’ he said irritably.


And Theobald knew all about the horrors of the workhouse, being on the board of the Workhouse Guardians. But to hear him talk, every poor soul incarcerated in that hellish place was there because of their own delinquency, Harriet thought, glancing at his hard face. She had accompanied him to the workhouse just once in the early days of their marriage, when he had insisted that she acquaint herself with the ‘duties’ expected of her as his wife. From the moment they had passed through the high, forbidding gates into a big yard surrounded by brick walls, she had felt the terror of the building. The principle that those who sought relief in the workhouse should be divided into groups was a flawed one, in Harriet’s opinion. Men were separated from women, thus breaking up families; and both groups were again divided into the able-bodied, the aged and children. However, no proper provision was made for the sick and the mentally ill, and vagrants were totally ignored. The austere uniform, the workhouse diet – the staples of which were coarse bread, cheese, gruel and potatoes – the rigid discipline and harsh punishments had left her shocked and sickened.


She had asked Theobald why the hair of both the little boys and girls was severely cropped, and why the adult inmates had their hair cut in a standard rough-and-ready manner, to which he had replied shortly, ‘Hygiene.’ He had also given this as the reason for the severe workhouse clothing, although she had suspected (and rightly) that it was more for reasons of economy, and as a badge of pauperism.


When she had objected to the biblical text over the door of the dining hall – ‘If any would not work, neither should he eat’ – saying that the workhouse had taken St Paul’s words out of context, Theobald had been furious with her, and they had had their first disagreement on the way home in the carriage. ‘Poverty is a necessary and indispensable ingredient in society,’ he had growled at her. ‘Without it there would be no labour, and without labour no riches, no refinement and no benefit to those possessed of wealth. There is a section of the poor who have always been poor, and will always remain so; everyone has the ability to work and take themselves out of the mire, but some choose to remain there. It is indigence, and not poverty, that is the evil; the poor should always be reminded of this, and thus motivated to work for their living. It was work that took my father from mediocrity to great wealth in his lifetime.’


That and Lady Fortune smiling on him, Harriet thought, saying out loud, ‘And when the poor sink so deep into poverty, despite all their efforts, and are unable to support themselves, what then? There are many who try and fail.’


‘Then there is the workhouse for those who have not worked hard enough, and they should be damned glad of it, because it’s more than they deserve.’


She had known then that she couldn’t reason with him, and also, with terrifying clarity, that she had made the biggest mistake of her life in marrying Theobald Wynford. She’d confided this to her mother when they had next been in London and had received short shrift from that aristocratic matron, who had not hidden her relief when a man had been found who was prepared to take her plain, nondescript daughter off her hands.


‘You married Mr Wynford of your own free will, Harriet,’ her mother had said grimly. ‘You will not bring disgrace on the family name by being anything less than an obedient and dutiful wife. I do not wish to speak of this again.’ And that had been that.


Now Harriet gazed at the cold, barren world outside the coach. Her life with Theobald had been like that, but no longer. She had a child; at long last she had a child. The future was bright.


The journey upcountry to the north-east was a long and tiring one, and not for the first time Harriet wished Theobald would put aside his aversion to automobiles. His farm manager and several of their friends and acquaintances had tried to persuade him that motorized vehicles were the way of the future, but her husband was stubborn to the hilt and refused to have anything to do with what he called ‘mechanical monsters’. Bernice had her own car – the latest model of the Austin Tourer – and, whilst they had been staying with her sister, the two of them had gone out for a spin several times when the men were otherwise engaged.


Through the doctor she had earlier sent a message to Theobald asking him if they might make the journey home by train, which would have been so much quicker, but he wouldn’t agree to that either, insisting that he wanted Purves, their coachman, to come and fetch them, in view of his injured leg. In the event, Theobald felt every pothole and bump in the roads and spent the entire journey swearing under his breath.


It had been dark for hours when they finally drove through the open gates of the estate. It was situated to the west of the town of Chester-le-Street, in the centre of the Durham and Northumberland coalfield, and the township had doubled since the turn of the century, the population now having reached 16,000 men and women. Theobald made it his business to have his thumb in many pies in the town, including shares in an engine works and a rope-making works, among other ventures. The Wynford family had reserved seats in the parish church of St Mary & St Cuthbert, in the gentry’s gallery. Such niceties were important to Theobald.


