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            ‘A mother’s treasure is her daughter’


          




          ANON


        


      


    


  




  





  PROLOGUE
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  Spring 1995




  The tiny violet flower slipped from between the faded yellow pages of the prayer book and wafted gently to the floor. Anna watched the drop of mauve, like a lilac tear,

  intrigued. She brought the prayer book up to her nose and inhaled the smell of age and leather and just the faintest trace of violets. She then bent down and picked up the flower, careful not to

  break the petals. It was almost like holding a butterfly without the wings.




  Placing it on the dressing-table, with the other dried flowers that had been pressed between the pages, she turned to the front of the prayer book and read the inscription written on the

  flyleaf.




  

    

      

        To my dearest daughter Mary.




        God bless you and keep you safe forever.




        Your loving mother,




        1910


      


    


  




  Anna was overwhelmed by a sense of sadness she could not explain. There was something so tender in the neat, spidery handwriting that it tugged at her heart. Who did this prayer

  book belong to, she wondered. She found more writing on the next page.




  

    

      

        Dear Jane,




        You will always be in my heart.




        Be kind and strong, and keep safe.




        Love, Mother,




        1944


      


    


  




  Anna realised that the Jane in question must be her grandmother. There was more to come, as another inscription was written below this.




  

    

      

        Dearest Meredith,




        When in doubt,




        Be kind and think good thoughts.




        With all my love, Mummy, xx




        1963


      


    


  




  Anna smiled to herself. How weird was this? One by one she replaced the dried flowers inside the prayer book then went to find her mother.




  Meredith Lee was sitting at her desk in the study of their cosy cottage in the Vale of Health, a leafy sanctuary in the heart of Hampstead, North London. She was typing furiously. She always

  complained that she was never able to type fast enough to keep up with her thoughts.




  ‘Mum, you never told me about this.’ Anna came towards Meredith, holding up the prayer book.




  ‘What? Anna, please don’t interrupt me, I have to get this done tonight,’ answered Meredith, peering at the screen.




  ‘But this is part of my heritage, Mother, to be passed down through the years. When were you going to write something in it and hand it over to me, your darling daughter?’




  Meredith stopped typing and looked up. ‘What on earth are you blabbing on about?’




  ‘This, Mommie dearest.’ Anna handed her mother the prayer book and waited.




  Meredith turned it over in her hands very gently, as if she knew there were flowers inside. She opened the book and read the loving inscriptions – and suddenly, she was transported back to

  her childhood. She could smell her mother in the room, that special scent of her Yardley lipstick and Bourjois Rouge powder.




  ‘Oh my goodness, where on earth did you find this?’ she asked, her deadline completely forgotten.




  ‘In the attic, under a pile of photo albums. I have been looking for photos of the family for a project we are doing for GCSE History. Isn’t it lovely? I have decided I am going to

  write about the importance of the mother figure through history.’




  ‘I think that is a lovely idea,’ said Meredith, holding the prayer book in her hands and remembering so clearly how much it had meant to her. How much it had meant to her mother Jane

  and, in turn, Jane’s mother Mary.




  ‘It is very important to celebrate motherhood,’ she went on. ‘Your great-grandmother Mary would be proud of you.’




  Meredith let her thoughts drift back half a century, to her own happy childhood.




  ‘I used to love going to church on Mothering Sunday,’ she said, smiling to herself. ‘I even sang in the choir, can you believe it? All the mothers were given flowers by their

  children as part of the service. It made us feel very important. Your gran had loved doing the same thing for her mother, Mary. It goes right back to Mary’s mother, Alice. Look –

  that’s her handwriting there. But there is such a sad story connected to that first inscription by Alice.’




  Meredith reached out to take Anna’s hand and her eyes sparkled with tears.




  ‘You see, she was dying, Anna. In fact, she died on Mothering Sunday 1910 and these were the last words she ever wrote . . .’




  





  PART ONE
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  Chapter One
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  Hertfordshire, Spring 1910




  John and Alice Charles had three sons, loud, strapping lads always up to mischief, but only one daughter. She was called Mary, and she was the youngest of the family. John was

  the vicar of St James’ Church in a small village called Allingham, not far from the historic town of St Albans in the county of Hertfordshire.




  It was on a church outing to St Albans that Alice Cooke entered the young would-be curate’s rather lonely life, and love blossomed. Alice was the daughter of a wealthy landowner in

  Buckinghamshire, and her marriage to John was deemed a drop in the social scale. Once it was clear to Alice’s parents that she was determined to marry beneath her station, they sent her

  packing, albeit with a quite substantial dowry. However, Alice never saw her parents again. They regarded her as feckless, and a disappointment, and concentrated their hopes and ambitions on their

  two sons instead. As the only child of elderly parents who died when he was embarking on his career in the clergy, John was alone in the world. Alice was now abandoned, so the two young lovers made

  their world themselves, and thanks to Alice’s optimistic nature and goodness of heart, between them they created a loving family.




  Their daughter Mary had the advantages of being brought up with three brothers – and the disadvantages. She was protected and spoiled, but also very innocent, and unaware of life outside

  her family. But she had a lively mind and had inherited her mother’s warmth and optimism. She loved to learn, and if truth be told she was the brightest of them all. However, life in those

  days was ruled by the men. Mary had to play a secondary role to her brothers even though she often taught them herself, as school was not something they went to willingly. There was many a day when

  cries could be heard from the scullery as one or other of the boys was beaten for playing truant.




  But not today; nobody was going to be shouted at today. It was Sunday, Mothering Sunday to be precise, and it was a beautiful morning, with the promise of spring in the air. Mary had been

  waiting for this special day to arrive for ages. She had made a card for her beloved mother and helped her brothers to make one from them. The back door of the scullery was wide open as the girl

  searched the garden for early snowdrops and budding daffodils to put on her mother’s breakfast tray. She could hear a lark showing off in the field behind the house, and paused to listen to

  the clear notes soaring above her. It was hard not to enjoy the promise of the day, outside here on the step.




  But Mary was under a dark cloud that morning. Her mother, Alice Charles, lay upstairs grievously ill with pneumonia.




  Mary was only ten years old but was already taking on the household chores. With her father and three brothers in the house, the work never ended. Mrs Edge came in every day to help. She was a

  lovely round lady who lived in the village. Her duties covered everything from cooking a hearty tea for Mary and the boys, to arranging all the flowers in the church and leading the ladies of the

  village in the cleaning of the brass. She was a great comfort to Mary as her mother’s illness took hold. The little girl was very much alone as John Charles did not seem able to cope at all

  with his wife’s decline. He had always been a rather distant figure to Mary. He worked very hard, dividing his time between the church and his parish duties, and spent hours shut away in his

  study. He always had time for his wife, of course, for Alice was the light of his life, and she tried to ensure that the house was calm and tranquil. Not an easy task with three sons around. Now

  Mary was trying to ease the burden of her mother’s care, so that her father could write his sermons, and perform his pastoral duties. But the house had lost its brightness since her mother

  had taken to her bed.




  Mary had spent most of the night beside her mother, tending to her and trying to keep the fever at bay. She had just changed the bed-linen and Alice’s nightgown. Having washed the other

  sweat-soaked sheets by hand and stuffed them through the mangle, she was hanging them out in the morning sunshine to dry. She felt a little faint from lack of sleep but paid no heed. Time enough to

  sleep when her mother was on the mend.




  Back inside the kitchen, she put her posy of flowers in a tiny glass vase and placed it on the tray. Then she went to the range to pick up the heavy black iron kettle that was boiling on the

  top. She made some tea and spooned plenty of sugar into a cup. Mrs Edge said sweet tea could cure anything. This would make her mother feel better. She was not supposed to touch the heavy kettle,

  but these were difficult times, and all the child knew for sure was that she had to do her very best. She cut a slice of bread very carefully, with the sharp bread-knife threatening to do her

  mischief at any moment, and spread some butter and jam on the extra thick slice. How she loved the sweet-smelling sticky jam her mother made. It smelled of summer and strawberries and fun.




  She carried the tray upstairs to her mother’s bedroom. The curtains were closed and the room was dark and stuffy, and it smelled sour. Mary put down the tray and tiptoed to the bedside.

  Alice was propped up against the pillows, her eyes closed, breathing with great difficulty. The little girl took her hand and squeezed it gently.




