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Dedication

This story was not meant to be written. I thought I had done my last one with The Branded Man. However, I had forgotten the machine I had set in motion fifty years ago.

This last year has proved more than trying. My blood trouble seems to have gone wild: not only have I had my nose packed frequently, but there have been more sojourns in hospital for operations to deal with the bleedings in my stomach. I will not add to these with all the other bodily afflictions ... I was finished.

Apparently, the machine did not hear me, for one day it presented me with a very good idea for a story. It was then I said to it, ‘How on earth shall I be able to get down a story now? First, I cannot see either to read or to write; only with guidance can I write my signature. Secondly, what time have I got? Doctors are forever coming and going; Tom is forever attending to my bodily needs, which do not stop at the end of the day; there is the post to be answered by my dictation, and the constant discussions on the phone about business and television; moreover, there is my editing of film scripts through dictation to Tom, who reads them aloud to me; also the editing through the same source of scripts ready for the printer; and so it is no wonder that exhaustion takes me into bouts of ME.’

A part of my mind told me that I had to face up to what ‘they’ were all saying: I was old and no longer fit to carry on at this rate. And so the writing of another story was definitely off.

But, try as I might, the old machine would not listen to me. ‘It’s a good idea,’ it kept saying; ‘different from the way you have tackled anything else. All right, but you are not going to be able to put it down; but thinking it through might help to take your mind off your miseries.’

I must have said to it, ‘Well, what is it going to be all about?’ and the answer came, ‘Well, first, I think a good title for it will be The Silent Lady.’

‘What? The Silent Lady?’

‘Yes; and in her you have the whole story, right from beginning to end, the Silent Lady.’

Only once before has this happened to me. The result – The Fifteen Streets. This was after the publication of my first book, Kate Hannigan. The follow-up did not suit my publishers, who wished to cut it, particularly those parts dealing with religion. I wouldn’t have it: I asked for it back.

So there I was on this freezing cold morning, just after the war (coal rationed to a ton a year) in a freezing cold house, and I was dead cold inside, for my mind was a void - I hadn’t an idea in it.

I was in a breakdown; I was fighting against religion - I had definitely discarded God – but there I sat, huddled in a vast cold room. I’ve never known, even now, what made me resort to my dramatic gesture: I threw back my head and looked up to the ceiling and cried, ‘If there’s anybody there, give me a story!’

It might be unbelievable, but within an hour I had the complete story of The Fifteen Streets, right from the first line to the last, and I sat down and started on it straight away; and I did not alter one word or incident in that book over the weeks it took me to get it down in longhand.

The whole plan came over as it had first been presented to me: every character and incident in that story now has been filmed and staged all over the country, even in small village halls.

Well, the same thing was happening again. My mind gave me every character, every incident from the beginning to the end, and I found it to be a kind of salve: instead of my mind rambling on, always negative thinking – I had little to look forward to – it would pick up where I had left off in this story and continue as if I had never stopped.

This went on for some months, and one day I said to Tom, when he was trying to break the sameness of my life with reading to me, ‘I have a good story in my mind, but it will always remain there.’

‘Why?’ he said. ‘Couldn’t you put it down on to tape?’

Even to myself, my voice was cold as I said, ‘Don’t be silly. There are times when I can hardly hear my own voice. And I am no longer able to yammer into that machine.’ And truthfully, I wasn’t.

But the damned rusty old wheel said, ‘Here I am, grinding away listening to your complaining, your criticising, and your self-pity; and I am warning you, your self-pity will take over and bottle those all up; and one day you’ll have just too much of it, when you’ll find you’re not able to think coherently. And then, what little time you have left will be wasted. And where has all the big noise gone – the one that keeps preaching “Never say die!” or “I can and I will”?’

Tom says he has stopped being amazed at anything I say or do, because one day, only a short time after having my nose packed, I muttered, ‘Put my table so that I can handle my microphone,’ and without comment or protest, he did so. And there it began.

I knew the story was going to be different: as a character was born I seemed to emerge from the womb of it and live its life. As in The Fifteen Streets, I knew every piece of dialogue that had to go down and every incident; and when I came to Bella Morgan, I was in her body more than I was in my own. Although, because of the comings and goings of doctors and bed attention and the like, I could put it down only in bits and pieces, with my voice often inaudible, it became something I looked forward to; in fact, I just seemed to live for the time I could return to this ‘family’ and to the Silent Lady herself.

Then one day, after what seemed a long, long time since I had joined them all, it was finished, and I said to Tom, ‘When did I start this?’ And he said, ‘Exactly a month ago today.’

‘Never!’

‘Yes,’ he assured me, ‘a month ago today! And now you are utterly exhausted in all ways, aren’t you?’

I lay thinking: Yes, I was. I was utterly exhausted. But how could I have got all that down in just a month? And how could I say to him now, ‘There are two places where I have repeated myself, and three others that I know I must cut because the descriptions are too long’?

He looked at me in utter amazement: ‘You can remember it all like that?’ he asked.

‘Yes; every word,’ I said.

It went to the typist. Some weeks later I got it back – 876 pages of it.

I do not believe in the dogma of any religious denomination but, as I have said before, I believe there is a spirit coming from some power or source that runs through all of us. In some strange way that I do not question, I have been able to tap into that source. This is what has enabled me always to say ‘I can and I will’; and it is working still and helping me through this traumatic time of illness; and sometimes so strongly that one could say I have been given the power to create little miracles for myself; and for it, I am thankful.

So this story I dedicate to all those faithful readers who have become my faceless friends over many years, and I thank you for your loyalty to me.

I hope you will enjoy this last effort of mine, which came as an inspiration to me when I needed it most.

Catherine
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The woman put out her hand towards the brass plate to the side of the half-open door. She did not look at the name on the plate, which said, ‘Alexander Armstrong & Son, Solicitors’, but seemed to find support from it by touching its frame while she stood drawing in deep, shuddering breaths.

When she finally straightened herself and stepped through the doorway into a carpeted hall, she made her faltering way towards the desk to the left of her, behind which stood a young woman with her mouth agape.

