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About the Book

When Maddie Ashman is tricked into giving up her baby for adoption she is utterly devastated. Her mother has convinced Maddie that she has no choice, as the child is illegitimate and the father has deserted her. But this is the final straw for Maddie and she knows she must leave home. It’s now or never. But who can she to turn for help?

Catching the train to Leicester, she goes in search of the one person who might take her in – even though she has no idea where they live. And when she gets a job in a funeral parlour she discovers that life is full of surprises – for love and laughter can be found in the most unlikely places!


For Karen and Jim Green

This book is dedicated to you both with my deep gratitude.
Someone was indeed looking after me the day we met.
Without you both, I would never have got through
such a traumatic time. Thank you.


Many thanks to Frank Gutteridge for
his invaluable information on the life
of a funeral director, and for a good
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Part One


Chapter One

‘It’s not true . . . it can’t be. You wouldn’t do that. Tell me it’s not true? Mother, please?’

Piercing steel-grey eyes glared coldly into the terror-stricken ones staring wildly up at her. Prising away the hands gripping the front of her coat, Harriet Ashman swung back her arm and smacked her daughter hard across the face. The sharp slap resounded loudly around the tiny, sparsely furnished bedroom. ‘Control yourself, Maude. What must Mrs Baldicott be thinking? Get dressed and put your things together, we have a long journey to make.’

But the journey, or rather what awaited her at the end of it, was of no importance to Maddie Ashman. All that dwelt in her mind was the devastating news her mother had just so matter-of-factly delivered. Spinning on her bare feet, thick calico nightdress billowing, she fled from the bedroom.

Downstairs in the inviting kitchen of the shabby but cosy village cottage, elderly Mrs Baldicott, the woman who had taken Maddie into her home and cared for her for the last seven months, was sitting at a well-scrubbed pine table, hands clasped tightly, looking grave instead of her usual kindly, rosy-cheeked self.

As her guest burst into the room, Nancy Baldicott’s head jerked up. Maddie had only to witness that grim expression to have the truth of her mother’s announcement confirmed.

‘Maddie, I’m . . . I’m so sorry,’ Nancy stammered, half rising. ‘Believe me, I’d no idea what yer mother had planned.’

‘You could have stopped her!’ shrieked Maddie. ‘She’s my baby. Mine. Not my mother’s.’ Picking up her nightdress, exposing bare legs, she dashed to the door, wrenched up the latch and ran down the ash path, screaming. ‘Where is she? Where’s my baby?’

Panting hard, Nancy caught up with Maddie at the gate, managing to stop the hysterical young woman from charging through by forcing her plump body in front of it. ‘Come back inside,’ she pleaded, grabbing hold of Maddie’s arm. ‘Yer’ll catch yer death.’

‘I don’t care,’ she cried, wrenching herself free. ‘I want my baby. Where is she?’ She grabbed hold of Nancy’s shoulders, gripping hard. ‘You must know. You must.’

The old lady’s conscience stabbed her painfully but it was more than her reputation was worth to divulge what she knew. Vigorously she shook her head. ‘I don’t, me duck.’ She hated telling the lie but had no choice. ‘All I know is that yer mam took her out in the garden. Bit of fresh air, she said, while you got yerself ready for the journey home. When she came back alone all she said was: “A woman with money’s taken her. She’ll be looked after proper.” That’s all she told me.’

Maddie was devastated. Her whole body shook, face crumpling as a torrent of tears gushed down her cheeks. Releasing her hold on the elderly woman, she gripped herself tight around her stomach, swaying backwards and forwards in distress. ‘How could my mother do this, Mrs Baldicott? How could she?’

Nancy gnawed her bottom lip anxiously, unable to find any words of comfort. ‘Maybe . . . maybe she felt it were best, in the circumstances.’ Her voice was kind. Forcing a smile, she tenderly placed one fleshy arm around the young woman’s shoulders, drawing her close. ‘Maybe it is, Maddie love. It’s no picnic bringing up a . . . a . . .’