  ‘Happy Mothering Sunday. I’ve got your breakfast, Mother. A nice cup of tea, and some bread and jam. Now you must eat it all up to make you strong.’




  Alice Charles opened her eyes and smiled wanly at her daughter. ‘You are a wonderful nurse, Mary,’ she managed to whisper. ‘I’ll have it in a minute. But first, will you

  open the drawer in my bedside table, please, dear?’




  The little girl did as she was told. Inside the drawer were some lovely lace hankies and a lavender pouch. Mary picked it up and smelled the wonderful fragrance. As she did so, Alice tried to

  turn her head but the effort was too much. She breathed hard and it caught in her throat as a gasp. Mary was frightened by the sound.




  ‘Mother, please be still,’ she implored. ‘Please get better.’ And she tried in vain to stop the tears that were desperately forcing their way down her cheeks.




  Alice drew herself up, praying silently for the strength to do what she had to do, and said, ‘Mary, dear, now don’t cry. It is going to be fine. Inside that drawer you will find my

  prayer book. Please pass it to me.’




  Mary found the book and put it in her mother’s trembling hands. Alice opened the book at the first page and showed it to her daughter.




  ‘Look here – see? I’ve written you a note. Promise me you will keep this prayer book with you always, and every night when you go to sleep, you will say your prayers and think

  of me. I’ll be watching over you all the time, my dearest daughter. You will have a lot to do, but your father and your brothers need your help. Please don’t be sad, I will be with you

  always in your heart.’




  The dying woman made a last superhuman effort as she gasped, ‘Now be a good girl and go and call your father to come quickly. I need to speak to him.’ Then she fell back on the

  pillows, exhausted.




  To Mary it seemed as if she had fallen asleep.




  ‘Mother, please wake up, you haven’t eaten your breakfast.’ She shook her mother’s arm and it dropped heavily off the bed and just hung there. The little girl slowly

  backed away from the bed and a scream rose in her throat.




  ‘Father! Come quick!’




  The funeral service seemed very long to Mary. She tried hard to sing all the hymns well for her mother, but she wanted to cry all the time. As she sat in a pew with her prayer

  book clutched in her hands, and her eyes screwed tightly shut, she prayed and prayed to God to make her mother come back. But He didn’t. Mary would often talk to Him at night, after that. She

  never gave up asking, and she always kept her prayer book close by, along with the card she had made that day for her mother.




  Mary now became a mother to her brothers even though she was the youngest. It was a lonely life, for her father could offer her little comfort as he was grieving himself, and the boys were busy

  growing into men. Mrs Edge still came in every day and helped with the chores, but it was clear to everyone in the village that the vicar wanted to be left alone. He performed his duties with care

  and diligence, but the spark of life had gone out of him.




  Mary never really had time to make friends at school because as soon as the bell went, she was off home to cook and clean for the household. But it was not all bad. There was a farm just up the

  road from the vicarage owned by a couple called Ernest and Olive Cooper. They had two sons of their own who went to school with the Charles boys, and all the lads loved to play on the farm.

  Haystacks and cowsheds made great hiding places, and every summer the boys would spend long hot days in the fields. For Mary it was a magical place to go and be with all the animals. She loved the

  smell of Olive’s kitchen where there was always an animal of some description in front of the range. Cats, dogs – even baby lambs. One afternoon there was a sheep giving birth and Mary

  sat with Olive who was keeping an eye on it, because it had been having difficulties. At last the lamb dropped to the ground as Mary watched in awe. The farmer’s wife picked up the lamb and

  placed it under the mother’s nose, rubbing it with the afterbirth.




  ‘They need a bit of help sometimes, to understand what it is all about, God bless ’em!’ she explained to the little girl.




  But the ewe did not want to know. She butted the still wet and bloody lamb, and walked away. Mary was so distressed to see this that she burst into tears.




  ‘Don’t fret yourself, dearie,’ said Olive kindly. ‘I will take the lamb indoors and put it by the fire, and you can help me feed it by hand.’




  Sure enough, they carried the lamb indoors and soon it was lying in Mary’s lap in front of the fire, while she fed it from a glass baby bottle. It was love at first sight. Mary was round

  at the farm every minute she was free. The lamb grew bigger and bigger each day. Mary called her Alice after her mother. Her brothers teased her mercilessly and ran round her singing the old

  nursery rhyme:




  

    

      

        ‘Mary had a little lamb




        Its fleece was white as snow.




        And everywhere that Mary went




        The lamb was sure to go.’


      


    


  




  She even took it to school one day to show her class. Mary could never quite get over the way the mother sheep had rejected and abandoned her baby, but the farmer’s wife

  was very matter-of-fact about it. She said it happened quite often.




  ‘But how could you not love your baby?’ whispered Mary.




  ‘Well, there are some women as have the same problem, dearie. There’s naught you can do about it though. You can’t make people love you.’




  Having three brothers meant that Mary was always learning all sorts of things, not all of them good either. They taught her to spit and she was really good at it. In addition, she could skim a

  stone across the pond with the best of them and ride a horse and drive a cart like a champion. Her happiest memories were of sitting on the hay cart at the end of a hot summer’s day. The sun

  would be setting as they rolled back to Coopers Farm full of fresh air and cider and homemade pies. The boys would be fighting and scrapping on top of the hay like young lion cubs. She would sit up

  front with her eldest brother Joseph, lulled by the swing of the horses’ rumps in front of her and the jangling of the harness and the screeching of the bats swooping around them in the

  dusk.




  As they reached the farm gates, the last streaks of the red sunset collapsed on the horizon, and darkness would fall. The boys would walk Mary back to the vicarage and then they would go to the

  pub. The landlord of the Wheatsheaf in Allingham was well aware that the boys were not only too young to be drinking but also the vicar’s sons, so the boys were given non-alcoholic ginger

  beer and big plates of shepherd’s pie. At home, Mary would creep in and check on her father, who was usually sitting at his desk preparing a sermon or writing letters to do with parish

  matters. Sometimes she would find him fast asleep with his head on his arms. The Reverend Charles made Mary feel a little frightened because he was always sad and often stern with them. He just

  could not give his children the affection they needed, and while the boys had each other for comfort, it made the girl miss her mother so much, especially at bedtime when she could remember so

  vividly her tender embrace as she tucked Mary in, with loving words to help her dream wonderful things. Just before she fell asleep, Mary would remember her mother’s words and slip out of bed

  to kneel on the floor and say her prayers, because she knew her mother was watching.




  One morning Mary got out of bed and was horrified to see blood on the bed-sheets and on her nightdress. She checked herself all over for cuts and could find nothing wrong. In

  the bathroom, she suddenly felt her stomach contract in pain. She sat down on the lavatory and bent over to ease the cramps, but felt a rush of liquid between her legs and heard it splash into the

  bowl below. Looking down, she cried out in panic as the water in the bowl turned pink. Sobbing now with fear and disbelief, she grabbed a flannel and held it between her legs. What was happening to

  her?




  There was a knock on the door and she heard Joseph’s voice outside. ‘Mary? Come on, girl, we want our breakfast. What are you doing in there?’




  Mary tried to rise from the seat, but another trickle of blood stopped her in her tracks. She called out, ‘Joe, something dreadful has happened. I am bleeding and I think I am dying.

  Please fetch the doctor.’




  As a young man of nineteen, Joseph had already picked up a good deal of knowledge about the opposite sex. However, it was one thing to discuss the female anatomy with his friends, but quite

  another to speak of such delicate matters with his sister.




  But he knew someone who could help. Telling his sister to stay calm and to hold on for a few minutes while he fetched help, Joseph sped off to Dr Jeffreys’ house two streets away, and

  banged on the door. The doctor’s wife, Lorna, answered his knock. She was a trained nurse and often stood in for her husband when he was too busy to deal with minor ailments that arose during

  surgery hours.




  Blushing, Joseph explained to her what he thought was Mary’s problem. Lorna Jeffreys was very understanding, and quite impressed by this young man’s grasp of the sensitivity of the

  situation. Fetching her coat and hat, and an old but clean sheet, she followed Joseph back to the vicarage, where poor Mary was still closeted in the bathroom. Joseph led the nurse upstairs and

  tapped on the door.




  ‘Mary, dear, don’t panic,’ he called. ‘Mrs Jeffreys is here to help you. Please open the door. I will go downstairs and make us all a cup of tea in the meantime, and

  don’t worry about breakfast. I will see to everything.’




