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Chapter 1



November 11th 1918



On the day the Great War ended, Serena Fleming saw her neighbours running outside, heard them calling to one another, dancing and cheering, and couldnt resist going outside to join in the celebrations. It felt as though everyone from the small town of Tinsley was in the streets, crowded together, sharing their happiness, and she loved being part of it all, even if her contribution to the war effort had been only small. There was such a sense of joy, it was as heady as wine. People were smiling, some groups were singing, strangers hugged one another. 

People hugged her, too. It was a long time since anyone outside the family had come touched her. Her father didnt encourage that sort of thing.

Occasionally she saw people simply standing there with tears running down their faces, and guessed theyd lost loved ones. Well, she had herself, knew that pain, because her brother Frank had been posted missing presumed dead the previous year. 

Everyone in England had paid a high price for this victory.

She didnt want to go home again but her mother was ill and couldnt be left alone for long, so in the end she turned back to Cavendish Terrace, where many of the richest people in the town lived, not far from the main street, in a small enclave of privilege. And even these people kept their distance from the Flemings.

When she slipped into the hall, her father called out from his study, Where have you been, Serena? 

She realised hed come home early from his place of business and her heart sank. Just out, joining in the celebrations.

He came into the hall, clad in the usual sombre grey suit that matched his eyes and hair. Not for Ernest Fleming the vulgarity of brighter colours. Not for his womenfolk, either, she thought mutinously. He liked them to look modest. 

Oh? he asked.

He could put such a wealth of meaning into that word, but she wasnt going to pretend about her feelings, not today. It was wonderful to see everyone so happy.

Common people. Not our sort. I dont approve of you joining in such vulgar displays.

Well, people of all sorts have worked together to defeat the Germans, so why should they not celebrate together? There were lots of other people from the street joining in, and everyone was perfectly polite.

That is not the point. You should remember my position in this town and keep your distance.

She bit back hot words of protest that it was the other way round. People were more likely to keep their distance from her because her father wasnt liked in the town, indeed, was feared by many, especially the tenants of his slum properties. She couldnt help knowing about those, though he rarely spoke of his business dealings. 

As Ernest Flemings daughter, she received prompt service in shops and regular invitations to social functions, but no one offered her friendshipshed been close to no one except Frank and he was gone now. She could feel tears rising at the thought of her brother and turned towards the stairs to conceal them. Ill just go and change my clothes.

She heard her father go back into his study and wondered what had brought him home at this time of day. It had seemed safe to go out because he usually spent the whole day at his office. Shed learned many years ago that outright defiance always brought retribution sooner or laterto her and to anyone who crossed him. 

That was also well known in the town.

As she walked slowly up the stairs, she vowed that one day soon she would escape from this unhappy house, and most of all from him. She didnt care if he was her father. She hated him.

* * * *

After breakfast the following morning Serena went back up to her bedroom to tidy up, wondering what would become of the Comforts for the Troops group now and whether she should still attend the following days meeting.

Suddenly she heard the crash of breaking china and ran along to the bedroom at the other end of the landing. There she found her mother lying on the floor by the bed. In her fall Grace must have knocked her cup off the bedside table and it had smashed on the floorboards near the window. 

Serena knelt down and lifted her mothers head to rest against her. Graces lips were tinged with blue and her face was grey-white.

Serena? It was hardly more than a whisper. 

Im here, dearest.

Are we alone? Its so dark in here, I cant see. Is itteatime already?

The room was filled with the weak sunshine of a fine winters morning, but her mothers eyes had a blind, blurred look to them and Serena guessed what this meant, had been expecting it for a week or two. She had to swallow hard before she could speak calmly. Yes, were quite alone.

I need to tell you something, should have told you sooner, didnt dare. 

Serena watched her mother struggle for breath, the pulse in her neck showing faintly against skin crumpled like yellowing tissue paper. Tell me what?

Ernest is notyour father.

What?

Tears trickled down Graces cheeks, Dont think badly of meplease!

I never could. Never. Dont agitate yourself. But she couldnt help asking, Are you sure?

Of course I am! James was your real fatherJames Lang. I loved him so much, but my parents wouldnt let me marry him. 

She gasped for air before continuing and for a moment Serena thought the end had come, then the confidences resumed.

When I found I was with child, James wanted to marry me, so we arranged to run away. But I waited all night and he didnt come. Id no moneyhad to go back to my parentsand they forced me to marry Ernest. He wanted my dowry, you see. But hes not your father. Thats whyhe hasnt always been kind to you.

Im glad hes not. The words were out before Serena could stop them. What happened to James Langmy real father?

I never found out. His family didnt know, either. I went to see them before I married Ernestjust to be sure. They said hed run away rather than marry me, but I knew better. James would never have left me, nevernot unless he was dead.

Serena closed her eyes for a moment, so shocked by what she was hearing that the room seemed to be spinning round her. When she opened them she saw a mans shadowy reflection in the mirror and realised he was standing outside. How much had he heard? But Grace raised her hand to caress her daughters face just then so Serena ignored him and looked back at her mother. The glowing smile in Graces eyes spoke one last time the love she felt for her daughter, then her head fell back, her hand dropped and the gasping stopped abruptly. 

In the silence that seemed to echo round her, Serena bent her head and wept, cradling the still body in her arms. She was glad the suffering had endedhow could she not be?but she would miss her mother desperately.

He came in then, the man she had always called father, the man she had feared all her life. Even as a child she had sensed he didnt love her, had never understood why. But now that she knew, it felt as if a burden had been lifted from her shoulders. It wasnt her fault, she wasnt so unlovable, after all.

He said in his usual quiet voice, Her mind was rambling, going back to her childhood sweetheart, this James person. You are my daughter.

Serena knew it was wiser to nod and act as if she believed him, but she was quite sure her mother hadnt lied to her. Not at such a moment.

Give her to me. Ill carry her across to the bed. His voice was as calm as ever, his expression showing no sign of grief. 

Serena let him take her mothers body but couldnt help weeping for what she had lost.

Youd better send for Dr Tolson to sign the death certificate. Ill arrange for the funeral. He made no attempt to give his wife a final kiss and stared with his usual disapproval at Serena. Get yourself some mourning clothes, especially a good silk dress for the funeral. And see if for once you can find something a bit more flattering. 

He turned to leave, stopping at the door to add, Make sure the servants put a black crepe bow on the door knocker. We want people to respect our grief.

Ernest Fleming spent his life giving orders in that chill voice, never doubting they would be obeyed. Respect our grief, indeed! He would probably be delighted to be rid of his invalid wife. 

She couldnt stop what her mother had told her from repeating in her mind: He wasnt her father! Oh, the relief of that!

Why had her mother not told her about her real father before? The answer was obvious. Grace would have been terrified of her daughter betraying what she knew.

Keeping her face expressionless Serena murmured, Yes, Father to the departing figure. She had long ago perfected an expression as calm as his and could summon it up at will to keep her feelings hidden. Which was a good thing today, because behind that mask, her thoughts were in turmoil. She straightened her clothes and caught sight of herself in the mirror, grimacing at what she saw.

Ten years before, when she was just growing into womanhood, shed overheard him discussing with her mother the possibility that their daughter might make a useful marriage once she had outgrown the plump stage. The men hed named as possible husbands were all from families Serena disliked, and some were his own age. Like other girls, shed dreamed of handsome young men, of love and happiness. Men such as those hed mentioned wouldnt make her happy, she knew that instinctively.

After thinking long and hard, shed decided to make herself so unappealing no one would possibly want her. As her body took on a womans curves, she experimented to find the most unflattering hair styles and clothes which made her look plump and shapeless. Her mother did nothing to prevent this, though she clearly realised what her daughter was doing. 

Serena had also worked hard to earn a reputation not only as a plain Jane, but as a bore, taking a perverse pleasure in the fact that she did no credit whatsoever to her fathers position in society, something he harped on about endlessly. As though everyone didnt know he owed his position as a property owner to his wifes money!