The wide drive was bordered by ornamental privet hedges, beyond which stretched manicured gardens; and the house itself, along with the high walls that surrounded the grounds, was made of mellowed stone. At the back of the house were the stables and a massive courtyard, the kitchen garden and greenhouses, and a large orchard that led to an area of woodland. This shielded the house from the view of the farmland beyond, and the fields of grazing cattle. The sprawling farmhouse was occupied by Theobald’s farm manager – Neil Harley – and his family, and at the side of it ran a row of labourers’ cottages. Beyond these were the byres and barns, a number of pigsties, the hen coops and a purpose-built and relatively new dairy, the old dairy having lost its roof in a bad storm a few winters ago.


Under Neil Harley’s management the farm ran like clockwork and made a good profit each year; and the gamekeeper, who had his own cottage on the very edge of the estate, provided the big house with fresh game birds and venison when required, along with rabbits and wood pigeons for the labourers’ tables and the servants’ hall.


It was generally acknowledged, by the estate workers and the servants in the big house itself, that the master – although an exacting and strict employer – was, on the whole, a fair one. True, he kept their wages low and expected them to work from dawn to dusk without complaining, but they were well fed and adequately housed, and as long as they didn’t express any progressive views or socialist ideas, he let them alone. The one or two unfortunates in the past who had made the mistake of wanting to ‘better themselves’ had been turned out on their ear, before you could say ‘Jack Robinson’.


When the carriage reached the pebbled forecourt in front of the house, lights were shining from the downstairs windows; and even before the horses had come to a stop, the wide front doors had been opened and a footman and two housemaids came hurrying towards them, followed by a small uniformed woman that Harriet took to be the new nanny. In a flurry of activity the coachman and footman assisted Theobald up the steps that led to the stone terrace fronting the doors, and there the butler, Osborne, took over from the coachman. With a quiet ‘May I, ma’am?’ the nanny reached for the baby, leaving the maids to look after Harriet. And she was glad of their help, Harriet acknowledged, as they each took an arm. She was feeling weak and wobbly, and not at all like herself.


She must have looked as exhausted as she felt because Mrs Norton, who had been waiting on the top step beside Osborne, murmured, ‘Your room is aired, ma’am, and there are hot-water bottles warming the bed. Bridget and Elsie will help you upstairs and assist you to retire. I’ll bring a dinner tray shortly, when you are ready. I’ve ordered a light meal, ma’am. Soup and one of cook’s soufflés.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Norton.’ Then, as Esther began to grizzle, Harriet glanced at the nanny. ‘She’s hungry. Follow us.’


‘I can give her a bottle, ma’am.’


‘No – no bottles.’ Realizing she’d been a little abrupt, Harriet smiled as she said, ‘What is your name?’


‘Rose Brown, ma’am.’


‘Well, Nanny Brown, my daughter was born early and is small, as you can see. She requires feeding every two hours or so, and I happen to believe a mother’s milk is best. Night or day, I wish her brought to me. Is that clear?’


‘Of course, ma’am.’ Rose hid her surprise. Well-to-do ladies often had wet-nurses or told the nanny or nursemaid to use pap-bottles, particularly during the night hours when they didn’t want to be disturbed. Mrs Wynford was obviously a devoted mother.


Theobald had been muttering and cursing as he hobbled across the hall on the arm of the butler. Now he brushed the man irritably away, leaning against the drawing-room door as he growled orders. ‘A bottle of my best malt whisky, Osborne. And I’ll have my meal in here.’ With a cursory glance at his wife, he added, ‘Get to bed and stay there till Dr Martin calls.’


Harriet couldn’t have argued if she’d wanted to. She felt so shaky that the stairs seemed a Herculean trial. But she was home now, and she had Esther. She was safe. And the baby did carry a passing resemblance to Theobald’s mother, funnily enough. She glanced at the gold-framed portrait of her husband’s parents hanging on the opposite wall, and at the woman who stared unsmilingly back from the painting, jet-black curls piled high on her head and her dark eyes set in creamy olive skin. She could easily have been Esther’s grandmother.


Once in her bedroom suite, the maids helped Harriet disrobe and wash. When she was settled comfortably in bed, propped against thick, soft pillows and with a hot-water bottle at her feet, Rose placed the baby in her arms. Snuggled at the breast, the baby immediately stopped her fretful squawking and began to feed with gusto. Harriet smiled as she stroked the child’s soft cheek. The doctor in Wales had remarked that many premature infants experienced difficulty in feeding, but Esther wasn’t one of them. Of course, she wasn’t as premature as the doctor had been led to believe. Ruth had only been three weeks away from giving birth, whereas Harriet had had two months to go.