  Once Mary had heard her brother go downstairs, she opened the bathroom door and Lorna was soon attending to her, helping her bathe, showing her how to cut up and make a cloth pad and fetching

  her clean clothes from the bedroom. At the same time she was giving the poor girl a welcome lesson on the female anatomy.




  ‘You must think me very foolish,’ said Mary, as Mrs Jeffreys explained about her monthly cycle. ‘I am so sorry to cause you all this bother. I just had no idea what was

  happening to me. Mother died two years ago now and my education mostly consists of housekeeping and reading books that my father suggests to me. There has been no room for girlish talk or another

  friend or their mother to teach me about such things.’




  ‘Oh, you poor child,’ said Lorna. ‘Please don’t apologise. It is a very natural thing to be worried when you start your cycle. But all is well now – and if you ever

  need to ask me anything again, anything at all, please do not hesitate to come and see me. I am very happy to talk to you at any time.’




  With that the doctor’s wife packed her bag and was gone, leaving Mary feeling as if her life had changed forever, and she was still not quite sure why.




  Life went on and Mary toiled from dawn till dusk in the vicarage. She was quite content with her life, however, and loved nothing better than to see everyone round the table of

  an evening, eating the food she had cooked and laughing and animatedly discussing things going on in the world. She still visited the farm all the time to see Alice, her pet sheep. Mr Cooper

  suggested they might let her ewe have a lamb of its own one day soon.




  The Charles boys were finding their feet now. Brother Joseph had been away in London studying to become an accountant and would come home on his rare leaves full of stories of drinking all night

  and dancing till dawn. Joseph was the only one of the three boys who had left home, albeit temporarily. Reginald was still at school and studying very hard. He had a rather serious side to his

  nature and his father had great hopes that he would follow him into the Ministry.




  John Charles remembered his own years of study with great fondness, even though he had lost his parents so young. His meeting with Alice had changed his life completely. Not just because of her

  sunny disposition and warm and caring spirit, but due to her inheritance. Although John vowed he would never touch his wife’s money, Alice had persuaded him to buy their first home – a

  small terraced house in St Albans – as a means of securing their future. When they left to take up residence in the vicarage at Allingham, the couple did not sell the house but found a lodger

  and his family. And to this day, the rent still provided extra income for the family – a welcome boost to the Reverend Charles’s modest stipend.




  Alice had turned the sombre vicarage into a house full of light and joy, and the sound of happy children. John Charles missed his wife with every fibre of his being every day of her passing.




  Stephen was the youngest of the boys and closest to Mary. There were only three years between them. He shared her love of animals and the two of them spent all their spare time at Coopers Farm.

  Recognising the lad’s love of farming, Ernest Cooper encouraged him to learn all he could about animal husbandry. One day, as they were sitting in the farm’s big welcoming kitchen,

  Stephen announced that he wanted to be a vet when he left school.




  When he told his eldest brother of his hopes and dreams, Joseph gave him a friendly punch on the arm and said, ‘That’s a fine ambition to have, young Stephen, but beware you

  don’t get led astray like me and spend too much time in the pub instead of attending to your studies.’




  Their father had just quietly entered the room and overheard this – and they fell silent, waiting for a reproof. But he hardly seemed to see them and just turned and went out again without

  a word. Mary ran after him to make sure he had everything he needed. She hated to see her father so lost. When she returned to the kitchen, the boys had already forgotten the interruption and were

  laughing and joking as Joseph continued his tales of life in the big city.




  One day, Joseph came home with a friend called Henry Maclean. Henry was in the Army and talked about how there was going to be a war soon, with the Hun, and everyone would have to fight for

  their country. All the brothers sat round the kitchen table listening to him and drinking beer, which Mary served them. She could only feel dread at the thought of a Europe at war, but the boys

  were bright-eyed and full of plans to join up. She was secretly entranced by Henry, who seemed different from her brothers somehow. More sophisticated and well-groomed. He had beautiful sandy hair

  that flopped in his eyes, and he had to keep brushing it out of the way as he talked. His voice was very mellow and he was well-spoken, but not too posh.




  When Henry left that night, to return to his regiment, he squeezed Mary’s hand and gave her a kiss on the cheek. The spot burned from the touch of his lips. She was so young, but already

  she felt the catch in her belly, the tightness in her throat – and the pain in her heart.




  Henry Maclean was proved right. War did come – and it spread across Europe like a huge black cloud, covering everything in a net of death and destruction. Hundreds of thousands of lives

  were lost. Stephen Charles was killed in battle, blown up in a German attack on his regiment, three months after he arrived in Passchendaele. Joseph somehow managed to survive but came home a

  broken man. The carnage he had witnessed left him shell-shocked and staring into a bottle of whisky. Reginald took all the pain and suffering as a sign that he should follow his calling and enter

  the Church – much to the delight of his father. The Reverend John Charles went straight to his wife’s grave to share the good news with her.




  Although devastated by the news of Stephen’s death, John had somehow found a new strength during the war. He had worked tirelessly, travelling from village to village to take services in

  times of need; many of the clergy had joined up to provide spiritual support for the soldiers and to work with the wounded. Often with Mary at his side, Reverend Charles would seek out bereaved

  families and offer his help and comfort.




  Mary herself felt that she had been pretty much deserted by everyone. She mourned her brother’s death and prayed for his soul to that same God who had taken her beloved mother from her.

  She shed many bitter tears. But life had to go on and there was so much to do and so many people in need that she had to push her own hurt to the back of her mind and just get on with life. She

  worked with the Red Cross, helping to care for wounded soldiers, and she also taught classes in the village school when necessary. She grew up very quickly, as did so many young people at that

  time.




  One summer evening in 1919, Mary was picking strawberries in the garden when she heard a motor car. This was a rare occurrence. She knew no one who owned a car except the

  doctor. She ran out to the front of the house and saw Joseph, looking very much the worse for wear, slumped in the front passenger seat of a Bentley. At the wheel was Henry Maclean. He looked just

  the same as always, if a little tired and lined around the eyes. Mary’s heart skipped a beat. Joseph stumbled out of the car and staggered up the garden path, waving his arms in the air and

  attempting to sing ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’.




  ‘Joseph, calm down! What are you doing here? Whose car is that?’ she asked, dancing excitedly round the two young men as they walked into the house.




  ‘Got any of that homemade sloe gin, Mary?’ Joseph hiccupped and fell into the nearest chair.




  ‘I think you have already had quite enough,’ she retorted.




  ‘Oh, come on, old girl, don’t be such a killjoy. Poor Henry here needs a drink. He has fought a war, for God’s sake!’




  Mary turned to Henry, who was standing in the doorway with his hat in his hand looking rather bemused.




  ‘I am so awfully sorry,’ she said shyly. ‘Please do come and sit down. Of course I will fetch you a drink, and some food maybe? You look like you could do with a good meal

  inside you.’




  ‘That would certainly be very welcome. Thank you, Mary.’ He gave her a huge smile and her legs went quite wobbly.




  An hour later, Henry and Mary were tucking into homemade soup and bread and cheese, followed by bowls of strawberries just picked from the garden.




  ‘Oh my God, this is heaven,’ said Henry through mouthfuls of food. Joseph was sprawled on the sofa now, practically asleep. He was red-eyed and unshaven and stank of whisky.




  ‘I have made a bed up for you in Stephen’s room. If you don’t mind, that is, sleeping in his room because he . . .’ Mary stopped and felt the tears fill her eyes. She

  hurriedly left the room and went into the kitchen to compose herself. She was leaning on the sink wiping away her tears with her apron when Henry came to find her.




  ‘Please don’t worry,’ he said gently. ‘It is so hard for everyone. We have lost so many of our friends and loved ones. Joe only gets drunk because he is grieving so

  much.’




  Mary looked into Henry’s eyes and could see the pain. ‘Was it very bad?’ she whispered. Henry didn’t answer for a long moment and seemed to be fighting with himself for

  control.




  ‘Yes,’ was all he said, and then he took her in his arms and kissed her. Long and hard. Needing to feel her softness, her goodness and her innocence.




  They stood absolutely still, holding each other. Mary wanted the moment to last forever, but it was broken by the sound of Joseph’s snores from the other room.




  ‘We’d better get him into bed,’ she said, gently breaking away from Henry’s arms. ‘Would you be kind enough to help me?’




