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“JOSIE! WHAT IF I fail...?”

“You won’t Maddy, you’re brilliant...”

Maddy pulled the ribbons from her long golden plaits and ran her fingers through her hair as though the constriction was stifling her thoughts and feelings. She knew what she was capable of, but she also knew how hard the challenge would be. “I’d be very ordinary at music college.” She glanced round at her friend and her face tensed with self-doubt. “Part of me desperately wants to try, and part wants to draw back and to have a normal, safe life.”

“Look,” Josie took her hands fondly, “you’ll know what to do when you need to choose. Just imagine how proud your father would be.”

Maddy smiled and nodded, and a little thrill of hope warmed her heart.

Her father was a great pianist. Few of those who knew him really understood the extent of his ability nor how close he had come to success. He never spoke of it, almost as though he had turned his back on his past. He had been poised on the verge of playing to audiences across the world, then the appointments had been withdrawn and he retired from public life to come here, to be a church organist and to teach music.

He was good at that too.

If she succeeded then he would be intensely proud of her, and she knew he would be with her every step of the way. But if she failed she had a terrible feeling it would break his heart, make him relive the agony of his own failure. Life was hard enough for him without such hurt.

But thinking of her father reminded her of the tension that had been in the house this morning, and the reason for it. She had not dared to say anything to Josie or the other girls yet. She sighed. “I must hurry home today Josie. I’ve got a rehearsal in the church, and I need to show him this music first.”

“Alright. See you tomorrow then,” Josie nodded.

The girls went their separate ways. Josie continued on to the rambling old vicarage where she and her five brothers lived, and Maddy ran along the busy high street and up the narrow flight of stairs between the hardware shop and the green grocer’s.

Their flat was a small place. A threadbare carpet covered bare floorboards, and the walls had been whitewashed so long ago that the surface was flaking and discoloured.

Her father, Angus Brooks, was working at the dining table but he looked round at the sound of her running footsteps.

She took one look at his face, at the weary despair in his vivid blue eyes, and did not dare to ask the question that had been burning on her mind all day. She struggled to summon her enthusiasm, anything to distract him from this pain. “I’ve got some tremendous news Daddy!”

He turned fully round to scrutinise her, and made a visible effort to respond positively. “Oh yes, and what might that be?”

“They announced the programme for the end of term concert today and they want me to play the piano solo. And I’m only in the first year.”

“Good. It’s about time your talent was recognised.”

“I’ve brought the music home. It’s the Beethoven Pathetique. Mr Wrighton wants me to concentrate on the last movement, but I could do it all couldn’t I?”

He took the music and flicked through the pages. Then he stopped turning and his strong fingers followed the accumulation of notes that soared densely across the page. His face had lost the echoes of despair. It was as though he was touching a past memory and playing once again to a big audience. Slowly he smiled. “It’s a powerful work Maddy, you’ll love it’s passion and pathos. You’re right, you could learn the whole of this in under a month.”

“Then why did he suggest...?”

“Because he doesn’t understand yet.” He touched her cheek gently and his intense blue eyes were vivid with a mixture of hope and concern for her. “The gift you have is far beyond any of them, and you’re still so young. They’re obviously testing you by sending this home. I’m glad something has gone well today for one member of the family.”

The sadness of his voice drew tears from her eyes, and she found it hard to talk around the lump in her throat. “Didn’t you get the job, Daddy?”

“No. So we’ll be here for your concert.” He turned quickly away from her, and she felt utterly helpless, faced with this silent uncommunicative hurt. Then he continued very quietly. “And you won’t have to leave your friends.”

Despite herself, an intense flood of relief went through Maddy. This was her home and she had some very special friends here. But then she felt passionately ashamed that she could be so selfish. If Daddy had got the job then the whole family would have lived once again in comfort and security. In a small voice, she murmured, “I’m so sorry. But other jobs will come along, won’t they? Perhaps even here in Westcott.”

“Perhaps,” he murmured. But she could hear from his voice that he really meant the opposite.

“It’s going to be hard isn’t it?” she asked tentatively, almost afraid to enquire further. “I wish I could help.”

