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The story of Josephine Cox is as extraordinary as anything in her
novels. Born in a cotton-mill house in Blackburn, she was one of ten
children. Growing up, her life was full of tragedy and hardship –
but not without love and laughter. At the age of sixteen, Josephine
met and married her husband Ken, and had two sons. When the
boys started school, she decided to go to college and eventually
gained a place at Cambridge University. She was unable to take
this up as it would have meant living away from home, but she
went into teaching – and started to write her first full-length novel.
 Over the years, her gritty and inspirational stories, taken from the tapestry of life, have
become Sunday Times bestsellers, and they continue to enthral
readers everywhere.
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I wrote this story while my house was filled with big handsome men. Most of the time covered in dust and dirt and wearing boots the size of barges, they cheerfully went about their labours, drinking gallons of tea and chatting while they worked. They always had a smile, even when I constantly caused ‘little’ changes in their schedules: such as asking for extra windows, or the moving of an airing cupboard with all its paraphernalia from one side of the house to the other, re-positioning of doors, and moving ceiling lights from their designated areas in the kitchen. They didn’t even complain when I ‘lost’ an item of their equipment while trying to secure a flyaway tarpaulin in a high wind.

There were times when I almost reached screaming pitch; when the rain came down and mud was walked in all over my floors; when the hammering reverberated in my brain until I couldn’t think straight; when next door’s cat swung from the scaffolding, squaring her black hairy shoulders at my own poor confused moggy, who was prepared to defend her territory to the death.

Every day I marvel at the skill with which my humble cottage is being transformed. I give a heartfelt thank you to you all with your tousled hair, grimy, smiling faces and hob-nailed boots – every man a hero. How could I dedicate this book to anyone else?




PART ONE

1956

Fear




Chapter One

With trembling fingers Sonny picked up the receiver for the third time. Again she hesitated. How in God’s name could she expect anyone to believe her? What she had overheard was so bizarre, so unreal, she could hardly believe it herself.

She laughed, but it was a dry harsh sound. ‘You always had a talent for picking the wrong man,’ she told her reflection in the hallway mirror, ‘but this time you’ve found the devil himself!’

A tide of emotions rippled through her as she recalled the conversation she had just heard. She was angry. Angry with him. Angry with herself. But more than that, she was desperately afraid.

Tony Bridgeman had deceived her, in a way so cruel and evil she could never have envisaged it.

Tears sprang to her eyes. Impatiently she brushed them away. ‘You should go to the police,’ she said aloud. But then she dismissed the idea. ‘They won’t believe you either. You’re not talking about being battered or raped. You haven’t been robbed or threatened, and as far as you know Mr Tony Bridgeman has never broken the law in his life.’ She spoke his name bitterly. Her expression hardened. ‘In fact, the bastard’s done nothing that would interest the police; except to plan a murder, and no one would ever believe that.’

She didn’t know which way to turn. ‘You can’t deal with this on your own, Sonny,’ she decided aloud. ‘This isn’t the age-old tale of a man choosing his wife over his lover. This is far more sinister.’

Shuddering, she glanced round, as though fearing he might be in the room, watching her. Listening.

She couldn’t understand why she hadn’t suspected anything. Dear God, she must have been blind. But then love was blind! But, oh, if she hadn’t gone there today . . .! Her heart turned over. Laughing nervously, gazing at her own image in the hall mirror, she quipped, ‘You know what they say, don’t you? Eavesdroppers never hear good of themselves.’

It was ironic. She’d gone to his house, full of excitement at the thought of their snatching a few minutes alone. She’d wanted to share her wonderful news. The news they had both been waiting for. Well, now she knew, didn’t she? Knew him for the monster he was; his wife too. She remembered how they had laughed; what they had planned. Her blood turned to ice. Even now, with the shock subsiding and her reason returning, the truth was too awful to contemplate.

She had gone to his house, her heart brimming with hope for the future. She had left in a daze, filled with dread as she drove down the road like a maniac. Funny, she thought, how love could turn to hate. But then, they did say love and hate were two sides of the same coin.

She glanced at the door. ‘Hurry, Martha,’ she muttered. Her gaze shifted back to the mirror. Her own image stared back, white-faced and stark. In the eerie silence, the insistent ticking of the grandfather clock was the only note of reassurance. The soft rhythm mingled with the beat of her own heart. And that of the child inside her.

Instinctively she laid a hand across the gentle mound of her stomach. ‘Ssh!’ In calming the unborn, she also calmed herself. ‘Think, Sonny,’ she whispered. ‘What to do? What to do?’

Frustrated, she dropped the receiver into its cradle and began pacing the floor. ‘I should go to the police,’ she muttered bitterly. Deep down she prayed she was wrong; that tomorrow would come and everything would be normal, that he would smile at her and all her fears would melt away. She thought about his smile, that wonderful handsome smile that had won her to him. ‘Evil bastard!’ In that moment she could have killed him with her bare hands. Hands that couldn’t stop trembling. Hands that had caressed every inch of his body.

Reaching into the dresser drawer, she took out a packet of cigarettes and a lighter – a slim gold lighter engraved with the words ‘To my lovely Sonny’. Impulsively she threw it to the far end of the room, where it bounced off the carpet and slid beneath the jardinière.

A shadow crossed the glazed front door. Nervously she swung round, peering through the glass. ‘Martha?’ She stepped forward, waiting. Praying it was not him. A moment passed. There was no one there. She reached into the drawer once more, groped around and swore. ‘Bugger it!’ Having thrown down the lighter, she couldn’t find any matches.

Snatching up the pack of cigarettes, she strode into the sitting room and went to the fireplace. On tiptoe she searched the high mantelpiece, her fingers creeping from one side to the other. With a sigh of relief, she took down a box of matches. While she lit the cigarette her hands shook uncontrollably. Hurry, Martha! Where was she?

Pausing a moment, she considered her options. But there was no real choice left to her. Frustrated, she seated herself in the wicker chair beside the door. This morning she had woken and thrown open the curtains to another beautiful late-spring day, happy that she was going to work, excited as a child because she would see him.

On the frequent occasions when Tony Bridgeman came into the main office he would thrill her with discreet, suggestive glances. At lunchtime they would get into their cars and drive away in different directions, to meet a few moments later in Aspley Woods. In his roomy Jaguar they would sit and talk and kiss, making plans for a future together. And often, when there were no walkers around, they would get into the back and make love. To her it was wonderful. To him it was all part of a greater plan.

