
  
  
      
        
          Trail to Treason

          
		      
          Patricia Clough

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          
        

      

    


  
  


This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events, places, names, or persons, is entirely coincidental.

Text copyright © 2024 by Patricia Clough 

All rights reserved. For information regarding reproduction in total or in part, contact Rising Action Publishing Co. at http://www.risingactionpublishingco.com

Cover Illustration © Nat Mack   
Distributed by Simon & Schuster 

ISBN: 978-1-998076-98-7
Ebook: 978-1-998076-99-4

FIC014040     FICTION / Historical / 20th Century / World War I
FIC098050     FICTION / World Literature / England 20TH Century
FIC014080     FICTION / Historical / 20TH Century General

#TrailtoTreason

Follow Rising Action on our socials!
Twitter: @RAPubCollective
Instagram: @risingactionpublishingco
TikTok: @risingactionpublishingco









  
  








Trail to Treason


Patricia Clough 










  
  










Part One


The Fall from Grace













  
  

Chapter 1


Pillowell, a coal-mining village in Gloucestershire, January 1901





Florence Ada Harris’s contribution to twentieth century history had its origin, one might say, in a violent shove between the shoulder blades which hurled her out of the front door of the manse and flat onto her face on the flagstones outside. 

Her husband was ranting. Through the ringing in her ears she heard, “Whore! Harlot! Shame on me, on my mission, on your family, your sons!” And, loud and clear, “You will burn in hell!”

He was standing above her now, and she flinched, fearing more blows.

“Get out of this place!” he hissed. “I give you one hour to pack your things and go—and take your bastard son with you! Godfrey will stay with me. Do you hear me? Go—I never ever want to see you again!”

She heard him turn, there was a slight scuffle, then he stepped past her, dragging another man—obviously her lover, Rob—and throwing him down the steps to the road, shouting, “Foul adulterer … everlasting damnation! How dare you! Don’t ever show your face in the chapel again!” Her husband followed the culprit down the steps. She heard him cross the road and walk up the path to the large stone chapel on the other side. There was a clatter of the key in the lock, then the door slammed and was locked again from the inside.

She lay on the ground a few moments, aching and trembling. Her head hurt, as she had hit her forehead on the stone. Her ribs were bruised, and her right arm was badly grazed and bleeding. Heavy steps were approaching, and voices—miners coming off the night shift at the colliery, probably. Dawn was breaking. Painfully, she picked herself up, brushed the grit off her face and hands, gathered her nightdress around her, and turned to go back into the house. Just inside were her two boys in their nightshirts, shivering and white in the face.

“What are you doing here?” she cried, shooing them in. “You will catch your death of cold! Get back into bed quickly, it’s not time to get up yet.”

“But Mama, what happened? Why did Papa do that?” 

“What was Rob doing here?”

“It was nothing, my darlings,” she tried to reassure them. “Your father was just a bit upset about something; he doesn’t really mean it. Don’t worry. Just go back to bed.” 

“But … but …” 

“No, go now.” 

Silently, they obeyed.

Florence, or Flo as everyone had called her since childhood, went into the kitchen and sat down on a stool at the old wooden table, shaking, too stunned to cry. For several minutes she sat immobile, in a state of shock, her mind blank. Then, like a deluge, the whole horror crashed down on her. What had she done? How could she have been so wicked? How could she betray her devout, clergyman husband—and with a member of his flock! What had possessed her? And in any case, why had it not occurred to her that Josiah would come back on the early train that brought many of the miners to the first shift of the day?

She had never seen her husband in such a fury. But he was right, she knew. She had committed a terrible sin. She had betrayed him, her upbringing, everything she had been taught since earliest childhood. She could expect no forgiveness either from Josiah or his congregation. This was the end of her.

Shivering, she rose, threw a shawl round her shoulders, and automatically stoked up the embers in the old, blackened range and filled the kettle. A black terror enveloped her. What should she do? She had no money, no means of support, and now no home. She felt naked, like a tortoise without a shell. How could she survive without a husband and a home? Where could she go? Certainly not back home to her widowed father. She shivered at the thought. Yet she must leave, as quickly as possible. Those miners might have seen what happened just now. The news could already be flying around the village. Oh, the shame of it!

Her arm was hurting. Wincing, she bathed it in the sink and bandaged it. She went to the old, dim mirror and dabbed at the bruise on her forehead. It was turning blue and swelling. She looked disheveled. Her oval face, surrounded by rich red hair, was still pretty but it was pale and fine lines were beginning to show. She was thirty-one now. Ten years of pious poverty, hard work, and two children lay between her and the effervescent young girl she used to be. Where were the sparkling eyes, the enchanting dimples, and the endearing smile which those around her, particularly men, had found irresistible?

A cup of hot tea lifted her spirits slightly. “There must be someone who can help,” she said to herself. And all at once it dawned on her where she could go.

“Cyril!” she called. “Get dressed, put your sailor suit on. We are going to visit Aunt Emily!”

“Aunt Emily!” The boys came thumping downstairs, their feet still bare. They adored Flo’s oldest sister who in their early years had been like a second mother to them. 