He turned back to her. “You shouldn’t worry about things like this at your age. Let’s have a look at your new music, and then later, your mother and I have got something serious to discuss with you both.”

The peace was broken suddenly as Matthew’s vigorous footsteps stumped up the stairs and the front door went flying. The handle crashed back against the wall with a resounding thump and he stood there, covered in mud from a school football match.

They both looked around, and the lively eight-year-old dumped his coat and bag without thinking. “What a match! We lost three nil. They stomped all over us in the last ten minutes. Anything to eat Maddy? I’m absolutely starving.”

“Come with me, you mucky pup,” she laughed. “I’ll see what I can find in the larder.”

“Matthew, you can’t leave your coat and bag in the middle of the doorway. Kindly pick them up,” her father said sternly. Then he looked from one laughing young face to another. A reluctant smile spread across his face as though their joy was warming him, and suddenly he nodded. He rose to his full height. “Go and wash Matt. I want you presentable. Maddy, brush your hair. We’re going out. I shall need you both for some advice.”

Maddy looked questioningly at him.

“Hurry along and get ready Maddy. I’ve made a decision. We have a lot to do before your mother gets home. You must have that rehearsal, and we have some serious celebrating to plan.”

♪♫

Maisy Brooks arrived home from work that night to find the table set for a special occasion. The china and silverware had been brought out, reminding her of the gracious entertaining they had once done. There had been a time when their London flat had hummed with the discussions and ideas of hosts of talented and creative people. But that time was long past, the country was deep in depression, and she was simply grateful for a happy and loving family. The smell of cooking filled the little flat with a delicious aroma that instantly made her feel better. She hung her coat behind the door and gave both children a quick hug, turning her face away discreetly so that she would not breathe on them. “What’s all this my darlings?”

Maddy’s eyes sparkled. “Daddy and I have made dinner today. It’s a little celebration. I’ve had some good news. I’ll tell you all about it in a minute.”

“It’s a feast, and I’ve set the table,” Matthew interrupted excitedly. “Come and sit down Mummy, it’s all ready.”

“Alright Matt,” she smiled, but remained watching her daughter’s face. “And did they really help you Maddy?”

“A little bit. They tried very hard, honestly,” the girl smiled, and caught her mother’s eyes and they exchanged a look of silent understanding. She knew exactly how ham-fisted boys and men could be, particularly if they thought the task belonged to a woman. It was a sort of agreement between them to make allowances for that.

“Well, it smells utterly delicious, dear.” Then she turned as she heard her husband’s footsteps coming from the kitchen.

He was a strong man, and even now she loved and admired him tremendously. But one look at his face told her that the celebrations were not for him. She moved quickly towards him and they held each other close.

She closed her eyes and swallowed hard, burying her face in his shoulder. They had become used to these disappointments, but this one was particularly cruel and difficult to bear.

Then finally he sighed and turned her face up so that she looked into his determined blue eyes. “Come and eat. Then I’m afraid we shall have to talk to the children. Are you ready for it now? Are you feeling strong enough?”

“Yes,” she smiled and squeezed his hand. “It has to be done. Where did you get all this? I haven’t seen so much food in months.”

He drew the chair back for her with graceful gallantry. “I gave John Turnbull an extra lesson this week for his exam, and I thought what better use could I make of the money than treat you and the children? Maddy’s a good cook, wait till you taste her stew.”

Matthew threw himself into his seat with a vigorous bump whilst Maddy brought the steaming casserole dish in and placed it in the centre of the table. Then she fetched the vegetables, and as she took her seat, her father looked around the gathered throng of his family and a strange expression of pain passed across his face.

He shook his napkin out and lay it over his knee. “Maddy, would you care to serve? We have an item of excellent news to celebrate today my dears, that’s why we’ve created this feast. Tell your mother what happened at school.”

♪♫

The meal left all of them replete and contented. Once the dishes had been cleared away and the silver polished and placed back in its velvet lined canteen, the two adults sat quietly near the fire and talked in hushed whispers for more than an hour, then at last Maisy Brooks turned to her children. She and Angus had decided on the best approach, and the time had come to break the news to the children.