  ‘Of course, come on.’ Henry led the way and the two of them hauled Joseph off the sofa and somehow managed to push and heave him upstairs to his room, where Henry virtually threw him

  onto the bed. Joseph moaned and turned on his side and was fast asleep again before they had reached the door. They laughed and turned to go downstairs. A moment held between them. What now?




  There was a bang from the front door downstairs and the Reverend Charles called out, ‘Hello? Anybody home? Mary, where are you?’




  Mary quickly moved away and went to the top of the stairs, calling out, ‘I am here, Father. Henry and I have been putting Joe to bed.’ She ran down to give her father a hug and

  turned to indicate Henry as he came down to join them.




  ‘Hello, my boy, good to see you home safe and sound,’ the minister said. ‘Terrible business – thank God it is all over at last. Are you staying the night? Has Mary fed

  you?’




  ‘Mary has done us proud in every way, sir. She has kindly offered me a bed, and if you will excuse me, I will retire to it now. It has been a long day. Goodnight, Mary, and thank you for

  everything. Goodnight, sir.’ He turned to go up the stairs and Mary put her hand on his arm.




  ‘Wait, let me get you a towel.’ She went to fetch it and her father moved off to the kitchen in search of his supper.




  Mary came back with a clean towel and handed it to Henry, her eyes never leaving his face.




  ‘Thank you.’ He leaned in and softly kissed her on the lips before turning slowly and climbing the stairs. He might have been going to the moon. Mary felt so bereft. What could she

  do to keep him close?




  ‘My dear, have you got my dinner ready?’




  ‘Coming, Father,’ came her reply.




  After he had finished his supper, John Charles left the table, kissed his daughter goodnight, and retired to his study, where he shut the door.




  Mary cleared away the dishes and went out into the back garden. It was a beautiful summer’s night. The sky was so clear she could see every single star.




  ‘Twinkle, twinkle little star . . .’ Mary whispered to herself and she looked up at the window of Stephen’s bedroom, as if she could transport herself to where Henry lay

  asleep. At the thought of him, a tremor ran through her entire body. She felt as if she was on fire. What was happening to her?




  Sensing movement behind her, she turned – straight into Henry’s arms. He held her very close and she could smell him. Touch his skin with her lips. She caught her breath and tried to

  look at him but that meant pulling away, and she didn’t want to do that. She wanted to stay close to him forever. Oh, but what about her father? She let out a little gasp of fright.




  ‘What is it?’ Henry asked.




  ‘My father is in his study. He must not see me this way.’




  ‘He just went to bed. I heard his door shut. I was lying awake thinking of you. I couldn’t sleep, Mary. I had to hold you once again.’




  Henry took her chin in his hand and slowly pressed his lips to hers. Oh so gently, did his tongue prise her lips apart, and play against her teeth. Oh so gently, did his tongue go deeper,

  teasing her tongue to respond. She seemed to be melting into his arms her body pressed into his, as he lifted her up in his arms and carried her towards the little summerhouse at the bottom of the

  garden. Never letting his lips leave hers for a moment, he lowered her onto the garden seat and started to unbutton her dress. Mary could feel nothing but the beating of her heart and a sound like

  rushing water in her head.




  As he kissed her, Henry’s hand moved down to touch her breast and then her nipple. He teased it between his fingers, making it hard, and Mary let out a moan of pleasure. Could anything be

  more wonderful than this? Henry had lifted her dress now and was exploring beneath it. He ran his fingers, feather light, up the inside of her thigh, pausing to stroke the soft skin above her

  stocking top. Her body jerked involuntarily as he found her secret place. She could not control the waves of ecstasy and opened herself to his fingers as they gently pushed into her warm moist

  self. With this exquisite sensation, her head lost the battle for logic or reason; her innocent young body responded naturally to his touch, to his closeness, and her very being demanded to be

  satisfied.




  Her legs fell open to take Henry’s body between her thighs. Her hands instinctively found his hard erect penis and fondled it. The anticipation was unbearable. She was gasping with need.

  And suddenly he was inside her, pushing urgently into her warmth and wetness. There was no pain, just the pleasure of being full up with his manhood. He moved and she moved with him. It was so

  natural, both these young bodies wanting affirmation of life after so much death. As their passion grew, their lovemaking became more intense and he penetrated deep and hard into her, touching her

  to the core. She followed his rhythm, and felt him spurt into her, her muscles clasping him as if her life depended on it. She let out a cry of pure joy and held him to her until they were spent.

  He looked down at her and smiled to reassure her all was well. She took his face in her hands and kissed every inch of it, laughing and crying all at once.




  Eventually, Henry got up and dressed himself, then helped Mary gather herself together. They did not speak a word as they walked back to the house, under the starry sky, holding hands. Henry

  kissed her lightly at the kitchen door and went to his room. Mary stood at the kitchen sink drinking a cup of water and feeling every bone and muscle in her body tingle. This was what it felt like

  to be alive, she knew it! She wanted it to last forever.




  But it was not to be. The next morning, when Mary woke up, Henry had gone. Joseph explained to her that he had made his apologies, but said he had to drive back to London to attend a job

  interview with a City bank. He sent his thanks to Mary for everything, and hoped they would all meet again soon. Mary had to run out of the room, so as not to give herself away. She raced into the

  garden and was violently sick under a hedge. A terrible blackness swept over her as she seemed to understand her fate.




  Three months later, she was sat in front of Dr Jeffreys, white-faced and trembling, as he gave her the results of her night of passion. A baby, due to be born in the spring. Mary left the

  surgery in a daze. Despite the warm summer sunshine she was shivering and her legs felt weak; she had to sit down on the bench outside the doctor’s house.




  ‘Hello, Mary. Are you feeling all right, dear?’ Lorna Jeffreys was looking down at her. The doctor’s wife remembered so clearly their shared secret of all those years ago

  – Mary’s ignorance of her body. Now she could see the naked shame in the young woman’s eyes and her heart went out to her.




  Putting her arms round her and lifting her up, Lorna said quietly, ‘Come on, let’s go and have a cup of tea, shall we?’ She led Mary round the side of the house to the living

  quarters at the back of the surgery.




  Neither woman spoke until they were sitting at the kitchen table with their tea in front of them.




  Lorna broke the silence: ‘Do you remember all those years ago, when I said that if ever there was anything I could do to help, you should call on me?’




  Mary sighed deeply and searched Mrs Jeffreys’ face. The woman had obviously guessed what was wrong, but there was no reprimand in her voice. No disapproval in her gaze. Mary started to

  cry. She felt so alone and so ashamed. What could she do? She was a fallen woman. This news would surely kill her father.




  Charles had grown quite frail in the last few months, so much so that they had called Reginald down from his Theological College in Hendon in North London. The family hoped that it might be

  possible for Reginald to do his curate training with his father, at St James’ Church in Allingham. The Reverend John Charles was highly regarded in the Diocese, and the Bishop of St Albans

  was a close friend. The proposal had been discussed, and as things in the local parishes were still a little disordered since the war ended, it was agreed that John Charles could do with the help,

  and to have his son close by was the best thing to do for all concerned.




  It was a comfort to think that her father would soon have Reg to support him. As Mary’s tears slowly subsided, she was able to drink her tea and think more clearly.




  ‘Is there anything I can do to help you?’ asked Lorna, taking Mary’s hand.




  ‘No, not really. But thank you for all your kindness to me. I don’t deserve it.’ Mary stood up and made for the door. Turning, she told Mrs Jeffreys, ‘I am going to talk

  to my brother Reginald; he will know what to do for the best. Thank you again. Goodbye.’




  Mary walked home, consumed with her guilt and shame and fear. Her father must never find out. How could he ever forgive her? She thought of her dear mother and the tears sprang afresh. How could

  she have been so foolish? Reg would be coming home in the next few days to make arrangements for his training, and until then, she would have to keep her own counsel.




  On reaching the vicarage, Mary went straight to her bed, telling her father that she had a headache. She hated to tell him a lie but needs must. Yet another sin to add to her long list. Before

  getting into bed, Mary prayed to her mother and begged her forgiveness. She held her prayer book to her heart and fell asleep with it in her hands.




  ‘It’s all right, I will help you. We will get through this together,’ Reginald told his sister as he handed her a cup of tea; he and Mary were sitting in the

  front parlour. The vicarage was empty as John Charles had gone to visit a sick parishioner. Mary had poured out her story to her brother and was now once again collapsed in tears in her seat.