She gazed down in perverse satisfaction at the fussy dress in mustard and black checked wool. The colour and pattern overwhelmed her pale skin and near-auburn hair, hiding the gentle hint of rose in her cheeks, while the style was old-fashioned with a skirt far too long for modern taste. When she joined the groups of women rolling bandages, knitting socks and scarves, or doing other war work, it hurt sometimes to see how fresh and pretty the younger women could look. She never had and now, at almost thirty, she knew she was past her best anyway. Shed wept about that in private but she hadnt changed her mind about the need for it. 

As the years passed, the only men who attracted her were ones her father would never allow her to marry, a young officer seen in the street, a cousin of an acquaintance, a man from the poorer side of the family. She could only dream of what she was missing. So far shed avoided being trapped like her mother in an unhappy marriage, though it had been a close thing a couple of times when her father had set his mind on her marrying someone. 

The only person Ernest Fleming had ever truly cared about was his son, and even that had not led him to make any demonstrations of his affection. Serena still missed her younger brother desperatelyno, he was only her half-brother. Well, that didnt matter, not at all. 

Frank hadnt been at all like his father, either in looks or personality, but had taken after their mothers side of the family, as did Serena herself: they were both slender, not very tall, with almost-auburn hair. Brother and sister had been good friends, although there were five years between them. A gentle boy, hed been harried cruelly at school because he hated fighting. At home hed been bullied and harangued constantly because he didnt do his father credit either on the sports field or academically. Hed often turned to his older sister for comfort and advice when he was younger.

With a sigh of regret for yet another young life cut short by the war, Serena went to send one of the maids for Dr Tolson. Her mothers death would make little practical difference to the household or its head, because shed been in charge of housekeeping for the last few years, but it would make a huge difference to her because now she would no longer feel obliged to stay under this roof. Joy flooded through her at the mere thought of getting away from him.

The escape would have to be managed carefully, though. She was certain Ernest wouldnt want her to live on her own in the same town as himself, because people would talk and wonder why. He set a lot of store on keeping up appearances. 

No, if she wanted to stay free of him, she knew that once shed got hold of her inheritance from her godmother, shed need to go as far away as she could. America, perhaps, or Australia. Why not? Hed never follow her there.

* * * *

After the funeral, kept simple because of wartime restrictions, their lawyer read Graces will to them. It was short and contained no surprises. She had left everything she owned to her husband, except for her jewellery, which she had left to her daughter and a small bequest to her maid, Ruby.

When the lawyer had gone, Ernest took out one of his cigars and prepared it carefully for smoking. As he was about to light it, he said casually, without even looking at Serena, Let me have your mothers jewels and Ill put them in the bank for safekeeping.

She took a deep breath, finding it was one thing to plan rebellion, another to carry it out. Theyreumalready in the bank, except for her wedding ring and gold locket. 

Oh? Dewison didnt mention anything about a recent deposit.

No. Theyre in my own bank. Mother told me about her will and gave her jewellery to me a while back, because she knew shed never wear the pieces again. I wanted to keep them safe. Which was a lie. Shed wanted to keep them from him. There were a few pieces from her mothers family which she loved and she didnt want him selling them.

Hed been bending to light a spill in the fire but straightened up abruptly. His voice grew even quieter but a pulse beat rapidly in his throat, always the first sign of his anger. I wasnt aware that you even had a bank account. Why did you not consult me about it? The spill burnt his fingers and he threw it into the fire, not taking his eyes off her. How much do you have in it and where did you get the money?

Shed practised what to say, but couldnt prevent her voice from wobbling as she answered, The money came from birthday and Christmas presents mostly. It seemed foolish to leave it lying around when it could gain a little interest, and you made sure I never lacked for anything, so what would I have spent it on? She despised herself for the flattery, but hoped it would soften his anger. 

How much do you have in the account?

Just over thirty pounds.

He stared at her, his eyes gleaming like chips of ice in his pale, neat face. Which bank?

The Yorkshire Penny Bank.

He made a scornful sound. That place is for housemaids and mill workers! You had better move your account to my bank so that I can be sure your moneys safe. You can get the jewels out tomorrow and bring them to me at the office.

He was turning away even as he spoke, so sure was he that she would do as she was told. She didnt reply but watched him go into his study where he sat most evenings, a habit started once her mother became bed-ridden. He would sip a glass of brandy as he read the newspaper, never seeming to need company. Serena said nothing, went back up to her room to think. 

When he came home the following evening, he reminded her about the account and the jewels.

I f-find the savings bank more convenient for my needs, thank you, Father. 

There was a long silence. He kept his eyes on her face, waiting for her to break, but she didnt.

On your own head be it, then, but Im not leaving your mothers jewels there. Its a shabby little place and I dont trust the people who run it. His voice became steely. You will fetch them for me tomorrow. 

Yes, Father.

The following morning Serena pretended to come down with the influenza. Since the epidemic had already killed many people and had put fear into the hearts of those who were still well, he didnt come near her for the whole week that followed. It was tedious staying in bed, but she had to gain some time because she wasnt yet thirty, couldnt yet gain control of her inheritance.

Even when she left her bed, she played the invalid for a few days, lying on a sofa in her bedroom, complaining of a headache and eating very little. That was easy enough to do because she wasnt hungry, hadnt been since her mother died. 

She was not only bored but nervous. Fear skittered down her spine every time he walked up the stairs, in case he came into her room and insisted they go and get the jewels. But as the days passed and he still didnt come near her, she began to put her plans into operation.

* * * *

The train stopped at Hortons small branch-line station and Marcus Graye got out slowly, signalling for the porter, who was a female. He was forced to let her take his luggage because he was still too weak to carry both bags himself, but it went against the grain to let a woman do that and he couldnt help asking, Youre sure theyre not too heavy for you? 

She gave him a cheeky grin and he couldnt help smiling back.

Thank you, sir, but Im quite used to it now. Do you want a cab? Vic Scotts waiting outside. His cabs a bit old but its clean. Then, as they turned to leave the station, she caught sight of his right cheek and her smile faded. In a softer voice she added, Copped one, did you? Were all grateful to those who fought for us. 

He found it touching that she would come straight out with that remark, but then Lancashire folk had always been known for being forthright. Its not serious, just annoying. The wounds had been deep but not life-threatening as long as they didnt get infected, so hed had to wait to get them tended, lying on a stretcher in a cold tent, hearing the screams coming from other more seriously wounded men. 

He hadnt thought himself vain, but now hated to see himself in the mirror. That side of his face would always be a mess of scars, though they said itd look better when it healed properly. Hed had to let a beard grow, since he couldnt yet shave the injured cheek, so that added to the strangeness of the face that looked back at him every morning. 

Two weeks before the war ended, itd happened. Several men closer to the blast than him had been killed by the same shell, poor devils, so he was fortunate really. But the deep wounds on the right side of his body and his right leg were taking a long time to heal and this journey had proved that he wasnt as well as hed thought.

But at least he was back in Blighty for good, invalided out early instead of having to wait months for a discharge, sent home to recover in his own time. He still found it hard to believe hed survived the horror of four years of killing, unlike most of his friends. But it had left its mark on him, he knew, as it had on all whod been out there. 

Realising hed been standing lost in thought while the porter waited patiently, he apologised and limped through the station entrance into the circular turning space outside. But there he had to stop again because seeing it proved that he really was home. It was two years since hed been back to Horton and then only to bury his father, but hed dreamed of it many a time and nearly wept as he woke up to find himself still in the trenches.

The horse cab was driven by another ex-soldier, who had an artificial leg from the stiff way he set his foot down. You got to recognise those whod served. Something in the upright posture, perhaps, or the smart way they were turned out, or just the look in the eyes. They exchanged understanding glances then the other asked, Its Mr Graye, isnt it?