She sat in silence for several minutes watching them at their homework, side by side at the dining table in the corner of the room, and gradually the grim future they had been discussing retreated from about her and the smile of affection returned, struggling for life against her weariness. The expression on her delicate pale face hardly changed, but her eyes warmed, resurrecting the cosy happiness that usually filled the little flat. She held her hand out to Maddy and forced herself to her feet. “Come on love. Let’s try that new dress of yours one last time.”

Maddy surfaced with difficulty from the intricacy of her mathematical homework and pushed her books away with a little sigh. “Mmmm. I’ll just go and get it on,” she hurried up the stairs, and by the time Maisy had caught up with her, the girl had slipped out of her school tunic and blouse, taken the elegant moss green silk dress from its hanger and was drawing it on a little anxiously. “I hope it’ll do up, after all that dinner. I feel as fat as a pudding.”

“Let’s see, shall we? Stand perfectly still.” Meticulously Maisy fastened the tiny buttons at the back of the dress, then turned Maddy round slowly and studied her from head to foot. Her daughter looked so grown up and beautiful that a lump of emotion filled her throat. It was not so long ago that she had been young like this and dressed with stunning elegance. The dresses of her early years had been very different, hem lines just beginning to creep up above the ankle. Then as a young woman she had instantly taken to the daringly short flapper dresses that had suited her slim figure and scandalised her mother: the chiffon scarves, beads, and long gloves and above all, the extravagance of the Charleston! But her life was almost over, just as the fashions and dances of her youth had faded into the past. She only prayed she had not passed the accursed disease on to any of the family. It was Madeline’s turn to beguile and bewitch now. And she would do it splendidly. “It fits you perfectly. Let me show you how to do your hair. We’ll have a dress rehearsal, shall we, and see what our gentlemen downstairs think?”

Maddy nodded and sat on the stool.

Maisy drew her daughter’s hair out of its plaits and brushed it until it shone in the light and framed her finely carved face like a halo of shimmering curly gold. Then with a bold sweep of her hand the hair was gathered up into a perfect Chignon. A few clips were inserted to hold it in place, and suddenly the twelve-year-old possessed a graceful, elegant maturity. But the physical activity was more than the older woman could take, and she sighed and sank weakly onto the bed. “You look beautiful Maddy. How I wish I could be there to watch you.”

Maddy was examining her reflection in the mirror and turned gracefully so that the silk swirled luxuriously around her. “You could come and listen from the vestry, couldn’t you?”

Maisy watched her daughter hold her head up high and press her shoulders back, breathing in deeply as though she was about to sing. She had such poise and elegance that it was like a physical pain to realise she would not see her mature into an adult.

The wedding Maddy had been asked to sing at was going to be a society affair, and the guests were affluent and famous people from London. It was a great honour to be asked to perform at such an occasion. People all across Westcott had been talking about it for weeks, and there were rumours that guests were even coming from as far afield as India and Siam.

Maisy was finding it hard to breathe again, and her voice was muffled as she murmured, “You look so like your father, Maddy. I’m so...” her voice choked hoarsely with a mixture of emotion and weariness, “so proud of you.”

The young girl turned quickly.

Maisy was struggling to suppress the cough that had destroyed her health these last few months. She had so much she wanted to say and so little time in which to say it. With a titanic effort she hauled herself to her feet.

“Sit down Mummy,” Maddy rushed to make her sit, and the fear the young girl felt was naked on her face. “You should be resting. You’ve been hard at work all day. I wish you would go to the doctor!”

Maisy’s determination was relentless. She struggled up, took her daughter’s hands so that she would not come too close, and looked deeply into the girl’s anxious blue eyes. “I have been Maddy, and we have to talk. Dr Morrison is sending me away...”

“Oh Mummy, no!” the young girl’s mature young face paled and tears flooded into her eyes, and quite suddenly she was a child again.

Maisy reassuringly touched her daughter’s golden curls although her heart was breaking. “Dr Morrison is sending me away immediately to stay in the sanatorium. When I’ve gone, Daddy will need all your strength and love. He’ll be very alone. You’ll have to care for him and Matthew as though you were me. You can, can’t you?”

