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Sarah & Billy


The Visit


Loose pebbles crunched under the wheels of Sarah’s car. The sound warned her how close she was to her ordeal. Applying pressure on the brake, she slowed the car, not wanting to come to the end of the long driveway.


Menston Mental Hospital – ‘the madhouse’, as the folk of Leeds called it – loomed ahead. She could see its landmark Gothic clock tower and could almost feel the chill of its endless corridors, peopled by the shuffling insane: a stark contrast to the autumn sun outside.


Guilt had long since left her and resentment had replaced it, as the shackles of fear bound her to promises that she’d made in another lifetime.


Billy’s ways had eroded the forgiveness she’d found, and her love for him had eroded along with it. She’d tried to accept that his mental illness had caused him to commit such vile acts, but over the years of visiting him here she’d seen the truth – Billy nurtured a destructive hate. He didn’t try to control himself, but instead used bullying tactics to get his own way.


Stepping out of her car, Sarah walked towards the building. Once inside, she glanced at the clock: five past twelve – she was already late, and no one was at reception to enable her to sign in. Ringing the bell, she willed the clerk to come quickly, for Billy would be getting agitated and that wouldn’t bode well.


At last she made her way towards the visiting room, and as she did so, a shadow danced across the corridor ahead of her. Billy must have seen her coming. Had he been hiding behind the curtain, watching her? Her gut clenched in the same way it had three days before, on 3rd September at eleven fifteen in the morning, as she’d listened to Neville Chamberlain announcing, ‘Britain is now at war with Germany’ – a sentence that seemed to shroud them all in a fear of their own and their loved ones’ imminent death, although for her it had held added dread. Thinking of this now, Sarah slowed her step as she neared the large doors.


Billy stood in the doorway, with a menacing stance in his strong, but not tall, frame. His dark hair shone with the Brylcreem he’d used to plaster it back. His half-closed, coal-black eyes had an unfathomable, dull depth to them. When he spoke, his voice mocked. ‘So, you came then?’


‘Aye, I came. Not that you deserved me to, after what happened last time.’


‘Eeh, don’t go over that – we’ve not got long. I take it they’ve told you as we could have some time alone?’


‘I’m not in agreement with that, Billy. I should’ve reported you.’


‘Just try, and you know what’ll happen, don’t yer? Now, let’s get inside, eh?’


The room’s dingy appearance did nothing to ease Sarah’s fear. Sage-coloured paint peeled off the walls, dirt from a thousand pairs of hands marked the doors, and the oilcloth on the floor had the appearance of a broken jigsaw puzzle in the way its pattern had peeled off in places. A small, high window, mottled with mildew, refused the sun entry.


The ‘interview rooms’ – as the powers-that-be called this room, and the one like it along the corridor – sometimes accommodated private visits with trusted patients. Trusted! How Billy had convinced them of his worthiness to use the room, she’d never know.


‘Come here, me lass.’


‘No, Billy. Not unless you promise not to—’


‘Sarah, can’t you leave it? I said I were sorry. Anyroad, you’re me fiancée – I’m entitled. And you didn’t help things by wearing that dress as Mam had made for you. It showed most of your tits, so what did yer expect?’


‘Don’t talk like that, Billy. And it didn’t; its square neckline just showed a bit of cleavage. All the girls wear that fashion now.’


‘You’re not wearing it today, I see. You couldn’t get a cardigan to fasten higher than that one does. Undo a few of the buttons, lass. Give me a treat, eh?’


‘Oh, Billy, when did you change so much? You used to love and respect me. Everything was going to be right between us. We discussed that we’d wait until we were wed.’


‘Aye, but when will that be? How can I wed you, when I’m stuck in here?’


Inside, she hoped that would always be so, but she knew it wouldn’t be. ‘Look, let’s change the subject. I’ve brought you some stuff. Your mam sent you a hamper and a letter, and Granna—’


‘I don’t want stuff!’ The chair in front of him clattered to the floor, echoing off the walls and striking a terror through her. Billy stood close, his angry eyes boring into hers. ‘I want you, and I want me freedom. Can’t you understand that, Sarah? I want out of here. I want us to be together, like we were meant to be. I’m not for taking much more of it.’


His anguish didn’t arouse her pity, but added to the dread that had settled in her. The news she had for Billy signified the changes that the future held. ‘Well, there is some hope it could end soon. Your mam has a lawyer working on your case. He sounds promising. He’ll come and see you, when he has things in order. You’re to act right with him, Billy. Keep your temper and be polite.’


Billy sat down, his face hungry for more of the same news. ‘Go on – what’s he said? Has he said owt as can give me hope?’


‘There might be a way. He’s looked at your reports, and there’s nothing there to say you’re not fit. The fact that the psychiatrist no longer works with you, that you’re not on medication and that there haven’t been any outbursts for a few years all look favourable. But you’ll have to play along with the lawyer’s suggestions.’


‘I’ll do owt he says, I promise. What he’s come up with, then?’


‘He reckons that, with us declaring war on Germany, if you apply for the army—’


‘Christ, give up one institution for another!’


‘Well, he thinks it might be the only way. If he could go to a judge with your record, a good reference from here, and wanting to fight for your country, then he’s sure it will be a foregone conclusion that they will let you free.’


The ensuing silence gave her time to think. Billy free! Free to do what? Only she knew that he hadn’t really changed. Only she knew that the years of incarceration – having been sectioned to an institute at the age of eleven – hadn’t made any difference to him. His jealous rage had led to the vile killing of her beautiful Mongol sister Bella, and to the more excusable killing of Billy’s brutal dad. She’d seen the evil core of him, but she also knew he could hide and control the depths of it at will, so long as nothing marred his good record. Despair overcame her. Oh God! The price of that will once more fall on my shoulders, for with Billy’s freedom there will be no avoiding marrying him.


Maybe the war would change things – a terrible thought, but if the war went on long enough, it would keep them apart, maybe even forever . . . No! She’d not think of the possibility of Billy being killed as being a way of freeing herself of him, because that would be the death of her Aunt Megan, Billy’s mam. Her own liberation wasn’t worth the hurt it would cause Aunt Megan.


Sarah sighed; she’d just have to take whatever life with Billy threw at her. Doing anything else would cause so much pain.


Billy’s eager voice cut into her thoughts. ‘I’ll do it, lass. Aye, thinking on it, it’s sommat as would appeal to me, anyroad. I’d enjoy getting stuck into them Germans. Eeh, lass, no more talking now – I’ve got to hold you. I’ve got to feel your body near mine. They’ll be along in a minute to shift us into the communal area.’