  Although Reginald had always been the most serious of the brothers, he possessed a very kind heart. Deep down, there was a romantic streak inside him and he was currently in the throes of

  falling in love, thanks to a meeting with a girl called Leonora Matheson, who came to his college for Bible Studies. But now was not the time to confess these feelings to his poor dear sister.




  ‘Leave things with me and let me have a think,’ he said, handing Mary a large handkerchief so she could blow her nose. ‘I have an idea already that could be a solution but I

  need to find out more. Take heart, dear Mary. God will find a way and He will forgive you. Now stop crying and go and make yourself busy.’




  Mary did as she was told, but nothing could take away her deep shame and sense of foreboding. What did life have in store for her now, she wondered.




  





  Chapter Two
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  Two weeks later, Mary had a gentleman caller named Alfred Hughes. Alfred was in Insurance and lived in St Albans. He was a few years older than Reginald, but they had gone to

  school together and kept in touch through a mutual love of history. Living near an historical town like St Albans had given both men a keen sense of the city’s architectural gems, and its

  links with days gone by, in particular the period of Roman occupation. Over the years they had met up for a drink, and a discussion, and even visited other local areas of interest. Alfred had never

  married, and although a good deal older than Mary, Reginald felt that the man would make a suitable husband for his sister. She in turn would be a dutiful and caring wife.




  He persuaded Alfred to meet his sister, having first gathered his courage to explain the rather unusual circumstances. Reginald had decided to persuade Alfred with the promise of the deeds to

  the terraced house that his father still owned in St Albans. He had discussed this with Joseph, of course, who was also a beneficiary of their father’s will and would be losing his share of

  the sale of the house if this arrangement were to go forward.




  ‘So you and I would both give up our inheritance, then?’ said Joseph, sitting in the Wheatsheaf one night with his brother.




  ‘Yes, that would be the idea. I appreciate it is a lot to ask, Joe, but we cannot let Mary down. She is a good girl, and has made a terrible mistake that will haunt her for the rest of her

  life. You make a good living as an accountant – well, you would, if you didn’t pour it all down your throat,’ he added.




  ‘Yes, yes, all right, no need to start the lecture,’ Joseph replied irritably, ordering another pint. ‘But what will you tell Father?’




  Reginald had thought long and hard about this, and prayed for guidance. His father was not a well man and they all knew he was not long for this world. Reg had discussed the issue with Alfred,

  who was quite happy to wait for things to take their natural course. Once John Charles passed away, and the will was dealt with, the two brothers would sign an agreement handing the deeds over to

  Alfred. Reginald had applied to take over his father’s parish, so he would be able to continue to live in the vicarage. This was the only way they could save their dear sister from shame and

  destitution.




  When Mary was presented with the plan she was horrified and appalled, but as Reginald made clear to her, she really did not have any other options. She prayed and prayed for God to give her

  another way out, but His silence was deafening. So eventually, she agreed to marry Alfred Hughes.




  The couple were married by Mary’s father in St James’s Church. Shortly after the ceremony, the newlyweds moved to St Albans, and John Charles found that he missed his

  daughter’s quiet presence deeply. Mrs Edge’s own daughter now came in to ‘do’ for him as her mother was suffering with arthritis in her hands.




  Within weeks the Reverend had faded in body and soul; he died in his sleep shortly before Christmas 1919. The village all turned out for his funeral, and Alfred and Mary joined Reginald and

  Joseph at the graveside. It was a bitterly cold day, which was just as well, as Mary was bundled up in a huge heavy coat and long scarf and shawl. No one knew she was five months’ pregnant.

  The couple excused themselves from the wake afterwards, as Alfred had to return to St Albans for a business meeting that could not be avoided.




  The two brothers and their sister said their goodbyes outside the church. Joseph held Mary tight and whispered, ‘Keep your spirits up, girl. It will all come right in the end. Alfred is

  not such a bad fellow, and as for that bounder Henry Maclean, I’ve a mind to give him a damn good hiding next time I see him.’




  Mary said immediately, ‘No! Please, Joe, promise me you will never mention any of this to Henry. It is my sin, my problem. Please – I am begging you!’




  Joseph could feel her hand gripping his arm; could see the panic in her eyes. ‘Calm down, I will not do anything, if that is your wish. Please try and make the best of things, dear Mary.

  Look after yourself.’ As the young man turned away, sadness overwhelmed him. He had lost a mother, a father – and now his sister. Life was just so hard. No wonder he needed a drink from

  time to time.




  Reginald organised the transfer of the deeds on the house in St Albans, and Alfred and Mary set up home. Their baby daughter, Jane, was born in April 1920 and was christened by

  her uncle, the Reverend Reginald Charles in St James’s Church. If anyone in the village had cared to count the months, they might have been surprised. But Mary was too well loved in Allingham

  for anyone to question her integrity.




  Mary spent the first few months of her pregnancy trying to make amends for her sins. She knelt in the cathedral in St Albans, clasping her prayer book, beseeching her mother and God to forgive

  her. The majesty of the enormous cathedral seemed to add to the enormity of her transgression. Thoughts of Henry would creep into her head but she would push them away, frantically attempting to

  purge him from her mind and body. She could hardly bear to look at herself in the mirror, and as her belly grew, so did her sense of panic. What would happen to her? Would she be able to love this

  baby? It had been conceived in sin. Her sin. The poor child would be damned by her transgressions. What kind of life could she make for it?




  Her brother Reg tried to calm her fears, and reassure her that God was kind and forgiving, but she would not listen. Once again, she felt so alone. Even her pet lamb had died of old age now. She

  thought about the day it was born and how awful it had been to watch the mother butt her baby and walk away. Would she want to abandon her child like that? Could she love the child despite the fact

  that Henry had betrayed her? She must love the baby. She must. What else could she do? Alfred had been kind enough to marry her and save the family name. Her dear father had been spared

  the horror of her disgrace and had died peacefully. God rest his soul. She hoped her parents had finally been reunited.




  As for Alfred, he was attentive, but kept his distance. He had little understanding of how he should behave towards his bride, who was pregnant before his wedding night with another man’s

  child. He pushed these thoughts to the back of his head, and concentrated on the positive side of the arrangement. Mary was a good and hardworking wife, and she had come with a considerable dowry,

  which meant that he would eventually reap his rewards on earth as well as in heaven. Her domestic abilities were so good that they saved money on a housekeeper’s wages . . . and once the baby

  was born, Alfred decided, he would teach her the other wifely duties that were owed to him.




  Mary was able to keep Alfred at bay until Jane was born, but then once she had recovered from the birth, he demanded his conjugal rights. He was a brusque man who did not express emotion easily,

  but he was not unkind, and did seem to accept that for Mary, this marriage was going to be a struggle. She kept a good home and was an excellent cook, and Mary herself had hoped this would suffice

  to keep him happy. However, one evening after she had put the baby to sleep and was preparing to retire herself, she was dismayed to find Alfred waiting for her at the top of the stairs with a

  glass of sherry in each hand.




  ‘I thought we might celebrate the birth of your – our – daughter.’ He handed her a glass and led her towards their bedroom, where they had twin beds.




  ‘My dear Mary,’ he went on, ‘I hope I have shown some degree of sensitivity towards you. However, I am a man, and your husband, and would hope we may begin to embark on full

  and proper marital relations very soon.’ He threw back his glass of sherry then grabbed her hand and drew her to him as he sat down on the edge of the bed.




  Mary had dreaded this moment, but she had known it must come, and was pragmatic enough to realise that it had to be dealt with sooner or later. She drank her sherry and felt the warm liquid

  trickle down the back of her throat. Sadly, the sweet wine was not enough to lubricate the tightness in her throat, never mind any other part of her.




  Alfred took her hand and placed it on the buttons of his fly. ‘Perhaps you would do the honours, my dear,’ he said thickly.




  Mary could hardly bear to look him in the face as she fumbled with the buttons, only too aware that each time her fingers grasped at the buttons they rubbed against his manhood. He was getting

  hard very quickly, and his breath was now coming in gasps. He pulled at her dress and then tried to lift her skirt. She felt herself go rigid. How was she going to get through this? She stepped

  further away to take off her clothes. At least she could have the dignity of undressing herself without him pawing her. Watching her undress aroused him even more, and he struggled to get out of

  his trousers and long johns, only to realise he still had his boots on. Cursing under his breath, he sat down again on the bed like a naughty schoolboy, to untie his laces. Mary thought it would

  have been comical, were it not so tragic.




