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  To the outside world, Charlotte is the privileged daughter of the local vicar. Behind closed doors, however, she is the prisoner of her controlling father. As she grows up, Charlotte longs for freedom, but her captivating innocence leads her into trouble. Sent to Ireland to hide a shameful pregnancy, she discovers that once again her father has deceived her. She is forced into a convent's harsh and humiliating regime, where she must eventually give up the one thing that makes her life worthwhile.


  When Charlotte returns to England, older than her years, she chooses to forget the past. Becoming a London midwife, she longs only to help other women at this hardest and most joyful moment in their lives. But her deep compassion, and desire to prevent anyone else suffering the same horror she did, leads her into a darker and more dangerous place.


  This one is for you, Flora, with gratitude and love for all your
care and support xx
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  Prologue


  June 2011


  ‘So you’re saying the poor old soul hasn’t spoken a single word since she came here?’ the attractive redhead asked her colleague in a hushed voice.


  ‘That’s right,’ the blonde care assistant answered as she dusted her way across the dressing-table. ‘Three months it’s been now, and not so much as a peep out of her. She just sits there hugging that doll all day.’


  The redhead, who was called Nadine, glanced across at the elderly woman in the neatly made bed and tutted sadly while she gathered up a pile of bedlinen to take to the laundry. ‘Doesn’t she have any relatives who come to visit her?’ she asked.


  ‘No one. At least, not whilst I’ve been looking after her. Oh, I tell a lie – there was someone. A young social worker – Morris or Norris, I think she said her name was. She came a couple of times but the old girl wouldn’t even look at her so she stopped coming.’ Beth Malone straightened and looked about to see what else needed doing. She removed the plastic bag from the waste-paper basket and replaced it with a fresh one.


  ‘From what I can make of it, no one really knows much about her,’ she went on. ‘Apparently a neighbour called social services in because they hadn’t seen her out and about for a while, and they found her inside her house surrounded by cats and dogs that she’d taken in – and that doll. She clearly wasn’t well so they admitted her to hospital, then when they decided that she wasn’t capable of looking after herself any more, they sent her here to the home to recuperate.


  ‘And what about the animals?’ Nadine asked, aghast. She had pets of her own and would hate to be separated from them. ‘Who’s looking after them?’


  ‘Her solicitor dealt with all of that. They were all well cared-for, as it turned out,’ Beth said. ‘I believe they have all been rehomed.’


  ‘How sad.’ As Nadine looked back towards the bed her heart ached. Both women were very fond of all the patients in The Silas Marner Nursing Home near Bedworth.


  Beth rubbed her back, saying, ‘Well, I reckon we’re done in here for now. We’d best get down to the dining room and start laying up for dinner else we’ll have the manageress breathing down our necks.’


  Beth crossed to the old woman and stroked her hand. ‘I’ll be back with your dinner-tray soon, Charlotte,’ she told her kindly. ‘But if you need anything before, just ring the bell and one of us will come.’


  The woman’s faded blue eyes stayed firmly fixed on the ceiling, so, with a little sigh, Beth followed Nadine from the room.


  Once the door had closed behind them, the woman glanced towards the patch of blue sky that was visible through the window and blinked back tears. The staff at the care home were kind, especially Beth, but they tended to treat her as if she were deaf and dumb now. She knew it was her own fault. She had consciously remained tight-lipped ever since the day the social worker had come into her home and sent her into hospital. They had taken her away from her beloved pets. But now it didn’t matter any more. She had nothing left to live for and soon, hopefully, she would join her husband who had passed away ten long years ago.


  Thoughts of Joseph made the lump in her throat swell to even larger proportions. He had been such a gentle, sensitive man, but misunderstood, just as she had been for most of her life. She stared harder at the clouds scudding across the sky. Was Joseph really up there waiting for her? Was there a heaven? She could only hope it was so. And soon, very soon now she would go to him and all the pain would end.


  Charlotte Branning knew that to the nursing staff here she was just a silly, eccentric old woman – but how she could have enlightened them, had she wished to. Instead, as she cuddled the hard plastic doll to her chest, she prayed for death to come and claim her. It would be nice to go to sleep and never have to wake up again. She closed her eyes and suddenly she was a young girl again as her thoughts drifted back over the years . . .