Every sinew in her stiffened as Billy took her into his arms. Memories of fighting off his wandering hands on her last visit sickened her: his brutal handling of her, like an animal playing with its prey; and then, when he didn’t get his way, his flaunting of Dilly, the poor, sick young woman who followed him about like a lapdog. ‘Dilly’ll give me what you won’t, won’t you, Dilly? Come on, Dilly, lass, come with me into the bushes and I’ll show you a good time.’ His laughter had vibrated through Sarah. Dilly’s slack grin and obvious happiness at his suggestion had made her pity the situation the woman found herself in. As Billy had walked away with Dilly, who shuffled behind him as fast as she could, she’d wanted to shout, ‘She’s welcome to you!’, but she’d kept quiet and accepted her humiliation.


The grip of his arms tightened around her now. ‘Oh, Sarah, lass . . . Christ, I’ve got to have you, Sarah – I’ve got to!’ His mouth covered hers. The force of the contact pushed her backwards. The wall stopped her from falling as his body crushed against hers. ‘Sarah, Sarah.’ The moist feel of his lips on her neck shuddered through her.


‘No, Billy. Not here. Not like this. Soon.’


‘I’m not waiting any longer. I can’t, Sarah. What’s the odds, anyroad, as we’ll be married when I get out?’ His fingers kneaded her breasts, his thumbs rubbed her nipples. She tried to stay his hands, but couldn’t. Pinned by his body against the rough plaster, she could do nothing as he leaned to one side, reaching for the hem of her skirt. Her skin crawled as his fingers traced a path up her thigh.


The leg of her knickers tightened with the intrusion. She could feel him probing her and knew now that it wasn’t just his hand. Panic gripped her. ‘No, Billy.’ But he took no heed, and her resistance proved futile.


It hadn’t lasted long. Sweat from Billy’s forehead dripped onto her as he pulled himself from her. Wiping it from her face and neck with the back of her hand, Sarah remained slumped against the wall, bending her legs a little to try to ease the soreness and bruising that the stretching sensation had caused her. The bruising extended to her heart, and she felt her pride, her self-worth and all that she had been up to this moment desert her.


Billy didn’t look at her or speak to her as he concentrated on putting himself away and buckling his belt. When he did look up, his flushed face bore the expression of someone who didn’t care for her feelings. ‘There, lass. You’re mine now, without doubt. And it were good an’ all. Eeh, lass, I’ll not be having that Dilly any more, I promise. Come and give me a cuddle.’


Hating him, but hating herself more and with no fight left in her, Sarah allowed him to hold her. In the warmth and strength of his embrace, she found some recompense for the tears she couldn’t give release to. Ignoring the smell of his unwashed clothes and body, she let her mind wander.


How different things had been when they were children: she and Billy, the best of friends, giggling about being boyfriend and girlfriend, playing together in a carefree world. And then the day came when her world had spun – like the spinning top she’d received for the last Christmas she remembered before the nightmare had begun – and everything had changed.


As the recollection gathered pace, it made her want to pummel Billy to death with her fists. But instead she’d take all he put her through, for the sake of so many people, especially her Aunt Megan.


It was funny, but though more of a mam to her than anyone could be, she’d never called Aunt Megan ‘Mam’. She still remembered her own mam. She’d had a lovely name: Cecelia. ‘I gave her a right posh name,’ her Granna Issy had said, and then had made Sarah laugh by adding, ‘Aw, but though it were posh, we always used the short form – Cissy – so no one’d think as she were one of them with their knickers trapped in the crease of their bum.’ She had some sayings, did her granna; but then Aunt Megan had said her mam had been the same and could floor you with the shock of what came out of her mouth at times.


Cissy. Just thinking the name conjured up the sound of tinkling laughter and happiness from a distant time that Sarah couldn’t touch – a time that lived on inside her, where her mam took on the form of an angel, all fluffy and pretty and with mounds of curls, and was safely locked in a corner of her mind where nothing bad lurked.


Listening to Aunt Megan, and sometimes to her dad and granna, telling stories about her mam helped to keep Cissy alive for Sarah. She loved to hear how her mam and Aunt Megan had been close from the age of thirteen, when they’d both become seamstresses, and how they’d looked out for each other. Strange that they should both be in her thoughts at this moment. She supposed it was because right now she most needed a mam by her side, to hold her and soothe away her shame and hurt. Aunt Megan had done that for Sarah all her life, even before her mam had died.


A longing came into her. If only she could share with someone what was happening, and could ask someone to help her. But who? She couldn’t tell Aunt Megan, and telling her granna or her dad would result in Aunt Megan finding out.


Maybe Aunt Hattie? Another of her surrogate aunts, who’d been in her life for as long as she could remember. But then what could Aunt Hattie do? Whatever anyone did would result in Billy’s anger being so great that she couldn’t imagine what the consequences might be.


The situation was hopeless. The more she pondered on it, the more a deep loneliness lay within her – even though she was surrounded by the love of strong women, who’d all been to hell and back and would give their lives for her. Everything in her world hung as if from a fragile spider’s web. Any action she took to break away from Billy would be like taking a broom to her life and sweeping that web away. Billy would see to that. Billy would take his revenge, and he’d take it on everyone she loved – especially Aunt Megan, because he still felt a loathing in him for her: his own mam, the woman who least deserved his hate and who loved him beyond anything. The blame he’d unjustly placed on Aunt Megan’s shoulders, for him killing his dad, hadn’t diminished over the years and would mean that she would suffer the most. No, Sarah couldn’t be responsible for that happening.


This knowledge tightened the chains that bound her to Billy and filled her with a horror of her own future. But although her heart bade her to end this sham, she knew there was no escape.


Billy’s smile held satisfaction as he watched his beautiful Sarah cross to her car. He admired her slim body, her rounded little bottom and her fair hair, styled in the latest fashion and swept back into two rolled waves that extended around to the back of her head. And her eyes – her lovely blue eyes. She was his, all his. God, I hope with everything in me that what I just done to her means she’ll have me babby in her – that will seal things good and proper. She’ll have to marry me then.


Seeing her walk like an injured animal cut him to his heart, but she’d brought it all on herself. Sarah hadn’t been the same of late. There wasn’t the love in her – it was all forced. He’d make that right, if only he could get out of here. How could it not come right? He loved her. Always had done. Nothing, and no one, could separate them. At least they’d to think on before they tried, as he’d not stand anyone getting in his way where Sarah was concerned.


The fury of this possibility trembled through Billy and lit the demon rage that lived within him, burning a painful fire through his veins. Take deep breaths. Control it. The time will come to unleash it, but not now. Now I need to concentrate on pleasing everybody – it’s the only way. If I don’t, I’ll not have a hope of getting out of here.
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Megan


The Past Lingers


Megan hung the receiver back on the wall, her smile – the last remnant of the belly laugh she’d shared with Hattie – lingering on her lips.