‘She’s beautiful, ma’am, if you don’t mind me saying,’ Rose murmured when the maids had left the room.


Harriet looked at the nanny and liked what she saw. They smiled at each other, before Harriet said, ‘Come and sit down and tell me about yourself, and the families you have worked for. How old are you, incidentally?’


‘I’m coming up for forty in a week or so, ma’am, and you could say I’ve been responsible for little ones all my life, because I was the eldest in a family of twelve. My poor mother was never well, and so caring for my brothers and sisters fell mostly to me from an early age. Not that I minded that. I’ve always loved children.’


They smiled at each other again as the fire crackled in the grate, and the baby made little contented grunts every now and again.


‘I started as nursery maid to Reverend and Mrs Fallow’s first child, when I was fifteen years old, and they had two more – all boys. When the youngest, Master Stephen, went off to boarding school, I applied for the post of nanny to Colonel and Mrs Smith’s twin daughters, and I was with the family until now. I have good references, ma’am, as you’ll see.’


‘I’m sure you have.’


‘Thank you, ma’am.’ Rose hesitated. It was a bit early to bring it up, but nevertheless . . . ‘When Mrs Norton engaged me, she said it was on a temporary basis as you hadn’t seen me. She said you would decide by the end of the month, ma’am?’


Harriet hadn’t known about this stipulation. It had been thoughtful of the housekeeper, but she found that she thoroughly approved Mrs Norton’s choice of nanny. There was a warmth about the woman that bode well. Having been brought up herself by a nanny who was every bit as cold and stiff as her parents, Harriet didn’t want that for her daughter. And Esther was her daughter now; the worry was over. ‘I’m sure you will suit,’ she said quietly.


‘Thank you, ma’am, and I can assure you I will devote myself to the baby’s needs.’ Rose had been on tenterhooks, but now she felt herself relaxing. Mrs Wynford was lovely, and that made all the difference in this job.


Esther squirmed away from the breast and gave a very loud and unladylike burp, and Harriet laughed. ‘I think you can take her now. She’s full, and I might have a nap before dinner.’ She was barely conscious of the nanny leaving the room, as thick billows of sleep drew her down into the softness of the bed, and her last thought was not of Rose or Esther, or even of Ruth. It was of Theobald. With deep thankfulness she knew he had fully accepted that the baby was his. The future was set now, she told herself, golden with promise and fulfilment – the years stretching out like an ever-growing tapestry, full of the happiness that only a child can bring.
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Chapter Four


It was a beautiful day for a wedding. Esther Wynford breathed deeply of the warm morning air as she leaned out of her bedroom window. The July sky was as blue as cornflowers, without even the merest wisp of cloud marring its expanse, and somewhere in the near-distance a fox barked as it made its way back after a night’s hunting. It was wonderful to be home again, even if only for a short while, before she returned to her work as a Land Girl and Monty went back to the air force.


Monty . . . Esther smiled dreamily, inhaling the heady scent of the climbing roses covering the walls of the house. Montgomery Grant, only son of Brigadier and Mrs Clarissa Grant of Edinburgh. The most handsome, dashing, thrilling man in the whole of creation, and soon to be her husband, in – Esther consulted the jewelled watch on her wrist – seven hours. She shivered in delicious anticipation. At one o’clock they were to be married in her parish church, and she couldn’t wait.


A missel thrush, on an early-morning mission to find breakfast, called a warning as it caught sight of her, and a blackbird shrilled petulantly in reply. Esther turned back to the room, and to the sight of her wedding dress hanging on the wardrobe door. In these days of everyone doing their bit for the war effort, she had been prepared to get wed in a smart frock, as so many girls were doing, and forgo the traditional white wedding; but her mother had had her own wedding dress altered as a surprise, and there it was, a vision of ivory lace and satin. She had tried it on when she got home last night from the farm in Yorkshire, and it fitted perfectly. Perfectly. All of a sudden she twirled round and round in an ecstasy of joy until, giddy and breathless, she collapsed on the bed.


Was it wrong to be so happy, when the world was in such a horrible mess? The thought sobered her and she sat up, flicking back the thick mass of curly black hair from her shoulders. It wasn’t that she didn’t care, especially when in the newspapers last week it was reported that the Nazis had murdered more than one million Jews to date. It had said that in Poland the Nazis weren’t bothering to send the Jews to concentration camps; instead they had special vans fitted as poisonous gas chambers, and they would herd up to ninety men, women and children into them, while other Jewish men would dig the graves. It was unbelievable, but true. And in the Warsaw ghetto, where 600,000 people were dying from starvation and disease, medical supplies were being denied to children under five. How would their poor mothers cope with such inhumane treatment? It would send you mad.