Maddie stiffened, lifting her head to look Mrs Baldicott straight in the eye. ‘Bastard,’ she erupted. ‘Awful word, isn’t it, for a baby without a father?’

‘I was going ter say, it ain’t easy bringing up a baby on yer own.’

‘But that’s just it – I wasn’t going to be on my own. My baby has a father. It was the truth I told when I said Josh was thrilled about it. He knows all about my mother and how she is, and although he didn’t feel it right, he said it would be best for us to run away and get married and face whatever we had to after. He said his mother would find room for us until we got a place of our own. But I couldn’t do it Josh’s way. I felt my mother didn’t deserve that. I tried to break the news to her, I did really, but she challenged me before I could gather the courage.’

Maddie’s face, already ashen, paled even more at the memory. ‘It was awful, Mrs Baldicott. I thought she’d be angry. I thought she’d throw me out, want nothing more to do with me.’ She shook her head in bewilderment. ‘But not this. Never did I think she’d do anything like this. She got me here under false pretences, Mrs Baldicott. It never crossed my mind that her intention was to leave me here without a penny to my name until after the baby was born. I never had a chance to see Josh and explain in person. To do anything. I can’t understand why he hasn’t answered my letters.’ She wrung her hands so tight her knuckles shone white. ‘Oh, Mrs Baldicott, what’s he going to say when he finds out what my mother’s done? That she’s given our baby away.’

From the corner of her eye Nancy spotted two village women approaching on their way to the shops. Wanting to avoid being drawn into conversation, she nodded a quick greeting then turned her back to them, steering Maddie down the path. ‘I . . . Look, lovey, I know what you told me about Josh. He sounds a fine young man, but . . . well . . . I didn’t want to speak me mind while you were expecting, didn’t want to upset yer like. But I do think it’s odd he’s never bin in touch at all while yer’ve bin here.’

Maddie stared at her in confusion. Mrs Baldicott was only voicing what she herself had agonised over for the last seven months while their baby had grown within her. She could excuse Josh’s failure to visit, the journey being a long one and fares hard to find once dues from his wage had been paid out. Despite all the reasons she had come up with for his failure to appear, though, even she couldn’t excuse him for not replying to her letters. But at the moment it was not her chief worry. Her missing child was.

‘I can’t think about that now. I need to find my baby, then I can worry about Josh.’ Maddie eyed the older woman beseechingly. ‘You must have seen something, Mrs Baldicott? Who she handed my baby to?’

The other woman shrugged helplessly. ‘I didn’t.’ And she was telling the truth. ‘I watched for a minute from the window as yer mother walked down the path . . .’ Her voice trailed off. She wanted to say what a lovely sight she had witnessed, seeing grandmother and granddaughter becoming acquainted. But she couldn’t. It had upset her greatly to see the way Harriet Ashman was holding her grandchild. If she hadn’t known better she would have thought the woman was carrying a dead dog. Harriet had held the child stiffly away from her, her long thin nose in the air, as if there was a nasty smell wafting up it.

Mortified, Mrs Baldicott had turned away and busied herself mashing a pot of tea to fortify her guests before their journey home. ‘She told me she was teking the baby for a breath of fresh air. I didn’t suspect nothing amiss, Maddie, nor have a clue what she was up to. This state of affairs is as much a shock to me as it is to you. Usually I’m told beforehand what’s gonna happen, so I can help prepare the likes of yerself whilst yer with me, soften the blow, but yer mam kept her own counsel. She never said a word. Maddie love, the job I’m paid ter do is to care for the mothers during their confinement. Even if I’d known yer mam’s intentions, I’d have had no right to interfere.’

‘And it seems I’ve no rights either, doesn’t it?’ sobbed Maddie. Her face clouded angrily. ‘But my mother’s not going to get away with this,’ she whispered fiercely. ‘She’s not, Mrs Baldicott. All my life I’ve had to go along with her wishes. But this time I’m not going to. This time she’s gone too far. I want my baby back and I’m going to get her.’