‘What’s Hattie been on about this time? I thought as you’d wet your knickers, with how you were laughing.’


‘Oh, Phyllis, it were one of her customers. Hattie said this woman came into the emporium, looking like she’d not eaten for days, then by the time she’d gone around all the counters her belly had grown like she were ready to drop twins!’


‘What? How come?’


‘The crafty mare had sewn a pouch into the front of her coat. Hattie said she had the woman hopping like a kangaroo before she was done with her. Then loads of Hattie’s stock kept dropping out – jelly moulds, scrubbing brushes, peg bags. The woman denied all knowledge of them, but to top it all, Hattie ended up giving the poor soul a job! Turns out she’s five kids to feed and no man. So she’s to get to the store at closing time and work along with the other cleaners. It just tickled me. Anyone else would have sent for the police, but not Hattie. She sorts the woman’s life out for her.’


‘Aye, that’s typical of Hattie. Look how she sorted me and Daisy out.’


‘And me, and she did her best for me mam,’ Sally chipped in.


‘Well, I could say that an’ all,’ Megan told them. ‘It was Hattie as first started me on the road to having a business. So I reckon young Freda should make a pot of tea and we’ll have a toast to our Hattie, eh?’


Freda, the latest apprentice and, to Megan’s mind, a good girl, jumped up without protest, though she did have a cheeky quip as she went towards the kitchen. ‘Glad to. It’ll take me away from you lot, as you sound like you’re going down memory lane again.’ Megan saw Freda just manage to dodge the pincushion that Sally threw at her. They all laughed at this.


The banter didn’t continue. Instead, the hum of the sewing machines resumed, leaving Megan looking at six bent heads, three of which belonged to women who were very dear to her.


How different their lives were now, she thought, as she carried on sorting through swatches of material samples. And yes, a lot of it was down to Hattie. Hattie had helped her through the worst of times, had given Megan her first chance to set up on her own and, after she’d lost it all, had encouraged her to start over again, once she had the means to do so. Now look at where she was; she had all of this: a dress shop and design studio, as well as this making-up room where all her drawings became a reality. It was just like Madame Marie’s place had been – the studio of the woman who’d taken her on as an apprentice from the age of thirteen until her marriage.


Part of Megan’s mind closed at the thought of her first marriage. She couldn’t dwell on any of that. It was all too painful, and a long time ago now. And as the world goes, some good had come out of it: her son Billy, for instance. Yes, there were bad times with the lad, but no matter what, she loved him. And then there was her being with Jack – not that she’d ever have been with him if Cissy had lived. Cissy had been Jack’s first wife and a very special person. The bond she and Cissy had shared had been strong. Megan had loved Jack all the time he was married to Cissy, but had never shown her feelings then. To have done so would have hurt Cissy badly. Oh, Ciss, lass, I still miss you. But thou knows, you live on in your Sarah. She don’t look like you – she looks like Jack – but she has your kind ways and bubbly nature.


The bustle of activity in the room around her reminded Megan of Madame Marie’s, as did the smell of the fabrics and cottons, though a new odour mingled with these familiar ones: that of warmed oil, as the electric machines whirred away and heated up. During the Madame Marie years there had been few machines, and those that there were had a treadle to work them. Eeh, if I spent a day on one of them, the backs of me calves knew it.


Those years had shaped Megan’s dream to own her own place, but what she had now wasn’t what she once wished for. She’d gone from wanting to design exclusives for the rich, as Madame Marie had done, to wanting to have as little as she could to do with any top-drawer folk. So now she designed everyday wear and Sunday best for the middle classes, and she was working on a new line for Hattie’s emporium – off-the-peg, affordable clothes for the working class. However, she still did exclusive designs for Lady Crompton and her daughter over at Hensal Grange, and their friend Lady Gladwyn. She owed that much to Lord and Lady Crompton, because indirectly it was their money that had given her this second chance to set up.


But then, they owed her, an’ all – owed her for all she went through at the hands of Laura Harvey, Lady Crompton’s sister. But no, she’d not think about all of that. She’d forgiven the woman as she’d lain on her deathbed, and that was how it would stay. She’d had to, or she and her Jack could never have moved forward.


Sally’s laugh echoed across the room, cutting into Megan’s thoughts and bringing her back to the present. Sally had stood up to help Freda, who teetered across from the kitchen bearing an overladen tray and looking as though she would drop it at any moment. The smile she’d lost came back to Megan’s face at the antics of the girls teasing and having fun at Freda’s expense, though she checked on her apprentice to make sure she was taking it all in her stride.


With the tray safely on the table, Sally turned and indicated that she would pour Megan’s tea for her. Megan felt sadness enter her as she looked at Sally – beautiful Sally, fragile, not in stature, but inside where it mattered, damaged by the horror she’d endured as a child when she’d been raped by a sex fiend. If only the tendrils of pain that clung to her would heal and allow Sally to seek real happiness. But she wouldn’t hear of looking for a husband, or even think of loving any man in that way. At twenty-one, she had carved out a place for herself on the shelf, as they described unmarried girls of her age, and that’s where she wanted to stay.


As she made her way across to Sally and Freda, Megan saw Phyllis and Daisy rise from their benches to join them. Their appearance demonstrated the changes that Hattie had helped bring about in their lives. Their hair – once permanent-waved into the latest fashion to increase their chances of attracting ‘customers’ – was now worn in a natural bob and tied up in a headscarf while they worked. As they no longer had to prostitute themselves, the make-up they had once used to plaster their faces was gone, as were their flamboyant clothes.


They lived a happy life together as a couple, though of course few knew their real status. Most thought they were just spinster-friends, no different from many others who hadn’t been lucky in finding a man, out of the few who came home from the last war. God! It’s hard to believe we are now at war again. Megan’s mind went to Billy. Somehow it felt like she was trading his freedom from that awful place for his life in trying to get him released to the army. This thought set a tremble running through her. Please, God, keep him safe if it works out that he does have to go to war.


Daisy lifted her cup. ‘To Hattie, for all she’s done for us all, and to the continued success of her and Harry’s emporium.’


Megan raised her mug and clinked it against the rest. Freda giggled. The girl didn’t really know what all the fuss was about, but Megan and the others did. They knew they were all the stronger for having Hattie in their lives. Suddenly Megan couldn’t wait for the evening to come. Hattie and Harry were coming over for their tea – a distraction she needed at the moment. Because although she’d let her mind wander around all sorts of events in the past, there were things in the present that were niggling at her – not that she could share them, but it was enough just being with Hattie, her friend from the moment they were old enough to make friends thirty-eight years ago. And even before that according to what they had been told.