Yes. You look familiar. Should I know you? Im afraid I dont remember.

We played together as lads during the school holidays. Then I went to work in Tinsley when I was a fourteen and didnt come back to Horton all that often. Im Vic Scott. My brother was one of the gardeners at the Hall, but he was killed in 16.

Marcus offered his hand. Youve changed but I do remember you now.

Weve all changed, havent we? War does that to you. Mind your greatcoat. Vic closed the door of the shabby but clean vehicle and swung himself nimbly up on to the driving seat.

The gentle gait of the elderly mare was soothing and Marcus leaned his head back thankfully, closing his eyes as the animal trotted the half-mile or so to his home. He must have dozed off because he was woken by cool air on his face and Vics voice.

Were here, sir.

What? Oh, yes. Sorry. Marcus shook his head to clear it and stepped carefully down, grateful his companion didnt try to help him, because he preferred to manage on his own. 

Vic was frowning at the untended garden and shabby cottage, which had no plume of smoke coming from the chimney. Shouldnt someone have opened up the place for you, sir, lit a fire at least? 

Marcus stared at what had once been the gatehouse and was now called the Lodge. His mother had been the younger of the two children born to her generation of the Lonnerden family whod been squires of Horton for more than two centuries. Shed been bookish, had married late in life a man despised by the family because of his studious ways and lack of fortune. And then shed died within the year in childbirth, leaving his father and a hired nursemaid to look after him. 

Saul Graye had made it very plain that he hadnt wanted the bother of a young lad in his old age, so Marcus had been sent away to boarding school when very young and had come home only for Christmas, Easter and the summer holidays, to run wild in the grounds of the Hall. 

He realised he was getting lost in his thoughts again. Sorry, Vic. Im more tired than I expected. I didnt have time to let the family know I was coming back. They needed more beds at the convalescent home, so turfed a few of us out early. Ill nip across to pay my respects to my cousin and aunt, and ask Cook to give me enough food to last until tomorrow. Its not far to walk to the big house if you cut through the kitchen garden. I can manage that. And perhaps you could come back tomorrow morning and drive me into Tinsley? I shall have to do some shopping and put an advert in the Tinsley Telegraph for a daily maid.

The other man stared at him, pity in his eyes. Didnt they tell you?

Tell me what?

About your cousin being dead.

John? Yes. He was killed in 15.

Not John, Lawrence. He died last month. Influenza, it was. He never really recovered from being gassed.

Shock made Marcus reach for the gatepost to steady himself. I didnt know. If anyone wrote to tell me, I didnt receive the letter. Ive been moving around a bit, though, from France to England, then from the hospital to a convalescent home. 

Well, theres only old Mrs Lonnerden left now. She hasnt been well for a while, but I heard she had to be sedated when Mr Lawrence died. Theyre all at sixes and sevens at the big house, from the sounds of it. Cook held things together after your uncle passed away, but she died in the spring and there are only two elderly maids left now.

Cooks gone as well? Ah, Im sorry for that, though she must have been nearly eighty, so she had a long life! The place wont seem the same without her, though. Why didnt they let me know? Hed been very fond of Cook, whod had a lot of time for a lonely, motherless lad when he was growing up. What about Hill? Is he still running the stables? And Parkeris he still in charge of the gardens?

Hills looking after the horses though there are only a couple of them now, ones that were too old to go to war. Parkers getting old and went to live with his daughter a few months ago, so Hill does a bit of gardening when he can. But hes half-crippled with rheumatism. I take Mrs Lonnerden shopping sometimes. 

Oh, hell! Marcus rubbed one hand over his beard then stared down at himself. Im in no fit state to go calling on a lady, but I think I must pay my respects to my aunt anyway and let her know Im back. He turned to walk towards the small house, tripped on the uneven paving and lost his balance.

Vic caught his arm and steadied him. You look like you need a bit of help.

Marcus nodded, hating to admit it.

I could stay. Help you unpack and change, then go with you across to the big house and carry stuff back. Old Dolly here will be happy to be turned loose on that lawn of yours. Only Ill have to ask for some payment, Im afraid. Im still paying off the loan for the cab, you see, and only just scraping through. But I might as well work for you as for anyone else and Id only charge you three shillings for an afternoons work, because thats what Id normally make. He sighed. It doesnt bring in as much as Id hoped, driving a cab, not in a small place like Horton.

Thanks. Id be most grateful for your help. Leaning on Vics arm, he started off again towards the front door of his house. Youre very steady on that peg leg of yours.

I was lucky. Got used to it quickly, and since I lost it below the knee, I can still bend my leg. How about you? Youre favouring your right leg? Will you always limp?

No. But its still healing and that whole side hurts when I do too much, as I have today.

Youre one of the lucky ones, then.

Another person telling him that! Marcus didnt feel lucky, just extremely weary.

And if his two cousins were dead, what would happen to the Hall? It wasnt all that big, a pleasant little Georgian manor set in a few acres. He could see its outline through the bare-branched trees. He hoped it wouldnt be sold to some war profiteer. 

But whoever inherited the Hall couldnt touch the Lodge and its half-acre garden, because that had been his mothers dowry and now belonged to him. Not that hed be able to stay here for long. Hed have to rent the place out because he needed to find himself a job and would probably have to go back to his old one in Manchester. He was going to find it hard to settle down to working in a bank again after so much time in the open air.

Time enough to make decisions and plans when he was feeling better.

After a hasty wash Marcus donned a clean shirt, hoping its crumpled state wasnt too obvious. He limped across to the big house, steadying himself with a walking stick hed found in the hallstand. Vic walked with him but didnt offer help, except to open and close the two gates. It felt comforting not to be on his own. 

He wasnt looking forward to seeing his aunt again because his being alive would rub salt in the wound of her loss. Shed cared about nothing in life except her two sons, certainly not her husband, a bluff man of few words, whod died before the war. It was dreadful that shed lost both John and Lawrence, dreadful.

He stopped for a moment to stare in shock at the vegetable garden, which hadnt been cleared for the winter, and was a mass of mainly dead vegetation, with a few cabbages and Brussels sprouts standing sentinel in one corner and something green drooping in the middle.

Vic shook his head sadly as they studied the mess. Id heard things were bad here, but hadnt realised it had gone so far downhill. What a waste! And theres me without a garden at all, just a poky little bedroom in Granny Diggles cottage.

When Marcus knocked on the back door of the Hall, the entrance hed always used, no one answered. He knocked again, waited, then pushed the door open and called, Hello! The place was tidy, but it didnt smell like Cooks kitchen. There was nothing simmering on the stove, no trays of cakes and bread cooling, a memory which hed summoned up sometimes in the trenches to cheer himself up. Perhaps youd better wait for me here, Vic? Ill go and see if theres anyone around.

Right you are, sir.

Marcus went through into the front part of the house, still using the walking stick, hearing its tapping noise echoing up the stairwell. He heard a faint sound of voices from somewhere above and called, Is anyone there?

There was silence, then footsteps and his aunts elderly maid appeared at the top of the stairs looking anxious. Its me, Marcus, he called.

She clapped one hand to her meagre breast. Oh, sir, you did give me a shock. I didnt recognise you with that beard. But Im that glad to see you. 

As he limped slowly up the stairs, she hesitated, looking over her shoulder, then saying in a low voice as he reached the top, Im at my wits end how to manage here and thats the truth.

He paused to rest the leg and it was only then she seemed to notice his walking stick.

Youre injured, sir.

Yes. Ive been invalided out. Hows my aunt?

Didnt you get my letter?

He looked at her in surprise. Your letter, Ada?

Yes, sir. Madam wasnt in a fit state to write, so I did.

Ive not received any letters for weeks. Yours will have been chasing after me. And I only heard about Lawrence this afternoon. Im so sorry. My aunt must be very upset.

Shes taking it badly.

Id better go in and see her.