“I’m coming too!” cried Godfrey, the younger one. Flo felt as though she had been punched sharply in the stomach. She was being doubly punished—she was not only being cast out into a frightening world alone with the older boy, but she was forced to part with the younger one, her darling, her secret favourite—who knew, maybe forever! She could not bear the thought. She would refuse to go! No mother should ever be told to do such a thing. She paced up and down in front of the stove. No. Never!

But moments later she saw the hopelessness of her position. She knew Josiah and their puritan world only too well. The Primitives, as they called themselves, were very democratic, as the laity had even more say in decisions than the clergy, but she knew that their congregation would support Josiah to a man. Disgraced and dishonoured, she could hardly appeal to them—indeed to fight and call attention to herself would only make things infinitely worse.

She went over and hugged Godfrey, pressing the child tightly against her. What can I say to him? she agonised silently. I can’t tell him the truth. I’m going to have to pretend. Fighting back her tears, she swallowed hard and took Godfrey’s face in her hands. “Not this time, my darling. You must stay with Papa, or he will be lonely. We won’t be gone long and if you are very good, Papa might take you to stay with Aunt Martha and the boys. And,” she added, improvising wildly, “next time you can come with me, and Cyril will go to Aunt Martha. How about that?”

Godfrey was not convinced and began to cry. “But why? It’s not fair, Mama! I want to go with you!” He wailed and ran upstairs, weeping bitterly.

With tears running down her face, Flo went into the bedroom and put on her “good” dress, a severe, high-necked gown of navy serge, such as befitted the wife of a Primitive Methodist minister. She had made it herself. It was old and regrettably ratty, but her other one was even shabbier. Automatically she scraped her long, red hair back into the prim bun she had worn since she married. What should she take? She had so little. She took down the photograph of her late mother from the mantelpiece and looked at it sadly. “Oh, forgive me, Mama, forgive me! If only you were here to help me now!” she murmured and held it for a moment against her breast before putting it carefully into her battered hold-all. After it went her other dress, underwear, stays, nightdresses, spare boots, Cyril’s few belongings, her Bible, and their prayer books. She looked in her purse and saw that the remains of the week’s housekeeping money would probably not even cover their train fare. After some hesitation, she went into her husband’s study and took out the contents of a tin box in his desk drawer, leaving in its place a scribbled note saying, “I will pay this back as soon as I can.” She looked around the house to make sure she had not forgotten anything important, then put on her cape, gloves, and hat, gingerly positioning the latter at an angle and tugging at the short veil to hide the bruise on her forehead. Looks a bit saucy, but it will have to do, she thought.

As they reached the door, she stopped and clung tightly to the doorpost. She ached to run upstairs and carry Godfrey off with her. If only! Instead, she called, “Goodbye, my darling, be good! We’ll be back soon!” 

Taking a deep breath, she grasped Cyril’s hand, and with her large hold-all in the other, set off, chin in the air and a fixed smile on her face.

It was a cold, windy January day. The half-mile walk through the village to the station seemed endless. They were passing little houses where she, the minister’s popular wife, had visited or tended the sick, passing members of the congregation with whom she had so often prayed and sung hymns and children she had taught Bible stories. She greeted them all with forced gaiety as she went by. “We’re off to visit my sister! Back soon,” she called, again and again.

They seemed to know nothing yet, but who knew what dreadful rumours and stories would circulate when they found out that she was never coming back?








  
  

Chapter 2


On the Great Western Railway, 1901 







She huddled, comatose, in the window seat of the compartment, her bruised head and rib cage throbbing to the rhythmic da-da-da-da of the wheels. Ten-year-old Cyril, opposite her, seemed to have forgotten the events of the morning in his excitement at being on a real train, with a genuine, big black engine which belched black smoke and let off piercing whistles. He was watching, fascinated, as fields, woods and houses, signals, and the odd other train sped past. He wanted to pull the thick leather strap to let down the window, but she feebly raised her hand to stop him.

“No, dear, you will be covered in smoke and get cinders in your eyes.”

After a while, she realised she should pull herself together and try to take stock of her situation. She opened her handbag and counted the money. The contents of Josiah’s tin box, his parishioners’ contributions to the chapel repair fund of which he was the treasurer, was more money than she had seen for a long time. She felt deeply guilty and promised herself she would pay it back as soon as ever she could.

How she would achieve this she had no idea, but she hoped fervently that Emily would help her sort her life out. Her older sister had always been a tower of strength, especially after their beloved mother had died. She and her Scottish husband, John, were practical, sensible people; they would know what she could do. Except, she reminded herself, she could not tell even Emily what had really happened that morning. No one must ever know. She would have to prepare a good story.


      [image: image-placeholder]At the next station, the door between them opened and a youngish, distinguished-looking man in tweed plus-fours climbed into their compartment with a polite “good morning” in Flo’s direction. Flo quickly sat up straight and surreptitiously adjusted her hat and her dress.

The man lifted his leather suitcase onto the overhead rack and settled down to read a newspaper. He had a dark red, squiggle-like birth mark down the left side of his face. Cyril clearly noticed it too, and she silently signalled to him not to stare.

After a while, Cyril suddenly piped up, “Mama, what’s a bastard?” 

Flo stiffened and looked quickly at the man. “It’s a bad word that people sometimes say when they are very angry,” she replied in a hushed voice. “You must never use it.”

“But why did Papa call me one?”