  She walked round to the other side of the bed and lay down naked beside him. Trying to keep her breathing calm and even, she waited for him to free himself from his clothes. He turned to look at

  her, and what he saw must have pleased him because his flagging manhood revived with a vengeance; he climbed upon her and proceeded to force entry. She was completely dry and it was quickly

  apparent that he had no idea what to do except to keep battering at the door. She sat up and said, ‘Please, Alfred, have a little patience. This is not going to work.’




  His apparent lack of success was making him angry.




  ‘Well, that’s rich. You could do it with some man you hardly knew, and do it enough to get pregnant, but you can’t do it with your lawful husband. Well, we will see about that,

  won’t we, my dear?’ And before she could get away, he pinned her to the bed and entered her brutally. She let out a yell of pain which seemed to inflame him more, and he began to thrust

  up inside her.




  Mary desperately tried to think of something else to take away the horror on top of her. Oh God, how different it had been with Henry. Suddenly, she seemed to lift herself above the bed. It was

  as if she was floating above the terrible scene below her. She could feel Henry inside her, feel her body relax and open up to him. The pain became less and less as her body took over and released

  her mind from the torture. Gradually she felt herself floating back into herself, becoming aware of the weight of Alfred’s body on top of her but not hurting any more. He was withdrawing. Oh

  thank God! The blessed relief!




  He sat on the edge of the bed for a few moments, and seemed to gather himself together. Then he went to the bathroom. Mary lay with her eyes closed, waiting for him to finish and go to his bed.

  Instead, he went downstairs and she heard the living-room door close. She tiptoed to the bathroom and washed herself, surprised that she did not feel more sore than she did, after all his pushing

  and shoving. But thank God there did not seem to be any damage. She went to check on baby Jane, who was fast asleep, with her little fingers clutching the blanket. How beautiful was her baby! She

  would die for her. Any sacrifice was worth it for her child’s safety and happiness.




  She crept back into bed and fell asleep immediately.




  In the morning, Mary rose early, fed Jane and then prepared breakfast for Alfred as usual. He had the same breakfast every morning: a lightly poached egg on toast, with another slice of toast

  and butter and marmalade to follow, and two cups of tea. His paper was delivered, and he folded it very neatly into a quarter, in order to read it while he ate his breakfast. This morning, Alfred

  came downstairs at eight o’clock on the dot as he always did. He nodded a greeting, but ate in silence and read his paper. He then picked up his briefcase and his umbrella, and stood in the

  hall in front of a tallboy with a mirror. Here, as every morning, Mary took a clothes brush made in the shape of a woodpecker and brushed his overcoat.




  This was all done in complete silence, then suddenly, just as he was about to open the front door, Alfred turned to Mary and said, ‘Thank you,’ and kissed her on the cheek!




  From that day, the couple managed an uneasy truce. Mary realised she owed Alfred a good deal and did her utmost to be a loving and loyal wife. As far as the physical side was concerned, she did

  what she had to do with good grace. Her baby was all the incentive she needed.




  Then one day she fell pregnant again, and nine months later gave birth to another girl. They called her Pamela after Alfred’s late mother. He was beside himself with pride and joy and

  became obsessed with his daughter. Mary was pleased that her husband was happy, but concerned for her own daughter’s place in the family. Unfortunately, it would always be Pamela first.




  As she grew up, the child was spoiled rotten by her father, and learned that she could get away with being rather cruel and manipulative towards Jane. She made the older girl run errands for

  her, right from when she was tiny, and ensured that Jane took the blame for any pranks that she instigated if they went wrong. Despite this, Jane adored her sister. Right from the start, Pamela was

  the leader even though she was the younger. Mary would watch the two little girls in the garden as they played. Pamela would dress them up as nurses and doctors – herself as the doctor

  naturally – and would demand that Jane do everything her way. Dear Jane would trot behind her sister, happy as Larry.




  In fact, Jane loved pretending to be a nurse so much that Mary made her a proper costume so she could act out her fantasy. She would line up her dolls and spend hours performing operations on

  them. Alfred had bought Pamela a beautiful china doll one year for her birthday. It was so delicate, with clear blue eyes and a pink porcelain complexion. Pamela was not at all interested in the

  doll, but one day while Jane was playing with her toys, Pamela brought the doll down to the kitchen.




  ‘Do be careful with that doll or you will break it,’ said Mary, rolling out the pastry for an apple pie.




  ‘Oh, it’s fine, Ma, don’t fret so,’ her daughter said airily. ‘Anyway, Jane can mend her if she breaks. She is such a good nurse!’ Pamela laughed and skipped

  off with her doll to look for Jane. She found her in the dining room under the table.




  ‘What are you doing under there?’ Pamela asked. ‘My doll is very ill and I need you to make her better.’ She knelt down and handed Jane her doll.




  Taking the patient, Jane laid her on the carpet and started to examine her. Pamela watched for a few minutes and then got bored.




  ‘Oh, never mind, Jane, give her back to me. I don’t want to play this game.’ Pamela bent to snatch the doll back, and as she pulled it from under the table, she hit its china

  head on the wooden edge, and immediately it cracked into several pieces.




  ‘Now look what you’ve done, you naughty girl!’ screamed Pamela. ‘You’ve broken my doll. Ma, Jane has broken my doll!’ And she ran into the kitchen.




  Jane crawled across and gathered up the broken pieces of china. The doll looked so strange, as the top half of her head was still intact and she seemed to be staring at Jane with her big blue

  eyes. Jane laid the doll on a makeshift bed that she had created under the table, covered her with a blanket, and gave her some pretend medicine with a teaspoon. Then she put the pieces of the

  doll’s face back together again like a jigsaw. All the while she talked to the doll like a patient.




  Mary came in with Pamela, who was still snivelling.




  ‘What has happened?’ Mary asked her daughter. ‘Did you break Pamela’s dolly?’




  ‘No,’ came the reply. ‘Pamela knocked its head on the table by accident but I have made her better. Look.’ She showed her mother the doll, lying there with its face all

  lopsided but basically intact.




  ‘She looks horrible,’ cried Pamela. ‘I hate you, Jane! You have broken my dolly and now she looks horrible and ugly just like you!’ She ran off upstairs.




  ‘I didn’t break her, Mummy, really I didn’t. It was an accident but I am a good nurse and I will make her better.’




  ‘I am sure you will, dear,’ Mary sighed. ‘Come on, love, let’s go and find some stronger medicine for the doll.’ She took Jane’s hand and led her into the

  kitchen to look for some glue. They spent the next hour painstakingly putting the doll’s face back together. Fortunately, the china had broken in quite large pieces so it was much easier to

  stick. Of course, they could do nothing to hide the cracks.




  Jane took the doll upstairs to Pamela, who had all but forgotten the whole incident by now. When she saw the doll she just pushed it away, saying, ‘Oh, I don’t want it now.

  It’s ugly and broken. You can keep it.’




  When Alfred came home that night, Mary waited for the inevitable reprisal from him. Pamela ran to hug him at the door and to lead him into the parlour for his tea. It was her habit to babble

  away at him, taking his hat and coat which she dragged across to her mother. Then she would sit on his knee and tell him the day’s adventures.




  Today, sure enough, it was not long before she said, ‘Jane broke my china doll today, Daddy.’ Alfred looked up to see his elder daughter standing in the doorway holding the broken

  doll. Before he could speak, Jane walked up to them and held out the doll wrapped in a blanket.




  ‘No, I didn’t. It was an accident and I made the doll better. Look. Pamela doesn’t want the doll now, so I will look after her until she is better. That is a good thing to do,

  isn’t it, Daddy?’




  Alfred looked up at Mary and realised the truth. The little girl was innocent. He would not gain anything by being angry with Jane. However, he was not going to be angry with his darling Pammie.

  Standing up, he said, ‘Yes, Jane. You look after the doll. Now come on, sweetheart, show me where my tea is and be a good girl for your dad.’ He took Pamela’s hand and she skipped

  off with him through the door, turning briefly to stick her tongue out at Jane and Mary.




  Jane said solemnly, ‘Accidents do happen, don’t they, Mummy? Pamela was naughty to say I hurt her doll. Why does she tell fibs sometimes?’




  ‘I don’t know, dear,’ answered Mary, giving her a hug. ‘But don’t worry, she loves you very much, and so do I and Daddy. Now come and have your tea.’