She hesitated, still barring his way. Youll nottake offence at what she says?

Of course not. Grief took people in many different ways and he reckoned hed seen them all after four years of war.

The big front bedroom was hot and stuffy, smelling of some sickly perfume, with other less pleasant smells concealed beneath that. The woman in the bed was so shrunken and old-looking that he stopped in shock.

Its Mr Marcus, come back from the wars, Ada said.

Why was he spared and not my boys. Pamela Lonnerden began to sob.

Marcus moved closer to the bed, concerned at his aunts sallowness and the wild look in her eyes.

She flapped her hands at him. Get away from me! I dont want you in here, gloating.

As he looked questioningly at the maid, his aunt shrieked, Get out! and began to sob wildly.

Better leave, sir. Give her time to get used to you being back.

When they were outside the bedroom, with the noise muted into a thin, despairing sobbing by the closed door, Ada said, Im sorry, Mr Marcus. Shes not in her right mind at the moment, and thats a fact. She wont see the doctor, wont eat or drink properly, wont even wash herself. Ive my hands full trying to look after her, I can tell you.

Thats obvious. I cant leave things like this. Why hasnt the new owner come to take charge?

No one knows who that is. I think youd better go and see the family lawyer about it, sir. Madam wont speak to him. Mr Redway will know what to do, if anyone will, and hes a distant cousin so hes family.

Marcus made his way slowly down the stairs, finding Vic in the kitchen talking to an older woman. He thought shed been a housemaid before the war. Now she seemed to be in charge of preparing the meals because she was chopping up a single onion and had a very small pile of chopped meat on a plate beside her. They both looked at him expectantly and he could only say, My aunt doesnt want to see me.

Shes not seen anyone but Ada and the doctor since the funeral, the woman volunteered. Wont even see the doctor now, says he cant help what ails her. Wont see the lawyer, either.

Ill go into Tinsley to see Mr Redway tomorrow. For now I wonderGladys, isnt it?if you could let me have something for my tea and breakfast? Ive only just arrived and theres nothing to eat at the Lodge.

Gladys looked dubiously at the food on the table. Im sorry, sir, but we havent got much to spare, what with the rationing and all. I can let you have some bread and cheese, though, and an egg. Oh, and there are some apples in the attic, if someone will go up and get them. She looked at Vic.

He smiled cheerfully. Ill go. 

Take this bag. You might as well fill it right up and have some yourself. Theyre only going to waste. The orchard did well this year and we managed to pick quite a lot, but theres no one to eat them, so we could have saved ourselves the trouble, because madam doesnt eat more than a bird. Just follow the back stairs up to the very top, you cant miss the smell of apples.

When Vic had left, she looked apologetically at Marcus. Im sorry its such poor pickings, sir, but what with the bills not being paid and all, were lucky theyre still letting us have any groceries.

He looked at her in shock. Bills not being paid?

She nodded. Not for months now. You uncle hadnt a head for business, if youll excuse me saying so, only us servants couldnt help knowing that things were going downhill because they sold off some of the land. Mr John kept things going for a while, but when he and Mr Lawrence were called up there was no one to keep an eye on things so they went from bad to worse. 

After Mr Lawrence was gassed and invalided out, he kept to his bedroom mostly, except to sit with madam in the evenings sometimes or go out to that club in town that the gentlemen use. Theres only me and Ada left indoors now and Hill outside. Its hard to keep the place going, though we do our best, I promise you. 

Im sure you do, Gladys. No one can work miracles.

The two men walked back to the Lodge in silence, with Vic carrying the apples and some food. Marcus couldnt hide the fact that he was exhausted and allowed himself to be persuaded to rest in front of the sitting room fire while Vic bustled round upstairs, making up a bed and unpacking the suitcase. The larder was completely empty and all the furniture covered in dust, but there was wood in the outhouse still, so he could light fires to chase away the feeling of damp and neglect. There was even enough oil to fill a couple of lamps and a packet of candles.

As it grew fully dark Marcus paid Vic, who had more than earned his modest fee. Im grateful for your help. If you can come here tomorrow, take me into Tinsley then stay with me for the whole day, Ill pay you whatever you think right. Itll be easier than taking the train, because I can leave parcels in your cab as I buy things. Im not in a fit state to manage on my own yet, Im afraid. And if you know of anyone who wants a job as cook and general maid . .. 

I may do, sir. Ill ask her. 

Marcus was sorry to see the other man go because the darkness was so quiet and still around the house that he felt as if it was pressing in on him. He boiled the egg and ate a solitary supper, after which, though it was only eight oclock, he made his way painfully up the stairs to the front bedroom, where two earthenware hot water bottles had made a cosy nest of the creaking old bed and taken the dampness out of the bedding. 

Hed expected to lie awake, but exhaustion quickly claimed him and he only had time to wonder what the hell had brought the senior branch of the family so low before he fell into a deep sleep.




Chapter 2



On the tenth of December Serena turned thirty. She made no attempt to celebrate the day or even to remind Ernest that it was her birthday, because she was still pretending to be unwell. Since her mothers death, hed spent every evening at his club, virtually ignoring her. Today hed once again left word that hed be dining at his club that evening and there was no sign of the envelope with five guineas in it which he normally gave her in lieu of a present. She could only presume hed forgotten what day it was. She hoped he had. It would make things easier. 

When informed that her master would be out that evening, Cook said disapprovingly, You should have reminded him that its your birthday, Miss Serena. You shouldnt be on your own today.

It wasnt worth troubling him. Please dont say anything or itll put him in a bad mood. 

Cook shuddered and nodded. All the servants dreaded rousing their masters temper, because although he remained icily calm at all times, he could make the most cutting remarks Serena had ever heard, unerringly pin-pointing a persons weakness and playing on their fears. In his bad moods, hed been known to dismiss maids on the spot for behaving in a manner of which he disapproved. The trouble was, no one knew why he got these sour moods, which seemed to happen out of the blue, so they were hard to prevent.

Serena ate a solitary meal that evening, too nervous to feel hungry even though Cook had made a special effort to please her. She pushed the plate aside then, rather than upset Cook, she cut a large piece of the elaborate birthday cake and dropped it into the hottest part of the fire, using the poker to make sure it was totally consumed. It was a pity to waste food when it was in short supply in the whole country, but she wouldnt like to hurt Cooks feelings. 

When she rang to have the table cleared, she sent the cake back with her compliments and instructions that all the servants were to have a piece. How Cook had got the ingredients for it she had to wonder, but then they always ate better than most folk and she guessed that was because of her fathers black market contacts. 

The evening passed pleasantly. She allowed herself one small glass of his brandy, on the principle of doing something to mark the occasion, and settled down to read the new novel shed bought herself as a birthday present from the bookshop near the station. She kept an eye on the clock and went to bed before he was likely to return. Sometimes he didnt come home till the small hours of the morning, but you could never be sure. 

As she brushed her hair out in front of the dressing table mirror, she turned from side to side, thinking how much more flattering it looked loose. Her mother had always said she had beautiful hair, the dark brown showing auburn highlights. But she always pulled it back into a low, very tight knot which sometimes made her head ache, and she frizzed the short hair at the front into an unflattering fringe, using pipe cleaners. Tonight she wouldnt do that, she decided, because very soon now, she hoped not to be here for him to notice the change. 

Tucking the ends of her hair into her dressing gown, she tried to see what it would look like bobbed. One rather dashing member of their Comforts for the Troops ladies group had had a bob and it had been much admired. It must be so much easier to manage shorter hair.

So now, Serena thought as she climbed into bed, she had turned thirty and was legally mistress of her inheritance. But first shed have to prise it out of him and that would be difficult, she was sure. He liked to control everything in the house, especially money.

And he was going to be furious when she left home, absolutely furious, not because he would miss her but because it would reflect badly on him if she left for any reason other than marriage. 