Flustered, Flo glanced at the man again, but he seemed engrossed in his newspaper. She grasped at a straw.

“Perhaps because you let Mrs. Evans’ chickens out.”

“But Godfrey was there too, and Papa didn’t call him that.”

To Flo’s relief, the thought of his beloved younger brother distracted Cyril. He began to cry. “Why couldn’t Godfrey come with us? Why did he have to stay at home?” He sobbed.

Struggling not to cry herself, Flo fished for a handkerchief and tried to comfort him. As she did so, the answer to the boy’s question slowly sank in. Josiah had known that Cyril was not his son. Unbelievable. He had never said a word when the baby arrived “prematurely.” Never a word, even when the midwife thoughtlessly let it drop that he was remarkably big and bonny for a “seven-month” baby. In his distant way, Josiah had always seemed as fond of Cyril as he was of Godfrey. When and how did he learn that Cyril was not his? And why had he never spoken of it until this morning? She could not know, as they had never, ever, discussed intimate matters. He was totally engrossed in his mission: bringing the Gospel to the poor and downtrodden, the miners, the factory workers, and the farm labourers who, the Primitives felt, had been abandoned by the Church of England, and even by the official Methodist church as it became more “respectable” and middle-class. Indeed, they called themselves “Primitives” because they had felt they were returning to the original, purer, more fundamentalist teachings of the early days of Methodism with their open-air sermons and prayer meetings and their focus on the poor. Pale, slight, and with mousy hair and a moustache which joined up with his sideburns, Josiah was almost fanatical in his beliefs and a surprisingly passionate, fiery preacher in front of a congregation. But at home he was a quiet, almost ghostly presence, his mind always on his sermons and, when he had time, his Hebrew and Greek studies.

Flo had told no one her secret, not even her sisters: that she'd “had” to get married. It had put an abrupt end to a happy, innocent girlhood as the youngest and prettiest of three sisters living in a Buckinghamshire farming community. Their father, Zachary Summers, was a farm bailiff, the manager of several farms belonging to a big estate, and a pillar of the local Primitive Methodist congregation. Zachary was a domineering figure, irascible and severe, who imposed an austere, puritan lifestyle on his family in accordance with his stern beliefs. He wanted his three daughters to grow up to be pious, God-fearing girls who, after leaving school at fourteen, would devote themselves to learning to cook and keep house, feed their rabbits and chickens, and engage in good works in the neighbourhood until such time as suitable young men, preferably non-conformists like himself, would come along and marry them. And the older two, Emily and Lizzie, had obliged, becoming virtuous and obedient young women who gave no trouble, but Flo—Flo was a handful. Her bubbly, fun-loving, impulsive nature was constantly landing her in scrapes. She tried to be good, Zachary would admit in his mellower moments, but she was never able to repress her high spirits for long. 

“I don’t know why the good Lord has sent us this little hussy,” he would growl to his sweet, docile wife, Betty, shaking his head sadly. As children, Emily and Lizzie would tease Flo that the fairies had stolen their real sister and put Flo in the cradle in her place. When she became a teenager and dazzlingly pretty, she was courted by a bevy of boys and young men and delighted in evading her parents’ strict supervision, if only for a few moments, to flirt, tease, and kiss. Kittenish and vivacious, she was adored and petted by her friends and family—all except for Zachary who became ever more censorious and heavy-handed and would frequently resort to angry canings. Far from beating her into demure submissiveness, though, his severity prompted Flo to defend herself by inventing what she would think of merely as “stories,” but later had to admit that they were—she was ashamed to admit—lies.

Zachary was desperate to marry her off before she went seriously astray and had been pressuring Flo to marry Josiah Harris, the quiet, intense, young trainee preacher attached to their chapel. He knew it would very likely mean that she would be much poorer—for although he imposed a simple, frugal lifestyle on his family, he was able to keep them in more comfort than would a young preacher. But Josiah, he felt, would be just the man to turn her into a devout, God-fearing housewife and mother. Flo, joyous as a struggling butterfly free its chrysalis, was not interested. She was in no hurry to settle down.

I have to admit, Papa was right, she thought ruefully, trying to find a position in which her ribs hurt less. She had been foolish, she now realised. Foolish and innocent. Furtive kisses had become furtive trysts in the woods while she was supposed to be visiting the sick. With only the haziest idea of what people called “the facts of life,” she thought these simply romantic escapades, but one day things happened which she was not prepared for and did not know how to stop. And soon she discovered to her horror that she was pregnant. To make it worse, her lover, a handsome, young, farmer’s son, had gone to join relatives in Canada. She was alone, facing what her father had always warned her was a “fate worse than death.” Panicked, she immediately agreed to marry Josiah and, fearing she might change her mind, Zachary arranged a speedy wedding. In a conveniently short time, she was safe—and sealed up in her chrysalis again. She was twenty-one.

Funny how history repeats itself, she thought, reflecting on the last years of her marriage. She had tried so hard to be a good, pious, preacher’s wife. She had enchanted his successive congregations, performed innumerable works of charity, and raised the boys as best she could on their tiny income. But with time their extreme poverty began to grind her down. She struggled to find enough food to put on the table and all too often it was just stale bread and potatoes with, in summer, such fruit and vegetables as members of the congregation could pass on—although most of them were desperately poor too. Often, she went hungry so the boys could have enough to eat, but too often there were times when they had to go to bed hungry too. She had to rely on hand-me-downs from relatives or neighbours to clothe them, and she was constantly mending them and re-knitting the wool from outgrown jerseys. In winter, she often had to beg miners to smuggle out lumps of coal, so they did not freeze to death.