  Chapter One


  June 1954


  ‘Come along, Charlotte. If you don’t hurry we shall be late for the service, and you know that will make your father angry.’


  ‘Yes, Mother.’ Hastily pulling her gloves on, the girl adjusted her hat before meekly following her mother through the door.


  The vicarage, which was the only home Charlotte had ever known, was right next door to St Sebastian’s Church in Bedworth, and as they walked down the path leading to the small wooden gate they could see people streaming towards it. Charlotte’s father would already be there, going over his notes in the vestry before he began the Sunday morning service, and Charlotte could see that her mother was concerned. The Reverend Bernard Hayes expected his wife and daughter to be there before his flock arrived, and she knew that he would be annoyed. If only I hadn’t mislaid my gloves, she thought as she saw the sweat stand out on her mother’s forehead, but it was too late to worry about it now, so they hurried on.


  Once inside the small church, Charlotte blinked and slowed her steps as she allowed her eyes to adjust. After the bright June sunshine, the church appeared dark and dismal. As they walked down the aisle, people nodded towards them and Charlotte managed to raise a weak smile. No doubt there was yet another boring hour ahead as her father preached about the fire and brimstone that awaited them all, should they stray from the paths of righteousness. Still, she was used to it by now so she sat down without protest at her mother’s side in the front pew that was always reserved for them.


  A few moments later, Reverend Hayes appeared from the vestry and after casting a glare in their direction, took his place in the pulpit. The church became quiet as he spread his hands and gazed towards heaven with a gentle smile on his face. He then looked towards the congregation and Charlotte stared down at her hands, trying to switch off from it all as her father’s voice sliced through the silence and the service began.


  When it was over at last, Charlotte and her mother took their places at the church door beside the Reverend as he shook hands with his flock.


  ‘Thank you, Father, that were a lovely service,’ old Mrs Hilly told him as he grasped her hand and pumped it up and down. ‘And just look at your little Charlotte. She ain’t so little now an’ she’s turning into a right beauty, ain’t she?’


  His lips momentarily tightened, but then he answered cordially enough, ‘Yes, they grow up so quickly, don’t they, Mrs Hilly? Peace be with you, goodbye.’


  Charlotte avoided his eyes as Mrs Hilly tripped past her, but she could feel the disapproval coming off him in waves. Her father could not seem to handle the fact that she was growing up and forming her own opinions, and lately the atmosphere between them had been hostile, to say the least. But she could hardly stop herself from becoming a young woman, could she? She couldn’t remain a child forever.


  Fifteen minutes later, everyone had gone and the smile slipped from her father’s face as he addressed her mother. ‘I think you should go and see to the dinner now, Hilary. I have a few things to attend to in the vestry but I shall be along shortly.’


  ‘Yes, dear, of course,’ she answered. ‘It’s roast lamb today – your favourite.’ She always tried so hard to please him but he always managed to find something to complain about. Either the meat was overcooked or undercooked or the vegetables were too firm or too soft. Charlotte sometimes wondered why her mother didn’t just tell him to cook his own dinner. She made to move on too, but the man caught her arm and told her sharply, ‘Just mind you help your mother now. And no slipping out. I expect the family to sit down for their meal together on Sunday. It is not a day for gallivanting about, miss!’


  Charlotte opened her mouth to say that the only place she ever went to was her friend Babs’s house, where they helped each other with their homework, or to visit her grandmother, but thinking better of it she clamped her lips shut again. There was no point in trying to argue with him. The Reverend Hayes was always right – or at least he thought he was.


  ‘Come along, dear.’ Seeing her daughter’s set face, her mother gently prodded her out into the bright sunshine. ‘Let’s get dinner out of the way and then perhaps your father will let you go to see Granny.’


  Charlotte plodded along at her side without uttering a word and once inside the vicarage she removed her hat and gloves as her mother scuttled towards the kitchen.