He would soon realise as well that hed lost a very efficient housekeeper, which she knew she was. Shed taken over that job from her mother years ago and had done it well, but shed never received a word of thanks or praise from him, only blame or cold silences if something didnt please him. She hoped he wouldnt take his anger out on the servants after shed left.

* * * *

The next day Vic arrived at the Lodge at nine oclock prompt to pick up Marcus and take him into Tinsley to see his aunts lawyer.

You look a bit better today, Captain, he said cheerfully.

Against all the odds I slept really well, thank you. I had a piece of dry bread and a couple of apples for breakfast. He pulled a wry face. Well go and see the lawyer first, I think, then do some shopping. Hes a distant relative but I only met him once, when my father died, so cant really remember him: Justin Redway of Bridge Lane.

Whatever you say, sir. Im at your service. Oh, and Vic hesitated, I may have found someone to help you out in the house. Well, its the girl Im going to marry, actually. Shes been working in the munitions factory over the other side of Tinsley, but theyre laying off workers so she needs to find something else. She used to work as a maid at the Hall. Were saving up to get married, but we cant do that till Im earning enough, and even then we have to find a house to rent. Theres a shortage of houses round here because no new ones were built during the war.

Whats your young lady called?

Pearl Diggle, sir. She lives just down the road from you with her parents in that row of seven cottages on the outskirts of the village. Youll want to meet her first, of course, and her mother wants to meet you. He grinned. Bit of a tartar, Mrs Diggle, thinks a lot of her girl. She terrifies the life out of me. Im lodging with Pearls grandmother and shes just the same.

You dont look the terrified sort.

Ah, well, I get on all right with most folk. But I have to watch my step with the Diggles, I can tell you.

When is your young woman free? Can we go round to see her on the way back?

Shell not be home from work till after seven, sir. Ill bring her round to the Lodge later, if thats all right. Oh, and shes a canary. Thought Id better tell you in advance so you arent surprised at how she looks.

I honour the women whove put up with yellow skin for the sake of the war effort. Where would we soldiers have been without them making our shells?

Its her hair that still surprises me, more than her face even, Vic said with another of his grins. Ginger it is at the front now, which isnt flattering. Her hairs dark brown usually, lovely colour. But the ginger will grow out, they say, once shes not handling the TNT and her skin will go back to its normal colour too. She used to have lovely rosy cheeks.

The elderly mare clopped the two miles into Tinsley and Vic dropped Marcus off at the lower end of Bridge Lane. Ill be over there by the river, sir, when youve finished. Theres a horse trough and its quite sheltered. This old girl wont mind a bit of a rest. Shes past working really, but there werent any other horses available when I was setting up. All the good ones got sent off to war, poor things.

Marcus made his way slowly up the narrow street and soon found Justin Redways rooms. There was an elderly clerk in the front room who became very attentive once he found out who this unexpected customer was, fussing over Marcus, offering him a cup of tea and apologising that hed have to wait until Mr Redway had finished with his first client.

Accepting the offer of tea, Marcus went across to a hard, upright chair by the window and sank down on it with a sigh of relief. He was stupidly weak still and probably ought to be resting, only there seemed to be too many problems to sort out and no one but him to do that.

Twenty minutes later he was shown in to see Redway, whom he recognised vaguely, a sprightly gentleman with silver hair, probably in his mid-sixties.

Justin gestured to a chair. I suppose youve come about the will. 

Well, my aunts maid suggested I see you, because someone has to sort things out and I seem to be the only one left.

Yes. She wrote to you about Lawrence dying, I believe?

So she says, but the letter never reached me, Im afraid. I came home yesterday to find my aunt in bed and the Hall very run down. My aunt went into hysterics at the mere sight of me and when I spoke to Gladys, who now seems to be acting as cook, she said the tradesmen hadnt been paid for a while. Obviously there are financial problems so I wondered if there was anything I could do to help.

Hmm. So youre not aware of how things have been left?

Marcus shook his head.

Well, the fact is your cousin Lawrence left everything to you, with the proviso that you provide a home for your aunt and look after her until she dies.

Me? ButLawrence and I didnt get on. He was older than me and used to bully me unmercifully when I was little. I thought hed have left everything to one of the relatives he does like.

There arent many others left now, well not close ones, anyway, and most of them are elderly anddisapproving.

Of what?

His gambling. Lawrence realised he wouldnt make old bones after being gassed so he made a will. He said Justin broke off and shrugged. Well, thats not relevant now.

You may as well tell me everything.

The other gave him a wry smile. Well, Lawrence said itd serve you right if he died before his mother and you were lumbered with her as well as a pile of debts. She was upset about his gambling, tried to get him to stop.

Marcus drew a deep breath. This was getting worse by the minute. Oh. Did he gamble locally?

Oh, yes. He could always find himself a game.

Who with?

Justin hesitated. Its only hearsay.

Tell me.

Fellow called Fleming, another called Hammerton. Theyre the two ringleaders. They use the private rooms at the Gentlemens Club for it, I gather. The war didnt stop them. The Government couldnt ration gambling, after all. Your aunt even confronted Fleming in the street once, haranguing him, though what good she thought that would do, I dont know. Hes not a man to antagonise. 

I dont remember much about him.

Shrewd fellow, made a lot of money in the war.

But you dont sound as if you like him?

Justin shrugged. I dont have much to do with him, except when I try to get a bit of justice for his tenants. He waited a moment, then added, So there you are, proud owner of the Hall. 

Im not sure I even want the place. Perhaps theres someone else it could go to? I was thinking of selling the Lodge and going out to Australia, actually, because I fancy living in a sunnier climate.

Justin grimaced. Im afraid you cant legally turn down the bequest. The Hall is yours whether you want it or not, and if you dont look after things, what will happen to your aunt? She needs caring for, hasnt been well lately, Im afraid. Shes had a hard time of it over the past decade. Your uncle mismanaged things and they had to sell off most of the land. If your cousin had lived much longer, thered have been nothing left for you to inherit, but if youre careful, you may be able to turn things round. Theres still the home farm and a few cottages bringing in rents, plus one or two investments.

Hell and damnation! Marcus couldnt bear to sit still for a minute longer and went across to stare out of the window, grateful when Justin left him in peace for a few moments. He felt helpless as well as angry because you couldnt abandon an elderly relative to her fate or walk away from the family inheritance, and Lawrence had damned well known it. After taking a minute or two longer to calm down, he turned round and limped back to his chair. Youd better give me all the details.

I dont know everything yet. But Ill tell you what Ive found out so far . . . 

When he left the lawyers rooms, Marcus carried a box crammed with papers and his head was spinning with figures. Hed authorised Redway to obtain statements from the various tradesmen of bills unpaid and until he knew the total, he couldnt do much. 

As he walked slowly down the lane to the river, he felt as if hed had a heavy burden placed on his shoulders, not an inheritance.

Vic looked up as he limped across to the cab, gave him one of those shrewd, intelligent looks that seemed to be so much a part of the man. Bad news, sir?

Marcus nodded and stood clutching the box. He couldnt think of this man as an inferior, not after playing with him as a lad. And certainly not after fighting with chaps like him, seeing their bravery, listening to their hopes and fears, holding their hands when they were dying. Not good news, well, I dont think so, anyway. Ive been left the Hall, together with the responsibility of providing for my aunt, but there are debts so things arent going to be easy. I may even have to sell up to pay off the creditors. Im coming back to see Mr Redway after Ive thought things over and well do some proper planning then.

His companion gave him a twisted smile. I wouldnt mind your problems, nonetheless. Youll have a fine house to live in, so youve at least got somewhere to bring a bride.

Ive no intention of marrying until Ive cleared up the mess at the Hall. I havent had much chance to meet eligible young women in the past year or two, and anyway, this will probably put many of them off. Marcus indicated his scarred cheek.

Shouldnt think so. Decent women dont care about things like that.