She became desperate for human warmth and intimacy, but Josiah, his mind always on his work, was awkward and scarcely responsive and provided little solace. She sometimes wondered whether he subconsciously felt that even marital sex was sinful. Increasingly she felt unloved, lonely and resentful.

Sometimes she dreamed of a better life, a life with money, comfort, pleasure, happiness. But it never occurred to her to leave Josiah. Women like her could never do that: marriage, for better or for worse, was for life. This would be her fate as long as she lived.

A brief flirtation with a passing tradesman reignited a spark in her crushed spirit. Then came another, and another, each less innocent than the one before, but each a thrilling escape from the misery of her daily life. Then came Rob—and disaster.

“Are you going to London?” 

She was jolted out of her reverie. The gentleman in the plus-fours was talking to Cyril. Cyril seemed unsure what to say, so Flo came to the rescue. “We have to change trains in London. We are going to visit my sister in Warley, near Brentwood.”

“That’s only a short train ride from London. But you will have to change stations,” said the man. “You will have to take a cab to Liverpool Street. Why don’t you ask the cabbie to show you some of the sights while you are at it? You could see Buckingham Palace, Westminster Abbey, Trafalgar Square, Piccadilly, and St Paul’s without going too far out of your way.”

“Oh, Mama, can we do that?” exclaimed Cyril. 

“Why not?” Flo said. “It sounds a lovely idea.”

They chatted for half an hour or so until the man looked at his fob watch, stood up, and pulled down his suitcase from the rack. “I have to get out at the next stop. Goodbye, it was nice meeting you, ma’am.” And, to Cyril, “Look after your beautiful mother, young man. Make sure she comes to no harm.” And with what looked suspiciously like a wink, he was gone.

Flo was taken aback. What a compliment! But did he mean it? Did the wink mean he was joking? She stood up and looked in the mirror above the row of seats opposite. Well, a bit better than this morning, she thought. Maybe she was not so bad looking, after all. A small trickle of self-confidence began to seep back into her battered spirit.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Cab, lady?” 

“Cab, lady, cab!” A bewildering assortment of cabs was waiting as Flo and Cyril emerged from the station. The cabbie on the nearest leapt down from his dickey seat and opened the door and said with a thick London accent, “There y’are, lady, Where y’going?” 

“To Liverpool Street station,” replied Flo. “But could you take us past Buckingham Palace, Trafalgar Square, and all those wonderful places on the way? I want my son to see the sights.” They set off merrily, looking over the back of a lively chestnut horse, the reins from its harness going up and over their heads to the driver on his high seat above.

Flo and Cyril were enthralled by the guards in their red jackets and busbies outside Buckingham Palace, the famous buildings they had heard so much about, the fountains, the elegant folks in their carriages, the horse-drawn buses, even—to Cyril’s delight—some motor cars. Forgetting the time, they disembarked to see inside Westminster Abbey, to buy roast chestnuts, and to look in the windows of Fortnum and Mason’s. At the sight of their delicacies, Cyril started to complain he was hungry, and Flo asked the cabbie to leave them at Lyons Corner House. But the man, who was hungry for his own packed meal, agreed to wait for them outside at no extra charge.

When they set off again, the sun was sinking in a rosy haze, dusk was falling, and the lamplighters with their long poles were out and about, lighting the streetlamps one by one. It was late by the time they reached Liverpool Street. Flo paid the cabbie and left Cyril with their bag while she went to buy the tickets. She returned distraught.

“Would you believe it, Cyril! We have missed the last train! And by only a few minutes! There is none now till tomorrow morning. Oh, if only we had spent less time in that wretched cab!” She had dispatched a telegram to Emily from the post office before their departure, announcing that they would be arriving that evening. Now what should they do? She stood there, perplexed, her mind blank. Finally, Cyril spotted a sign: Waiting Room. 

“Thank heavens,” exclaimed Flo. “We will just have to go there and make ourselves comfortable till morning.” The waiting room was empty; they settled down on one of the wide wooden benches and soon Cyril was fast asleep, stretched out with his head on his mother’s lap. Flo, exhausted by the turmoil of the day, was nodding off herself when a policeman came in accompanied by a woman from the Salvation Army.

“You can’t sleep here, ma’am, it’s not allowed,” said the policeman. 

“But officer,” protested Flo, “we have missed the last train to Brentwood. We have no choice but to wait till the morning. Where else can we wait but in the waiting room?”

“No sleeping allowed in the waiting room at night,” the policeman replied. “Or we would have all the tramps in London dossing down here.”

“Well, I am certainly no tramp …” began Flo indignantly, but the Salvation Army woman stepped in. “Of course you aren’t, ma’am, but why don’t you go to the Station Hotel? It’s just here and it’s open all night. It’s not at all expensive and you can sleep in proper beds.”

“I never thought of that,” Flo said.

“Well, come with me, I’ll show you the way,” the woman said.