The receptionist did not greet the visitor with a customary ‘Can I help you, madam?’ or ‘Have you an appointment?’ because, to her, it was instantly evident that this woman was a vagrant and had no business here; so she did not wait for her to speak but said, ‘What d’you want? I ... I think you’ve come to the wrong place.’

When the woman answered, ‘Mis-ter Armstrong,’ the girl was again surprised, this time by the sound of the voice, for it didn’t match the woman’s appearance. Although it was only a husky whisper it had, she recognised, a certain refinement about it.

But the appearance of the woman definitely outweighed the impression her voice made, for the girl now said abruptly, ‘He only sees people by appointment.’

The woman pointed to her chest, then to her eyes and, opening her mouth wide, she brought out three words, ‘He see me.’

‘He’s – he’s very busy.’

Again the head went back and the mouth opened, and the woman said, ‘Mrs Baindor.’

Again the voice made an impression on the receptionist, so much so that she turned quickly and, pushing open the glasspanelled door of her office, she picked up the phone, at the same time watching the woman now turn from the counter and grope her way to a chair that was set near a small table on which stood a vase of flowers.

‘Miss Fairweather?’

‘Yes. What is it?’

‘There’s a ... a person here.’ Her voice was very low.

‘What did you say? Speak up!’

‘I said there’s a person here. She ... she looks like a vagrant but she says Mr Armstrong will see her.’

‘A vagrant! What makes you think she looks like a vagrant?’

‘Well, Miss Fairweather, you want to look at her yourself and see if my opinion is wrong.’ The receptionist was daring to talk like this to Miss Fairweather, but she felt there was something very unusual about this woman.

‘Did you get her name?’

‘Yes, but it sounded funny, like Barndoor.’

‘Barndoor?’

‘That’s what it sounded like.’

At the other end of the phone Miss Fairweather sat pondering. Should she go downstairs and see who this person was who looked like a vagrant, or should she mention the name to Mr Armstrong to see if he knew any such person? She decided on the latter. She tapped on the door that separated her office from that of her employer and when that gentleman raised his head from reading a large parchment set out in front of him and said, ‘What is it?’ she coughed before saying, ‘Miss Manning says there’s an odd-looking person downstairs who says she wants to see you. Apparently she doesn’t seem able to get rid of her. From Miss Manning’s tone the woman appeared to think that you would know her name.’

‘Well, what is it? I mean her name.’

‘It sounded to Miss Manning, so she says, like Barndoor.’

‘What?’

‘Well, that’s what she said . . . Barndoor.’

Miss Fairweather was absolutely astounded at her employer’s reaction to the mention of this name, for he jumped from his seat and shouted, yes, actually shouted aloud, ‘Baindor, woman! Baindor! My God!’

She saw the parchment that he had been dealing with almost slide off the back of the desk as he thrust his chair back, then he ran across the room, almost knocking her over where she stood holding the door half open.

She had been with Mr Armstrong for fifteen years and had never seen him act like this. He was a placid, middle-aged man, strict in a way but always courteous. His excitement touched her. And now she was on the landing watching him almost leaping down the stairs.

When Alexander Armstrong reached the hall he stood for a moment gripping the stanchion post as he looked across at the woman, her body almost doubled up in the chair. He couldn’t believe it: he couldn’t and he wouldn’t until he saw her face.

The woman did not lift her eyes to his until she saw his legs standing before her; then slowly she looked up and he gasped at the sight of her. The face might have been that of her skeleton, with the skin stretched over it, so prominent was the bone formation. Only the eye sockets tended to fall inwards and from them two pale, blood-shot eyes gazed up at him.

Two words seemed to fill Alexander Armstrong’s mind and body and they kept repeating themselves: My God! My God! Then, too, was added the knowledge that sitting here looking at him with those almost dead eyes was a woman for whom he had been searching – at least, for whom he and his business had been searching – for twenty-five years. No, nearly twenty-six.

The words he brought out were in a muttered stammer: ‘M-M-Mrs Baindor.’

She did not answer but made a small movement with her strangely capped head.

He held his arms out to her now, saying, ‘Come upstairs with me, Irene.’

When she made the attempt to rise she fell back into the chair and her body seemed to fold up again. At this he swung round to where Miss Fairweather was standing at the foot of the stairs and yelled at her, ‘Call my son!’ and when she answered shakily, ‘He’s out, Mr Armstrong; you know, on the Fullman case.’

‘Then get Taggart – anybody!’

The chief clerk Taggart’s office was at the other end of the building, and Miss Fairweather ran back up the stairs and along the corridor. Within two minutes Taggart was standing beside his employer, saying, ‘Yes, sir?’

‘Help me to get this lady to my office.’

For a moment Henry Taggart hesitated while he took in the lady’s garb. She was a vagrant, if ever he had seen one in his life. But he did as he was bidden. Not only did he help the weird long-coated bundle to her feet, but, seeing that she was unable to stand and there wasn’t room for three of them on the stairs, he picked up what the boss had called a lady, carried her up the stairs into the main office and laid her, as directed by Alexander, on the leather couch that was placed next to the long window overlooking the square.

Then, again almost shouting at his secretary, Alexander said, ‘Make a cup of tea . . . strong, plenty of sugar.’ From a cupboard he took down off a shelf a brandy flask and poured from it a measure into the silver-capped lid. This he took to the couch and, kneeling down by the woman, he put it to her lips, saying gently, ‘Drink this.’

She made no effort to stop him pouring the liquid into her mouth; but when it hit her throat she coughed and choked and her whole body trembled. He turned and said to the clerk, ‘Go down to the office and get the girl to phone for an ambulance.’

It must have been the sound of the word ‘ambulance’ that roused the woman, brought her head up and a protesting movement from her hand. At this Alexander, bending down to her, said, ‘It’s all right, my dear. It’s all right. Not a big hospital ... I understand. I understand.’