What do they care about? Money? I shant be rich, either. He smiled and turned up his face to the winter sun for a moment. Ah, I suppose youre right. Im lucky really. Its justI was going to sell up and go out to Australia, so Im feeling a bit disappointed.

Too hot for me out there, I reckon, from what Ive heard. Besides ... Vic looked across the river towards the blue-green outlines of the moors in the distance,  . .. this is home.

Where did you serve?

Mostly in France.

Rank?

Vic hesitated, then said, Sergeant. They were going to send me to officer school last year, but this happened and I got discharged instead. He gestured towards his leg.

You must have done well.

The other shrugged. I did my duty, we all did. What choice did we have?

They didnt promote just anyone. My cousin Lawrence remained a lieutenant for years, right until he was invalided out. And look, Id prefer it if you stopped calling me sir from now on. After what weve both been through, such distinctions seem stupid to me. We were always Vic and Marcus when we were lads, lets keep it that way?

Are you sure?

Yes. At the others nod of agreement, he added, Ive a proposition to make you, Vic, and a job offer of sorts. Itd bring in more than driving a cab and thered be living quarters with it.

Im very interested in that, sirI mean, Marcus.

Good. Lets find some tea rooms and get something to eat and drink. Im ravenous this morning.

They left the horse and cab in the charge of an old man, whose eyes brightened at the offer of a shilling for minding them, and went up to Yorkshire Road to Tinsleys only tea room.

Marcus leaned back in his chair. Im ravenous. Havent been so hungry for weeks, actually. 

Well, theyll only be small scones, Vic warned him. Rationing, you know. Theres a fixed size to what this place can serve with morning tea, one and a half ounces of bread or cake, not both. I found out when I got back that they feed the troops much better than they do the civilians.

Then how the hell do I get a decent meal?

Well go and register you with the grocer and butcherthey did give you a ration book when you left the convalescent home, didnt they?

Yes.

Then well buy some food and take it back to Pearls mother. Mrs Diggle will cook it for you and make it spin out. Its not a meatless day todayWednesday and Fridays, those are outside Londonso you may be able to get something at the butchers. 

A surly waitress brought their food and slopped away again in shoes that seemed too loose. They were the only customers at the moment, so could talk freely.

About this offer of yours . . .  Vic prompted.

Im not sure of the details yet, but Im definitely going to need help. You can tell me what youd consider a suitable wageI have some money of my own saved so you neednt be afraid I wont be able to pay youand I can offer you and Pearl accommodation at the Hall. God knows, there are enough rooms there gathering dust. Its one thing I have plenty ofspace. If I move into the Hall, I can rent out the Lodge and thatll bring in something. If Pearl could help out in the house as well and Id pay her the going wage. 

What would I be doing exactly?

Marcus spread his hands wide in an admission of uncertainty. Anything and everything. And so will I, once Ive recovered. Part of the time you could ply your trade with the cab. Theres be some physical work, even digging in the garden if necessary, though not as much of that at this time of year. Then you could drive me around. Who knows what else? It wont be like the old days of being in service, I promise you, wed be working as a team. I couldnt treat a fellow soldier as an inferior, or a woman whos worked in munitions either.

Vics face creased into a grin and he held out his hand. I accept your offer, Marcus. 

As the two men solemnly shook hands, he added, Sounds more interesting than driving a cab, which means a lot of hanging around, and to be frank I get bored. It was all I could think of to do, though, because Pearl wont move away from Horton. Fond of her family, she is. And well, Id do anything to keep her.

Which reminds me, theres plenty of room in the stables for your horse and the cab too, if youve bought it.

Good. I wont have to pay for stabling then. If theres a vehicle in the stables for getting around in, I could maybe sell the cab. His expression grew thoughtful. Or even Ill let someone else pay me to use it. There wont be a lot of petrol available for a while yet, so we cant get a motor car, which would be the best form of transport. When Marcus said nothing, Vic looked sideways, wondering if hed taken too much on himself. But his companion was smiling at him.

I can see I picked the right man to work with me. Any ideas you get, trot them out, Vic lad. Any profits they lead to, well share. Nothing like a team for getting things done.

For the first time since his return, Marcus experienced a feeling of hope and a sense that he wasnt alone, that he could make a decent future for himself. Right then, lets go and buy some food and on the way back, we can visit your young womans mother.

They both stood up and without another word being needed, turned and left the tea room, Marcus paying. He stood for a minute or two in Yorkshire Road, looking along it at the shops, the small, square three-storey Town Hall, with the major bank next to it, and beyond them the comfortable villas of the better-off folk. He was glad this place hadnt changed too much.

* * * *

The day after her birthday Serena put on her new black mourning clothes, pulling the felt hat down to an unflattering angle and fastening the belt loosely around her waist instead of fashionably above it. Since she had deliberately had the skirt made too long, the outfit was unflattering, even worse with the full-skirted top coat shed chosen, which was very bulky and came down to six inches above the skirt. She nodded approval of her reflection and went down to tell Cook she was going shopping. In reality she intended to look for a lawyer of her own. 

It was only now shed turned thirty that her godmothers will allowed her to have full control over her inheritance, and she was nervous about what she was doing, terrified of word getting back to her father before shed moved out. No, she had to stop calling him thathe wasnt her father, thank goodness! Fleming, thats what shed call him, though not to his face. 

In such a small Lancashire town, there werent many lawyers to choose from. She couldnt use the family lawyer, so intended to consult a man whose premises were just off the main street. Shed met him socially and hed seemed quite friendly. 

He greeted her with a smile. What can I do for you, Miss Fleming?

I need a lawyer.

He blinked at her in surprise. But surely you already have a family lawyerPearson?

I need my own lawyer to help me deal with my inheritance.

Does your father know youre here?

No. This has nothing to do with him.

Then it ought to. I suggest you go home and ask him to help you with your inheritance. Its most unsuitable for you to be going to strangers about this when your own father is a respected businessman in this town.

But

And anyway, Im rather busy at present, cant take on any new clients. Let me show you out.

I can find my own way. But she stopped him opening the door, looking at him very sternly. I expect everything Ive said to you today to be treated in the strictest confidence, as is my legal right. And if it isnt, I shall take steps . . . 

He turned red and puffed out his plump cheeks. Believe me, Ive no intention of revealing your foolishness to anyone, Miss Fleming, let alone upsetting your father by revealing your disloyalty to him.

She knew what that meant. He didnt want to get on the wrong side of Ernest Fleming. Shed hoped a man of his status wouldnt be afraid of her father, but he clearly was. What had Fleming done to inspire such fear?

She went into the tea room and ordered a pot, sitting thoughtfully over it as she considered her problem. She wasnt going to give in, but she had to have a lawyer to help her. Surely there was someone in Tinsley who wasnt afraid of Fleming? Yes, shed heard her father mention one scornfully from time to time. What was his name? Oh, it was on the tip of her tongue. Why could she not remember it? And how was she to find him without revealing what she was doing? 

When she left the tea room, she turned into a side street that she rarely used. It led down to the river and she thought shed have a stroll along by the water, because it was quite a fine day for the time of year. She couldnt bear to go home yet, especially since shed failed to do what shed come out for. 

Shed passed the sign before it occurred to her that this might be a place to start seeking help. She turned and went back to stare at a huge piece of yellowing card which covered most of the shop window, saying in large purple letters WSPC. Bows of mauve and green ribbon, somewhat faded, adorned each corner. 

She glanced up and down the street before entering, because it could be disastrous for her plans if anyone who knew her father saw her getting involved with the Womens Social and Political Union. They would certainly tell him about that and the mere idea of votes for women was heresy, as far as he was concerned. 

Her heart was thumping with nervousness as she stood just inside the doorway, but the three women sitting chatting around a low table covered in papers looked nothing like the unnatural harridans her father insisted those women were.