Within weeks of their birth they’d been taken from St Michaels, a home for unmarried mothers, to a convent orphanage, and had often been told by Sister Bernadette, the nun who’d devoted herself to them, that they were much happier when together as little babbies than they would have been if she separated them. By, it beggars belief that me and Hattie are going on forty now. Where have all the years gone? And how did we weather it all? I don’t know.


Megan shrugged. One thing she did know: having a hug from Hattie would, and always did, make her feel better about everything.
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Terence & Theresa


The Seeds of Revenge


Terence Crompton paced up and down the lawn, as boredom – his constant companion – made him restless.


The late-September sun warmed his back and bathed the stunning Hensal Grange in a soft light. He loved this place and always had done since, as a child, he’d visited his poor Aunt Laura, whose home this used to be.


Everyone always referred to Aunt Laura – the late Laura Harvey – as poor Laura. Dogged as she’d been by unhappiness, the description suited her memory, what with Laura losing her only child at birth and then losing her husband in the so-called ‘Great War’, before dying from TB at a very young age. Although, before doing so, Laura had rather blotted her copy book by committing the ultimate faux pas of falling in love with her stable groom!


That very groom was now the cause of most of Terence’s discontent, owning as he did the best stud farm in the county. And all courtesy of a very big slice of what should have been part of his inheritance from Aunt Laura.


‘That was a big sigh, Terence. You will become the master of sighs at this rate. For goodness’ sake, why don’t you do something with your life? Join the army, or something?’


‘Ha! You’re one to talk – lazing around, sunning yourself. I don’t see you, dear sister, engaging in useful employment.’


‘A privilege given to the fairer sex, dear.’


‘Oh, go away, Theresa. I can’t be doing with you at the moment. And your privileges should not be at the expense of Pater.’


‘And yours should, I take it? Anyway, that was not a kind remark. You know I can’t do anything other than rely on Pater, until my divorce from Raymond sorts itself out – at which time, half of what is owned by that wretched pansy I married will become mine.’


‘Have you heard any more on that front?’


‘Yes, his lawyers are trying for an annulment, as they are saying the marriage wasn’t consummated! And if they get it, that will be the end of that. So, would you have me out on a limb?’


‘You could live on your inheritance from Grandfather and Aunt Laura. You haven’t touched it yet.’


‘No. Unlike you, I let Pater invest it for the long term – which I am very happy about, because, with the money tied up, I can’t show that I have adequate means to support myself. If I could, I would lose most of what I stand to gain. Look, you know all of this, so why bring it up now? Mater and Pater are happy to have me home, so why can’t you be? You’re my . . . my soulmate – my twin, for heaven’s sake!’


‘Oh, sorry, old thing. Here, shift up and make room for me. We’ll snuggle up, like we always used to, and stop this fighting. We need each other, right now more than ever. Look, surely you could play the “Give me what I want, or I tell all” card?’


‘Yes, that is the next step – a quiet settlement and divorce, citing his adultery with a maid or something, within days of our marriage. Such a story will leave me embarrassed, but with my reputation intact.’


‘Your reputation! My dear, you haven’t had one of those since you were a youngster.’


‘Terence, don’t. I’m not in the mood.’


‘You never are, these days.’


‘Oh, shut up and get in!’


Theresa’s warm, delicious body welcomed him next to her in the ample-sized hammock. Slim and very pretty – in fact beautiful; the most beautiful woman he knew, and the female him, really – his twin had attributes that mirrored his own: he was tall and elegant, with dark hair and large brown eyes flecked with hazel and framed by sweeping eyelashes. They were both always at the centre of northern and London society, but they were lost, too.


At twenty-eight years old, they lived aimlessly from day to day and held a secret that burned into them both; but more so for Theresa, since her failed marriage. Thinking of which, fancy old Hawthorn – the school bully – turning out to be a faggot! Who’d have thought it?


Terence himself had suffered under the gang that the Honourable Raymond Hawthorn had accumulated around him. He’d taken him to task over it, too, when Hawthorn had stepped up as a beau to his sister. But then, as Theresa told it, Hawthorn had cried like a baby on the first night of their marriage, begging her to live a sham life with as many lovers as she wanted as long as she turned a blind eye to him having as many male partners as he wanted. It all beggared belief, as they said around here. But it pleases me, all the same.


As for himself, Terence had failed in his education and hadn’t taken up a position in the family bank – not that he couldn’t, as Pater would make a place for him, but he simply couldn’t face the humiliation of being unable to grasp the business. All those figures scared the hell out of him.


His only interest was racing horses. Riding them, breeding them and owning a top earner occupied all of his dreams. And that’s where that blighter Jack Fellam put an obstacle in his way. Pater wouldn’t hear of Terence starting a rival stud farm to Jack’s, even though Aunt Laura had run one from this estate that was in direct competition with Smythe’s Stud Farm, which Jack now owned.


All the stables Aunt Laura had built were still in good condition, but with Pater overseeing the business side of Fellam’s stud, he saw it as a betrayal of Jack Fellam’s trust if he funded Terence to run a similar business. His father’s objection was impenetrable. But, that aside, what stuck most in his craw was that Fellam had used the legacy Aunt Laura had left him to buy bloody Smythe’s Stud Farm in the first place. A legacy that should have come to me.


Aunt Laura’s affair with Jack Fellam had brought her nothing but pain, but she’d become riddled with guilt after she’d tried to stop Jack from marrying Megan, the woman he’d fallen in love with. And from what Terence had heard of the consequences of Aunt Laura’s actions, Megan Fellam had nearly been killed by the vicious man she was then married to, but had tried to escape from. All the same, Aunt Laura shouldn’t have tried to make amends by leaving Jack a huge slice of her wealth!


‘What are your plans, my little brother?’ Theresa often addressed him this way. She’d been born a full half-hour before him and thought it funny to emphasize the fact. He didn’t mind, as he adored her – when he wasn’t irritated with life, that is.


He pulled her closer to him. She didn’t scold him, but snuggled into him, as she knew he liked her to. ‘God knows. I know one day I will inherit all of this, but what is it, other than a beautiful country pile? I’ve no interest in administrating the estate side of things or running the farm, so I would employ a manager for that, as Pater does. And though I rue the proceeds going to Fellam, I’m jolly glad Pater sold the mine and that it took care of Fellam’s share of Aunt Laura’s legacy. Ugh! The very thought of being involved in mining repulses me.’


‘Yes, it was fortunate it fetched such a good price, otherwise we wouldn’t be living here, as there was very little money left once Aunt Laura’s estate was settled. At least the stinking mine did that for us. But, you know, sometimes I miss living in our own home in York. I wish the parents hadn’t sold our pile there. It would be lovely to go back in the winter for the party season.’