Right from the first she hated all the secrecy, but he was adamant. It was ‘a necessary, but temporary, arrangement,’ he said. ‘No one must know, not until I’ve made the break with Celia and we’re free to spend the rest of our lives together.’

He had promised her the world. And, like a fool, she had believed him. After all, this was his child growing inside her.

She’d desperately needed to believe in him. But on reflection, there had been many times when she’d felt misgivings. Doubting his word. Doubting his love. Little things had made her insecure. Like the time she discovered by chance that he’d ordered two dozen red roses to be delivered to his wife on their anniversary. Another time she had taken her Aunt Martha out for a birthday meal, only to see Tony and his wife hidden away in a corner, enjoying a candlelit dinner and looking for all the world like a couple madly in love. Little things. None of them betraying a deeper madness.

As the shock began to subside and the truth dawned at last, she felt incredibly weary. Sinking into the armchair by the fireside she leaned her head into her hands and closed her eyes, trying to shut out the truth, trying to decide what to do.

Desperate for Martha to come home, she went to the window and looked out. The evening was sultry. The small garden that she adored was filled with blossom; the roses intermingled, creating a breathtaking array of colour. The hydrangeas bowed beneath the weight of huge pink flowers. Two greenfinches fluttered on to the cherry tree, softly chattering to each other.

Entranced, she opened the window. The heady scent from the nicotianas filled the room. She leaned out, enjoying the late sun on her face. Startled, the greenfinches flew away. Alone again, she closed the window. The familiar cottage felt eerie and deserted. Night was closing in fast.

Agitated, she paced the floor, back and forth. Coming into the hallway she glanced at the grandfather clock. It was ten minutes past nine. ‘She should have been home by now!’

In a moment Sonny was outside, walking down the path to the white-painted gate. Her anxious eyes scoured the street. Still no sign of that homely little woman who, since her parents’ death, had been like a mother to her.

Suddenly there she was, waddling up the lane, a familiar figure in a blue linen coat and red-patterned neckerchief The colours clashed blindingly, but Martha was never one to be bothered about style or fashion. When Sonny had once tried to persuade her into something more fashionable, Martha had put her well and truly in her place. ‘I’ll wear what’s comfortable, and that’s that!’ she’d declared firmly, and experience showed she would not change her mind.

Sonny was greatly relieved to see her. A small round body with flyaway brown curls, Martha Moon was well known hereabouts. Outspoken to a fault, but with a warm, generous heart, she was loved by all who knew her. Sixty-eight years of age, she still had a naughty twinkle in her bright blue eyes and a zest for life that left others breathless.

As she approached her beloved cottage, Martha chatted to the big ginger cat strolling by her feet. ‘Come to meet me, have you?’ she asked, touching his ear with the tips of her podgy fingers. ‘I ain’t brought you nothing, so you needn’t roll your saucy eyes at me,’ she teased.

Calmed by the sight of her aunt, Sonny turned away. Leaning on the gate, she looked back at the cottage. It was a picture-postcard place, with crooked chimneys and leaning walls, lead-light windows and pretty floral curtains. Filled with old oak beams that sagged in the middle, it had been in the family for generations. Aunt Martha and her own dear mother had grown up in it. Now it was stamped with Martha’s cheerful personality and Sonny had found contentment in it. She had come to love it, just as she had come to love Martha.

A thought struck her. It would be too dangerous to stay here now and, knowing Martha, that dear soul would probably insist on coming with her. ‘It’s no good,’ she decided with a sinking heart. Much as she needed to confide in someone, she realised now it could not be Martha. ‘I can’t tell her,’ she muttered aloud. ‘I can’t ask Martha to shoulder such a responsibility.’

She was startled when a familiar voice chided, ‘Talking to yourself is a sign of madness.’

Sonny opened the gate to let her aunt in. ‘That’s not true, is it?’ She needed reassurance. Maybe it wasn’t Tony Bridgeman who was mad. Maybe it was her.

Martha’s homely face crinkled into a smile. ‘’Course it ain’t true!’ she scolded. ‘If it were, I’d be mad as a hatter. I’m always chattering to myself.’ She came through the gate. ‘Old Lizzie Trent’s been making remarks about my surname again,’ she revealed impatiently. ‘Wants to know how I came by such an unusual name as “Moon”. Says the only person she’s ever heard called Moon was hanged twenty years ago for murder, and she wouldn’t be surprised if it was a relative of mine!’

‘You two always seem to rub each other up the wrong way.’

Martha chuckled. ‘She’ll think twice in future,’ she announced proudly. ‘I told her straight . . . you’re more suited to the name than I am, Lizzie Trent, on account of you having a backside the size of a full moon!’

Happy to be home, delighted because she had dealt with the interfering busybody who wouldn’t leave her alone, and tickled pink because she’d won five pounds at bingo, she erupted in a fit of giggles. She giggled while she waddled up the path; she giggled as they went into the house; and she was still giggling while Sonny made the tea.

When, a short time later, they were seated at the old oak table in the kitchen, she told Sonny, ‘I think I’ll give up the bingo.’

Sonny argued that she said the same thing every week, and every week she went back. ‘You meet your friends there,’ she reminded her. ‘With me at work all day it’s the only chance you get for a good old chinwag.’ That was another reason why she couldn’t tell Martha the truth. If that dear soul insisted on moving from here, it would be a terrible wrench.

Martha regarded her discreetly. ‘Is everything all right?’ she asked. Like an old fox, she could smell trouble.

‘Everything’s fine,’ Sonny lied, but she felt the flush of guilt creep up her neck.

‘That’s good.’ Sensing Sonny’s anxiety, but waiting for her to confide in her own good time, Martha talked about this and that, none of it important. ‘Did you have a good day at work?’ she asked eventually.

‘Busy.’

‘You like your work, don’t you?’ Martha had an idea what was worrying her niece. In fact she’d noticed it for some time now.

‘It’s a job, that’s all.’

Martha wisely made no reply. Instead she sipped her tea, observing Sonny through worried blue eyes. ‘A penny for them,’ she said cheerfully.

Sonny painted on a smile. If she thought it hid the heartache beneath, she was wrong.