Before long, exhausted by the day’s events, they were sleeping soundly in the Station Hotel—so soundly that neither stirred until ten a.m. the next morning. It was almost lunchtime by the time they reached the Norton’s house in Warley.








  
  

Chapter 3


Warley, near Brentwood, 1901





“So there you are! Thank God!” exclaimed Emily as she opened the door. “We were really worried. We were expecting you last night like you said in your telegram!” Flo’s sister, her hair a lighter red than Flo’s and her figure fuller, was a kindly, motherly woman. Clinging shyly to her skirts was her five-year-old daughter, Madeleine. Emily hugged Flo and Cyril delightedly. “Don’t tell me you decided to go on the razzle in London instead!” 

“Well, not quite,” Flo said. “We let the cabbie take us on a detour to see the sights of London as we changed stations, and we just missed the last train. We had to spend the night at the station hotel.”

“Featherbrained as ever,” a deep, rasping voice came from behind Emily. “Josiah should not have let you out of the house.” There was a tap and a shuffle and a short, wiry man with a bald head and white sideburns, a wooden leg, and a knobby stick came into view. 

Flo’s heart dropped to the floor. Her father. She had to summon all her willpower to step forward and embrace him, exclaiming with forced delight, “Papa! What a lovely surprise! What are you doing here?”

“Staying with your sister, of course,” was the terse reply. “I shall be attending a reunion with some fellow Germans over in Epping. You two should be coming too, and taking some interest in your heritage.” This was a reproof. Their father, who was born in a village near Braunschweig, in northern Germany, had tried to teach them German and had even engaged a shy Fraulein for a time to teach them German folk songs and fairy tales. Quite why he had gone to live in Dorset in his early twenties, changing his name from Zacharias Sommer to Zachary Summers, and why he had never gone back to Germany, not even for a visit, no-one ever knew. He never cared to explain. But there were quiet mutterings among farming folk in the local pubs that he had come to England all those years ago to escape some kind of “trouble.”

“And what brings you here?” Zachary demanded.

“Josiah is away at a Primitive Methodist conference, and so I decided to come and visit Emily. It is a long time since we have seen each other,” she replied.

“And Godfrey?”

“Staying with Aunt Martha and her family, Father.”

“You should have brought him too.” He always had something to quibble about. “And what’s that bruise on your forehead?”

That her heavy, iron, jam-making pan had fallen on her as she tried to pull it down from a high shelf, was the answer.

Her father’s presence cast a chill over her arrival, and the sisters could not relax and talk freely until he left the next day to meet his Germans.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Let’s make lunch,” Emily said after he had gone. 

As she prepared the lamb chops and Flo peeled the potatoes, Emily remarked, “I am so happy to see you, but why did you decide to come all of a sudden?”

Flo had her story ready. Emily must never know the truth. No one must. The explanation she had devised was entirely credible, she thought. It was true too. It just left out the crucial part. “Emily,” she said in a low voice so that Cyril could not hear, “I cannot bear it any longer. I cannot begin to tell you what my life is like. You knew we were desperately poor, but now I can tell you that often we don’t even have enough to eat. Can you imagine what it is to put your children to bed hungry? Josiah gets paid less than a farm labourer, and sometimes he doesn’t get paid at all because the circuit authorities have no money. And you know what it is like in his kind of congregation—no ‘vain and worldly amusements’ as they like to say, not even beer. It’s all chapel, Sunday School, sermons, and parish visiting.

“We haven’t had any quarrels, nothing like that. It would almost be better if we did. Josiah’s mind is always on his congregation, or he is away preaching. He has no time for me. I often think he does not even care about us anymore. When I tell him we don’t have enough to eat, he just says we must trust in God! He thinks I have just come here for a short stay, but he has another thing coming. All this time I have never complained to anyone else, but now I have had enough. I’m not going back.”

“But Flo, you can’t do that! You can’t abandon your husband—and a minister at that. It’s unheard of. There’ll be such a scandal!” Emily was so overcome she had to sit down. “Josiah is such a good man. And you helped him so much with his work. Remember in Guernsey, when he was put in prison, and you campaigned so hard to have him freed that the Queen decided to pardon him!”

Flo smiled wryly. That had happened just after Cyril was born. It was Josiah’s first congregation as a full minister. Still inexperienced, he had married a couple without knowing that they were blood relatives—uncle and niece. As soon as he discovered the truth, he reported the case to the authorities but was nevertheless thrown into jail. The congregation believed that powerful Anglicans hostile to successful non-conformist churches were at work behind the scenes. Flo had joined in the protests and encouraged petitions by the islanders to have him freed and eventually the Queen, made aware of the injustice, pardoned him.

“Well, he said he was grateful to everyone, of course, but in fact, he was convinced it was the Almighty who did it, not us,” remarked Flo, wryly. It did not improve their marriage, she might have added.

“And what do you think you will live on?” Emily went on. “You know, of course, that you would never be able to marry again. Even if he could ever possibly afford it, Josiah would never dream of getting a divorce; it would be completely against everything he has ever taught. How could you possibly manage on your own? You have the boys to think of!”

“I don’t know, but we could not possibly be poorer than we are now. If only I could work … that’s what I want to discuss with you and John. You two know more about the world than I do, and I’m sure you can give me good advice.”