“I... I’ll do my best.” Tears flooded down the young girl’s cheeks. “But I don’t want you to go. Will you be gone for very long?”

“My dearest Maddy! They won’t allow me home for a long while. I shall be too ill,” her mother’s voice was warm with affection, and gently she forced the girl’s chin up. “You will be the lady of the house then, and I know you’ll do well. I want you to remember one thing more. I’ve never regretted marrying your father, though my family tried to stop me. He is a marvellous man, and we’ve been very happy. That’s what counts. One day, you must find someone you really and sincerely love, and don’t let anyone take that happiness from you. There’s nothing more precious in all this world. Remember that... always.”

Maddy shook her head fiercely. “Mummy, I don’t want to be someone’s wife, I want to be a pianist. I want that more than anything on earth.”

“You’re still so young for all this,” her mother murmured and smoothed a wisp of hair away from the young girl’s forehead and nodded in grave understanding. Then she patted her shoulder. “Strive for it Maddy, but ... that’s not quite what I meant. When you’re older...” but the cough was coming again, taking her breath away, tearing at her cruelly, and she could say no more.

♪♫
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Chapter Two
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BERNARD BELAUGH WAS a wealthy man, the head of an empire of his own building. He had no time for snobbery, but something in art of this quality touched him to his soul. He cupped the slender white statue in his plump fingers, stroking the smooth alabaster appreciatively, his eyes focused exclusively on the artefact that had just become his.

The voice at his shoulder came as a surprise and he looked up quickly.

“Trowbridge!” he cried, gratification spreading through him. “I’m disappointed. I’d expected a far tougher battle out of you.”

“I had no choice. The funds weren’t available. How much further were you prepared to bid Belaugh?”

“For this?” His eyes returned to examining the perfection of the statue in his hands, and he murmured softly, “It’s beautiful don’t you think?”

Indignation tinged the man’s pale cheeks with pink, and he replied stiffly. “That statue belongs in a museum, not locked away in your private collection where you can paw over it.”

Belaugh glanced at the other man. “It’s a fact of life that art goes where the money is. Who knows, I may leave it to you in my will.”

“Ye Gods, the final insult. I warn you, next time you’ll not get another gem like this.”

Belaugh’s eyes hardened with an expression that was surprising on such a plump round face. Softly, he whispered, “Then I shall look forward to our next encounter very much.” He nodded his head and turned away.

His agent was hurrying towards him with a thick file of papers in his hand. “We can begin loading now, sir.”

“Good. Get to it then,” Belaugh briskly handed the statue over. “I’ll inspect the other acquisitions later today. I’ve got an appointment to keep now.” He nodded briefly to the simmering Trowbridge, then left the great hall.

His car was awaiting him and he climbed in, pondering on the nature and arrogance of some of these arty museum types. They felt they had the monopoly on art, because of the fame and reputation of the institutions for which they worked. Yet he had a feeling that Trowbridge did not appreciate the sheer elegance and beauty of that statue. It gripped him with a powerful intensity that caught his breath in his throat. To Trowbridge it was simply a museum item, a cold possession of historic artistic value. Which of them really had a right to consider ownership?

An hour and a half later, the vehicle cruised softly up the long gravel drive and came to a halt at the front of a vast mansion in Bedfordshire, an elegant historic building set within a mature landscaped estate that pleased and relaxed the tired eye. The chauffeur came smartly around the car and opened the rear door. Belaugh was asleep, his chin had dropped open and he was breathing heavily. The chauffeur touched his shoulder and Belaugh’s eyes gradually opened. He recognised the location, straightened his bulky slumped body, and glanced fiercely at his watch. It only took a moment to gather his wits, then he climbed out of the car and stumped past the ranks of removals vans and into the house.

The place was in turmoil, but the disruption was well ordered. Cotton covers were draped over stacks of furniture, and Phyllis Belaugh was quietly checking the inventory and directing its distribution into the huge echoing rooms.

A strong fine woman still in her middle twenties, she looked up at the characteristic sound of his footsteps and smiled. “Welcome home Bernard. Ignore the chaos, I’ve nearly finished. You’ll be surprised at the change by this evening.”