‘Oh, that doesn’t bother me. I prefer to go to London, and Christmas here is right up my street, with the house full of guests and the shooting parties and . . . Anyway, we digress. I am the topic of the conversation, and this isn’t helping me.’


‘Really, Terence, you can be so boring sometimes. Surely you can find something to do?’


‘Thank you for that. But no, finding a position in life is easier said than done. I have few options, sister dear. I can’t take up politics. Pater’s title – being an honorary one – doesn’t pass to me, so I don’t qualify for the House of Lords. And so I am stuck. That is, until I can do with my inheritance as I wish: a state of affairs that I am not looking forward to, as I don’t wish Pater’s demise, lovely old thing that he is. I am very fond of him, as you know, but it is Pater and his stubbornness that are stopping me doing what I want to do.’


‘Darling, there is a war on. Oh, I know – at only a few weeks old, nothing is happening yet, but it will. I have listened to conversations, and everyone believes it will be a long haul. Many lives will be lost, and much property destroyed. The economy will be a mess. There’s even talk that they will conscript all the young men. Racing and gambling will be the last thing on people’s minds. Shouldn’t you think about becoming an officer or a pilot, or something? Before all the best positions go, I mean. After all, if you don’t, you could find yourself having to take orders from the gardener’s lad.’


‘Heaven forbid! Besides, as you say, it’s early days yet, and I can’t see anything coming of it. It’s ridiculous: some screaming German chap bombing us! It ain’t going to happen, dear. Anyway, I fancy a smoke. Have you got yours on you?’


‘No, but I brought my bell out with me. I’ll ring for Frobisher. I think the old thing could make it out here. He can organize us some tea and bring some cigarettes out for us.’


‘It’s time he was put out to grass, poor thing. He must be a hundred.’


Theresa laughed at this. Her brother loved to make her laugh. Although Terence had said she shouldn’t be here, he hadn’t meant it. He was jolly glad she was. In fact, he didn’t know what he’d do without her.


Terence climbed out of the hammock and helped Theresa out. She linked his arm in hers as they walked over to the summerhouse, where they ordered their tea to be set. She looked lovely in her calf-length white linen dress, with its flowing skirt. She had picked up her straw sunhat, trimmed with a yellow bow, and placed it on her immaculately cut, shining hair. The picture of innocence that she portrayed suited her. They matched rather well, he thought – he in his white slacks and shirt, and sporting a yellow cravat.


They didn’t speak, and he found that his mind wouldn’t let go of the Fellam question. He needed to do something. The conversation he’d had with his friends, Godfrey and Cecil, came to mind. During the shoot in August, he’d told them of his feelings and ambitions and Cecil had said, ‘Well, why don’t we fix it? We could make it look like an accident. What about a fire?’


The notion had shocked Terence – even more so when he realized that not only was Cecil being serious, but that Godfrey agreed! Oh, he knew they were a couple of wild things. Rich beyond imagination, they looked for any prank to amuse them, safe in the knowledge that their money and position would bail them out, but he hadn’t thought they would go that far.


Why he was even mulling over the stupid idea was beyond him, but it did have some merit. It would finish Jack Fellam. Pater had said that the stables, buying the land and house and setting up his wife, Megan, in that dress-making business she ran, had taken all of Fellam’s inheritance. Yes, they were all making a good living – they weren’t wanting, and he supposed they were comfortably off – but not so as Fellam could start again. That would take an immense amount of money – money that, surely, his father would rather invest in his son than in some groom who had brought scandal to Mater’s family?


Convinced of this, the idea began to appeal to Terence. He would have to plan it well. No suspicion could fall his way, and no one must get hurt – not human beings anyway, although he supposed he’d have to destroy a few horses. That would be difficult, but then: needs must. As for Fellam, he owned acres of land that he used for no more than training and grazing the horses, so he could turn that into an arable farm. The country would need home-grown supplies. The government had already started to encourage people to grow their own vegetables during the last few months, when war had seemed imminent. Fellam would have to take up the challenge, as they all would. He’d make a good living from that. Nothing to worry about there.


Perhaps he should befriend Fellam: take an interest in his stables, maybe even offer to help out, on the pretext of wishing to acquire knowledge. Yes, that would be the thing. No one would think I’d have anything to do with destroying something that I took an interest in. I could offer to ride the horses – I’d love that.


Yes, suddenly the whole plan seemed a real solution: a fire would wipe out Fellam’s business in such a way that he couldn’t start again; and until the right opportunity presented itself to put that into operation, Terence thought, he himself could spend his time around those magnificent racehorses and studs.


Happy with his plans, he decided to talk to Theresa about getting involved with the stable. See how she reacted. If she didn’t suspect there was any more to it then he’d know it wasn’t a foolhardy plan. Anyway, whether it worked or not, just thinking about it had made him feel better. He started to run. ‘Come on, sis. Race you.’
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Jack


A Father’s Concern


Jack Fellam closed the last of the stable doors just as Sarah’s car pulled in through the gates. There was no sign of Megan following behind; it was just wishful thinking that he’d expected her to, when she’d warned she could be late home.


Sarah didn’t alight from the car immediately, but hung her head over the wheel. Jack looked away; he’d not intrude, even though when Sarah – his only living child – hurt, he hurt. Poor lass, it couldn’t be easy for her, having the man she loved locked away, as Billy was. Her pain was natural, and it was bound to visit her more when she’d had to part from Billy after visiting him. There was nothing he could do to lift that pain from her, or to make things better for her. Not that he wanted to make everything better for her, because although he let Sarah think he was happy with the situation, deep down he wasn’t, and he wished she wasn’t in love with Billy.


He had to console himself with the fact that there no longer seemed to be any harm in the lad now, though Billy’s actions in the past still visited Jack in the wakeful hours of the early morning and filled him with dread.


Pulling himself up, Jack told himself that he had to move on; after all, Billy had only been ten when he’d committed the first heinous crime that had changed their lives, and he’d suffered terribly at his father’s hand. Had seen things, too, that no lad should see – things that had turned his mind and made him think it was right to deal with anything you didn’t like by using violence. Then there was Megan, his own lovely Megan, who had been part of the violent past Billy had witnessed, as she’d been beaten near to death and raped by her then-husband, Billy’s father. The memory of this clutched painfully at him.


Sarah lifted her head and looked over towards him. She didn’t return his wave but got out of the car, turned from him and hurried towards the house. Jack’s heart lurched. He couldn’t bear anything to trouble his lovely Sarah. He hesitated, wondering if he should go after her, but thought better of it and busied himself picking up the horses’ feeding buckets.


‘I’ll see to them, Jack. I’ve another half-hour to kill before I knock off.’


Glad of the distraction, Jack glanced over at Gary, his head trainer. ‘I’ll take you up on your offer, Gary, lad. I’m supposed to check on my ma-in-law to make sure she’s coping when it comes to cooking the meal for us all. She’s not getting any younger.’