While Martha chatted, Sonny’s thoughts were back in Tony Bridgeman’s house. In her mind’s eye she could see herself crouching beneath the window, peering in, unable to come to terms with what she was hearing.

Martha watched, and wondered. She suspected Sonny was pregnant, but sensed there was more to her unease than that. There was something more disturbing here than having a child out of wedlock – though that was trouble enough.

Martha looked at her niece straight in the eye. ‘You seem worried, my dear. It’s nothing to do with John Chapman, is it?’

Visibly shaken, Sonny reminded her, ‘That was a long time ago. John Chapman is a happily married man now, with two young babies.’ She laughed scornfully. ‘I was never very good at choosing the right men.’

Martha wasn’t being cruel. She was gently reminding Sonny how easily relationships could go wrong. John Chapman had hurt her, yes. But that was water under the bridge – a girlish fling that was never meant to be serious. This was serious. She and Tony. Sonny tried to shut out reality. ‘I see John in the street quite often,’ she informed Martha. ‘We pass the time of day. There’s nothing there. There never really was.’

‘And now?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean . . . is there a boyfriend?’ She didn’t really need to ask. She had seen Sonny blossom over the past year. Lately she had heard her being sick in the mornings. And now she saw the little tell-tale signs in those pretty green eyes. Something bad had happened. Something worse than before.

Blushing to the roots of her hair, Sonny avoided the question. ‘I’ll be twenty-five soon . . . a bit too old to have a boyfriend.’ Many times she’d wanted to tell Martha about him, but he wouldn’t let her.

Martha was not so easily distracted. ‘You would tell me if there was anything worrying you?’ she asked anxiously.

‘I always have.’ At. least that was the truth. Until now.

Sensing that she had pressed far enough, Martha collected her crossword book from the drawer. Returning to her chair, she perched her spectacles on the end of her nose and pretended to concentrate on the clues.

Pouring them each another cup of tea, Sonny switched on the radio. Maybe he had been arrested. Maybe they had found him out and he was locked away. Don’t be stupid! she told herself. How could anyone else know? The realisation rose like a black cloud inside her.

There was no help coming.

The Nine o’clock News began with protests by the USSR about US aircraft overflying their territory.

‘When will they learn to trust each other?’ Sonny muttered, switching the radio off.

‘When will we all learn to trust each other?’ Martha asked without looking up.

Sonny knew what she was getting at and felt ashamed. ‘I think I’ll go up to bed soon,’ she said, clearing away the empty teacups. ‘I’ve a feeling tomorrow will be a heavy day.’ She still didn’t know what to do. She certainly couldn’t go into work, and she couldn’t stay here. Like it or not, she had to consider Martha in all of this. She had to make plans. And quickly.

For a while each woman was lost in her own thoughts. Ten minutes passed. Twenty.

Sonny washed the teacups and kissed her aunt goodnight. ‘Are you sure you don’t want anything before I go?’

‘I don’t think so,’ Martha answered. Catching hold of Sonny’s hand as she walked away, she said softly, ‘I’m here if you want me. You know that, don’t you?’

Sonny lovingly squeezed her hand. ‘I know,’ she answered affectionately. ‘But you mustn’t worry. I’m fine. Really’

Martha nodded, but made no reply. She was not convinced.

‘I’ll lock up, then I’ll be off.’

Martha was astonished. ‘You don’t have to do that.’ Locking up was her job. ‘I can do that when I’ve finished my crossword. Good heavens! I’ve locked up this house every night for the past forty years.’

‘Then it’s time you had a night off.’ Sonny’s remark was casual, but her intent was deadly serious.

She had to secure the house against intruders.

 


It was hot and humid. The sheets clung to her skin and made her itch. She couldn’t sleep. She couldn’t even think straight any more.

The reverberating sound of the grandfather clock invaded her room, its deep musical tones striking the hours . . . one . . . two . . . three. There was a time when the pleasant sounds were merely part of the house’s heartbeat – a background noise, comforting, never intrusive. Now, though, for the first time, they echoed inside her head, lingering long after the chimes had died in the air.

For what seemed an age Sonny tried to sleep, but her mind was too active, the same awful dread too alive inside her. Was Tony thinking of her? she wondered. Was his heart so black there had never been a moment when he truly loved her? Did his wife go along with him out of loyalty, or love . . . or was it a strange kind of revenge? She recalled that last glimpse of her face. Celia Bridgeman had a hauntingly beautiful face, a face both intelligent and cunning. And evil. Both of them were evil!

Raising herself up on one elbow, Sonny stretched out her arm and switched on the bedside lamp. Peering at the small porcelain clock she gave the merest whisper of a smile – the pretty timepiece was a Christmas present from her friend Patricia Burton. ‘Half-past three,’ she groaned, sinking back into the pillows. She had been awake for hours. It seemed like a lifetime.

Getting out of bed, she put on her high-wedge slippers and dressing gown. Leisurely fastening the belt, she went to the window and looked out The sky was a strange mixture of light and dark, with the merest hint of dawn. Everywhere was quiet. She opened the window and breathed deeply. Resting on her hands, she leaned forward, observant green eyes searching the lane. Below her a rat scuttled across the lawn; farther away in the valley an owl hooted. ‘Everything looks normal,’ she breathed. ‘Have I imagined it?’ But no, she had not.

Leaving the window open she went downstairs, tiptoeing past Martha’s room so as not to wake her. She wondered what it would be like leaving Martha behind. Moreover, what would it be like, leaving here and starting a new life? The prospect of going away was daunting. The prospect of staying even more so.

In the sitting room she went straight to the mantelpiece, where she took down the cigarettes and matches. ‘Must give up this filthy habit,’ she muttered as she blew the smoke from her nostrils. ‘Especially now, with the baby and all.’

She was still pacing the floor when Martha came down. For a few moments the little woman stayed in the doorway unobserved, watching and worrying. After a while she gave a little tap on the door. ‘All right if I come in?’ she asked, entering anyway.

Sonny swung round, momentarily startled. ‘It’s your home,’ she answered, resenting the intrusion, resenting herself for making such an unfeeling remark.

‘Your home too, I hope?’ Martha retorted.

‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.’