Moments later, teeth gritted in determination, fists clenched, Maddie was back in her bedroom.

Blandly ignoring her precipitate dash from the room, Harriet clipped shut a faded tapestry carpet bag and said matter-of-factly, ‘You should have had all your packing done, Maude. It’s not as though you didn’t know I was coming to collect you today.’ After buttoning up her black coat, she repositioned the black felt hat over the tightly pinned iron-grey bun on the top of her head. ‘Now get a move on. I’ll not be happy if we miss that train. I want to be back before tea-time.’

Momentarily, Maddie froze, taken off guard by her mother’s seemingly complete disregard for this dreadful situation, one she herself had masterminded and executed without any regard at all for her daughter’s feelings. A vision of her baby gave Maddie the strength to resist. ‘Stop it, Mother! Stop acting like there’s nothing wrong. I want to know what you’ve done with my baby? I want her back and I’ll not leave this room until you tell me where she is.’

Setting her jaw, Harriet glared at her stonily. ‘I will not have you addressing me in that tone of voice. I will not tolerate it. Neither will I put up with hysterical behaviour.’

Maddie stared at her, eyes ablaze. ‘Hysterical behaviour? Mother, you calmly announce that you’ve given my baby away. How do you expect me to react? Do you expect me to be grateful?’

Harriet seemed momentarily shocked. This was the first time her usually even-tempered, easily manipulated daughter had ever stood up to her. Her assumption that Maddie would accept this situation without a fuss had been very wrong and Harriet wasn’t prepared for it.

Abruptly turning away, she walked to the window and stared blindly out, anger swelling within her. If she wasn’t careful Maude’s stupidity could jeopardise all she herself had worked hard for, and Harriet wasn’t about to permit that. She hadn’t worked hard all these years, clawing her way out of poverty, to have her hard-won position snatched away from her. Especially not by her daughter.

Her mind drifted back in time and she saw herself as a child of seven, just days after her father had been killed in an accident on the farm where he worked. Straight after the funeral came the humiliating eviction from the dilapidated tied cottage where she had lived all her short life. No remorse had been expressed, no sympathy shown, except for a few kind words from fellow workers as her mother had struggled with the borrowed handcart in which were piled their few worldly possessions. The dispirited mother and child trudged the mud-rutted lanes to the nearest town of Market Harborough, a thriving place twenty or so miles from the far larger city of Leicester, not having a clue what would happen to them there.

Sitting on a grassy hill overlooking the town, Harriet’s grieving mother, Hilda Grimble, had stared down silently for what seemed like hours. Eventually she turned to Harriet, a steely glint in her eyes. ‘We ain’t gonna be beaten, ’arriet. You’ll see we ain’t. Me and you, we’ll show ’em, so we will. I don’t care how we earn our livin’ but we ain’t never gonna be chucked out of our ’ome again. Never, you ’ear? Now come on,’ she’d said, rising. ‘We’ve a lot to do before we sleep ternight.’

An excited Harriet had jumped up eagerly to help her mother push the cart towards town, visions of grandeur crowding through her mind. For as long as she could remember she had hated life on the farm. The conditions they had lived in there had been dire: the cottage damp and cold even in summer; the food they ate no better than pig swill; the clothes on their backs threadbare. She couldn’t even remember receiving a present at Christmas, except for a ragged doll salvaged by her mother from the farmer’s dustbin, without his knowledge. It had had no hair and had lost one of its legs. For that Harriet had been expected to be grateful. Even at a tender age she’d inwardly questioned why she should be. The farmer’s children had all they could ever want and she nothing, all because of who had parented them. It wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t she have been born to people who could provide better for her?

She’d shed no tears when her father died. Neither of her parents was the demonstrative kind. They hadn’t had the time. All their efforts were channelled into keeping body and soul together, and from the moment she could walk Harriet was encouraged to do her bit. On her father’s death she’d realised they would have to leave their home, but all that had meant to her was that life must surely now take a turn for the better. Hilda’s declaration that morning on the hillside happily confirmed Harriet’s belief and for the rest of the journey she indulged in wonderful fantasies.