He kissed her cheek and nodded. “I’ll take your word for it, Phyllis. Is everything here that should be?”

She nodded. “And in good order too, which surprises me a little. I expected items to be missing.”

“Good. I shall soon be joined by Nigel Davenport and William Trepithic, and we’ll need a room to use.”

“Come to the library then, my dear. I’ll have the covers removed,” she slipped her arm through his. “In fact, I’ll do it myself. I’ve got some replies to show you.”

The library had not been changed in any way, and once she had swept the covers back, the literature of centuries looked down on them. Belaugh was hardly aware of it, his thoughts were on the forthcoming business meeting. He sifted through the pile of letters she handed to him, and intense professional satisfaction filled him. His fingers itched to get down to work. He looked around at the unfamiliar furniture. “There must be paper and ink here somewhere.”

Patiently, Phyllis opened a drawer in the desk and lifted out a fresh ream of paper. “I’ve had new ink and pens installed, and you’ll find I’ve compiled a guest list from the replies we’ve received. But I must return to oversee the arrivals. I’ll send the men to you when they arrive.”

He surfaced swiftly from his preoccupation and caught her hands in his. “How do you feel about the place after the first week, Phyllis?”

She nodded slowly, and there was obvious warmth in her eyes as she reached out and touched the laden shelves. “We made the right decision when we bought it.”

“And the neighbours?” he watched her intensely.

Her firm, good looking face hardened. “I’ve had a visit from the Vicar, that’s all.”

“I thought as much. Bloody aristocrats. I don’t want you buried here and unhappy.”

She patted his arm firmly. “Don’t worry about me. I plan to pay a few calls of my own once everything is set straight. And I’ll have company when the children arrive. We should be able to send for them in another week.”

He smiled and touched her cheek softly. “I’ve missed you. Never thought I’d feel like that.”

She nodded but said nothing.

Presently, another car crunched up the long tree lined drive and two gentlemen climbed out. One was a soberly dressed mature young man, the other tall and elegant, his hair cut longer than was fashionable. This second gentleman possessed an aura of artistry and distinction that complemented his reputation for inspired design. Nigel Davenport did not follow fashion, he created it.

The two men were conducted through the house to the library, and Belaugh looked up from the stimulation of his mounting pile of paperwork and nodded.

“Good. Come and sit down.”

The elegant designer shook the hand that was offered to him. “A pleasure to meet you again, Mr Belaugh.”

Formalities over, Belaugh pushed forward the lists he was working on. “We’re going to have a full house. All the major stores are sending their buyers, their best names, not their juniors. We’ve got that as a result of careful cultivation. What stage are your designs at Davenport?”

“Finishing touches are all that remain sir. I’ve commissioned the mannequins for the day and evening, and I’d suggest we also provide a wide range of fabrics for the buyers to study and choose from.”

“Good idea, we will. And what’s our production capacity, William?”

“The new machines are causing some difficulty at the moment sir, but that will ease once the men become more proficient. It’s quite a change from the old machines, but starting on the first commission will speed them up.”

“I agree. Get together, the two of you, and run a full line of designs. I shall need solid facts and figures by next week, Will. I want to know exactly what our maximum capacity will be.”

The young production manager nodded briskly. “You’ll have it sir.”

“Good. The future thrust of Belaughs will be decided by this show, and I’m investing a great deal of money in it.” He lay his hands on the papers in front of him, then rose to his feet. “Come with me and look around the house. I want suggestions and ideas. I want this show to rival the great fashion houses. We’ll have buyers from Harrods, Liberties, Selfridges, John Lewis, Bentall’s and many more.”

He led them through the huge, shrouded house to the impressive entrance hall. Servants were busy removing covers and adjusting the small items of furniture. “We’ll greet them here with a glass of sherry, then bring them straight through to the ballroom.” His footsteps led them into a vast airy room. Deep windows stretched from floor to ceiling and gave access to the bright spring sunlight. He rubbed his hands together in satisfaction as his eyes scanned the decorative perfection. “It’s Adam of course.”