Martha seated herself in the big old armchair by the empty firegrate. When the chair had been handed down from her grandmother it was past its best. Restored now, and bedecked in new floral-patterned covers made by Martha herself, it was a lovely thing. With short chubby legs, arms sturdy enough to hold a cup and plate, and offering much comfort, it resembled Martha in many ways She had lovingly sited the chair in her favourite place. Set at an angle between the fireplace and the corner wall, it was positioned so she could see through the french doors to the pretty garden. She spent many a pleasant hour resting in the old chair, watching Nature weave its magic spell outside.

Now she made herself comfortable, intending to get to the root of her niece’s problem, because she was certain it must be bad. At the same time she didn’t want to be too pressing, preferring Sonny to confide in her without persuasion. So she merely observed, ‘You still haven’t managed to give up the cigarettes then?’

‘I’ve only ever smoked twenty a day and I’ve managed to cut back to ten. That’s a start.’ Impatiently Sonny stubbed her cigarette out in the grate. ‘I used to enjoy a cigarette, but I know I’ll have to pack it in.’

‘Why?’ But Martha already knew the reason.

The abruptness of her aunt’s question threw Sonny for a moment. ‘No real reason,’ she answered, fobbing her off.

Martha smiled knowingly. ‘Not because you’re pregnant then?’

Sonny stared at her. Then, as though a great weight had dropped from her shoulders, she almost fell into the chair opposite Martha’s. A sense of relief washed over her. The truth was out. She didn’t have to deceive Martha any longer. With the relief came a pressing sense of weariness. It wasn’t just the pregnancy, though that was bad enough. There were things more terrible. Dare she confide? Dare she draw Martha into such a thing?

Resting her elbows on her knees, she dropped her face into the palms of her hands, her voice emerging muffled as she asked, ‘How did you know?’

Martha shook her head and smiled. ‘I don’t know from personal experience, more’s the pity,’ she sighed. ‘I may be a spinster and old in the tooth, but I do know when a woman’s pregnant . . . the blossoming . . . the morning sickness. I’ve watched you these past weeks, and now I’m sure.’ She reached out and took hold of Sonny’s hand. ‘I’ve always found that when you’re troubled it helps to talk about it.’

Sonny looked up. ‘I should have told you,’ she admitted. ‘It’s just that—’ She hesitated. ‘He asked me not to.’

Martha had already guessed. ‘He being your boss, Mr Tony Bridgeman?’

Even in her dilemma Sonny couldn’t help but laugh. ‘I never could keep anything from you!’

‘That’s because I’m an old witch,’ Martha teased. Quite suddenly her tone changed to one of disapproval. ‘He’s married, isn’t he?’

‘Yes.’ There was no point in lying.

‘Does he intend to get a divorce?’

Sonny had to smile at that. ‘I don’t think so.’

Martha nodded her head. ‘I see!’ Anger flashed in her bright blue eyes. ‘Now the bugger’s got you pregnant, he wants nothing to do with you, is that it?’

It was on the tip of her tongue to spill out the truth. Instead Sonny answered quietly, ‘Something like that.’

Martha detected her reluctance to confide more. She also detected something else. Fear! Just then, when Sonny glanced at her, she thought she had seen a flicker of horror in her eyes. ‘Tell me, sweetheart,’ she urged, moving to the edge of her seat. ‘Tell me everything.’

Uncomfortable beneath Martha’s curious gaze, Sonny got up and went to the fireplace, where she stretched out her arms and leaned against the mantelpiece, her every instinct telling her it would be all right to tell. Martha would understand. She would know how to deal with it. But how to start? That was the difficult bit. At the beginning, she decided firmly. That was best.

And so she began. ‘Tony and I have been seeing each other for over a year.’ Her smile was bitter-sweet. ‘I loved him so much.’ All that was over now, she told herself. It was no good letting regrets flood in. ‘He told me it had been over with his wife for a very long time . . . “She leads her life and I lead mine,” he said.’

Martha did understand. ‘All lies, was it?’

Sonny turned to face her. She was eager now, anxious to confess what was troubling her. ‘Like a stupid idiot, I believed everything he told me!’ she said scornfully. ‘Lately, though, I was beginning to wonder. Little things he did or said played on my mind. Things that told me he wasn’t being altogether truthful.’ She hung her head. ‘Oh, Aunt Martha, how could I have let myself be taken in like that?’

‘We all make mistakes.’ Martha tried hard never to sit in judgement. She didn’t do so now. ‘Go on, dear.’

‘Whenever I had any doubts, he was quick to reassure me. It was over between him and his wife, he said, and they were both wanting a divorce. Because she was a vindictive woman he asked me to keep our affair secret.’ She lowered her voice. ‘I never told anyone.’

Deeply agitated, she plucked the cigarettes and matches from the mantelpiece. She struck a match, blew it out, and replaced both the matchbox and the cigarette packet. ‘I should have told you, though,’ she said forlornly.

‘And I’d have told you to drop him like a hot potato!’ Martha declared.

Sonny wondered if that was the real reason why she had never said anything. ‘All the same, I should have confided in you.’

‘Well, you’re confiding in me now, thank goodness, so go on.’ Martha folded her chubby arms and sat back in the chair. ‘You were saying?’

‘He promised we’d get married as soon as possible.’ Sonny touched her stomach and smiled. ‘We planned to have lots of children. He said part of the reason why he and Celia had grown apart was because she didn’t want children and he did. You know I’ve always wanted a family, so it seemed we were the perfect match,’ she said bitterly.

‘Does he know you’re expecting his child?’

Sonny felt the colour drain from her face. ‘I meant to tell him today,’ she murmured. ‘I didn’t get the chance, thank God.’ Relief rushed through her. The things she had heard . . . Tony and Celia.

‘Something bad happened, didn’t it?’ Martha queried. ‘That’s why you didn’t tell him?’

Sonny smiled at her. ‘You’re so perceptive,’ she said gratefully. ‘The truth is, I’d decided not to involve you, but now I hope you can advise me. You see . . . it isn’t as simple as you might think.’

‘Nothing ever is.’

‘He was out of the office all day today, attending business meetings, that kind of thing. I missed him, like I always do.’ Flushed with guilt, she lowered her gaze. ‘But I kept myself busy enough, what with trade orders and paperwork for the new housing development. Then there’s the purchase of two hundred acres of land he’s in the process of buying, and the ongoing negotiations for the shopping precinct.’ She grimaced. ‘Everything the evil bastard touches turns to gold.’