‘Eeh, you’re under the thumb good and proper, Jack. Go on with yer. By, I’m glad my Jenny don’t work like your lassies do! At least I don’t have to get stuck into women’s work when I get home.’


Jack laughed at this. He didn’t mind the banter. He and Gary had known each other for years, having worked together for Laura Harvey. Gary often ragged him about having a working wife, but he’d have it no different. It wasn’t the done thing, but it made Megan happy, and that was his main reason for living: seeing her and his ma-in-law and Sarah happy. His worries about Sarah revisited him. She’d acted strangely; it wasn’t like her not to greet him when she returned home, and she’d always have a word with Gary or any of the lads around the stables whenever she came into the yard. The niggling within him turned to deep concern.


As he went through the gate leading to the path that would take him through the beautiful gardens at the back of his house, Jack felt the usual disbelief. This grand house, with its six bedrooms and two parlours – or ‘withdrawing rooms’, as top-drawer folk called them – was far beyond his own and Megan’s beginnings. He looked up at the building. The sun, now low in the sky, reflected back a golden light from the many windows. His heart jolted with pride. To think that he and Megan owned and lived in such a place!


In the end, they had a lot to thank Laura Harvey for. He could think of her now without guilt. He and Laura had been two lonely young folk drawn to each other. Their affair had taken place two years after Cissy died, and before he’d woken up to realize that the feelings he had for Megan were more than those of just good friends. What Laura’s jealousy had caused, once she knew he’d fallen for Megan, wasn’t easy to come to terms with. Nor what it led Billy to do. But Megan had forgiven him, and had forgiven Laura in the end, so that helped.


‘Take them boots off, Jack Fellam!’


‘Eeh, Ma, let me in the door afore you start. By, woman, a man ain’t a man in his own house these days.’ He crossed the kitchen and tugged at the bow tying Issy’s apron. Once loosened, the pinafore hung from her neck and drooped around the front of her. Her reaction wasn’t as quick as it would have been in years gone by – he’d have been in for a clout then – but still he dodged out of her way as, wielding a floury rolling pin, she turned towards him.


‘Jack Fellam, you’re worse than having a babby around. Give over, or you’ll find your lugs reddened with this.’


‘Ha, you’d never catch me! With you waddling like a duck, I’d be long gone. Here, give us a kiss and greet me as you should greet the head of the house.’


‘You may be head of the house, lad, but that don’t include me kitchen, so in here you’ll do as I say or you’ll find yourself as a filling for one of me pies. Now come here and stop taking me on.’


All his worries left his shoulders as she encased him in her warm embrace and planted a kiss on his cheek – his ma-in-law, Isabel Grantham, always known as Issy, had stood by him, no matter what. She’d taken him in as a lad just home from the last war. His brother and da had been killed in the trenches, and his ma had died with the shock of the news. He’d been a lost soul seeking a new beginning, and he’d found it in her home.


There he’d first met Issy’s daughter, Cissy, and her friend Megan. He’d fallen deeply in love with Cissy. They’d had a blissful marriage, marred only by the miscarriages poor Cissy suffered after having Sarah; but then along came Bella. Cissy had died giving birth to Bella, making Jack feel as if his heart had been ripped out of him.


He shook his head as he remembered the awful events of the following years. It all seemed like a lifetime ago. Bella – me little defenceless Bella. Hatred, never far from his bones, trembled through his body, and he knew that if Billy, his little girl’s killer, stood before him now, he’d strangle the life from him.


‘Eeh, lad, it’ll never leave you.’


He hadn’t spoken of it, but she’d known. It was like that, with Issy. She knew when you were troubled. He came out of her arms. ‘No, Ma, I don’t suppose it will, but like you’ve said many a time afore, we’ve to find a way to live with it.’


Brushing the flour from where it had rubbed onto his shirt, Issy retied her apron, then surprised him by echoing his own worries. ‘Aye, and to deal with it an’ all. It ain’t over, Jack, not whilst Billy’s still alive, it ain’t. Oh, I know I shouldn’t think like that, as the lad’s doing his time and has had help for his unstable condition, but the fear of him doesn’t leave me, and I worry for our Sarah.’


‘I know, but don’t say owt to Megan; she’s enough on her plate, with how Billy is. He’s started being a bit cutting with her of late, and Megan thinking as he didn’t blame her any more. By, it beggars belief how he could even think her responsible for everything in the first place.’


‘Well, his dad was responsible for him thinking that way. Bert Armitage was more than evil – he even had Megan thinking she was the cause of his violent ways towards her; so it’s not surprising a young ’un would take it as a truth. But what are we to do about Sarah?’


‘There’s nowt can be done. She loves Billy – always has done – so we’re to leave well alone. Where is she, by the way? Poor lass seemed very upset when she arrived back. Didn’t greet none of us, which ain’t usual.’


‘She didn’t come in this way. I heard the front door go, and then she called out that she’d see me in a bit, as she wanted to get a bath. By the time I’d gone through, she’d disappeared up the stairs. Oh, Jack—’


‘I know, Ma. I fear for her an’ all, but like I say, there’s nowt can be done. We just have to be here if she ever needs us.’


‘If only Sarah could return the love Richard has for her. How much better our lass’s prospects would be then. Eeh, that’d be the best thing as could happen, in my books.’


‘You’re an old romantic, Ma. Those feelings you think Richard has for Sarah are all wishful thinking.’


‘No, lad. They’re true all right.’ Issy touched her nose. ‘I know.’


Jack smiled to himself. Young Richard would be the perfect husband for Sarah. A long-lost brother of Megan, Richard was a handsome, well-set-up lad. He took after his father in wanting to become a doctor and was just beginning his training.


Bridget, Richard’s ma, had given birth to Megan when she’d been a lass of just sixteen. Her circumstances had been such that she’d had to give up her babby. When, by an amazing coincidence, mother and daughter were reunited, Megan found she had two half-brothers, Richard and Mark. And lovely lads they were, too. By, he’d love Richard and his Sarah to get together. But there was no use speculating about it. Sarah loved Billy and always had done, since they were young ’uns together. He couldn’t see that changing.


Jack shuddered as he thought this and, though he was not given much to praying, he directed a plea at the God that he’d often felt had let him down. Please look after me little Sarah. Let there be no more – please don’t send us any more to bear . . . But if you have to, then let it be on my shoulders, not Sarah’s, and not Megan’s or Issy’s.
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Richard


Life’s Tangles


‘Bridget, darling, what is it?’


‘I don’t know, to tell the truth, Edward. It is nothing Megan has said in her letter, more what she hasn’t said. I’ve just got this feeling . . .’