Her mother would get a good job earning lots of money, and they would live in a nice house; Harriet would attend a good school wearing pretty clothes, with a special dress for Sundays. Just like the farmer’s children.

But she was to be cruelly disappointed.

On reaching town, Hilda set about selling everything she possessed, including her thin gold wedding ring. Using a good portion of the money she paid a month’s rent on a crumbling, filthy three-storey property up a side street, just off the town centre, on the poorest side of town. The day following, working all hours, Hilda and a by now sullen Harriet cleaned all the rooms, salvaging anything that could be of use, then distempered the walls.

The small front room was turned into a makeshift shop selling anything that would make a few pennies’ profit. Nothing, whatever state it was in, was overlooked. A handleless chipped cup, a chair minus one leg, a book with pages missing . . . in Hilda’s view anything might be of use to someone at a reasonable price. The two attic rooms, sparsely furnished, afforded a cheap night’s lodging to a succession of rough working men.

Nothing was as Harriet had expected. Life now was worse than before, if that was possible. The shop was filled with stinking junk, the attics with stinking foul-mouthed drunks. Her mother was contented with the way she made her frugal living, for the first time in her life independent, not reliant on anyone else, and that was the way she intended to stay. So happy was Hilda that she remained oblivious to the bitter resentment seething within her daughter.

Harriet made no attempt to make friends with the neighbouring children, preferring her own company to playing childish games or becoming involved in petty squabbling. When she wasn’t dragooned into helping her mother run the business, she took to filling her solitary hours by reading the piles of musty, dog-eared books that came through the shop. Reading opened up a new world to her and it did not take long for her quick mind to realise that in this way she could educate herself in more subjects than the basic 3 Rs she learned at school.

Over the years the mildewed pages taught her much and by the time she reached adulthood anyone who did not know Harriet’s origins would never have guessed from her practised deportment, elocution, and carefully chosen good quality second-hand clothes, her lowly beginnings and humble home.

The bitterness of her life had hardened Harriet to such an extent that by the time her mother passed away from pneumonia at the age of forty-two, weakened by her years of toil and poor standard of living, she did not shed a tear, just stared around bitterly at her meagre legacy. Crumbling rented premises housing her own poor, sparsely furnished living accommodation; one room used as a shop which overflowed with what she felt amounted to no more than rubbish; two small attic bedrooms offering a night’s lodging hardly one step up from the workhouse to a bedraggled clientele barely able to afford the pittance charged.

Harriet was then seventeen years of age. Like her mother years before, she sat and contemplated her position. The conclusion she came to was that she could either shut the shop and carry on with her job, hoping that she might eventually acquire a husband and live the hand-to-mouth existence of her neighbours, or else put her years of self-education to good use and improve on what her mother had left her.

She chose the latter course, taking time to plan her future down to the smallest detail. At last she was satisfied it was a sound scheme, one formulated to ensure she never again tasted poverty. It would take skill, cunning and an iron will. She knew she possessed all three.

To finance her plan she kept on at her job for the time being. In her spare time, cutting her outgoings to the bone, she set about transforming the shop into a haberdasher’s – haberdashery being as far removed as possible from what had been sold here previously. The attic rooms were cleared and given a fresh coat of paint, cheap but sturdy furniture installed, and the coarse workmen replaced with far more suitable lodgers for what she had in mind: travelling salesmen. To Harriet’s delight, all this coincided with an upturn in the rundown area’s fortunes and it became much more desirable.

The shop slowly began to pay its way and her two rooms were regularly occupied. Two years from the day Harriet had formulated her plan, all that remained for her to achieve was to find herself a suitable husband.

He came in the shape of twenty-three-year-old George Ashman, an insurance agent working from a large office in Leicester, who had been drafted to Market Harborough and had taken one of her rooms.