“We can talk about it when John comes home tonight. But you know, Lizzie and I could never understand why you married Josiah in the first place. No matter what our father said, you were not cut out to be the wife of a minister, especially not a poor, travelling preacher like Josiah. Of course, we sometimes wondered if you had another reason for getting married so quickly,” she went on, with a sly glance and smile at Flo, “you gave in so suddenly.”

Flo laughed but said nothing.


      [image: image-placeholder]As it grew dark, Emily’s husband returned from his rounds. John Norton was the local representative of a well-established London drapery firm which provided him with a generous salary and a horse and carriage to reach towns and villages over a wide area to display its wares and take orders. A little later Dolly Norton, John’s sister, appeared, who was engaged to be married. Dolly Norton could not be called pretty, with her long, pale face and prominent nose framed by thin, mousy hair. She spoke little, but what she said revealed her as sensible and intelligent. She was currently working as an assistant to a local dentist and living with John and Emily until she and her fiancé had saved up enough to get married.

After supper, the children were put to bed and the four of them sat in the parlour, contemplating Flo’s future over cups of hot cocoa.

At first, John was adamant that Flo should go back to Josiah. “You must learn to accept the path you have chosen. Life may be hard there, my dear, but I don’t think you realise how very much harder life is for a woman without a husband and an income. What would you live on? How would you bring up the boys? And have you thought about the scandal it would cause, how people will gossip about you behind your back and cast doubt on your morals? I fear you are jumping from the frying pan into the fire.”

“I will say I am a widow,” Flo protested. “There’s nothing immoral about being a widow.”

“Until you get found out,” John said, frowning. But Flo was not to be persuaded.

“Look, it can’t be so bad, John,” Emily said after a while. “If Flo is really determined to leave, there are perfectly respectable things she could do. She could be a governess, like Miss Milford up at the hall. I don’t suppose she is paid too much but she is living in a nice house and shares meals with the family, and even goes travelling with them.”

“That would be lovely,” mused Flo, “but I couldn’t teach, either as a governess or in a school. It’s true I taught Bible stories in Sunday School, and I tried to teach miners’ children how to read and write, but I left school myself at fourteen and have hardly read a book since. I don’t know what I would teach them!”

“You could be a housekeeper, then,” suggested Emily. 

“Oh no,” wailed Flo. “And be someone’s servant? I hope I never will be reduced to that!”

“But that’s what we married women are anyway,” interjected Emily, wryly. “You wouldn’t need any special knowledge and you would get paid for it.” But the look of horror on Flo’s face put an end to that option.

Dolly had been silent during the discussion but then she began, slowly, “It seems to me the best solution would be to become a nurse. I’m not saying you should necessarily work in a hospital, as that’s very hard and you would probably need special training. But there is always a need for what they call monthly nurses, to care for children or sick, old or dying people—well-off families are only too happy to pay someone to live in and look after them. Or to look after women during their confinement and after their babies are born. You just have to do what the doctor tells you to do, that’s all.”

“Now that’s a good idea,” Emily said. “You are actually very good at nursing, Flo. You were marvellous with our mother when she was dying.”

Flo’s face had lit up. “That’s a wonderful idea, Dolly!” she exclaimed. “You know I learned some first aid after I left school, and I not only nursed our mother, but also several people in Josiah’s congregation when they were ill. I could do that!”

“But what about the boys?” John repeated. “You wouldn’t be able to take them with you.” 

Flo had not told them yet that she'd had to leave Godfrey behind, as it was too painful even to speak of.

The group fell quiet for a while, thinking. There seemed to be no obvious solution.

“Well, why doesn’t Cyril stay here for the moment?” Emily offered generously. “It would be fun for Maddy to have another child in the house, and he could go to the local school. We’ll look after him until you can work out a better solution. I would imagine Martha would be willing to keep Godfrey for the time being too.”

“That is so kind of you, Emily,” Flo said, much relieved. “I’m sure we’ll think of something more permanent before long. Though I don’t imagine I would ever be able to afford anything like boarding school,” she added sadly.

“Then why don’t you go and see Dr. Willoughby?” suggested Dolly. “Tell him of your plan and ask if he has any patients who need home nursing. He is bound to have some. And you should get yourself a nurse’s uniform, so you would look more professional.”

“Now that’s a good idea. Where would I get that?”

“There is an outfitter’s I know in London that specialises in such uniforms,” John said. “I have to go to London on business at the beginning of next week, so if you like, you could come along and get what you need. But I warn you, it would mean leaving at the crack of dawn, and we would have to go by train.”

“Marvellous!” Flo exclaimed, clasping her hands in joy. “I’d love to go to London again!”


      [image: image-placeholder]The next day she called on Dr. Willoughby. She told him she had been recently widowed and needed to support herself. She had plenty of experience in nursing, she claimed. The good doctor was interested. He often had patients who needed live-in nursing help, he said, and since he knew her sister and brother-in-law well, he would not hesitate to recommend her. As it happened, he did not know of any vacancy at the moment, but she should come back in a few days.

Back at the house, a letter had arrived from Josiah. He had guessed she would be at her sister’s.

“You are doubtless aware that you have committed an unforgiveable sin which condemns you for eternity in the eyes of God and my own,” he wrote. “But to avoid scandal which would wreak great damage on the congregation, our family and of course my own ministry, I do not propose to reveal to anyone the true reason for our separation. I believe Godfrey, who has been quiet and withdrawn ever since that event, can be relied on not to say a word. I trust you can say the same of Cyril and yourself.