She lay back now and stared at him; then he turned quickly from her and, going to the phone on his table, he rang a number. When, presently, a voice answered him, saying, ‘Beechwood Nursing Home,’ he said curtly, ‘Get me the Matron, quick!’

‘Who’s speaking?’

‘Never mind who’s speaking, get me the Matron quick!’

‘But, sir ... !’

‘I’m sorry. I’m Miss Armstrong’s brother.’

‘Oh. Oh yes, yes,’ came the reply; and then there was silence. As he stood waiting, he turned and looked at the wreckage of a life lying on his couch, and again his mind cried, ‘My God!’

‘What is it, Alex?’ said his sister’s voice.

‘Listen, Glenda. I’m sending you a patient.’

‘You’re not asking if we’ve got any room.’

‘You’d have to make room somewhere. This is important.’

‘I cannot make rooms—’

‘Listen, Glenda. Have you a room?’

‘Yes, as it happens I have, Alex; and may I ask what is up with you?’

‘You’ll know soon enough. Get that room ready; there’ll be an ambulance there shortly and I shall be following it.’

The voice now was soft: ‘What is it, Alex? You sound troubled, very troubled.’

‘You’ll know why in a short time, Glenda. Only tell the staff that there must be no chit-chat about the condition of your new patient. I mean how she appears ... is dressed. For the moment just get that room ready.’ Then, his voice changing, he said, ‘This is a serious business, Glenda, and I can’t believe what I am seeing lying on my office couch. Bye-bye, dear.’

When he put the phone down and turned round, Miss Fairweather was standing with a cup of tea in her hand, looking as if she was afraid to touch the weird bundle lying there. He took the cup from her; then, kneeling down again, he put one hand behind the woman’s head to where the cap affair she was wearing bulged out into a kind of large hairnet, which fell on to her neck. It had been half hidden by the large collar of her worn, discoloured and, in parts, threadbare coat. Lifting her head forward, he said, ‘Drink this, my dear.’

Again she was staring into his face; but now she made no movement of dissent when he put the cup to her lips. After she had taken two gulps of the strong tea and it began to run from the corners of her mouth, he quickly handed the cup and saucer back to Miss Fairweather and, taking a handkerchief from his pocket, he gently dabbed the thin lips.

When he saw her make an effort to speak again, he said softly, ‘It’s all right, my dear. There’ll be plenty of time to talk later.’

But she still continued to stare at him; and what he heard her say now brought his eyes wide, for she murmured, ‘My son . . . tell my son ... He will come.’

He knew he was shaking his head slowly. She thought her son would come to her after all these years? She could know nothing about him; yet her last words ‘He will come’ had been spoken in an assured tone. Poor soul.

There came a tap on the door now; and Taggart stood there, saying, ‘The ambulance is here, sir.’

‘Tell them to bring up a stretcher.’ Alexander turned swiftly to his secretary, saying, ‘Fetch that old travelling rug out of the cupboard.’

Although still amazed, Miss Fairweather was quick, and after taking the rug from her Alexander pulled it open and tucked it about the thin body of the woman, gently lifting her from one side to the other until it overlapped.

The ambulancemen picked up the wrapped body from the couch, making no comment, not even on the woman’s headgear, but asked politely, ‘Where to, sir?’

‘Beechwood Nursing Home.’

His description did not get any further before one of the ambulancemen said, ‘Oh, yes; we know it, sir. Beechwood Nursing Home, Salton Avenue, Longmere Road.’

It was almost two hours later and brother and sister were in the Matron’s private sitting room; and there Glenda Armstrong stood holding the long dark coat up before her, saying, ‘Can you believe it?’ And not waiting for an answer, she went on, ‘I can’t. I remember putting this on her. It was such a beautiful coat and very heavy. I thought that even then, for it was lined to the very cuffs with lambswool. But look now, there is not a vestige of wool left in the lining, just a mere thin skin. And the coat was such a beautiful dark green; made with such thick Melton cloth you couldn’t imagine it wearing out in two lifetimes. Well, it has almost worn out in one, God help her! Where d’you think it has been?’

‘I don’t know. I haven’t any idea, but it’s been on the road somewhere. Yet, looking as she did, surely she would have been detected, especially with that hat or whatever it’s supposed to be.’

Glenda now picked up the hat from a chair and said, ‘It was very smart, French, a cross between a turban and a tam-o’-shanter with a brim round it. Look, the brim is still in place.’ She touched the almost bare buckram-shaped rim with her fingertips, then lifted the pouch at the back as she said, ‘She must have had it made for her to fit the bun she wore low down on her neck. Look at the dorothy bag! That’s the same one she had with her when it happened.’ Glenda pointed to the patched handbag lying on the seat of the chair. ‘Everything she owned was in that bag. I remember I made her take her rings with her for she had taken them all off, even the wedding ring; and there was a necklace and a card case.’

Glenda sat down now on the edge of the large chesterfield beside her brother. ‘When we heard nothing from her I always blamed myself for not sending someone with her to Eastbourne. When I put her on the train I said, “Now, let me know, won’t you, how things are, and I shall come and see you in a few days or so.” And that’s the last I saw of her. Do you remember when you told her husband she had gone to her aunt’s, and he went for you for not seeing that I had obeyed his orders and sent her to Conway House? My God! If ever there was an asylum under the name of rest-home! Yet I would have liked to have pushed her aunt into that place when I got to Eastbourne the next day and she told me that she wouldn’t give her niece house room and had turned her away. She said that Irene’s place was at her husband’s side, and she deserved all she had got for carrying on with other men. Dear Lord in Heaven!’ Glenda now hitched herself on to the cushions as she repeated, ‘Dear Lord! We know now that the poor girl dared not lift her eyes to another man, never mind carry on with him.’ Then she went on, ‘Oh, and the vest or the shift, whatever you like to call it. It was made by old Betsy Briggs. She used to clean for Irene’s father after her mother died and Irene was still at school. It was one of Betsy’s expert pieces, a long, slim, clinging woollen shift. It was more like the sort of dress girls wear today. She had knitted one for Irene’s mother because she was afflicted with a weak chest, and then she made one for Irene. And what d’you think? She still had it on today, or the remnants of it, for although it was clean it was held together not with wool but mending threads of different colours. And on top of it she was wearing what was left of the rose red velvet dress she wore that night at the concert. You remember it?’