She shut her eyes, and other dreadful stories – like the Nazis’ slaughter of a whole Czech village, in reprisal for two members of the Free Czech forces killing Reinhard Heydrich, the Hangman of Europe and architect of the Final Solution – crowded her mind. But she didn’t want to think of such things today, not on this one special day.


Jumping up again, she walked over to the dress, fingering the folds of lace and satin and imagining Monty’s face when he saw her walking down the aisle. She loved him so much, and with life being so precarious – especially for him, as a fighter pilot – she longed to be his wife. They would make the most of his leave and the one-week holiday she was allowed from the farm. Her work-roughened hands caught on the soft material, and she grimaced as she looked at her red skin and broken nails. The work that she, as a volunteer in the Women’s Land Army, had to tackle was as varied as agriculture itself. Hand-milking cows, lifting potatoes, helping with land reclamation and drainage, operating heavy earth-moving machinery or driving a tractor, mucking out pigs, thatching ricks, hedging, hay-making, harvesting, planting, weeding, muck-spreading – she had done it all, and would no doubt do so again. It was a far cry from the country-house parties and tennis tournaments, the London Season and delightful social whirl that would have been her lot, had Adolf Hitler not forced Britain to declare war on Germany on a sunny September Sunday three years ago.


But – and she couldn’t have discussed this with anyone, not even Monty, close though they were – she was glad she had been removed from the life she would have been expected to live, as the daughter of her parents. Not glad about the war; never that. She shuddered. But glad that she could actually do something: be useful, productive – not just a fancy adornment on a man’s arm. Even her darling Monty’s arm.


Oh, what was she thinking? She shook her head at herself. This was her trouble: thinking too much. Her dear mother had always said so. And it was certainly this attribute that had caused her to be at loggerheads with her father, from as long ago as she could remember. They’d had a blazing row on her seventeenth birthday when she’d declared that, now she was old enough, she was joining the Women’s Land Army. She had read an article in the newspaper stating that two decades of rural depopulation, followed by an intensive army recruitment campaign in the spring of 1939 and then by conscription, had left a deficit of more than 50,000 farm workers. Once they were over twenty-one, farm workers were considered to be in a reserved occupation and were thus exempt from conscription, but the 20,000 who had joined the Territorial Army were nevertheless called up. The paper had also declared that the priority to increase the production of food crops by ploughing up permanent pasture meant that the number of farm workers required was increasing, rather than remaining the same, and that it was time for women to play their part in the war and get ‘breeched, booted and cropped’, as they had done in the First World War. She’d known immediately that’s what she wanted to do.


Her father had been furious that a daughter of his could consider what he called ‘menial work’, rather than something in an office or the WAAF, or other occupations suitable for a refined young lady, and had been adamant that Esther would not join the WLA. She had been just as adamant that she would. After two weeks of bitter arguments, she had gone over his head and attended an interview, whereupon she had found that the WLA couldn’t get enough people and there was no training at all – there simply wasn’t time for it.


‘You’ll get all the experience you need on the job,’ a sturdy matron had told her. ‘Just remember the golden rule: don’t fraternize with anyone; and remember that noisy or flirtatious behaviour brings discredit on the uniform and the whole Women’s Land Army.’ Esther had been issued with a pair of jodhpurs, two green jerseys, five beige T-shirts, a green tie, four pairs of dungarees of the bib-and-brace type, two pairs of heavy shoes that she could hardly walk in at first, a pair of wellington boots and several pairs of Boy-Scout style, knee-length socks, and dispatched to a farm in Yorkshire within the week.


Her father hadn’t talked to her during the days before she left, which had actually been bliss, Esther thought now, deciding that she could do nothing with her hands and would have to try to keep them hidden under her bouquet for the walk up the aisle. Of course, once he had heard that Lady Rosaleen Hammond’s daughter (the Hammonds were connected to her mother’s family in some way) had joined the WLA, along with other socialites of the first order, his attitude had changed; and when Monty had proposed to her last year she had become the favoured daughter again. The Grants were very well connected.