Phyllis came quickly towards them and held her hand out to each man in turn. “Welcome. We’re just finishing the arrangements now. What do you think of it, William? We were fortunate. We could have had to wait years for such a property.”

The two men were looking around, sizing up the potential of the room that was presented to them. “It’s splendid, ma’am, a worthy home.”

“Excellent proportions,” Nigel Davenport moved forward carefully, and his eyes moved in a slow circle. “We’ll need to hire suitable furniture for the show, complement it with flowers and drapes for the windows and stage. Everything must match my colour scheme of course.”

Belaugh nodded. “Give me a full inventory of what you need, and some fabric swatches for the colour match. Only the best mind!”

“Leave that to me sir. Just give me a few days to wander round and get the feel of the place and I’ll have the designs on your desk.”

Belaugh nodded and glanced at his wife. “And the practicalities to you my dear?”

“Certainly.” She glanced at Nigel Davenport and smiled. “Between us, we’ll soon have the plans prepared.”

The designer looked at her sharply, fierce parochial jealousy glaring from his eyes.

Phyllis smiled calmly. “It’s practical, Mr Davenport. The catering and organisation will be in my hands. The artistic design in yours. Just tell me what you’d like me to arrange.”

He nodded slowly. “As long as it remains that way.”

She nodded, well accustomed to handling artistic temperaments such as his.

“Excellent,” Belaugh smiled. “I’ll leave you three to thrash out the details then,” and he withdrew to the library and the stimulus of his work.

♪♫
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ST BARNABAS CHURCH in Westcott was open in a gesture of welcome. Its lawns were immaculately cut, the edges precise and straight, the ages old tomb stones softened with lichen and moss.

Cultured voices laughed and commented loudly as the guests and newly married couple milled around for a while on the lawn. The town rarely saw a motor vehicle on its roads. Deliveries were made by bike or horse and cart, and so the polished black vehicles drawing up one after another to carry the celebrants off to the reception at Ashforth House were attracting a vast crowd of observers.

Maddy, Emma and Josie were watching them socialise. They were colourful, the gentlemen immaculate in their morning suits, the ladies as ornamental as butterflies. They could see them through the church door and were fascinated.

Emma, whose father moved in those circles, leaned towards Maddy and pointed discreetly to one particular guest. Maddy coloured slightly and nodded. That was him: the well-dressed young man who had been watching her throughout the service.

To be the subject of admiring scrutiny from such an attractive young man, had taken her breath away. She could see him now, walking amongst the guests, and suddenly she realised that he was looking for her. A flare of heat burned her cheeks.

“You should go and say hello to him,” Emma whispered softly.

Maddy glanced over her shoulder. Her father, dignified and handsome in his college robes, had just locked the organ and was talking quietly to the Vicar. She knew he would not mind her watching with her friends as she waited for him, but she did not think he would like her going out to mingle with them.

Behind her, the Vicar was asking, “Did you have any success with your interview Angus?”

“No. They’d decided on a replacement already. The interviews were merely a formality. I suppose I should have realised that.” Her father’s quiet face was suddenly weary and dispirited, and he looked far older than his thirty-eight years. “It would have been an ideal job. The post came with a house and education for the children. It’s going to be extremely difficult now my poor Maisy has gone.”

“I’m sorry Angus. If there’s anything I can do, don’t hesitate to let me know. The children are always welcome if you need help.” The Vicar gripped his shoulder, and there was unaccustomed gruffness in his voice. “In my opinion, the Malthouse has made a terrible mistake. They’ve turned down an excellent teacher.” He forced a smile onto his face. “But it means we still have you here.”

Her father smiled. “Thanks Peter. You’re a good friend.”

The Vicar nodded. “And that reminds me, I gave your name to the Ashforths from the manor. Josie’s playing has impressed them, and they’re looking for a teacher for their granddaughter Avril.” He hunted in the pockets of his cassock and handed a few pieces of paper to her father. “That’s their address.”

Angus studied the papers, and then frowned. He held a plain brown envelope in his hand and looked sharply at the Vicar. “And what’s this?”

“I’ve just done the accounts and your fees are due. There was also the recital you gave last month, and...”