A hard, disapproving look from Martha was enough to make her feel ten years old again. ‘Sorry, but he is an evil bugger!’ She went on, ‘Because of the extra administration, and a great pile of correspondence that needed getting away, I intended working through until eight. So when he phoned at half-past six he knew I’d still be there. He needed some important documents and wanted me to take them to his house.’

Being old fashioned, Martha didn’t agree with women taking too much responsibility on themselves. ‘What was wrong with Jack Metcalf taking the papers? He’s the officeboy, the one who’s supposed to do the running, isn’t he?’ Naturally curious, she had been kept well informed over the years about life in the office.

‘Tony did ask for Jack, but, like everyone else, he’d been gone some time. I offered to take the papers, and he seemed delighted. We had a short, intimate conversation, and it was arranged that I should drop them off on my way home.’ She took a moment to recall his exact words. ‘I wondered if his wife would be out, and he’d planned it so we could spend some time together.’

Smiling nervously, she swung away and again took down the cigarettes and matches. She lit a cigarette and took a puff. Then almost immediately she angrily stubbed it out. Still plagued with doubts about involving Martha, she suggested, ‘We can talk about it tomorrow if you like?’

‘No time like the present,’ Martha said firmly. And it was obvious she meant to stay put until she’d heard it all.

‘He said he wouldn’t need the documents until seven-thirty. But I was so excited at the prospect of seeing him that I got finished early.’ Sonny smiled ruefully. ‘I called in at the surgery this morning to collect my test results. I’m pregnant.’ She grimaced. ‘I can’t really believe it.’ Nothing in the world, not even Tony Bridgeman, could make her regret having this child. ‘I knew he’d be thrilled,’ she said regretfully, ‘and I couldn’t wait to tell him the wonderful news.’ In her mind’s eye she pictured his face and loathed him.

‘I went to the house, just as he’d asked,’ she continued softly. ‘I rang the doorbell a few times but couldn’t seem to make him hear me.’

Overwhelmed, she sat down and took a moment to think. ‘The lights were on,’ she recalled. ‘Music softly playing.’ Her voice shook. ‘I thought he might be in the bathroom, or out the back . . . so I went round the side of the house.’ Tears misted her eyes and she had to look away. ‘The curtains were open in the lounge and the window wide open. You could see right in . . .’

Martha guessed. ‘He was there, wasn’t he? With his wife?’

Sonny nodded, her voice falling to a whisper. ‘They were naked . . . writhing about on the floor.’ She would never forget what she had seen. Every detail was imprinted on her mind for all time: the cream-coloured carpet; the television flickering in the background; that new singer, Elvis Presley, singing ‘Heartbreak Hotel’. Tony and Celia, bare as the day they were born, him beneath, her on top, ecstatic in the throes of pleasure. ‘Blatant they were,’ she said bitterly. ‘Not seeming to care who saw them.’

‘They are man and wife, dear,’ Martha gently reminded her.

Suffused with shame, but needing to talk, Sonny described what she had seen. ‘I turned away and suddenly they were laughing. When I looked back, they were just lying there, holding each other.’ Spent of passion, she thought enviously. ‘They looked so right with each other, so much in love. I couldn’t believe it . . .’ She glanced up, her face wrung with sadness. ‘Oh, Aunt Martha! What a fool I’ve been!’

‘You weren’t the first to be fooled by a smooth tongue and I dare say you won’t be the last.’ Always the practical one, Martha told her, ‘Whatever you decide to do, you know I’ll be behind you all the way. You and the baby will live here, of course. You mustn’t worry about money. I have enough tucked away to keep the three of us if need be. But when you’re able, and if you want to, you can return to work. I’m not so ancient that I can’t look after the infant.’ Her old face crinkled into a grin. ‘Matter of fact, I’d love it.’

She chatted on, delighted to think she might be of use, already aching to hold the child in her arms. ‘And I don’t want you worrying your head about what the neighbours might say. The nearest one hasn’t spoken to me in years, and the others are too far away to worry about.’ She giggled. ‘Just think . . . I’ll be a great-Aunt.’ She would have gone on chattering, but the look in Sonny’s eyes made her stop. ‘Tell me,’ she urged. ‘Whatever it is, you can tell me.’

Raising her face to the ceiling, Sonny groaned. ‘Bless you,’ she murmured gratefully. ‘But you don’t understand. He will move heaven and earth to take the baby from me.’

Martha was horrified. ‘You wouldn’t let that happen, would you? I mean . . . you’re the mother. And what about his wife? My God! She’d throw the bugger out if she knew what he’d been up to. You could cause havoc in that house if you wanted. Talk to him. Threaten him if you have to. If all else fails, you must appeal to his better nature. Explain how the child will have a better home with us.’ She tutted impatiently, ‘Tony Bridgeman might be wealthy, and a pillar of society, but that doesn’t mean to say he’ll be a good father.’ Wagging a chubby finger, she declared angrily, ‘No court in the land will take a child away from its mother, especially when the father’s marriage has broken up.’ She actually chuckled. ‘By! His feet won’t touch the ground when his wife knows about the child.’

Torn by love for Martha, and fear for herself and the unborn child, and knowing she had gone too far not to tell the whole story, Sonny dropped to her knees before the little woman. Startled, Martha would have protested, but she was stopped by the gentlest finger pressed against her lips. ‘Listen to me,’ Sonny pleaded. ‘Let me finish.’

Wide-eyed, Martha nodded.

Taking a deep breath, Sonny explained, ‘I said he used me, and he did.’ The shame was red hot inside her. ‘But I wasn’t just his bit on the side.’ Her eyes grew moist, her mouth trembling as she went on. ‘I told you how I saw them . . . him and his wife? You remember what I said, how after they had . . .’ Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Afterwards, they sat on the floor, holding each other and talking?’

Martha nodded, concentrating on Sonny’s every word. ‘I remember,’ she said. ‘You heard them talking. Yes. Go on, dear.’

‘They were talking about me. He was saying how he suspected I might be pregnant. She was so thrilled, she threw her arms round his neck and hugged him.’

Martha’s face crumpled. ‘What do you mean? Wasn’t she angry? Didn’t she threaten to throw him out? I don’t understand. What are you saying?’