  ‘Don’t forget to put those neatly away in your room,’ Mrs Hayes threw over her shoulder. ‘You know your father hates the place to be untidy.’


  Charlotte’s eyes stretched wide. Untidy! The whole place was spotless, so much so that she often teased her mother that she could have eaten her dinner off the floor. Even so she clumped up the stairs to her bedroom and shoved the gloves and hat into a drawer in her dressing-table. Glancing around the room, she sighed. Even in her own private room she was never allowed to leave a thing out of place. Compared to some of the sprawling vicarages that had been built in the last century, this one was modest. Even so, her mother never seemed to stop cleaning and panicked if everything wasn’t just so.


  The only room that Mrs Hayes wasn’t allowed into was her husband Bernard’s dark room. It was a small room that led off his study and no one but himself was allowed in there. He was passionate about photography and liked to develop his own film. Most of the photographs were of wild birds and flowers, and Charlotte had to admit that some of them were stunning. Her mother had dotted them around the vicarage in frames and they had gone a small way towards brightening the place up a little. Her father was inordinately proud of them and showed them off to visiting parishioners at every opportunity. Two of them had even found their way into her own room. One was of a robin digging in the snow and the other was of a family of baby blackbirds feeding on the lawn.


  Usually the photographs could make Charlotte smile but today she frowned as her eyes settled on them, and slumping down onto the stool, she gazed towards the open window. It was a beautiful day and she knew that her friends from school would be going for a walk this afternoon. She wished that she could go with them, but knew it would be pointless to ask for permission. Her father considered Barbara, or Babs as she preferred to be called, to be a hussy, ever since he had seen her walking home from school one day hand-in-hand with Tim Hancock from their class.


  Babs was Charlotte’s best friend, although Charlotte often wondered why Babs even bothered with her. Most of the other girls in her class had given up. They thought she was a snob because Charlotte always turned down invitations to their parties, and because her father was a vicar. Of course, it wasn’t from choice, it was because her father wouldn’t allow her to go out to socialise, but Charlotte was too proud to explain, and so she tended to keep herself very much to herself.


  At that moment, a small bird landed on her bedroom windowsill. ‘You don’t know how lucky you are,’ Charlotte muttered enviously to it. ‘It must be so nice to be able to just fly away to anywhere you choose.’ She sat watching the tiny creature as it hopped from foot to foot, and once it had flown away she went down to the kitchen to help her mother put the finishing touches to their meal.


  It was later that afternoon, when all the dishes had been washed and dried and put away into their proper places that Charlotte dared to ask, ‘Would it be all right if I went to visit Granny now, Father? It’s such a lovely afternoon, I’d enjoy the walk.’


  Looking up from the Bible, which was spread across his lap, he frowned. ‘I dare say you may. But I expect you to be back here promptly at five o’clock for your tea. And make sure it is only your Granny’s you go to.’


  Charlotte bit back a hasty retort. Where else did he think she was going to sidle off to? But she didn’t say it. He’d given permission for her to go out for a couple of hours and if she cheeked him she would end up spending the time shut in her room.


  ‘Thank you, Father. I shall be back on time, honestly.’ She flashed a smile at her mother who was sitting darning some of Bernard’s socks and then shot from the room to get her hat and gloves before he had the chance to change his mind. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d done it and she didn’t want to give him any excuse to today.


  Once clear of the vicarage, the girl heaved a sigh of relief and snatched her hat off, then humming happily to herself she tripped along. Her granny lived a short distance away in a little cottage in Marston Lane and once it came into sight Charlotte immediately felt lighter. Her granny’s cottage was the last in a small row, and as usual the garden was a blaze of colour. She opened the gate and set off up the path as the scent of the flowers assailed her, and seconds later she burst into the front room with a broad smile on her face. Her granny was sitting in her rocking chair at the side of the open window with a magazine spread on her lap, and when her eyes lit on Charlotte she beamed.


  ‘Why, this is a lovely surprise,’ she said happily. ‘But you look all hot an’ sweaty, pet. Why don’t you sit yerself down while I get you a nice cold drink o’ lemonade an’ then you can tell me all about what’s goin’ on at home.’