‘Yes. Yes, Glenda,’ Alexander said wearily. ‘I remember it. How did you manage to get her undressed?’

‘Without much protest, until we came to the vest. Then her strength was renewed for a time, because she grabbed at it, at least at the waist part. When I reassured her she could keep it by her, but that I must take it off for the present, she allowed us to do so. And when we put it into her hands she grabbed at the middle of it and, slowly, she turned it inside out, and pointed to a small brown-paper-covered package about two inches square. It was pinned to the garment, top and bottom, with safety pins, and she attempted to undo them. After I undid them for her she held on to the package. She held it to her bare chest, then let us take the flimsy woollen garment away from her. She made no resistance when the sister and nurse washed her. The sister said after: “It was eerie, like washing a corpse.” Yet her body is covered with little blue marks, faint now but which at one time must have been prominent, you know, like the marks left on a miner’s forehead from the coal.’

‘Has she still got the package?’

‘Yes. We left it in her hand, and she seemed to go to sleep. That was until Dr Swan came in. He stood looking down at her where she lay with her hair now in grey plaits each side of her face. I had already put him in the picture because he had attended her – you remember? – all those years ago. At the time, he was a very young man and must have had hundreds of patients through his hands since, yet he remembered her. “Dear Lord!” he said.

‘It was when he took hold of her wrist that once more she seemed to be given strength, for she pulled her hand away and pressed it on top of the other, which held the little parcel. And although his voice was soft and reassuring when he said, “Don’t worry, my dear, I’m not going to hurt you,” there was fear in her eyes and her whole body trembled. His examination was brief, and she trembled violently throughout.

‘When we were outside he said, “Her chest’s in a bad way, but it’s malnutrition that’ll see her off. She can’t have eaten properly for God knows how long. I’ve never seen a live body like it. Where has she been all these years?”

‘“I don’t know,” I said to him. “That’s what we hope to find out. But she has difficulty in speaking. It’s as if she doesn’t want to speak.” Anyway, he said he’d call back later and we’d have a talk.’

Musingly, Alexander said now, ‘I wonder what’s in that package? Perhaps it might give us a lead.’

‘Well, we’ll not know until we can take it from her, or she gives it to us, which I can’t see her doing as long as she’s conscious.’

He turned to her and said, ‘You know who her son is, don’t you?’

‘Yes, of course I do. And he’ll have to be told: it’s only right he should be. But how we’re going to do it, and how soon, I don’t know. The latter, I think, will depend on Dr Swan’s opinion, and for the present all we can do is get some food into her. But it’ll have to be slowly.’

Now Alexander rose to his feet, went to the fireplace and put his hands up on the marble mantelpiece. He looked down into the fire as he muttered, ‘I’m shaking. I . . . The last two hours have brought the past rushing back at me as if it had happened yesterday.’ He lifted his head and, turning towards her, he said, ‘D’you think I might have a drink?’

‘Of course; we both need one. Brandy or whisky?’

‘Whisky, please.’

Glenda went into an adjoining room, and brought back with her a tray on which stood a decanter of whisky and two glasses. She poured out a large measure for her brother, a comparatively small one for herself.

After taking two gulps from his glass, Alexander said, ‘I’d better get back to the office and put James in the picture. He, of course, knows nothing about this business; he was only a small boy when it all started.’

‘Yes, I understand you must tell him, but you must also emphasise at the same time that he says not a word about it to anyone. Otherwise it’ll be in the papers by the end of the week.’

His voice was serious as he answered her, ‘Well, Glenda, that goes too for your staff. You must tell them that this must not be talked about, because if a hint of it got round that old scandal would erupt and no matter what the great-I-am did, he would not be able to buy off justice this time, and as much as I would like him to get his deserts there is the son to think about.’

‘Don’t you worry. This won’t be the first secret my girls have kept.’ Then she added, ‘Will you come back to dinner later on?’

‘No. I’m sorry, Glenda, I can’t, but I’ll phone before I go out because it’ll be too late when I get back. All right?’

‘All right; but I don’t expect there’ll be much change in her before then.’
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It was about an hour later when Miss Fairweather brought in a tray of tea and set it on the end of Mr Alexander’s desk. She looked from him to Mr James and asked, ‘Shall I pour out?’

‘No, thanks; we’ll see to it. And,’ he added, ‘don’t bother waiting; we’ll lock up.’

‘I don’t mind staying on, Mr Armstrong.’

‘There is no need, Miss Fairweather. We are likely to be here some time yet.’

It was a very stiff secretary who made her exit, and James Armstrong looked at his father and smiled as he said, ‘There goes a disappointed lady. Is she still after your blood?’

‘Don’t be silly, James; she’s a very good secretary.’

‘Yes, but I suspect she thinks she’d make a better wife. Anyway, what’s all this about? I’ve only got to leave the office for a couple of hours and the excitement starts. It never happens when I’m here. Taggart tells me—’

‘Doesn’t matter what Taggart tells you. Now, pay attention. I’ve got rather a long story to tell you and I’m going to start at the beginning. You were a child of six when it happened, but since you’ve come into the firm you’ve had quite a few dealings with the Zephyr Bond, haven’t you?’

‘Yes. Yes, I have. It’s doing very nicely now and—’

‘Yes, yes, I know all about that,’ his father cut him off, ‘but the lady who should have been receiving the interest on that bond for the last twenty-five or twenty-six years or so has never touched a penny of it for the simple reason that I couldn’t find her. There was quite a bit of money spent in trying to trace her but to no avail until this afternoon when a vagrant, and yes, she must have been one for some very long time, came into this office and asked to see me.’

‘Really?’ The word was just a murmur.