“For the same reason, I have not reported to the police your 'borrowing' of the monies in the chapel repair fund, outrageous though it is. I demand that you send them back immediately, as I have no way of making good this terrible and embarrassing loss.

“You cannot, of course, expect any financial support in future from me for yourself or your son. And divorce, I hardly need to add, is out of the question, being an abomination in the eyes of the Lord.”

She could not have expected anything else, Flo thought, but it still hurt. Yes, she would send the money back as soon as she could. But what a relief that Josiah did not want the truth to be known either! That made her situation a little easier.

Emily was dying to know what was in the letter. 

“He wants me to go back straight away,” Flo lied and stuffed it in her pocket. “I’m going to have to write and tell him I’m not going to. I’m worried about Godfrey, though. He says he is quiet and withdrawn. That’s not like him at all.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“I think I’ll go and have a look around Brentwood to cheer myself up,” said Flo that afternoon. “It’s been ages since I saw any decent shops.” What she did not say was that despite all her good intentions, the money she had borrowed was burning a hole in her purse. She went and came back a couple of hours later with a mysterious package which she took up to her room. 

“What have you bought?” Emily asked. 

“It’s a secret,” Flo said, laughing. “After supper I’ll show you.”

As they were sitting and chatting over their cups of cocoa as usual, Flo disappeared upstairs. Eventually there was a rustling on the stairs, and she appeared in the sitting room, her arms outstretched dramatically. “Tra-la!” she exclaimed.

She was transformed. She had backcombed her hair and piled it up in the bouffant style that fashionable ladies were currently wearing, with curls on top and wispy ringlets framing her face. She was wearing a beautiful apricot-coloured dress with a slim skirt that flared slightly from her knees to her feet and an elegant wide-brimmed hat to match. She radiated beauty. The family were staggered. “Flo!” exclaimed Emily, “you look fabulous! What a wonderful dress!” 

“You look like a princess!” marvelled Dolly. 

John sat speechless. He could not take his eyes off her.

“I wanted something smart to wear in London,” Flo said. “All these years I have had to wear such plain, frumpy clothes. Josiah always said I must never look better than a miner’s wife—and in fact, I could never afford to. I always so longed for something pretty.” She pirouetted ecstatically around the room. “Oh, it is so wonderful to have a nice dress at last!”

As they were saying goodnight and preparing to go to bed, Emily murmured to Flo, “That outfit must have cost a fortune. It’s none of my business but …” 

Josiah’s tin box flashed through Flo’s mind. “It wasn’t expensive. They had made it for a lady whose husband suddenly died, and she felt it was inappropriate. It fitted me perfectly, so they let me have it at a large discount. And I’ll let you into a secret: for a long time, I squirrelled away a little of the housekeeping money.” She was fibbing again. “Just a little at a time, so as to have something by me for the day when I couldn’t bear it all any longer. I always knew that sooner or later I would need it. And don’t worry, I have enough left over to buy a nurse’s uniform.”


      [image: image-placeholder]When the day came, they had to leave early, as John had warned her. In the train, they chatted and joked. John had been one of Flo’s admirers before he had married the steadier Emily, and Flo had to admit the two were far better matched. Nevertheless, she sensed that he was still much attracted to her, which pleased her.

He took her first to the outfitters, introduced her, and told the salesman to give her the best of attention before going on to his own appointments. The shop had everything she could have wanted. She chose two pale blue dresses with high, white, starched collars, four white aprons, and a couple of stiff, white caps. She was delighted to find that the pale blue and white of the uniform, its slightly puffed shoulders and neat waist, greatly flattered her and vowed to wear it as often as possible. Finally, she spent the last shilling from Josiah’s box on a nurse’s chatelaine, a leather pouch containing a thermometer, a syringe, scissors, tweezers, and other useful instruments.

She and John had agreed to meet under Nelson’s column at one o’clock. They lunched at a café in the vicinity and were heading for St. James’s Park for a stroll when they became aware that a small crowd was gathering on the street. John asked a man what was going on and was told, “The Kaiser is coming! The Kaiser is coming to visit the Queen!”

Policemen appeared, making sure the crowd did not spill into the carriageway. It was not a state visit, or even an official one. Kaiser Wilhelm II was on his way to Osborne, on the Isle of Wight, to be at the bedside of his grandmother, Queen Victoria, whom he knew—although her own subjects did not—was dying.

Before long, the Kaiser’s carriage approached, drawn by four gleaming, black horses. Two or three people cheered and some waved at the upright figure with his outsized moustache waxed into upturned peaks at each side, but for the most part, the little group was silent and slightly hostile—Germany was building up its navy in an alarming manner and many feared it would soon threaten Britain’s sea power. Nevertheless, people behind Flo were jostling to get a better view, and Flo found herself pushed off the pavement almost in front of the carriage. Giggling, she looked up and caught the eye of the Kaiser. He smiled and the next wave of the Imperial hand seemed intended directly for her.

“Did you see, John? Did you see? The Kaiser waved at me! He waved specially at me!”

“Well, it certainly looked like he did,” said John.