George was not at all good-looking, indeed had a severe limp caused by a club foot, but that did not matter as Harriet knew her own lack of physical attributes meant she would never ensnare a handsome man. George with his own affliction, would more than likely be grateful someone was showing an interest in him. He was quiet, polite, and seemed eager to please his ‘amenable’ landlady. Insurance agents were respectable men with high principles and were, she guessed, reasonably paid in comparison to many other trades. He was an orphaned only child, so there would be no family interference. George was near perfect for what she was looking for. They were married four months later. Maude was to be their only child.

And nowadays Harriet was looked upon as a respectable widow, whose sadly deceased husband had held a good position in life. Looking back, she felt she could not have achieved more considering her poor beginnings.

But all that was in jeopardy. All she had striven to gain could yet be lost, and all because of the thoughtless, selfish actions of her own daughter. Harriet wasn’t about to let that happen.

Her cold grey eyes narrowed. The man had been dealt with. The result of that sordid liaison also. Maude’s sudden unexpected show of rebellion had momentarily taken Harriet off her guard but it was nothing she could not handle. Hadn’t she handled everything else most satisfactorily? But one thing she felt she must do this time was to make sure Maddie never again jeopardised her mother’s respectability.

Harriet took a deep breath and slowly turned to face her daughter who anxiously awaited her response. Head raised, back ramrod stiff, face stony, she spoke. ‘I’ll make allowances for your outburst this time, Maude. I suppose some sort of emotional display is to be expected in the circumstances. But never again. I will hear no more of your blatant lies or excuses for your own wanton behaviour which,’ she hissed, ‘I’ve taken great pains to cover up – something, I might add, that did not come cheap. No one has any idea about your shame. People think you’ve been nursing an old friend of mine through a difficult illness. And that’s the way it’s going to stay.’

She clasped her hands and pursed her thin lips. ‘I don’t suppose for one minute you stopped to consider what this would do to my reputation, or to your father’s memory. I never thought you could be so selfish, Maude.’

She paused momentarily to draw breath. ‘How could you?’ she pressed on. ‘How could you sink so low as to associate yourself with the likes of people living in such . . . such squalor! And to think that you seriously intended to marry him. Huh!’ She shuddered and shook her head vigorously. ‘Never, never would I have believed this could happen. I don’t care what you say about the man. I don’t care how wonderful you think him or what promises he’s made you. I know without a shadow of a doubt that if I’d allowed you to marry, within months you’d have been reduced to his level.’ Her eyes glinted maliciously. ‘Is that what you want for yourself, Maude? A damp, infested hovel full of a horde of screaming offspring, and you forever wondering how you’re going to feed them because that wonderful man of yours has drunk his wage at the pub?’

Maddie gazed at her, round-eyed. ‘No, Mother, you have it all wrong!’ she exclaimed. ‘If only you’d listened to me, let me explain properly, agreed to meet Josh before you made me come here. He isn’t like that, and neither is his family. Yes, they’re poor but they’re good people, Mother. They work hard like we do, they do their best. They . . .’

Harriet raised a hand in warning. ‘Stop this nonsense! You’ve been blinded, Maude, blinded by what you thought was love.’ Her face darkened. ‘I did what any decent mother would do, and in time you will see that. When will you realise I’ve saved you, Maude? Saved you from a fate worse than death. I did the only thing I could, and that was to get you away from him and hope you would come to your senses.’

She thrust out her skinny chest. ‘What you did was unforgivable. You committed the very worst sin and you’re going to pay dearly for that. Your whole relationship with this man was built around deceit. You lied and connived your way through it. I thought I had raised you better than that. Raised you to respect yourself. I see now I was wrong.’ Harriet snorted in disgust. ‘You gave yourself to the first man who showed interest, never looking for the reason why. After all, Maude, you’re approaching twenty-five, well past marriageable age, and hardly what would be classed as a beauty. No, far from it.’