  That was the pattern of their daily lives. Mary spent most of her time keeping Alfred happy in all ways conjugal, while at the same time standing guard between her two daughters in an attempt to

  keep Pamela from completely destroying Jane. And yet the two girls seemed to love each other in a strange way. Perhaps because they were both so different, they got on.




  In 1930 Alfred decided he wanted to move out into the countryside. Mary was happy to comply as the girls were growing up fast, and it would be nice to have a larger house with an extra bedroom.

  After much deliberation Alfred found a charming four-bedroom cottage just a few miles from the centre of St Albans, near a lovely old town called Redbourn. The house was in a tiny hamlet called

  Burslet, surrounded by glorious countryside. There was a bus service to St Albans and a very good village school and a secondary school further up the road on the way to Berkhamsted.




  The girls were thrilled, and Jane especially was happy, because she could go and visit the local farm and see the animals, just as her mother had done when she was young.




  Jane grew into a very practical girl while Pamela longed for a life she had only read about in magazines. Although Jane would tease her about this, and try to bring her back down to earth, she

  would still help Pam by making dresses for her and doing her hair in the latest styles. Pamela was ambitious, and all through school she chafed at the bit, wanting to leave as soon as she could and

  go to London. Alfred was torn between not wanting to lose her and his pride in his daughter’s ambitions. He wanted the best for her.




  ‘But at what cost?’ Mary would say.




  Jane did well at school, and by the time she was fifteen in 1935 she had made her mind up that she wanted to train as a nurse. She wasn’t at all envious of her younger sister’s

  dreams for the future. Pamela had announced that she wanted to be a dancer, and after weeks of badgering her mother and getting nowhere, the girl went to Alfred, who gave in as usual and agreed to

  pay for tuition at the local dancing school in St Albans. However, it soon became clear that Pamela did not have the necessary talent or dedication. She couldn’t be bothered to practise, and

  as time went on, her appetite increased – to the point at which Miss Bunce of the Bunce Academy for Dance had to tell Mary that she really did not feel that Pamela was cut out to be a

  dancer.




  ‘Too big, dearie,’ she whispered behind her hand.




  Too big she may have been for the dance, but Pamela’s figure was already attracting the attention of the local boys, and attention was Pamela’s stock in trade. Boys became top of her

  list.




  Jane, meanwhile, had met a boy when she was sixteen. George Lee was the same age as her and a farmer’s son. His father, Donald Lee, ran the Malthouse Farm a few hundred acres just up the

  road on the outskirts of Burslet. Jane had been going there since she was a little girl when they first arrived in their new home, but she paid little attention to George; she was much more

  interested in the piglets and lambs. Both children went to the same school and became firm friends on the bus home. It was good to have someone to walk with from the bus stop on a cold dark

  night.




  Jane even got a Saturday job, working with George’s father on the milk round. She would get up before daylight, and make her way to the farm, where she’d find Donald in the cowsheds

  milking his herd of Jersey cows. They were such beautiful docile creatures with huge brown eyes, and were renowned for producing the creamiest milk and thickest cream on the market. Jane would help

  bottle it up and stamp the silver and red tops on, or the gold tops, and stack the crates on the cart. Then Donald and she would set off in the pony-cart to deliver the milk.




  The first time she went to leave milk on someone’s doorstep she was chased by a very fierce-looking sheep dog. She ran out of the garden gate screaming at the top of her voice. Mr Lee was

  killing himself laughing and pointed to a sign that said Beware of the Dog.




  ‘Why didn’t you tell me!’ exclaimed Jane. ‘I could have been eaten alive!’




  ‘No, I know that dog – he is all bark. You don’t really think I would have let you go in there if you were going to get bitten, do you? I just wanted to show you that you need

  to be on your guard when going to folks’ houses.’ Donald chuckled again and said, ‘Let’s face it – you won’t do that again in a hurry, will you?’




  Jane became like one of the family, so by the time she was sixteen and a schoolfriend suggested that George was her boyfriend she shrugged it off with, ‘Oh no, it’s not like that. I

  am not in love or anything.’ She based this on her knowledge of love and passion as she read it in books like Wuthering Heights or Jane Eyre. There was no room for

  smouldering passion in her life. She and George were quite simply ‘best friends’. When Pamela went on about all the shenanigans in the back row of the cinema, Jane really couldn’t

  see what all the fuss was about. She tried to talk to her mother about it but Mary seemed too embarrassed to divulge anything of note. When Jane told Pamela that she had asked their mother about

  sex, her younger sister hooted with laughter.




  ‘For goodness’ sake, Janie! How could you ask Ma? She knows nothing.’




  ‘Well, she must know something, because we were born,’ replied Jane rather observantly.




  ‘Well, yes I know, so that proves they did it twice. But she and Father have separate beds, don’t they? And have you ever seen them kissing? Ugh, what a thought!’ and she

  screwed up her face. ‘You wait and see, Jane, by the time we are old enough to have sex, things will be like they are in Hollywood.’ Pamela launched into a song that was very popular at

  that moment on the wireless, called ‘Let’s Do It’. Jane burst out laughing, it was so cheeky. Certainly, Pamela was very different from herself and she was quite happy to let

  those differences be. She and George would stay friends forever, she hoped.




  





  Chapter Three
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  By 1937 there was great unease in England, as people followed the rise of the Third Reich in Germany. Alfred Hughes said things were looking grim, and that business would

  suffer. War was on its way, he predicted, but luckily for him he was now too old for conscription.




  Jane had been working at the local hospital gaining valuable experience and saving up to enrol at one of the major Schools of Nursing in London. But Mary was so concerned about the possibility

  of war, she begged Jane to stay home for the time being. The girl was happy to oblige. She loved her work at the hospital, and her relationship with George had blossomed into love. The young couple

  were well and truly stepping out, and both sets of parents gave them their blessing.




  Pamela was quite a different matter. Ever since childhood she had had ideas above her station. Mary used to try to drum some common sense into her, but then Alfred would come along and fill the

  girl’s head again with all sorts of fancy ideas. Then one day, one of Alfred’s colleagues at work suggested there might be a job going for a well-brought-up young lady in an office in

  Barnet, which was only just up the road really, a few miles from Burslet. The company was a client of theirs, and dealt with property and construction. The MD, Myles Harrison, was looking for a

  bright, ambitious young woman to act as his personal assistant. Well, it might not be the West End of London, but as far as Pamela was concerned it was a move in the right direction. With no

  serious experience, and a complete lack of typing ability, she amazed everyone by landing the job.




  Myles Harrison had been bowled over by Pamela’s self-assurance and confidence. He also found her extremely attractive – and the feeling was mutual. The two of them recognised like

  souls and fell in love. Pamela was canny enough to keep the relationship under wraps, for the time being at any rate. She was given a room above the offices where she lived during the week, and she

  went home at weekends. This changed within six months to a rather nifty one-bedroom apartment, which she and Myles nicknamed the ‘love nest’. Needless to say, Alfred and Mary had no

  idea what was going on.




  The affaire went on for nearly two years, until war with Germany was declared and everything changed. Myles went and joined the Navy, and was away for nearly four years, until he returned with

  his legs shot to pieces by a torpedo attack on his ship. Pamela had earned her stripes throughout this time by holding the fort in the Barnet office, and learning the construction industry inside

  out. Jane and George faced other problems. George had applied to enlist, against all Jane’s entreaties, only to discover that he had a weak heart. Jane was relieved, but he was

  devastated.




  ‘I wanted to fight this war,’ he said, as they sat at the table with the letter from the Army in front of him.




  ‘I know you did, but you and your family will be doing your bit on the farm, won’t you? Remember, an army marches on its stomach.’ Jane’s relief soon turned to a nagging

  worry at the back of her mind about George’s heart problem. How serious was it? Would it affect them getting married maybe? Having children? One thing at a time, she told herself.

  Let’s get through this damn war first.




  Mary was distressed by the idea of another war in her lifetime. All the loss and heartache that she and her family had endured in the Great War had seemed more than enough to bear. Alfred was

  determined to support the war effort in any way he could. Even though he was too old for service, he joined the Reserves and loved every minute of it. Mary worked on the farm with Donald and Louise

  Lee. She was back where she belonged, working with the animals and on the land. The farm and its crops were invaluable to the war effort. Jane worked in the hospital and on the farm too, whenever

  she could. Although times were hard, they had a wonderful sense of community around them.