‘Yes, really. You know all about the Edward Mortimer Baindor Estate. Well, she was the wife – is still the wife – of that beast of a man. That’s what I say he is, and that’s what I’ve thought of him all these years, and although the affairs of his estate bring us in a good part of our earnings I would have told him to take it with himself to hell many a time if I hadn’t been stopped by some instinct. I cannot put a name to it, except to say I felt that one day I would live to see him made to suffer for all the cruelty he had ladled out to others, and to the woman who came to us today in particular.’

His son made no remark on this, only leant slightly forward in his chair and waited for his father to go on speaking.

‘My father,’ Alexander now went on, ‘took me with him as a young man to Wellbrook Manor, near Weybridge. He was breaking me in to the business at the time and when he received orders to go and see his client – old Edwin, Edward’s father – who was crippled with gout and couldn’t get around, we would make a day of it because my father had an old friend in the village of Well brook called Francis Forrester. He was the schoolmaster. He had taken this poor situation to get his wife away from the city because she had chest trouble. He’d had a very good job in a London school before this. Anyway, they had one daughter called Irene. She was about ten when I first saw her, a very pretty, sweet child. By the way, her mother had been something of a singer until she got this chest trouble, and her child took after her, and it was quite something to hear them singing together. The child went to the village school where she became friends with one Timothy Baxter. He was four years older than Irene, and apparently since the Forresters had come to the village six years before he had taken the little girl under his wing. His father owned a small grocer’s shop in the village and when the boy was fourteen he left school and went to work for his father. His spare time was devoted to what he called his charge, who was Irene. They grew up together like brother and sister – that was, until the First World War broke out in 1914. He was eighteen then, and was only too ready to join up, but it turned out that he was colour blind. Moreover, he had had a nasty fall from his bike when he was younger and it had left him with bouts of migraine. But apparently he wasn’t greatly troubled at being unable to join the Army because what he wanted to do was act. He had a good singing voice and was a natural on the stage. He had appeared in amateur concerts after he had left school and also had joined an amateur theatrical group. I don’t know how it was wangled, but he got himself into a company of actors that set out round the country to entertain the troops.

‘It was about this time that Irene’s mother died and her father was devastated. But he looked after Irene and continued to send her for singing lessons, as his wife had wished, although he knew that his daughter would never make an opera singer. He confided to my father that, thinking the girl wasn’t making any progress under the local singing teacher, he took her into town to one who had been recommended as the best. And after she had been tested the man was quite plain and honest. He said to them both it would be a waste of money to take her any further. She would do well in light musical theatricals and amateur concert singing and such, but she simply didn’t have a big enough voice for anything more ambitious.

‘When she told Timothy this he pooh-poohed the man’s opinion and said she had a lovely voice and that he would do his best to get her work. Her father wasn’t for this, and said so, so she remained at home, keeping house for him and doing light voluntary war work during the next few years. But it was on the day war ended in 1918 that she found him dead in bed. He was clasping a photograph of his wife and by his side was an empty box of pills and on the floor an empty whisky bottle.

‘Since there was now less call for entertaining the troops, Timothy was home. But the war to end all wars had left many people destitute and this included his parents; the war had ruined their little business. When they left the village to join his mother’s sister in the north, he stayed on because, in a way, he still felt responsible for Irene and he could still get acting jobs in London. How they both scraped through, I don’t know, but I am fairly sure it was my father who helped them both financially over this rough patch. I only know for certain that she clung to Timothy, so my father said, not only as a father and brother but also as someone she loved. That he did not feel that way towards her hadn’t, Father said, dawned on her. As far as she was concerned, she would always have him and he would always have her. That was her childish idea until a friend told Timothy he could get him a job in the chorus of a musical if he came up to town at once. Naturally he did so.

‘Anyway, Timothy Baxter did not remain in the chorus for long but got himself a walking-on part. He was a natural actor and had a good voice. The next thing I remember about the whole affair at that stage was that Timothy had got her a part in the chorus of the same musical he was in, so their association continued and life must have been bliss for her. That was until he told her that the main members of the cast had the chance to take their show to America and had offered to take him with them, and of course he couldn’t refuse such a chance. But as soon as possible he would send for her.

‘For the first six months or so they exchanged letters, hers very long, his, I understand, getting briefer and briefer. And then his communications changed to postcards. She was twenty when he went away. She was nearly twenty-two when the communications stopped altogether, and I suppose she was wise enough to know that he must have found someone else. And also I’m sure she must have told herself, as she told me later, that he had never spoken one word of love to her.

‘She herself by then was taking on different jobs during what the actors called resting periods. When she was twenty-three she had a part in an operetta that was getting good reviews. It was a kind of Cinderella story. She was a housemaid and she sang Offenbach’s “Barcarolle”, “Night of stars and night of love fall gently o’er the water”. On the stage she suddenly stops and faces the mirror and sings to herself and imagines herself as a great star. Apart from that one solo it was a small part, because it led nowhere in the story, and I often wondered why it was pushed in. Although she sang beautifully her voice really hadn’t the strength to reach the heights the song deserved, yet she was always enthusiastically applauded, until the real star of the show appeared. Anyway it was in that show that Edward Mortimer Baindor, old Edwin’s son, saw her for the first time, and that’s where I come in.’

‘What d’you mean, Father, you come in?’

‘Just what I say. Bear with me and you’ll know why shortly.

‘Well, now, first of all I’m going to go back some years, to the manor house at Wellbrook. This is how my father told it to me, exactly as Edwin told it to him. Edwin sent for his son. Apparently Edward had just come down from Oxford and had planned to go on an extensive holiday abroad to pursue his hobby of archaeology, but the old man had different plans for him. He wanted him at home to carry on the name. There were no other relatives left either on Edwin’s or his wife’s side. He told his son in plain words: “What you’ve got to do,” he said, “is get yourself married; and there’s one ready, if not waiting, for the chance. She is the best bred around here, as good as her horses, I understand, and the Spencer-Moores are at rock bottom financially. Lillian’s father’ll throw her into your lap because there’s money here. She’s three years older than you, but what’s that? You look older, always have done, like myself. And if she can breed as well as she can ride, this house soon should be filled with children.”’