Ignoring her daughter’s gasp of horror, she continued, ‘The man fooled you, Maude! He fooled you good and proper. I don’t care what cock and bull tale you’ve told me about your plans for your future. If he’d been a decent type, he’d have called to introduce himself properly the very first time he courted you. Or at the very least, when you told him you were pregnant, he should have insisted you told me together instead of planning to sneak away like thieves in the night. Any decent man would never have thought of it. But then, he’s not decent, is he? He did nothing to endear himself to me at all. Which was why I got you away. I thought if this man was as worthy as you declared him to be, then he’d come and show it. But did he? No, he did not!

‘He’s had plenty of time to prove his worth. I know you’ve written to him. Well, you have, haven’t you?’ she challenged. ‘So knowing where you were, why didn’t he board the first train heading this way? Or at the very least have the courtesy to reply to your letters. But you’ve heard nothing, have you? Not a peep. I know,’ she said smugly, ‘because I asked Mrs Baldicott. But I didn’t need to ask, I knew it already. Made it my business to find out. He fled from Market Harborough only days after I brought you here.’

Face contorted in disbelief, Maddie cried. ‘What? No, Mother! I don’t believe you. Josh wouldn’t do that to me. There’s another reason why he’s not contacted me, there has to be.’

Harriet’s lips tightened indignantly. ‘Don’t brand me a liar like you, Maude,’ she hissed. ‘He’s gone, I tell you. Abandoned you without a by your leave. Now sit down,’ she ordered, ‘and if you interrupt again, you’ll wish you hadn’t.’ She waited while her heartbroken daughter slumped into a chair. ‘Admit it, Maude, you’ve been used. You can think what you like but I believe he saw you as his chance of bettering himself, getting out of that hell-hole he lived in and his lowly paid job. I expect his family thought the same and encouraged his relationship with you. After all, I have a business. It might not be much in some eyes, but it’s a damned sight more than they have. Well, their plan backfired, didn’t it?’ She shook her head triumphantly. ‘I knew. I saw it all the moment I forced you to tell me about your sordid affair. It was all as clear as daylight to me. And, as a matter of interest, if I hadn’t have confronted you that night, when would you have told me?’

Maddie hung her head.

‘Oh, Maude, how could you have allowed yourself to be taken in so easily? Were you that desperate for a man?’ Harriet tutted in disdain. ‘And I thought my daughter was a respectable woman. You do realise, don’t you, that you’ve ruined any chance you ever had of getting married to anyone decent? Of course, with so many men losing their lives in the war, your chances were already severely reduced. The ones who are left have their pick, which doesn’t leave much hope for you. The most you can hope for now is that some elderly widower will take you, but even that possibility seems remote now you’ve been soiled.’

Her nostrils flared. ‘Now, I’ve said all that is ever going to be said on the matter. I won’t hear that man’s name mentioned again. And, before we leave this room, I want a solemn promise you’ll go nowhere near his family enquiring after him – unless you want to be humiliated even more than you already have been. As for the child, it never happened. Is that clear? Maude, I asked you a question. I expect an answer.’

She raised her head slowly, face filled with horror. ‘I can’t, Mother. I can’t just forget about my baby. Please don’t expect me to do that. Just tell me where she is, please? I’ll go away with her. I won’t cause you any . . .’

‘And how will you provide for yourself and the child?’ Harriet erupted. ‘You have no money to speak of, and don’t expect any help from me. Within a matter of weeks you’d be facing the workhouse. Would that be fair to the child? Well, would it? Or to go through life branded a bastard? Think about that, Maude. She’s been given to people who can care and provide for her. Be realistic. You cannot give your child what it needs. You were selfish enough to bring it into the world – don’t selfishly deprive it of the right to a proper upbringing.’

Harriet paused momentarily to pick up her handbag. ‘Anyway, none of this matters. The child is gone. You’ll get over it.’ She walked towards the door and pulled it open. ‘Now I’m going to settle up with Mrs Baldicott. I expect you to be ready in ten minutes.’

Numb with shock, Maddie stared at the closed door for several seconds. Then the full realisation of her situation and its hopelessness struck her like a blow. So violent was the pain of it that she moaned in agony and slid to her knees. In her mind’s eye she saw again the events leading up to this dreadful betrayal.
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