Esther raised her chin, her large liquid-brown eyes with their thick fringe of long lashes narrowing as her full mouth curled in contempt. She had long since stopped feeling guilty that she didn’t like her own father – probably about the time she was ten or eleven years old and was able to perceive that her mother didn’t like him, either. He was a hateful man: belligerent and arrogant and so, so superior, when really he had nothing to be snobbish about. She remembered that in one of their more fiery arguments before she had left home, when he had criticized one of her friends, saying that the girl was beneath Esther because the family wasn’t in their own social circle, she had flung at him that all the breeding in their family was on her mother’s side, and not his. He had gone berserk, so much so that she had run to her bedroom and locked the door, which he had then proceeded to try and batter down with his bare fists.


But from this day forth she would be a married woman and no longer living under her father’s roof. She wouldn’t be living under her husband’s, either, come to that, she acknowledged with a rueful smile. But at least they would have a little time together before they had to part. Monty had taken care of the arrangements for a short honeymoon at a hotel in Hartlepool overlooking the bay, promising that they’d have a few weeks travelling around Europe once the war was over. She didn’t care about Europe; she just wanted the war over, and Monty to be safe. She was constantly tormented by reports of the carnage in the skies and of all the young men who would never see another dawn.


She continued to sit and muse until, an hour later, Rose tapped on the door and entered with Esther’s morning cup of tea. She adored Rose. That her mother did too had become evident when Esther had grown too old to warrant a nanny, whereupon Harriet had decided that, as her personal maid was in the process of leaving to get married, Rose would take that position and also be available to act as a personal maid for Esther, if the circumstances required it.


The three of them – her mother, Rose and herself – were very close, but she and her mother were careful to give no inkling of this to her father. He would have been furious that a ‘mere servant’ could be considered in any other light than as a paid menial, and would have been quite capable of dismissing Rose to teach them a lesson.


Now Esther sprang off the bed and, after taking the tea and putting it on the bedside cabinet, twirled Rose around the room, just as she’d danced earlier herself. ‘I’m going to be married, Rose! I’m going to be Mrs Grant and live happily ever after,’ she sang as she jigged.


Laughing, Rose extricated herself from the embrace of the girl she loved as a daughter, and sank down on a chair. ‘Enough, Miss Esther. I’m not as young as I used to be and I can’t cope with your shenanigans,’ she panted. ‘And you’re a young lady now, don’t forget.’


‘A young lady who can drive a tractor and spread dung, and pull swedes or mangolds and load them. There’s not much clean or light work on a farm, Rose.’


‘Aye, and to my mind it’s all wrong you doing them sort of jobs, but you know what I think.’


Esther grinned. ‘Yes, I know what you think, but don’t forget the wonderful pay, Rose. Thirty-nine shillings and eightpence a week!’


Rose snorted. ‘Don’t get me started on that, Miss Esther. Disgusting, it is. And you working sixty or seventy hours a week.’


Esther shrugged. ‘There’s no fixed hours; we all work like mad till everything’s done – that’s the way it is. But Farmer Holden’s all right, Rose, and his wife’s lovely. We’re lots better off there than some of the girls on other farms. We’ve got one of the farm cottages, so we don’t have to bike miles every morning; some girls in the WLA are billeted miles away in awful digs, and are forever hungry. We get fed with the family, and Farmer Holden sees to it that we’ve always got plenty of logs for the fire, so the cottage’s warm even in the worst of the winter. It makes all the difference at the end of a long day, believe me.’ The last three winters had been exceptionally cold ones, with temperatures far below the average.


‘I still call it slave labour, but as long as you’re happy, Miss Esther.’


Esther smiled. ‘Yes, I am, Rose. I am happy.’ Even in the winter when there had been five feet of snow and the water bowls in the cow stalls had been frozen solid every morning, and she’d had to take a horse and cart with eight churns onto a frozen pond, break three inches of ice to fill the churns with water and then struggle back to the farm, she hadn’t regretted joining the Land Army. The work was incredibly tough and tiring, but she and the other girls found time for fun, and food had never tasted so good. Her favourite meal was breakfast. Having been up since five o’clock to see to the milking, by six-thirty, when they all trooped into the huge farmhouse kitchen, she was always ready for Mrs Holden’s feast of three home-cured rashers, a one-inch-thick slice of fried bread with two duck eggs on top, mushrooms in season and any potatoes left over from the previous day; plus cereal or porridge to start, toast and home-made marmalade or jam to finish – all washed down with gallons of steaming hot tea. She had never thought much about food before she joined the WLA; it was something that appeared on the table at home, served by the housemaids, who were overseen by the watchful figure of Osborne, the butler. Within days of living on the farm, however, the hard outdoor work had increased her appetite to the point where each mealtime had been anticipated with a watering mouth and a growling stomach.
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Can love survive
when all is lost?