Reaching out, Sonny took her aunt’s chubby hands in her own. ‘His wife won’t throw him out because she wants the baby too. It was all planned.’ Sarcasm and self-loathing hardened her voice. ‘Apparently his wife can’t have children. I was healthy and available, so it was decided that he and I would make the baby and the two of them would lay claim to it.’

‘Good God! What kind of monsters are they?’

‘The worst kind.’

‘But they can’t do it! We won’t let them.’

‘Listen to me!’ Desperate for Martha to see how futile it was, she quickly went on, ‘Tony Bridgeman never gives up. I know him well enough to realise he usually gets what he wants. His wife is made out of the same mould. I can’t fight the two of them.’ The whisper of a smile lit her face. ‘But there is a way. You see, he still doesn’t know I’m pregnant, so if I move from here the chances are he will never know. I can just leave and not say anything. Or I can send him a letter . . . friendly and apologetic. Let him believe his awful secret is safe. I’ll tell him I’ve been offered a post with an international corporation, and have to leave for France immediately. He knows my French is good enough to get me such a position. I expect he’ll be angry because he’s wasted time and money on me. But he’ll accept it, because he won’t suspect I’ll be taking his child with me.’

The idea that he should ever find out made her go cold inside. ‘There’s little he can do. After I’m gone, he’ll probably shift his “affections” to someone else. Though, I tell you—’ Her fists clenched and her expression hardened as she promised, ‘If I ever found out he and his wife used another woman the way they used me, I’d make sure that woman heard about it before it was too late.’

Falling back into her chair she felt spent of all energy. Her gaze dwelt on Martha. ‘I’m sorry to have involved you like this,’ she said. ‘But now you can see why I have to get away. Far enough so that he’ll never find me.’

Martha shook her head. ‘I can’t let you do that,’ she said softly. ‘These people are wicked. You must fight them. Go to the police. Tell them what you’ve told me. If it means a court case, we can find the money Like I said, I have enough.’ She glanced round, her heart aching. ‘I’ll sell this cottage if I have to.’

Sonny had never loved her more than she did in that moment. ‘I couldn’t let you sell your lovely home,’ she assured her. ‘But I’ll never be able to thank you enough for making such an offer.’ Seated on the edge of the chair now, she was looking straight into Martha’s worried blue eyes, aware that what she was about to reveal would hurt her badly. ‘The truth is, I’ve already started making plans. By this time tomorrow night, I mean to be well on my way’

Martha shook her head. ‘You’ll do no such thing! This is your home, my girl, and I won’t let him or anyone else drive you away.’

‘I have to go.’

‘Why?’ Martha was fighting fit. ‘Why do you have to go? And don’t give me the argument that he’ll have the baby away from you, because, I swear to God, if he tries he’ll rue the day.’

‘It isn’t just the baby’

‘What is it, then? What else can he do to you?’

‘He can kill me.’

The fight went out of the old woman. ‘Kill you?’ she asked, her face grey with shock. ‘You’d better tell me exactly what you mean by that.’

‘I heard it all . . . when the two of them were talking.’ Sonny paused before speaking more softly, letting the words sink in. ‘At first it was just about the baby, and what they would do if and when he got me pregnant.’ She heard their voices in her head. ‘Celia asked how he would deal with it if I refused to hand over the baby.’ She smiled, a hard smile that spoke volumes. ‘Tony told her not to worry, that the baby would be theirs. “When the time comes, Sonny will be sensible,” he said. “And if she isn’t . . . I’ll just have to kill her.” ’

A long silence followed, during which Martha stared disbelievingly at her niece. Her voice came in a strange guttural croak. ‘You have to go to the police.’

Springing from the chair, Sonny argued, ‘I can’t!’ She began pacing the room again, more afraid than ever. ‘It would be their word against mine. I wouldn’t stand a chance. The eminent Tony Bridgeman and his wife on the one hand and me on the other . . . a nobody who answers his phone, and files his letters, and has a crush on the poor man. Oh, yes! I can just imagine what it would be like being cross-examined.’

Hooking her two thumbs into imaginary lapels, she barked out angrily: ‘What evidence do you have? All you heard was a conversation between man and wife. And can you explain why you were listening in the first place? What were you doing creeping round the back of your employer’s house? Oh? You were asked to take some papers? And is there anyone who can corroborate your story?’

Seeming to shrink as she relaxed, she said hopelessly, ‘They’d tear me to shreds. They would never believe me over them.’ She threw her arms up in frustration. ‘You know what I’m saying is true, Aunt Martha. Those two evil devils are prominent and respected members of society. They collect for needy children every Christmas, they buy new buses for various charities and thanks to their generosity last year, a sick child was flown out to Canada for treatment.’

Martha was only now beginning to realise the enormity of the situation. ‘But that’s all show,’ she protested lamely. ‘Camouflage to hide his true nature.’

‘You know that, and I know it. But no one else has a bad word to say about them. If I accused them of planning to murder me, I’d be the one they’d hang by the neck!’

‘There must be some way you can prove that he’s the father.’

‘I’ve already considered that,’ Sonny said. ‘But then he’d have an even greater claim on my baby.’ In her heart she knew there was only one solution. Tony Bridgeman must never know she was pregnant with his child.

Grateful that she had an ally in Martha, she felt as though a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. Martha knew all there was to know and now, after vowing not to let her emotions get the better of her, Sonny broke down. ‘I don’t want to leave you,’ she told her. ‘But what else can I do?’

‘Come here, child.’ Martha stretched out her arms.

With a sob Sonny sank to the floor and laid her head on the old woman’s knee. ‘I can’t fight him,’ she said wearily. ‘He’s made himself untouchable.’

She felt a warm hand on her face, gently stroking her temple. ‘I know, dear,’ a soft voice told her. ‘And you’re right. Hard though it is, I do believe it might be better for you to go away’

‘But where?’ She shuddered. ‘I never dreamed it would come to this.’

Martha was quiet for a moment, assailed by an unspeakable rage against the Bridgemans, and against the utter futility of the situation. Sonny was right. They could never fight the Bridgemans, and even if they did it might prove to be a disaster, with Sonny robbed of her child and maybe even imprisoned for slander. It was a risk Martha would not let her take.

Torn between her lovely old cottage and her beloved niece, she knew there were sacrifices to be made. Presently she said softly, ‘You won’t be leaving here alone, because I’m coming too.’