‘That’s your imagination, dear. Your motherly instinct is always in top gear, making you think something is wrong with Megan. It’s always the same, and then you find you had nothing to worry about.’


‘No, not always. The whole time we were trying to find her, I used to say I felt things weren’t right for her – and I was right then.’


‘Let’s start with what the letter does say, shall we?’


‘Megan says she’s trying to get Billy released. She feels he may do something really bad if he is cooped up in that secure mental hospital much longer. But she doesn’t sound happy about it.’


Richard had let his parents’ conversation go over his head. He’d been engrossed in what the post had brought for him, but now unease entered him on hearing his mother’s words. Billy, free. But that would mean Sarah and he . . . Oh God! ‘Is it likely they will set him free, Father?’


‘It’s possible. It has been nine years since his incarceration. I haven’t kept up with his medical condition lately, but I’ll see what I can find out. I’m due at a meeting of the Trust this afternoon, so I’ll look up Dr Hutting’s number in the directory of psychiatrists that’s kept at the hospital. Last I heard, he was in charge of Billy’s case.’


Richard nodded. He knew the finding out wouldn’t be a chore. A vibrant personality at seventy years old, his father would still be going strong in his career as a surgeon to this day, had it not been for the slight tremor that now afflicted him. As it was, he remained active as a member of the Leicestershire Hospital Trust and enjoyed getting involved.


As a lad, Billy had been in a secure mental institution in the area, but had moved up to Leeds at the age of sixteen. Since then Richard hadn’t seen anything of him, and didn’t wish to, either. He voiced that now. ‘Well, I – for one – hope he doesn’t come out. Oh, I know I haven’t met him many times, but when I did, I didn’t like him. Sorry, Mother, I know he is your grandson and my half-nephew, but, well . . .’


‘I know, dear. We can’t choose our relatives. I’m always wishing things were different – not about finding Megan, of course. The years after she was taken from me, at her birth, were hell for me. Finding her was a completion of who I am. Her circumstances, when we did find her, were appalling enough for us all to come to terms with. But to have the problem of her son, my grandson Billy, on top of that, and all he was capable of and carried out – well, that marred the reunion of Megan and me.’


‘Look, old girl, I’ve told you before that you cannot change things; and Megan is happy with Jack now. All the violence she suffered is behind her, so you have to stop worrying about it all.’


‘I don’t think it is behind us, I—’


Richard rose and left the room. His mother looked close to tears, and he knew it was best to leave his father to comfort her.


They made a striking couple, he thought as he reached the door and looked back. They were holding each other: Father, tall, slender and with white-grey hair, and Mother, younger than his father by about twelve years, and still retaining her graceful beauty. A rush of love for them both assaulted him.


Although he had inherited his father’s love of medicine, Richard took after his mother in looks, having the same very dark hair and oval eyes. Many times she’d told him he was a mirror image of her own father. ‘Every time I catch sight of you when I’m not expecting to, my heart stops, as it seems that my dad has come back to me. You look exactly like him – the same deep-blue, smiley eyes and your tall, strong build, though my father got his physique from working down the pit from the age of six or seven.’ She’d go on to say that sometimes her dad’s image was like a haze in her memory, and at other times was crystal-clear. ‘I was only little when he died, but the locket my mam gave me, which had a picture of them both, kept him alive for me.’


Going off at a tangent, she’d tell him how she’d left the locket with her baby, and how it had been the cause of her and Megan finding each other all those years later. Then she would resume talking about Richard’s resemblance to his grandfather. ‘You know, my mam once told me that my dad had an Italian in his ancestry, but that nothing was known of him.’


Richard smiled at this romantic notion as he walked through the hall. Catching a glimpse of himself in the mirror as he passed by, he thought there might be some truth in the Italian heritage and vowed to get his mother to tell him more about her family. There seemed such a mystery surrounding his maternal grandparents, and nothing about their names gave a clue to anything out of the ordinary: Will and Bridie Hadler. Definitely not Italian-sounding!


Wanting some air and some time to consider his own thoughts, he took his jacket off the coat stand and went outside. The chill in the air surprised him. The last few days had been warm and sunny, making all the speculation about war seem as though it belonged somewhere else. The buff envelope with its War Office stamp that had arrived for him this morning had reminded him that it didn’t.


Crossing the cobbled yard, he reached the gate. Beyond lay acres of softly rolling landscape. Their house, on the outskirts of Market Harborough, stood on an incline, affording them views far and wide of this part of Leicestershire, on the border of Northamptonshire.


To his left he could see the many church towers and spires of the villages, dotted here and there amidst the farmland. Some of the fields had been harvested and ploughed, whilst others were pastures with herds of cows idly chewing away on the grass; and some still boasted their crops of wheat swaying in the breeze, making the scene look like a patchwork quilt of browns, greens and yellows. To his right lay the more densely built-up area of the town itself, a place with much history to it. In particular, he loved the seventeenth-century grammar school building at its centre; criss-crossed with old beams and looking as though it was supported by stilts, it told of a bygone age.


As Richard leaned on the gate, the only sounds to disturb his thoughts were those of the wildlife variety: birds twittering, and the occasional sheep or cow telling the world whatever. He looked back at the rear of their home, a large detached house – rural, peaceful; a happy place – the front of which looked out over the Welland Valley, with its ever-changing kaleidoscope of colour reflecting the seasons. A lovely place, but one that belied the trauma that the two loving people who lived there had experienced, before marrying and giving life to him and his younger brother Mark. Their heroic actions in the Great War were enough for anyone to endure in a lifetime, working as they had done in sparse tents behind the front lines. His father being a surgeon and his mother a nurse, they had battled to save lives, with minimal equipment and in horrendous conditions. But even worse than that was what his mother had suffered as a young girl.


It had been a shock when they had decided to tell Richard the truth about how he came to have a much older half-sister. The story angered every bone of his body. To hear of the rape of his mother, when just a young girl, and having her child taken from her – only to find her years later, and to have to face the shocking truth that her long-lost half-brother, Bert Armitage, and her daughter Megan had met and married, in ignorance of their relationship to each other – had been devastating to him. Added to that, the product of that marriage, Billy, born unwittingly of incest, had been inflicted with mental-health disturbances, resulting in him committing vile acts that had blighted all of their lives.


The tremble shaking his body and stippling his arms with goosebumps unsteadied Richard now. He thought he’d come to terms with it all. He was in his last year at university and was hoping to go to medical school, to become a surgeon one day; at the age of twenty-two, he should have been able to deal with it, but he couldn’t, not really. And now there was the possibility of that monster Billy gaining his freedom!