Alexander stopped here and nodded at his son, who was laughing now, saying, ‘He actually told Grandfather that?’

‘Yes, word for word. Funny, but there was a kind of understanding between him and my father. It was never to be the same with Edward and me.

‘But anyway, I understand there was a helluva dust-up and Master Edward only succumbed after an ultimatum had been presented to him. What the ultimatum was Father didn’t tell me. I don’t think he knew. I should imagine it was along the lines of his allowance would be cut down to the very minimum if he didn’t do as he was told. Anyway, there was an engagement announced in The Times and six months later there was a very grand wedding. But what neither the father nor the son bargained for was Miss Lillian’s character. In a way she became a match for both of them because she showed them that horses were her priority and nobody on this earth was going to stop her riding. But young Edward did his duty as was expected of him and straight away she became pregnant, only to lose the first baby at three and a half months. Within three years she’d lost the third.

‘Edward banned horses from the stables except the two that were needed for the carriage when she became pregnant again, and he practically became her gaoler. He never left the house for months on end. My father said he had the look on him of a chained and frustrated bull. He was a big man, six foot one and broad with it. Even at that age he looked like his father, though he had a violent temper, and was prone to wild bursts of anger. He had none of his father’s understanding or, at times, kindness. And it would seem he was by now more determined than his father that he should have an heir.

‘Whether Lillian was very unhappy I couldn’t say, because she too had a temper, which showed itself in a deep irritation towards another member of the household. Her husband had engaged a nurse-companion for her, and the woman seemed never to leave her side. Her lady’s maid, a girl called Jane Dunn who had been her maid before she was married, one day unintentionally pointed out to Lillian how she could escape for an hour or so. While standing at the window, she saw Edward mount the carriage that was to take him to the station to catch a train into London for the day. After the nurse-companion had been into the bedroom to check that her charge was lying down and resting, the maid saw her, too, leave the house and make for the kitchen garden, which led to the bailiff’s cottage. She had long suspected that there was something going on between those two, and that day she remarked on it to her mistress. Lillian sprang up from the bed, pulled on her underclothes, a pair of riding breeches, and a short jacket and hat. She ran out of the room, down the back stairs and into the yard, where she demanded of a fear-filled groom that he should help her to saddle an old horse, one considered past his prime who had been put out to grass.

‘Lillian was out for two hours, and when she returned the nurse-companion was almost in hysterics at the disappearance of her charge. Lillian laughed at her. And she laughed at her husband when he returned and found her having dinner with his father and actually making him laugh. He was surprised at the bright face she turned to him, asking if he had enjoyed his temporary escape. But two days later she was no longer smiling . . . Nor was he, for he had learnt of her escapade. She was only seven months gone and the birth had begun prematurely. She was in labour for two days and the young doctor did everything in his power to ease her pain and fetch the child out alive. But he suspected it was dead before she made the last effort. Yet the midwife still did everything in her knowledge to bring life into the tiny body. But she was unsuccessful.

‘Edward was in the room, and when he looked down on the well-formed male child he let out a sound like the wail of an animal, then turned his back on it. Going to the bed where the doctor was working to staunch the blood from the patient’s womb, he looked down on his wife’s pallid face and screamed at her, “You did it again, didn’t you, and on purpose? You and your horses have killed my child. Well, I hope they gallop you into hell!” He gripped her by the shoulders and shook her like a dog shaking a rat. He let her fall back on the pillows only when the doctor’s bloodstained hand came across his face and the midwife’s arms were about him from behind.

‘The room was a shambles and now, as he was pressed towards the door, he yelled at the nurse-companion whom he had left on guard, “I’ll throttle you if you’re not out of this house . . .”

‘His words were muffled by the doctor yelling at him, “Shut up, man! Get out and calm yourself!”

‘What Edward Mortimer Baindor did next was to go down to the yard and beat the groom into a state of insensibility.

‘Lillian died the next day and it was after the funeral that he was presented with a summons on the charge of assault and battery on one Arthur Briggs.

‘It was only Father’s work with Briggs’s solicitor, and the offer of a substantial sum to the man made by old Edwin in order to stop any further scandal, that saved Baindor from facing the charge in court.

‘Edwin, being aware of the feeling against his son in the community, willingly agreed now to his going abroad to pursue his hobby because he knew it was partly his own doing that had brought about the unhappy marriage between Edward and his dead wife.’

James rose and went to the cupboard. He handed his father a small measure of brandy. They both sat in silence sipping their drinks for a moment until James said, ‘Well, I’m waiting. Go on. There’s much more to come, and worse, I’m sure.’

‘Yes, you’re right. Well, young Edward was about twentyseven when this happened. He would come home for short periods, then go off again, and my father said the old man never pressed him to stay. Then it was eight years later when, on one of his short stays, his father had a seizure and died, which left Master Edward in sole charge of the extensive business his father had built up. As my father said, Edward also inherited a great deal else from the old man, and that was business acumen, for now he was in control he dived into it with enthusiasm. Nothing escaped him. From the beginning Father didn’t like him, nor did I, but he was a client and an important one. And what Father soon found was that the man disliked advice. He gave plenty of it himself, but by way of orders.

‘Then came the night of the show I was telling you about. I was in the stalls and, happening to look up at the boxes, I saw him there. Well, that must have been when he spotted Irene and apparently fell for her, hook, line and sinker. I don’t know how he arranged to meet her, I only know that from then on his whole attitude seemed to change. Not that he was any less businesslike, but he was pleasanter. Yes, that is the word, he was pleasanter.

‘Then one day I had an unexpected visit from her. She said the show was closing, and I said I was sorry to hear that, but she smiled and said that wasn’t what she had come about. She wanted my advice. She knew that I was Edward’s . . . Here she stopped herself, then went on, Mr Baindor’s solicitor, and she recalled the happy times of my visits to her father. But did I know, she asked me, that she was ... well, what was the word she should use? Being courted. And I repeated, “Being courted? Do you mean to say that you are being courted by my client?”