“Papa would be so happy—do you know that he is German?”

“Yes, but I think he should keep quiet about it, and you too, the way the wind is blowing nowadays. If his Imperial Majesty does not watch out, before long we could end up at war with Germany.”


      [image: image-placeholder]They were making their way back toward the station when Flo’s eye was caught by an establishment calling itself “American Bar.” 

“What’s an American bar?” she asked.

“It’s one of these fashionable new places where people go to drink cocktails.”

“And what are cocktails?”

“They are drinks made from mixtures of various wines and spirits. They are all the rage in London at the moment,” John said.

“Ooh,” Flo exclaimed, “I’d love to try a cocktail! Do let’s go in and have one!”

They went in and immediately Flo’s eyes lit up. A pianist was playing jazz tunes, and the bartender smiled and called out “good evening” as they entered. John felt proud to see how many heads turned to look at the lovely lady in the apricot-coloured dress. 

After much discussion, Flo ordered a Manhattan. 

“Are you sure? It’s very potent,” warned John. “Have you ever drank alcohol before?”

Flo hadn’t, but she did not want to admit it. “Don’t you worry, I’ll be fine,” she assured him confidently.

She was in her seventh heaven. She was chatting vivaciously, tapping her foot to the music, and dimpling and smiling at the gentlemen who threw her admiring glances. Think what I have been missing all these years! she thought to herself. Eventually John looked at his watch and said they must be going. But Flo would not move. “No, no, I’m having such a lovely time, I could stay here all night! Please can I have another drink, please, please!” Against his better judgment, John gave in and ordered her a Gin Fizz and a second Old Fashioned for himself.

He soon regretted it. None too steady himself, he had to manhandle Flo, swaying and singing merrily, together with her parcels, first into a cab and then into a train where she promptly fell asleep with her head lolling on his shoulder. At Brentwood he had no option but to take another cab home.

Emily and Cyril were out when they arrived, attending a children’s play at their chapel. Once through the front door, John ordered Flo sternly, “Upstairs, immediately!” He made a cup of tea, took it upstairs, and knocked on her door. 

Flo was already in bed. “How sweet of you! You have been so very kind to me, John!” she exclaimed tipsily. “It has been such a wonderful day, thank you, thank you!” Spontaneously she flung her arms round his neck and covered his face with kisses. She was soft, warm, and perfumed. Laced with fumes of bourbon and vermouth, and without anyone intending it that way, the embrace became longer and closer …


      [image: image-placeholder]“Mama’s door is locked,” Cyril called down to Emily, who had sent him up to bed.

“I can’t imagine it would be. Maybe it’s stuck, it does that sometimes,” Emily suggested. “John!” she called. “Would you go up and have a look at it?” But John was nowhere to be seen. “Where’s your Uncle John?” she asked Cyril. Cyril did not know. Emily went upstairs herself.

She stopped on the landing, poleaxed. Unmistakable noises were coming from Flo’s room. 

“I don’t believe it!” she gasped. She tried the handle, but the door was indeed locked. She hammered on it wildly, shouting, “Stop it, you two! Stop it this instant! I’ll kill you!”

The noises stopped. Emily was trying to break the door down when John, looking extremely sheepish, unlocked it from the inside. “Flo is not feeling well. I was bringing her a cup of tea,” he stammered lamely. Emily landed him a stinging slap on the face, charged into the room, threw herself at her sister, and grabbed her by the throat. After a fierce struggle, John finally managed to pull her away and pushed her out of the room, following closely. Flo locked the door again behind them, opening it briefly a few minutes later to let Cyril in.


      [image: image-placeholder]Her head spinning and her heart thumping, Flo lay in bed petrified, aghast at what had happened. How could she? What had possessed her? Her beloved sister’s husband—was there anything more shameful than that? She felt filthy, wicked.

She could hear Emily shrieking at John downstairs and John, quieter, struggling to apologise and begging her to keep her voice down for fear the neighbours would hear. She could tell that Cyril was awake and listening too and wondered how on earth she would explain it all to him the next day.

At some point she must have slid into oblivion for when she became conscious again the house was quiet, and the first light was creeping through the gaps in the curtains. Her head was splitting, she felt sick, and memories of the events of the evening were crowding hideously back in. She wished she could die.

When she heard Emily moving around downstairs, she decided to send Cyril down for breakfast and see what happened. After a while, he returned bearing a piece of paper reading, Get out of my house, now! And never come back. I shall never speak to you again!


Flo was torn. Part of her would have been relieved to leave the house without looking her sister in the face ever again. But she knew that she must at least humbly apologise and seek forgiveness. Still in her nightdress, she went downstairs. There was no sign of John. She found Emily in the kitchen.

“Emily, I’m so, so sorry. Please forgive me! I must have been so drunk—you know I had never drunk alcohol before, I did not know what I was doing …”

“Get out of this house, you slut! You whore!” Emily hissed through clenched teeth. 

Flo, abject, fell on her knees, crying. “Please, please, Emily, I did not mean to …”

“You are not my sister anymore! Now get out! I’ll never ever speak to you again!” Emily stormed out of the kitchen and slammed the door. 

Flo had no choice but to go upstairs and pack their things.

For the second time in a week Flo, hung-over, hungry, and by now penniless, was out on the street.
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