When Sonny began to protest, Martha wagged a finger and silenced her with, ‘Don’t argue now! We’ll go north. I lived there for some time when I was in service, and they’re good, kind folk.’ Already a plan was taking shape in her mind.

‘What about your home?’ A little ray of brightness appeared in Sonny’s heart. The thing she had feared most was being alone in a strange place. With Martha there it would be so much easier. All the same, she chided herself for being selfish.

‘The cottage will be safe,’ Martha assured her. ‘Leave that to me.’ She smiled lovingly. ‘You and the baby are far more important than bricks and mortar.’ Wiping a thumb over Sonny’s tears, she said, ‘Go and put the kettle on, there’s a dear. I can’t think straight without a sup or two of strong tea.’

She clenched her fists. ‘I ought to go round and see him. I ought to let him know he’s the one who should be on the run.’

‘If I thought it would do any good, I’d have confronted him myself,’ Sonny declared. ‘But he’s a clever man, with influential people behind him.’ Oh, if only she could instil the same fear in him that he had put into her!

Martha watched as Sonny went through to the tiny kitchen. She reflected on Sonny’s words and, in a brighter voice, called out, ‘You and I have things to talk about, my dear. A new baby. A new life to plan.’ Her voice fell to a whisper. ‘It’s an upheaval, though. And I’m not really sure where to start.’

She thought about leaving her lovely home. Her gaze was drawn to the ceiling, and in her mind’s eye beyond, to the sky above. ‘I’ll be starting all over again,’ she murmured. ‘At a time in my life when I would be content to end my days quietly.’

A wave of sadness flowed through her. For the briefest moment her blue eyes were shadowed over. But when Sonny returned she was smiling.

Like the old fox she was, Martha knew how to hide her deeper feelings.




Chapter Two

Following a week of frenzied activity, Sonny and her aunt were almost at the end of their tether. Martha had interviewed no less than eight prospective tenants for the cottage, and, as she indignantly announced when the last one departed, ‘I wouldn’t let that lot live in the shed, let alone the cottage!’

‘You’ll be lucky to find anyone who comes up to your impossibly high standards.’ Sonny was worried but amused. ‘It’s a wonder you’ve let me live here, because there were at least two women who had a far better pedigree than I have.’

‘I won’t argue with that,’ Martha said, looking away and smiling to herself. ‘I suppose I should have thrown you out years ago, but unfortunately a body has to make allowances for family.’

Laughing, Sonny took no notice. She was used to Martha’s cheeky ways, and loved her all the more for them. ‘If we’re leaving on Friday, that only gives us tomorrow.’ Friday couldn’t come quickly enough for her. With Tony unexpectedly called away on business, things seemed to be working in her favour.

‘We will manage to get away on Friday, won’t we?’ He was due back on Saturday morning. She meant to be long gone by then.

‘That’s what we’ve planned, and that’s what we’ll do,’ Martha answered assertively. A little humility crept into her voice as she added, ‘With the help of the Lord.’

‘That’s all I want to hear,’ Sonny said, greatly relieved.

Already she was beginning to feel better, lighter inside; although it was early days, she was almost convinced she’d felt the baby move this morning. Martha dismissed it. ‘By! It’s nothing but wind,’ she said, and Sonny had to agree.

During this past week, when they’d been too busy to stop and think, Sonny had fleetingly wondered if she had dreamed the whole dreadful episode with regard to Tony and his wife. But no! she reminded herself, It was true enough, and if she was to travel the world twice over and die a very old and lonely woman, she would never forget the danger she had been in.

The hard work had already been done. After searching through umpteen brochures, and making lengthy telephone calls that would swell the bill to twice its normal size, Sonny had finally managed to secure rooms in what seemed to be a respectable boarding house in Samlesbury, Lancashire.

According to the brochure, the property, Sefton House, had been a gentleman’s residence. The house was surrounded by its own land; the sizeable orchard and kitchen gardens provided fruit and vegetables for the tables. The many greenhouses produced enough blooms to decorate the house all year round, and from  the dining room, you could see the grand sweep of the moors.

It was run by a Miss Sefton. ‘I wonder if she’s related to the original owner?’ Sonny mused aloud when Martha brought the brochure home.

Martha said it was a pity if she was, for it would mean she had come down in the world. ‘From being served to serving.’ She could be very philosophical when the mood took her, could Martha.

Shaking her head with wonder, Sonny had finished reading the description: ‘Situated close to the countryside yet only a short distance from the busy town of Blackburn.’ It sounded ideal.

‘The hamlet of Samlesbury, Lancashire.’ Martha was pleasantly surprised.

Between packing the best china into small cardboard boxes (and Martha calling out a warning every few minutes to ‘Be careful with that, my girl!’) the two of them chatted about how they would live. Martha said she would stroll the countryside. Sonny was full of her intention to find a job of sorts, ‘Until it’s time to have the baby.’ There was then a heated discussion about how Martha didn’t agree with her working until after the baby came. Sonny refused to talk about it. And, for a while, the packing continued in silence.

Now most of it was done, and all that remained was for the delicate china to be collected and stored until they found a house to rent in Lancashire. Neither of them knew how long they would be there. ‘We may never be able to come home,’ Martha said sadly. ‘But if I have you and the baby, I’ll be happy enough.’

Sonny silently vowed to return the old lady to her cottage as soon as was humanly possible. But it would not be easy. Martha was a very stubborn woman. As for Sonny herself, she must stay away at least until the danger to herself and the baby was over.

‘I think we’ve earned a cup of tea.’ Clambering up from the floor, where she had been kneeling to sort the china, Sonny made her way to the kitchen. ‘What time are they coming for the boxes?’ she called from the sink.

‘Any minute now,’ Martha answered. ‘I hope I’ve done the right thing. Oh, I know the firm came highly recommended. Mrs Percival has nothing but praise for them. When she and her husband returned from Australia after two years there wasn’t a mark or a scratch on her beautiful furniture.’

‘There you are then,’ Sonny said. ‘That was a whole houseful of furniture and china. All you’ve got to be stored are three small boxes.’

‘I know that, but each of those china pieces carries a memory. Irreplaceable, they are.’

Sonny came in with the tray. ‘Why don’t you take them to Samlesbury?’

Martha shook her head. ‘No, I’m sure they’ll be safe in storage. Anyway, I hope it won’t be too long before we find a place to rent in the north, then I can have my own china in my own display cabinet.’