‘She blushed slightly and nodded and said, “Yes, that is what I mean to say.”

‘“Well, well.” I recall sitting back in my chair and smiling at her as I spoke. “So that is the reason for the change.” At which she asked, “What change?”

‘I said, “Well, you have altered his character already. He’s lost most of his abruptness.”

‘“Well, I’ve known him less than three months, and now what d’you think? He has asked me to marry him.”

‘“Really?”

‘“Yes,” she answered, “just as you say, really. He has been very attentive and has been taking me here and there in his free time and mine. I told him about my family because he asked about them, but I didn’t mention how my father died,” and to this I remember replying, “No, of course not. There’s no need for him to know.” Then she said, “What d’you think I should do?”

‘She might have been asking this question of her father, and I hesitated for a long moment before I said, “Do you like him?”

‘Her answer came quite swiftly. “Oh, yes, I like him. He’s so very – well, so nice and kind.”

‘Then I said, “Well, you like him but may I ask if you love him?” Now it was she who hesitated before she replied, “I loved Timothy first as a brother and then as a parent, both father and mother, but he didn’t love me in the way I came to love him. I haven’t heard from him for nearly two years now, so what feeling I had has naturally died. But do I love Edward?” The pause was longer before she said, “I don’t know, but I think I could come to love him dearly.”

‘“Well, go ahead, my dear,” I said.

‘Her smile widened then vanished as she said, “But he has that great manor house and the estate, and I understand he is a very rich man.”

‘“In all three you are right,” I said to her, “and by the sound of it you are being offered the three, and wholeheartedly, I should say, because you have already made a change in him. I have seen him happy, and for the first time in his life, I should imagine.”

‘“You think so?”

‘“Yes. And my father would confirm this and will, though he and my mother are away at the moment.”

‘She now said, “Yes, I know; but I came to you purposely because, well, you’re younger and . . . and I thought you would understand my feelings. You see I am only twenty-three, but he is thirty-seven.”

‘“All the better,” I said. “He’ll know how to look after you, and probably much better than a younger man would. In a way I think you are a very lucky girl.”

‘At this she smiled at me and said, “I would too, if I could only realise what’s happening to me. It’s too much of a fairytale to take in, really.”

‘“Well,” I said, “you continue to make it a fairy-tale, my dear ...”

‘Six months later they were married and our whole family was invited to the wedding. She had no relatives except an aunt who lived in Eastbourne. She looked the most beautiful of brides, but in a way very childlike. She didn’t look her twenty-three years. I recall they were sent off in a glorious fashion at five in the afternoon to start their honeymoon, first stop Venice. There was a ball for the staff and their friends that night at the manor and any of the guests who had a mind to stay. This was all arranged by the butler, Mr Trip, and the housekeeper, Mrs Atkins. I remember recalling that I had been to that house a number of times with my father and never seen the staff so happy.

‘But that wedding was nothing to when Irene gave him a son. Talk about a doting father! He really did lose years, and Irene adored the child from the moment she first held him. So said my mother, for she was allowed to visit her the day after the birth.’

At this point Alexander leant forward, picked up the glass from the table and drained the remainder of the brandy. Then his tone changed as he said, ‘When was it I first noticed a change in her? In a way it showed first in her voice and attitude. On her wedding day, as I said, she was like a very young girl, but she was now a woman. Moreover, she was a mother who never wanted to leave her child’s side, but apparently – I was given to understand much later – she had to, once her husband was in the house. It wasn’t that he wanted desperately to be with her, although he did, oh, yes, he really did, but he also wanted to monopolise the boy. Wherever he was so must the boy be.

‘After their honeymoon abroad, they had attended dinners and, to my knowledge, went to two balls. One was a charity affair. Your mother and I were also there, and we remarked how he danced with her, yet when she was dancing with anyone else he just sat watching her. I think the dancing must have ended when she informed him she was going to have the child, for he would have remembered what had happened to his first wife. But nevertheless they entertained and we were many times invited to dinner. It was on these occasions that I detected another change in her. She had become very quiet, her natural gaiety had disappeared. Although she laughed and chatted to her guests, there was no spontaneity in her as there had been before. There was no sign of any other babies coming, and although his manner was still cordial then, there were also glimpses of his domineering side. When my father wasn’t available and he had to deal with me, there was in his manner the unspoken words, “Why isn’t he available? Doesn’t he know who I am and what I mean to this firm? See that he makes himself available next time, young man.” At least, that’s how I interpreted his attitude, and in the end I found I wasn’t far wrong.

‘He rarely left home, and, I was told, when he wasn’t visiting his companies and agents abroad, he spent his time with the boy. Rarely did she come to town, and when she did he accompanied her. She seemed to have very few friends of her own to visit, only us. He would leave the boy for a few hours, and a few hours only, for they never stayed in town to go to a theatre or to dine with friends. Twice they went on holiday, and the child was taken with them.

‘It was about a fortnight before the boy’s fourth birthday when Edward was forced to take a trip to Germany. There was to be a big takeover concerning the Flux firm, and it was imperative that he should be there. At the time I was running a charity for children’s holiday camps. It had succeeded in getting a lot of poor boys off the streets or out of the gutters. It showed them a different way of life, and your mother and I were so interested in it that we had gathered together some quite big names for a charity concert. It was she who suggested we should ask Irene to come and sing. I recall her words: “Her gaoler is away, so what’s to stop her? She still keeps up her singing when she can. I know because she told me. She probably sings to the boy when his papa is absent. One thing I’m certain of,” she added, “she misses the stage and the company. That girl’s lonely; I know she is.”

‘I felt I had to say to her, “I don’t suppose she would dare do it without his permission.”

‘“Well, we can but try,” was her response.