  Mary’s big worry was for Pamela, who was up there in Barnet. Stories of bombs and the Blitz gave her many sleepless nights. But on the odd occasion when her daughter did deign to visit,

  she was adamant that she would not return to Burslet. She hinted to her mother that she and Myles were a couple, and that she was waiting for him to return from the war. Then in 1941 she turned up

  on the doorstep with her fiancé. Myles Harrison had proposed and she had accepted and had come to ask for her parents’ blessing. They were to be married as soon as possible, as Myles

  had to return to his ship.




  Mary and Alfred were rather taken aback, and slightly in awe of the rather suave gentleman in their front room.




  ‘I am sorry it is such a fleeting visit,’ explained Myles, ‘but needs must in times of war. You are more than welcome to come and join us for a glass of champagne at the Ritz,

  but I fear it might be too dangerous for you. Perhaps we can have a family celebration when this god-awful war is over.’ He threw a smile around the room, scooped up his bride-to-be and they

  were gone before anyone could utter a word.




  Alfred was distraught. To lose his baby, his little girl, was one thing – but to lose her to a smooth-talking sailor was another. Mary tried to calm him, but she was secretly a bit shocked

  at how Pamela had turned out. There was a veneer about her. A hard gloss, and it wasn’t just the red nails, or the immaculately coiffed hair. Her daughter seemed to be dancing with the devil,

  in more ways than one.




  Time passed . . . they rarely heard from Pamela now she was a married woman, although they always worried about her . . . and then a letter arrived in the summer of 1944, begging Jane to come to

  London. Pamela had given birth to a little girl, but the child had been born prematurely and was still being cared for in a private clinic. Pamela desperately needed someone to help her cope, and

  the only person she really trusted was Jane.




  The latter knew she had no choice but to answer her sister’s cry for help.




  That night she met George in the Scarecrow public house and explained that she would be going away for a few weeks. She didn’t dare say ‘months’, but in fact had no idea how

  long she would need to stay with her sister and niece. George was not best pleased, but he loved Jane very much – probably more than she realised, if truth be told. He had been intending to

  ask her to marry him in the near future. The war had caused havoc in everybody’s lives, and dreams were lost every single day. But life was so precious – and if you were spared, and had

  something or someone you cared about, George thought, then you learned to hang on to them. The idea of his Jane being up amidst the perils of war-damaged London filled the young man with

  horror.




  That night in the pub, they sat in the snug holding hands and stealing a kiss. When she had first met George, Jane had been far too young to think about him sexually. They were best friends for

  ages. She just knew he was kind and gentle and trustworthy, and gave her all the affection that Alfred had withheld from her but had lavished on Pamela. As time went on, she instinctively began to

  feel things were changing between them, until one day George plucked up the courage to kiss her.




  It was one night when they were on their way home from the village hall. They had been to a barn dance, and had a whale of a time. They were laughing and joking and stopping to do dance steps

  along the deserted, moonlit road. George had his arms around Jane’s waist and they were twirling round and round, until she begged him to stop before she was sick. George slowly came to a

  halt, but instead of letting her go, he drew her to him and kissed her on the mouth. She responded – and the kiss developed into a full-blown passionate clinch that left them both gasping for

  breath.




  They walked the rest of the way in silence, busy with their own thoughts. Obviously they both reached the same conclusion – about how good it felt – because from that moment, a good

  deal of kissing went on: whenever the opportunity arose, in fact. But as for actual intercourse, it was never really mentioned. George did not push the subject, and seemed very happy with the way

  things were, until the week before Jane had to leave for London. They were at the pub, sitting next to each other outside in the garden as it was such a beautiful summer evening, and Jane was

  wearing a cotton frock with her legs bare. George suddenly leaned across to Jane and kissed her and ran his hand up her leg under her dress.




  ‘George, stop it! Someone will see us. What are you thinking of?’




  ‘I’m thinking of you and how lovely you are, and how I don’t want to lose you up there in London.’




  ‘Oh, don’t be so daft. I am going to look after Pam, not have a good time.’




  ‘Well, that’s as may be, but you are still lovely, and any man would be glad to have you. What about the bombings? You might get hurt in a raid.’




  ‘Oh, thanks for that, George. Now I really feel better. The war is nearly over and the Jerries are in big trouble everywhere. What’s got into you tonight?’




  ‘Nothing.’ George took her face in his hands and looked into her eyes. ‘I just wanted you to know I love you, Jane Hughes, and when you come back I want us to be married. And

  so you don’t forget me, I want you to wear this.’ He brought out a box and handed it to Jane.




  She opened it to find a perfect Victorian gold ring, with tiny garnets set in the top, and little seed pearls at each end.




  ‘Oh, George, it is beautiful! Where did you find this?’ She took out the ring and held it up.




  ‘It was my gran’s, and my mother said I could have it. She knows how I feel about you, and she loves you as well. We all love you, Jane. Will you do me the honour of becoming my

  wife?’




  ‘Oh yes, George. Nothing would make me happier!’ She held out her finger and he slipped on the ring.




  They kissed, slowly at first and then more eagerly. Jane pulled him close against her and she could feel his heart beating.




  ‘Now, now, you two, remember where you are. Cool down or I will have to fetch a bucket of water!’ The landlord of the Scarecrow was standing in front of them. They sprang apart,

  embarrassed.




  ‘Sorry, Amos,’ George said sheepishly. ‘We got carried away. You see, I proposed and Jane accepted: she has agreed to be my wife!’




  ‘Congratulations! Well done, the both of you, that is wonderful news. Let me go and get some sparkling wine to celebrate. It is elderflower, I made it myself and it is delicious. Just the

  thing for a celebration. Come on, let’s go and tell the wife.’




  And with that they all trooped into the snug. An hour later, George and Jane practically stumbled out of the door and made their way home. Jane felt wonderful, and the warm glow that enveloped

  her was not just due to the wine. She knew that George was a kind and decent man who would take good care of her. She also knew he had another side to him. A passionate and deep side . . . and she

  wanted more.




  ‘George, hang on a minute. Don’t let’s go home just yet. Give me another of those kisses like before,’ she said daringly.




  He stopped and looked at her and his eyes had gone very dark.




  ‘I am not sure we should, Jane. I don’t know if I can be trusted to behave like a gentleman after all that wine.’ He smiled at her and she felt her heart soar. She felt so good

  and so wanted and so loved. She moved up close to him.




  ‘Please, just one little kiss,’ she whispered, and offered up her lips.




  George took her in his arms and kissed her. She could feel his body against hers, so hard. She wanted to melt into him with her own soft body. Wrap herself around him. She could not quite

  understand what was happening to her. She seemed to be losing control of her limbs. Her stomach was churning and there was a sweet pain between her legs. She tried to pull away and catch her

  breath.




  ‘Stop a moment, George. What’s happening to me? Why am I trembling?’ Jane looked at George, who was bent over with his hands on his knees and groaning.




  ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked, scared. ‘Is it your heart? Are you ill? Tell me!’




  Suddenly he stood up, and laughed a deep throaty laugh that shook his whole body.




  ‘Jane Hughes, you will do for me, you will. God, I want to make love to you so much! Never mind that you’re trembling, I am as hard as a rock and bursting with love. But we are going

  to wait and do this right my dear, dear love. So come on, no more of this courting tonight, or I will not be so strong the next time. Let’s go home.’




  So saying, he took her hand and started to run up the lane, with a protesting Jane dragging behind him. That night, alone in her room, Jane relived the kiss and touched herself. She was still

  warm and wet, and the sweet pain had returned. Well, one thing was for sure, she and George were going to have fun when she got back from London. Jane would miss him, of course, but there was a

  part of her that was rather excited to be going to London. She had never been, and there was so much she wanted to see. And she couldn’t wait to cuddle her baby niece, whose name was

  Sylvia.




  Myles Harrison had spent the first two years of World War Two in the Merchant Navy, during which time he made several trips across the Atlantic to New York. He was young and

  keen to make money, and dipped in and out of various schemes, one of which proved very lucrative in a bizarre way: the import of bird seed. Wars come and go, but people and their pet budgies

  remain, and the price of bird seed in England rocketed during the war. Myles would import it from the States at ten cents a bag – and then sell it for a pound a bag. It was rumoured that he

  then moved on to diamonds.
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