“You shouldn’t do this,” Angus Brook’s face hardened, and he thrust the envelope back into the Vicar’s hand. “I can’t accept such a gift a second time, you know that. There are many families in a situation worse than mine. For heavens’ sake give the parish charity fairly Peter...”

“I had a feeling you might say that,” the Vicar nodded slowly, “so I prepared a small account. Every penny is specified, including Maddy’s fees for singing today. They paid a handsome sum to hold the wedding here, I assure you.”

Angus studied the Vicar’s face for a moment, then the anger faded from his vivid blue eyes. “What a fool I am. You must forgive me.” He looked down thoughtfully at the envelope and gradually his shoulders straightened. “Thanks. I shall be able to pay the rent now.”

The Vicar clapped him on the shoulder and walked towards the open door. “I think it’s time we congratulated your lovely young daughter on her singing today. It was beautiful. She’s got quite a talent there, and the confidence to carry it off.”

But encouraged by her friends, Maddy had slipped quietly out into the churchyard leaving the men to talk, and she stood by one of the gravestones, watching the young man as he searched.

He seemed quite determined, and when his eyes finally lit on her, she smiled shyly at him. His face brightened as though the sun had come out, and he hurried to her and then stood for a moment at a loss for words.

She held her hand out to him, breaking the awkward silence. “Hello. I hope you enjoyed the service.”

“Yes indeed,” he took her hand, and instead of shaking it as she expected, he leaned over and kissed it reverently. “Hearing your voice was the pinnacle of the ceremony. You sing like an angel.”

She felt a shock flood up her arm, and her knees weakened curiously. Even her normally firm voice sounded slightly breathless as she replied, “Thank you.”

“I hope to make your acquaintance properly at the reception...” he glanced over his shoulder in irritation as a name was called splendidly from the gate. “I must go now. My car is here. Whatever you do, don’t disappear without seeing me.”

“I won’t be at the reception. I’m not on the guest list,” she murmured quietly.

He had been about to hurry off, but he turned back to her urgently and took both her hands in his. “Who are you then, and where do you live?”

But her father’s resonant voice carried sternly across the lawn. “Maddy. Come here immediately.”

“I can’t. I must go now,” she said hastily, then turned and almost ran back to the vestry door. Behind her, the young man called after her, but the voice from the gate was becoming insistent. Reluctantly, he turned away from the church, and left.

♪♫

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Four
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THE FLAT THE Brooks family lived in reflected the tenderness and care of the mistress of the home. There were curtains and cushion covers lovingly made, that attracted the eye away from threadbare patches on the chairs. An appliquéd curtain hung across the door, weighted down by small pellets of lead sewn into the lining, and it kept at bay the draughts that whistled up the stairs, giving the room a snug welcoming atmosphere.

The Vicar’s wife always felt at home when she visited them, and tonight she had brought her daughter Josie to keep the two children company until their father returned from teaching.

The clock was ticking placidly on the mantelpiece and beside it was the steady imperturbable glow of the oil lamp. On the floor, Maddy, Matthew and Josie leaned eagerly towards each other across the games board in front of a roaring log fire. The flickering firelight illuminated their faces, animating the Brooks children as they moved with restless enthusiasm, such a contrast to Josie’s quiet, gentle discretion.

“Here you are my dears.” Mrs Rogers bustled in with a big pot of steaming tea and three cups. “Supper time.”

“Thank you, Mrs Rogers.” Maddy shook the dice and threw it. “A five! Phew! That takes me past the snake. I’m safe. Let’s have our supper now.”

“Hang on a minute!” Matthew cried. “I just want to see if I can get that next ladder.” He took the dice and concentrated every effort on his own throw.

The two girls ignored him. Josie opened a promising brown envelope while Maddy industriously brought the lamp over, and they huddled together eagerly around a batch of photographs. “Look! You’ve come out beautifully. It isn’t a wonder that young man sat watching you all through the service.”

Maddy clasped her hands to her cheeks and gazed at the picture of herself singing at the wedding. It had taken them hours to straighten her rebelliously curly golden hair and style it in the height of fashion, but the result had been well worth the effort, for her hair gleamed in discreet waves, and she looked more like seventeen than twelve.