‘During the past two or three weeks I had noticed that when we happened to be together Irene used to become rather agitated. It was as if she wanted to talk to me about something, to tell me something, but seemed afraid to. But this time she seemed to jump at the chance to get out on her own. The concert was to be held on a Sunday evening in one of the big theatres, and the stars would be giving their services free. It was a wonderful do – the concert, I mean. We had gone to the manor and picked Irene up, and both your mother and I were in the nursery and were never to forget when she kissed her son and hugged him close, saying, “Mummy won’t be long, she’s just going out to sing for her supper.” And he laughed at her and cried, “Well, Cook could give you some, Mummy.” She threw her arms about him and kissed him, not once but three times. She didn’t know it was the last time she would ever kiss her child.’

Alexander paused again. And then he put his hand on the table and brought his fingers into a fist and thumped the table with it three or four times before he again spoke to his son, who was now staring wide-eyed at him. He went on, ‘It was a costume do and your mother had got her the most elaborate-looking Edwardian gown. It had a rather low neck, and apparently when your mother and the dresser went to help her on with it they saw there was an obstacle because Irene was wearing a kind of woollen shift affair that was, as your mother said, more like a fine woollen dress because it came to her knees. The dresser said she hadn’t seen one for years and certainly not such a finely knitted one. Ladies used to sleep in them at one time, she said. Anyway, without it the costume fitted Irene perfectly, and when she put on the huge straw and feathered hat she looked the part, and for the first time in many a long day she looked happy . . . And she sang the “Barcarolle” beautifully. It was as if she had never stopped singing. In fact, it seemed that her voice had improved: it had become stronger. Anyway, she brought the house down. It was arranged that the main performers of the evening and their guests were to have a supper at the Carlton. So your mother took your grandmother out to the car that was waiting, leaving me behind to accompany Irene in a cab and join them at the supper as soon as she had finished changing. I recall the hall was soon cleared.

‘As I waited, a young man who looked vaguely familiar came rushing in, wound his way between the chairs and made for a door that led to the dressing rooms. Then a few minutes later, I could not believe my eyes: Irene’s husband came into the theatre. He wasn’t running like the young fellow, but he was hurrying, and I recognised the look on his face. Oh, dear me, I thought.

‘He did not see me. Now, what I’ve got to say next is third hand. My information came later from the hysterical dresser. She said, “The lady had just got her costume off and had pulled on the cosy garment when the door was flung open and a man stood there with his arms outstretched, crying ‘Irene!’ and she jumped round and without hesitation rushed to him. He flung his arms about her and she hers about him, and they laughed at and with each other, and she cried, ‘When did you arrive?’

‘“‘About an hour ago,’ he said. ‘I’ve just heard that you were singing here, and I rushed from the hotel. I saw Mr Armstrong’s mother getting into a car outside and she said you were in the dressing room. Oh Irene!’ He held her at arm’s length and said, ‘Why, miss, did you not ask my permission to marry, eh?’

‘“‘You weren’t here,’ she said; ‘you weren’t here.’ Then again she threw her arms around him, and this time they kissed. Their lips were tight and their bodies close when the door opened and, at the sight of the man looking at them, she let out a sort of high-pitched scream.

‘“The young fellow turned and said, ‘Oh, hello. You must—’ That’s as far as he got because that man sprang on him. Like a tiger, he was, and the young fellow was so surprised that under the first blow he fell backwards and never seemed to regain himself, because that man battered him to the floor. All the while the lady was screaming; and then he snatched up one of the props. It was a china vase, and he brought it down on the young fellow. It hit him across the chest and the side of the face. The attacker then turned to her, and he shook her as if she was a rat. Then his fists pounded her face as he screamed at her: ‘You dirty whoring slut, you!’ The cleaners were rushing into the room now, but he wouldn’t let go of her. By the time they dragged him from her she was quite senseless.” That’s all my informant remembered, because at that point she passed out.’

Alexander took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the sweat from his brow; but his son said nothing, just sat staring fixedly at him. Presently, his father gave a deep sigh and closed his eyes as he said, ‘I can still see them lying there: her bleeding body had fallen across the young fellow’s crumpled legs. His face was obliterated by blood. Somebody was yelling, “Get the police!” Another, “Get an ambulance.” Another, turning to where Baindor was leaning against the wall, yelled at him, “You murdering bugger, you! Wait till the police get here!”

‘The word “police” seemed to bring Baindor to his senses, and he was about to stumble out when he came face to face with me, and his words came out on a deep growl as he said, “She’s a whore!” and I, forgetting for the moment who he was, cried at him, “And you’re a bloody madman!” He just stumbled past me; and I went into the room and said to two of the men who were trying to straighten the young fellow’s legs, “Don’t touch him! Leave him until the ambulance men come.’”

Alexander had not opened his eyes and James, after sitting silent for some time, said, in a very small voice, ‘What happened to them?’

‘Oh,’ Alexander pulled himself up in his chair, ‘it’s a wonder she survived. They were in a dreadful state, both of them. I recall wishing the fellow would die and that mad beast would be brought up for murder. It happened that at that time Aunt Glenda had her nursing home going; Father had set her up with it. In those days she could only take six patients and within a week we had brought Irene from the general hospital ward into Glenda’s care. From the accompanying report, she learnt that Irene hadn’t spoken since regaining consciousness. Nor did she utter a word for the next three weeks. It appeared that the brutal beating had not only marred her body it had also marred her mind in some way, for although she understood all that was said to her, she couldn’t give a verbal answer, only make a motion with her head.’

When Alexander again paused James said, ‘What happened to the young fellow?’

‘Well, he was in a very bad way for some weeks. One side of his face from the front of his ear to his lower jaw had been split open, and this undoubtedly would leave a scar, but at the end of the first week he was able to speak. It appeared that the manager of the troupe he was with, which had come over for a short run in England, wanted to take the matter to court, but he would have none of it. He was thinking of Irene and did not want her name to be plastered all over the papers and Baindor’s reason given as to why both she and he had been battered by the husband.’

‘But didn’t the police take it up?’

‘No; it appeared that they went to the manor and saw him, and he said the woman in question was his wife. Had she made any complaint? And when they said no, he had asked about the other person: had he taken up the case? And again the answer was no. He said it was a family affair, quite private. It was nothing to do with them.
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