Sarah came into his mind: his fear for her and – yes, he had to admit – his longing for her. Despite the horror of the revelations concerning Megan’s birth, he’d been quite proud to find out, at the age of twelve and a half, that though he and Sarah weren’t blood relatives he was a step-uncle by marriage to her, and half-uncle to Billy, without being much older than them. But now those relationships meant very different things to him: he hated his nephew and was in love . . . No! He must stop thinking like this! Sarah belonged to Billy. Always had done and always would.


The sound of horses’ hooves from the direction of the lane that ran by their house caught his attention. Its rider – beautiful, raven-haired and elegantly side-saddled – called out to him. ‘Hey, Richard, are you all right?’


‘Yes, I’m fine. I’m just pondering things.’


‘Nothing too serious, I hope. You looked very downcast.’


‘I’ve had one of those envelopes! Have to report for a medical next week. Not looking forward to it, or to the interruption of my studies.’


‘Oh no! So soon? God – that nasty, moustached little . . . Oh, I don’t know, there doesn’t seem a name that would fit Hitler, or describe what I think of him. He’s going to spoil all of this. Us, and what we have.’


She dismounted and walked towards him. Her horse, held by the reins, pulled against her, poked its head over the gate and nudged Richard, knocking him backwards. The action made him laugh and gave him an excuse to try and get away. ‘He’s not happy at having his ride interrupted. I won’t keep you, Lucinda. I have to go in and break the news of my call-up to the parents. I’ve been avoiding doing so.’


‘Oh, don’t mind him. And you’re not stopping his exercise – he had that earlier. I rode over specifically to see if I could catch you. We have something to talk about, remember?’


Richard’s heart sank. Damn his stupidity for kissing Lucinda at the autumn ball! She’d been trying to snare him for ages, and would now read more into the kiss than there was. How was he going to get out of this?


Everyone seemed to assume they would marry one day. His mother had hinted at it, and his father had said he couldn’t do any better for himself. His parents and Lucinda’s, who were wealthy farmers, had been friends for as long as he could remember. He and Lucinda had grown up together. He’d never had feelings other than friendship for her, but even their own circle of friends seemed to take it for granted that one day he would formally court her. God, what a mess!


‘Well? Have you a moment to talk? I mean, Richard, we should sort things out. Even more so, with the possibility of you having to go to war.’


‘I – I know. Sorry, look, I – I acted very foolishly the other night. I didn’t mean to compromise our situation. But—’


‘But you do love me, don’t you? So why don’t you take it further?’


‘I can’t, and I don’t know. I mean, now isn’t the time. Our lives are going to change. Besides, I’m not of independent means.’


‘Which way around did you mean all of that, Richard? I hope you haven’t misled me? You must realize I can’t hang around much longer. This is very unfair on me. Surely we can make it official for now? Once you are my fiancé, well . . . well, we wouldn’t have to stand on ceremony. We could get a lot closer.’


The insinuation she put into this took him aback. ‘I can’t promise myself to anyone, Lucinda. I . . . Look, you’re right, we do need to talk. Are you free this evening? Perhaps we could drive out and find somewhere to have dinner where no one knows us, so we won’t be interrupted. A hotel in Northampton maybe?’


‘Yes, I would love that.’


‘I’ll arrange everything and pick you up at seven.’


Her body swayed towards him, her face upturned. There was nothing he could do, without embarrassing her, other than kiss her. He managed, though, to avoid her lips and peck her cheek instead.


As she rode away, Richard felt despair at the situation he’d created. Somehow, tonight, he had to find a way of letting Lucinda down gently. But how? Whatever I say, I’ll look like a cad. Maybe I am one. What kind of man falls in love with someone who’s practically a relative?


The shudder that went through him was a throwback to the horror of what had happened to his half-sister, Megan. But Sarah herself wasn’t related to him. He must remember that. She was the daughter of his half-sister’s husband. There would be nothing at all wrong with a union between them. If only it would happen . . . If only.
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Hattie & Harry


The Past Rises to Taunt


Hattie stared at the newspaper. Shock dried her mouth and shook her body. Arthur’s wife dead! The paper became scrunched in her grip, before she dropped it to the ground. Why? Why does that news drum up old feelings? Feelings she’d thought long dead. Feelings that had belonged to a different person – the person she had been in those days.


The sound of the paper being gathered up caused her to turn round. Harry stood looking at her; she hadn’t heard him come into her office. His face held concern. ‘Is there something wrong, Hattie?’


Trying to keep her voice from shaking, she said, ‘No, nothing. I lost me thoughts for a mo. I were looking for that advert you mentioned. Someone selling a van? I think you’re right: we need to cover all angles, with this war. It could work – if we can’t get deliveries to the shop, we’d have to fetch our own stock. Then there’s that delivery service you were on about . . .’ She stopped, realizing she was rambling.


‘The advert wasn’t in The Times, love. Why you have that paper, even occasionally, is beyond me.’


‘I – I like to keep up. Get to know how the top-drawer lot are thinking. We have a few accounts with them lot, so it pays to know what they’re about.’


Harry didn’t say anything. As she took the paper from him, he left without even telling her why he’d come into her office. Without giving a thought to this, Hattie spread the newspaper out on her desk and found the obituary page once more:




The death of Lady Greystone, which took place in Kenya two months ago on 2nd September 1939, has shocked society. Lord and Lady Greystone had been on holiday in Kenya when Lady Greystone suffered a bite from an unknown insect. Within hours she was in hospital fighting for her life – a fight she lost at 10 p.m. that night. The body was interred in Kenya. Lord Greystone sailed into Southampton a week ago. He has announced that a memorial service will be held in three weeks’ time.




The article went on to give more information about Arthur: his First World War heroics, his injuries, and the mystery concerning where he’d disappeared to for all those years afterwards. It were no mystery to me, Hattie thought. The happiness of those years with Arthur was etched into her, and always would be, as was the pain of his leaving her.


A tap on her door and the sight of Megan entering made the pain resurface and clutch at her heart. Her eyes filled with tears.


‘Hattie, love?’


‘Oh, Meg, we went through sommat, didn’t we? And, when we least think of it, it pops up to sting us again.’


‘Eeh, lass, what’s brought this on?’


Hattie pointed to the article.


‘It still hurts, after all this time then, Hattie, love? By, we thought Arthur different, didn’t we? Come on. It does no good thinking on it all now.’


‘I know, but I still love him.’


Neither of them saw Harry move back from the door.


‘I can understand that. It ain’t easy to fall out of love. Look at me: I loved Jack from the moment I saw him and it never went away, no matter that he chose Cissy. But it turned out right for me. And I thought it had done for you, love?’


‘It has. I’m being silly. It were seeing that article. It brings it all back. Anyroad, what brought you here in the middle of the day? Oh God, we had a meeting, didn’t we? Where’s Harry? He should be here.’
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