The oldest of them had greying hair, a lined face and a vividly alive expression. She stood up and came towards the newcomer with a friendly smile. First visit to our den of iniquity, is it?

Serena tried to summon up an answering smile but was too worried. Yes. Iumneed some information and was hoping someone here might be able to help me. She hesitated, glancing across to the other two, not wanting to reveal her business in so public a place.

The woman studied her, head on one side, then said quietly, Come upstairs, my dear. We can talk privately there.

Serena followed her up some narrow, twisting stairs, whose bare wood creaked under their feet. The front room at the top was small and furnished as an office, with a big sofa at one end. 

When they were sitting down on this, her companion said, Im Evadne Blair.

Serena Fleming. 

The other woman looked surprised for a moment, clearly recognising the name, but didnt comment. Its obvious you dont want to waste time with small talk, Miss Fleming, so tell me immediately what your problem is. If you need help and I can give it, itll be my pleasure. If we women cant support one another, its a sad state of affairs.

When Serena had finished explaining, Evadne gave her another of those warm, conspiratorial smiles. It isnt easy to rebel with a father like yours, is it?

No. No, it isnt.

I do know a lawyer who might help you, but hes not a polite sort of man.

I dont care if hes the rudest man on earth as long as he can help me take back control of my inheritance from my father. Without it, theres no way I can be independent.

Evadne stood up. I have a cousin whos a lawyer, Justin Redway.

Thats the name Ive been trying to remember. Ive heard my father mention him once or twice.

The other woman chuckled. He wont have been saying anything complimentary then. Look, theres no time like the present. Why dont I take you round to meet him? 

Thank you. Serena followed her outside, greatly relieved. 

Redways rooms proved to be much shabbier than those of the other lawyer Serena had visited, being merely the ground floor of a large terraced house in the next narrow thoroughfare, which was called Bridge Lane. Judging by the row of brass signs outside, it was used as a place of business by several other people as well, but the ground floor was separate and seemed to be occupied wholly by Mr Redway. The clerk occupying the room nearest the street was elderly, his clothes shabby, his expression shrewd. He led them through to the rearmost office, which looked out on to a small back garden. 

Evadne walked forward, hand extended. Well, Cousin Justin, Ive brought Miss Fleming to see you. She needs some legal help.

Redway looked at her in surprised. Fleming?

Evadne nodded. Let her explain. Shes trying to rebel.

Ah. Well, Im very much in favour of rebellion against tyrants, he said with a smile, gesturing to a chair.

Serena liked him at once. His clothes might be shabby and his shirt collar crumpled above a carelessly knotted tie, but like his cousins, his face had the glow of good health and confidence, and also kindness. Once gain she explained her situation. 

I have to warn you that your father hates even the sight of me.

May I ask why?

Because hes a bad landlord and doesnt do repairs if he can help it. Ive acted on behalf of his tenants from time to time.

She didnt know what to say to that. All she knew of her fathers business interests was what shed heard at dinner parties or overheard at home, because he didnt believe in discussing such things with the female members of his family.

I have to ask if youre sure you want to go through with this, Miss Fleming? It wont be easy for you. Your father has a reputation for being hard on those who cross him.

I believe its my only chance of happiness, though I hope to leave home before he finds out what Im doing.

How can you refuse a plea like that, Justin? Evadne said lightly.

I cant. Tell me about your inheritance, Miss Fleming. Of what does it consist?

She could feel her cheeks growing warm and was embarrassed to admit, Im not exactly sure. An annuity and a few other bits and pieces. Thats what my father always called them, but when I asked for details he said Id no need to know and wouldnt understand financial matters anyway. 

Her cheeks grew even hotter. At the time it would have done no good to press for an explanation. Hed have grown angry and taken it out on my mother, who was an invalid. Anyway, I could do nothing about the inheritance until I was thirty, so it would have been pointless to insist. 

He looked at her black clothing. And now your mothers dead.

It wasnt a question. Well, everyone in town must know that Ernest Flemings wife had died. It had been a very ostentatious funeral.

Have you actually turned thirty?

Yesterday. He forgot it was my birthday, but when he remembers, Im sure hell want me to sign papers that allow him to continue handling things, so I feel I have to get away quickly.

Justins grin was that of a street urchin about to steal an apple. Well, if youre sure you have the courage to go through with this, Ill take great pleasure in helping you escape, Miss Fleming.

Serena sagged back in her chair in relief. She liked Mr Redway and felt better not to have to face her father without support. Thank you so much. Ive been making plans and now I must find somewhere else to live. I suppose I can book into a hotel, but I need somewhere to send my trunks and boxes and theres no one I can trust. Can you suggest anywhere? Im sure my father will make it difficult for me to retrieve any of my possessions from home once I leave, so I thought Id send them away before he finds out what Im doing. Ill say Im disposing of my mothers things but send mine away instead.

You can send them here, if you like. They can sit in the middle room which only contains a few layers of dust because I never did find myself a partner.

Are you sure?

Of course I am.

Serena should have felt happy as she made her way home, because shed solved two of her immediate problems, but she was too filled with apprehension. What if someone had seen her today going into Justin Redways rooms? What if things went wrong before she got away? 

What would her father do when she left? Something dreadful, she was sure.

She wasnt used to acting on her own, might make mistakesno, would make mistakes. But she mustnt let the fear of that stop her. Her whole lifes happiness was at stake here.

* * * *

When his new client had left, Justin cocked one eyebrow at Evadne. Poor downtrodden thing. She must have had a hell of a life with him. Think shell hold firm?

We can but give her the chance. Thanks for agreeing to help, Justin.

You know how I love to tweak that fellows tail.

Yes. And one day hell pay you back for it.

Hell have to catch me first.

Well, its a good sign that shes planning carefully ahead, finding a lawyer, getting her clothes out of the house, dont you think?

He grimaced. If the rest of her clothes are as unflattering as that hideous tent of a garment she was wearing today, shed be better throwing them away and buying new ones.

Maybe I can help her with that later.

My dear cousin, you cant help the whole world.

I can try to help the female half of it, though.

* * * *

The next morning Serenas father said over breakfast. You should have reminded me about your birthday.

You seemed busy. And you know I dont care for a fuss being made.

Im always busy, but the money your aunt left you comes into your own hands when youre thirty. Its only a modest legacy but youll still need me to manage it for you. Ill have the necessary papers drawn up by my lawyer. You can come to my office the day after tomorrow to sign them.

She said nothing, merely inclining her head. As she poured his second cup of tea, she said casually, If its all right with you, Father, Ill send mothers clothes to a charity for governesses whove fallen on hard times. Ive found some old trunks and boxes that we dont use. Theres nothing of hers you want to keep, is there?

What? Oh yes, do see to that for me. Excellent idea. Youre too plump to wear any of her things, thats for sure. He looked at her with disfavour. 

She lowered her eyes and forced herself to eat, though the food tasted like cardboard. She was living in a permanent state of apprehension and would until she got away from Tinsley, as far away as she could manage, somewhere he wouldnt be able to find her.

* * * *

In her bedroom later that morning Serena looked at the trunks and boxes which she and her mothers maid, now working as a housemaid, had carried down from the attic after her father had gone to work. Shed told Ruby these were for her mothers clothes, which had also been brought into her room, to the maids surprise.

Do you think well need all these boxes, miss?

I was thinking of getting rid of some of my own old clothes at the same time. Would you like something of my mothers to remember her by? Youre near enough her size.

Ruby gaped at her, then stared at the clothes longingly. Are you sure, miss?

Yes, of course. You can choose what you want, but youll have to take them away today, because my father wants me to send the rest to a charity at once.

Ruby chose two of the simpler gowns. Youre sure the master doesnt mind me having them, miss? I dont want to upset him.

They both knew that Ernest would definitely not approve of a maid wearing his dead wifes clothes.