Josie laughed, “And here’s one of your mystery admirer. Everyone’s been talking about him. Emma said he moped all through the reception because you weren’t there.”

Maddy felt little tingles of unaccustomed excitement run up and down her spine as she remembered the smile on his face and how he had kissed her hand. The picture told her that he must have been in his early twenties. His short hair was immaculately slicked back with cream, giving his face an air of distinction and character, and he wore a beautifully tailored suit and handmade shoes. “I’d have sung as flat as a pancake if I’d known. Are you sure he was asking for me? You’re not just teasing me.”

“No I’m not. But we can find out who he is from Emma if you like. He looks as though he could provide you with everything you could possibly need. You should have seen the car he came in! And by the way he was looking at you, he...”

“Don’t you dare, Josie. I don’t want to be looked after by anyone, I want to be a pianist.”

“Then you’ll need a very kind and affluent husband. Oh alright, I won’t say any more,” Josie laughed. “Here’s one of the bride. Doesn’t she look beautiful? And there’s me,” she glanced around quickly to make sure her mother was not within hearing range. “I hated that awful bridesmaid’s dress, it was so old fashioned. I don’t know why Becca chose it.”

Maddy smiled. “She couldn’t afford to have a beautiful young woman standing beside her, taking the shine out of her.”

Suddenly a terrific thump came at the window, rattling the glass alarmingly, and they all looked round in surprise. Whatever had hit the window had done no damage and flew on down the street.

Maddy glanced at the clock. “I wonder where Daddy is.”

“It’s the first lesson he’s given to Avril, so I expect he’s chatting to her grandparents.”

“Stop mucking around you two. It’s your turn Josie.”

Josie pulled a face. “We’re going to finish the game later Matt!” She had five brothers of her own and was used to their irritating persistence.

But Maddy was restless now. She got up and went to peep out of the window hoping to see her father’s figure, or the glow of his carbide bicycle lamp somewhere in the distance.

The severity of the weather surprised her a little and she shivered. It was more like November than April. The wind was gusting intermittently, lashing the rain into cruel horizontal blades of water, making the deep puddles dance in the deserted street. The residents of Westcott were wisely within doors. There was only one sign of life to be seen in the road, and that representative of life looked miserable. A horse and cart laden with a few remaining sacks of coal were waiting just a few yards away. The horse was blinkered, its head bowed and turned away from the driving rain. The sack of oats hanging limply around its neck was sodden, and obviously held nothing of interest now for the poor beast. She saw the coal man reach up for the ears of the sack and turn his back dexterously, heaving the heavy load onto his muscular shoulders. Then he disappeared at a bent over trot down the narrow passageway to the back of the terrace of houses opposite. It was cold dark and inhospitable out there.

Josie crossed the room to join Maddy and touched her friend’s shoulder in an attempt to reassure her. “There’s nothing to worry about you know.”

“I know.” Maddy’s throat tightened with sudden emotion. “I just wish he didn’t have to go out on evenings like this.”

Josie looked out at the gusting debris that was being impelled down the street, and she shuddered.

“Come on Maddy, it’s your turn,” her brother was sitting cross legged now, shaking the dice eagerly in his hand.

“Alright, let’s get this game finished,” she said briskly and hurried back to the friendly warmth of the fire, but the curtains blew agitatedly in the draught that forced its way around the window frame and she frowned.

Josie smiled and touched her hand. “We’ll sort out some clean dry clothes for him and have a hot drink ready.”

“That’s a good idea,” Maddy murmured with difficulty. It was the sort of thing her mother would have done, and she was missing her terribly. She knelt down by the snakes and ladders board and bent her fair head to study it, hiding the pain on her face. “Whose turn is it? Mine? Oh Matt, you’ve just slipped right back down to number five! What a disaster.”

They played on and time passed quickly. Finally, the game ended and Mrs Rogers sent Josie home, then bustled Matthew off to bed.

Alone, Maddy gazed into the flickering flames of the fire, and curiously reached her fingers out to the heat, mesmerised and soothed by the constantly changing patterns of warmth and danger, and her thoughts wandered to her future. She had so many
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