After pouring the tea, Sonny looked around the tiny room. The window was open and the sun poured in, bathing the items of furniture that were as much a part of Martha’s life as was the china. There was the old  walnut sideboard, and the pretty cabinet situated by the window; a jardinière that had stood by the door for as long as Sonny could recall, with the same old cactus plant drooping towards the carpet. Against the wall, between the fireplace and the window, stood a small piano, its surface polished like a mirror. Martha played beautifully, but not so much these days, since her fingers had begun to stiffen.

‘What about your furniture?’ Sonny asked for the umpteenth time. ‘It still isn’t too late to put it in storage.’

Sipping her tea, Martha gave her an old-fashioned glance. ‘The furniture stays in the cottage, where it belongs,’ she answered quietly. ‘It’s been here longer than I have, and I have no intention of uprooting it.’ She paused, taking a deep breath to disguise the catch in her voice.

After a moment she went on, ‘Just because I’m leaving for a while doesn’t mean to say the furniture has to leave as well.’ Suddenly she smiled, her old face beaming. ‘I’ll feel much better knowing it’s here, looking after the cottage, so to speak.’

Sonny’s heart was in her boots. ‘Oh, Martha! There’s no need for you to leave here at all. I’m a grown woman. I can take care of myself.’

Martha was adamant. ‘If it’s a choice between staying here to look after the furniture and living away for a time to look after you, then there’s no choice at all.’ Her mood softened. ‘If this tea is anything to go by, it’s a good job I’m going with you, my girl. It’s stone cold!’

Sonny was used to her little ploys. ‘Now I know why you’ve been so impossible about the people who want  to rent this cottage. Tell the truth, Martha. You don’t even want to find a tenant, do you?’

Martha was caught out. ‘Now that’s nonsense and you know it,’ she declared in a fluster. ‘The money from the cottage will pay for our lodgings in the north.’ Anticipating Sonny’s argument, she said, ‘And, no, I do not want your savings. I’ve got more than enough money in the bank, put away over the years for such an emergency – though I never in my life dreamed we’d be going into hiding.’ She still felt an urge to confront the man. But, as Sonny had so rightly pointed out, the best course was to go away, have the baby, and, God willing, Tony Bridgeman would never be any the wiser.

Sonny brought Martha a fresh-brewed cup of tea before going upstairs to sort out her wardrobe. She sat on the bed a while, staring out of the window and wondering if she or Martha would ever come back to this lovely place.

All week she’d been going through her belongings, deciding what to keep and what to discard. This past year she’d bought some stylish things – glamorous expensive articles. There was a black evening gown, bought for a night at the opera; a red cocktail dress she had worn to the office party; tight-fitting things that showed off her curves and earned Tony’s admiring glances; ridiculously high-heeled shoes that nearly crippled her; and flimsy delicate undergarments, bought for the stolen weekends when he’d told her she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

Disgusted with herself, she wrenched them out of the wardrobe. One by one she threw them into a rubbish  bag. ‘I wish I could tell you,’ she muttered through clenched teeth, ‘I wish I could say, “look at me, Tony . . . you got me pregnant. You had me, but you can’t have the child.” ’ She laughed out loud. Feeling cheap. Feeling jubilant. Tears welled up and the sobs broke through.

Taking a moment, she let him come into her mind, deeply shocked when she still seemed to feel the faintest stirring of love.

No! The sound of her own voice echoed in her head. Pressing her two hands to her temples she sat on the bed, assailed by frightening and confusing emotions. Suddenly she was at the rubbish bag, tearing the clothes to shreds, rage driving her on. ‘You can’t love him!’ she cried. ‘You can despise him. You can want to kill him . . . kill them both. But . . . you . . . must . . . not . . . love . . . him!’ She spat out the words slowly, deliberately, as though trying to convince herself. Yet she had loved him. Loved him with heart and soul. Dear God! How could she have done such a thing? Why didn’t she see him for what he was? She knew now, though. And she wanted to punish him.

Raising her voice, she called out, ‘It’s not me who’s the loser. It’s you! Do you hear what I’m saying?’ She ran her hands over her stomach. ‘This is your child, Tony,’ she said rebelliously. ‘But it’s my child too. That’s why, for as long as you live, you will never see it!’

 


It was half-past-two. Martha glanced up from reading the church magazine: ‘What time is Miss Lorrimer arriving?’

‘Three o’clock, and I hope she’s suitable because she’s  the last.’ The woman had answered the advertisement in the most beautiful handwriting.

Martha read the advertisement out now, her face glowing with a mixture of sadness and pride:The prettiest cottage to be let.

Situated in the old village of Woburn Sands, and set in delightful gardens, the property has close access to ancient woods.

This lovely period cottage has three double bedrooms, a large refurbished bathroom, spacious sitting room, and pine fitted kitchen.

Only serious-minded and respectable people need apply.





The advertisement betrayed Martha’s emotions when she had written it out. Firstly, the description showed her deep attachment to the cottage and, secondly, it left no doubt as to the kind of person she would allow through her front door.

Her determination to attract only the ‘right’ sort of tenant had been revealed two days ago. ‘Tell him it’s been let already,’ she urged Sonny when a tall scruffy man approached them in the garden, grinning at them through yellowing teeth. ‘And don’t take no nonsense from the bugger!’ she called out as Sonny went to meet him.

When he appeared to be arguing, Martha charged down the path like a bull elephant. Thrusting herself between the bemused Sonny and the terrified man, she whacked him with a raspberry cane and sent him running  down the lane with a look of sheer horror on his face. ‘That’ll teach the blighter!’ she said, rolling up her sleeves as if ready to have another go. ‘He’ll not be in a hurry to visit this house again!’

‘What a pity,’ Sonny said, trying not to giggle. ‘Because that was the new church warden. The vicar sent him to ask if you’d kindly arrange the flowers for tomorrow’s christening.’

Momentarily taken aback, Martha was lost for words.

Regaining her composure, she squared her shoulders and marched off to the vegetable patch. ‘I can’t!’ she declared huffily ‘I’m interviewing Miss Lorrimer.’

She gave a sideways glance at the man, who was still running down the lane. ‘Serves him right, too. If the vicar wants me to arrange flowers, he should at least have









































 









 
















 







 





 













 











 


























 







































































































 































All my love, 
Sonny 
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