What he doesnt know wont upset him, Serena said lightly. Maybe Cook will give you an hour off to take these things home. Tell her I said its all right. You might like to alter them a little, thoughthe trimming, the frills and so onjust to make sure no one recognises them. She knew Ruby was shrewd enough to understand what she was getting at.

Yes, miss. And thank you.

Serena watched the maid bundle up her new possessions, glad to have made someone happy. Well, Ruby had been a tower of strength during her mothers long years of illness and deserved some reward for that. Ill ring when I need you. I find this upsetting and would rather be on my own as I do it.

She locked her bedroom door and went quickly through her mothers clothes, setting aside a few garments which might perhaps suit her if they were altered then hanging the rest in her wardrobe. As she packed her own clothes in the trunks, she grimaced at how dull a collection they were. Only her underclothing was pretty, a small vanity. Well, these clothes would have to do until she had time and money to buy new ones or could alter some of them. She also packed her favourite books, trinkets and a few mementoes.

When the carrier arrived late that afternoon, Serena dealt with him herself. He wasnt the man her father normally used but someone she had seen in the street. Shed stopped him to book his services. She doubted any of the servants would even remember his name because it wasnt written on the side of his cart. 

After paying him, she stood watching at the front door, heedless of the cold, as he drove off along Cavendish Terrace then turned down the hill to leave the boxes in Mr Redways rooms. It was silly, really, but she kept thinking something would happen to stop her getting her things away.

She looked up at the grey sky and took a deep breath of fresh air before she closed the door. It tasted of freedom, unlike the house which was always stuffy because he didnt like draughts. 

She didnt sleep at all well that night.

Could she do it? Did she dare? Would he find out and stop her?

* * * *

Mrs Diggle greeted Vic warmly, found a wizened apple for the old horse and tutted in dismay to think of poor Mr Graye being hungry. And you wounded for your country too, she said indignantly as she installed the two men to one side of her kitchen fire. Well, well soon have something for you to eat. Good job its baking day, though its not what Id like to set before you, given the restrictions on using flour.

I cant take your food rations! Marcus protested, having seen for himself today how little was allocated to each person.

She drew herself up, seeming suddenly much larger and far more intimidating. I hope youre not refusing my hospitality, Mr Graye!

He found himself disinclined to argue with her and saw Vic hiding a smile.

When they left, they were both full of meat and potato pie, followed by scones which had even had a small dab of butter on them. Marcus had left some of his provisions behind and been promised a pan of stew, which would delivered to the Lodge before tea time by Mrs Diggles youngest. 

Vic grinned at him. Told you what she was like. You find yourself doing what she says whether you intended to or not. Shes a good-hearted soul, even if she is bossy, always the first to help out in times of trouble.

And shes a superb cook. How did she get food to spare when theyre so short at the Hall?

Theres a lot of swapping goes on round here. People grow things or breed animals, and dont see why they shouldnt have a small share for their trouble. Theres no profiteering, though. They dont sell the extra stuff. I dont blame them, either. Theyve worked damned hard during the war years, women and old men mucking in with the outside work.

The inside of the Lodge looked even more shabby and run-down after Mrs Diggle cosy little house. 

I think I need a rest, Marcus confessed as he limped across to sink into a chair. Ill sit and read through these papers the lawyer gave me, then maybe well go across to the Hall later and do an inspection. I need to have a picture in my mind of what the whole place is like, not my youthful memories but an adults view.

While youre resting, Ill nip across to the stables and have a word with Hill, then see if theres anything left to salvage in the vegetable garden. Ive been itching to search through it ever since yesterday. Its amazing what you can find thats still edible if a gardens been planted properly, even at this time of year. And Im sure I saw some late apples still hanging on some of the trees in the orchard. Even if theyre wizened they can be used for cooking. If theyre not needed at the Hall, maybe we could offer them to Mrs Diggle? Shell organise for them to be picked and put to good use, Im sure. Ill be back in about an hour.

When Vic returned, Marcus was asleep and the fire had died down. He set some small pieces of wood on it quietly, but inevitably woke the other man. Sorry. But theres a cold wind blowing outside and youll need to keep a good fire burning because this place still feels damp.

Marcus yawned and stretched. How are the gardens?

There are cabbages and a few leeks, and though the slugs have got to them, you can always cut the bad bits out. Hill says they did manage to dig up most of the potatoes and earth them, so there should be enough potatoes to last you through the winter, and there are even some strings of onions. He plaited them in the evenings and theyre hanging in the barn, which is nice and dry. Next year, we can plant the garden properly and provide most of our own vegetables.

Next year, Marcus said wonderingly. Isnt it wonderful to be able to say next year with confidence? 

They both stood for a moment contemplating that miracle, because for a few years theyd neither of them been able to say tomorrow with certainty. 

Marcus pushed himself upright, willing himself to ignore the pain and find the energy to move. Right then. Lets go and inspect the Hall, find out exactly what Ive inherited.

Are you sure you want me to come with you?

Yes. I may need your help andwell, its good to have company when one is raising old ghosts.

Gladys was working in the kitchen and smiled when Marcus explained what he was doing there. Im glad you inherited the old place, sir.

The men walked round the ground floor, finding three sitting rooms, a small dining room which the family used to take their meals and a formal dining room with heavy mahogany furniture and a massive table with extra leaves stored underneath it. 

How many people could you seat at this table? Vic wondered.

More than I shall ever invite here, Marcus muttered, not liking the sombre darkness of the wood-panelled walls which seemed to soak up all the available light.

Beyond the kitchen and pantries were the housekeepers bedroom and sitting room, currently unoccupied.

These might suit you and Pearl, Marcus suggested. 

Vics face brightened because the rooms were spacious and already furnished. Ill bring her to look round, if thats all right.

Of course its all right.

Upstairs, one of the two wings had four large bedrooms, in one of which his aunt Pamela was still keeping to her bed, and the other had six smaller rooms, two of which had been used as a schoolroom and nursery. There was a bathroom in each wing with antiquated fittings and rusty stains on the baths.

Dont they use these any more? Vic whispered, trying to turn a tap and finding it difficult. When he did succeed, water gushed out, wetting his arm. Its very old-fashioned. 

I think my aunt made my uncle install the bathrooms. They were probably the very latest thing then. But they dont look to have been used much lately.

On the second floor were the servants quarters on one side, even smaller rooms than the west wing, with no bathroom here. Piles of discarded furniture and other detritus from former generations of Lonnerdens filled the big open space over the other wing of the house. Between the two areas was a place with tiers of slatted shelves where fruit was stored, apples mainly. The smell reminded Marcus of the harvest home services held in the small church when he was a lad. 

A narrow staircase led up to the roof and he forced himself up it, even though his leg and side were aching fiercely now. Somehow it seemed important to take proper possession of his inheritance. In the upper attic they found two rooms, some shabby travelling trunks and a tallboy missing one foot and standing on a brick. A door led outside to a short railed walkway which gave access to the roof and also provided sweeping views of the meadows and farmland, with the moors in the distance.

The two men stood there, side by side. 

Home, Marcus said softly. 

It didnt need any other words to express their feelings. 

After a while Vic pointed. There are some tiles missing and cracked. 

Marcus nodded. Well get a tiler in to check it all out. He turned. I think Ive had enough looking round for now.

Dont you want to look over the cellars?

Why bother? Gladys said they were nearly empty. My uncle and cousin apparently drank the wine cellar dry. He started going carefully down the narrow stairs. Id better see the village doctor tomorrow. Im going to need these dressings changing.

Old Dr Hindhurst died. We dont have a doctor in the village any more. Youll have to go into Tinsley. Dr Marsh came out of retirement when his son went to war, or theres Dr Tolson.

Marcus sighed. I dont like Tolson, so lets try Marsh. Perhaps you can take me there tomorrow morning?

I also need to vote, sir. First time Ive been entitled and Im not going to miss doing it.

I shant be able to, because I wasnt in time to register here. Never mind. Next time.
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