  Kitty Mayoll hauled herself out of the chair, sending the magazine clattering to the floor, but she didn’t stoop to pick it up. The cottage was always clean but rarely tidy, which was one of the things Charlotte loved about going there. She didn’t have to worry about sitting correctly and not creasing the cushions at Granny’s.


  Kitty soon scuttled back and pressed a glass into Charlotte’s hand before asking, ‘So how are things then? An’ how is yer mam?’


  ‘Oh, things aren’t too bad, and Mum is fine,’ Charlotte answered cagily as she sipped at her drink.


  ‘Hmm. Well, I’ll believe you but thousands wouldn’t.’ Kitty frowned as she crossed her arms over her skinny chest.


  Charlotte knew that her granny worried about her mum and so she tried to put her mind at rest. Kitty made no secret of the fact that she didn’t like the man her daughter had chosen to marry, although she thanked him in her prayers every single day for this granddaughter he had given her. Whenever she looked at Charlotte she saw her daughter Hilary at that age, and she often showed Charlotte photos of her mum.


  ‘You are her double,’ she would tell her with a smile, ‘an’ there weren’t a prettier or a happier girl on two legs than our Hilary – till she met that stuck-up bugger. Come here an’ swept her off her feet, so he did, an’ nothin’ I said would change her mind about him. I warned her, “He’ll always make you feel as if he married below himself” – an’ ain’t I been proved right time an’ time again? He has her runnin’ around after him like a skivvy! Still, it ain’t all bad. At least he gave me you.’


  She would lean over then and kiss Charlotte affectionately and the girl’s heart would melt. She really loved her granny, oh she did, and sometimes, even more of late, she felt as if the woman was the only bright spot in her life.


  ‘An’ how’s that nice little friend of yours – Babs, ain’t it?’ Granny asked now and Charlotte’s face darkened instantly.


  ‘Father doesn’t want me to mix with her any more because he saw her walking home from school holding Tim Hancock’s hand,’ she confided.


  ‘Huh! Why, I ain’t never heard anythin’ so downright soft,’ Granny scoffed. ‘It’s normal for a young lass that age to get herself a boyfriend. Why, she’ll be leavin’ school soon. It’s only a pity that he don’t let you out an’ about a bit more.’ Glancing at Charlotte’s clothes she tutted. ‘An’ it’s about time he treated you to a few more modern clothes an’ all,’ she commented. ‘How about I take you out and buy you a couple of new outfits?’


  ‘I’d love you to,’ Charlotte said quickly, ‘but I don’t think Father would let me wear them. You know what he’s like.’


  ‘Oh, I know all right.’ Kitty pursed her lips.


  Bernard Hayes was fifteen years older than her daughter and had come to Bedworth as the vicar of St Sebastian’s when her Hilary had been just seventeen years old. He had instantly charmed his parishioners and had had much the same effect on her daughter. It broke her heart when she thought of it now. Back then, Hilary had looked much as Charlotte did now; tall, slim with natural blonde hair and blue eyes the colour of periwinkles. She had been an outgoing, fun-loving girl with a zest for life and Kitty was convinced that she could have had any man she set her eye on. But there was something about the handsome older vicar that had appealed to her, and nothing Kitty or Sid, her father, could say managed to sway her decision to marry him.


  Kitty’s eyes misted as she thought of her beloved Sid. He had been dead for four years now but she still missed him every single day. The placid one in their relationship, he had spent hours patiently pointing out to their daughter what a different life she would lead as a vicar’s wife. But Hilary would not listen, and she had married Bernard shortly after her eighteenth birthday. At first Kitty had dared to hope that she might have been wrong about her son-in-law. Hilary had seemed happy and content for a time, but then she suddenly stopped wearing make-up and had her wonderful blonde hair cut short.


  Kitty had been devastated. ‘But why ever did you do it, love?’ she had cried as she fingered the young woman’s shorn curls.


  Hilary had jerked away from her as if she had been scalded. ‘Bernard prefers it like this,’ she had informed her tetchily. ‘He doesn’t think long flowing locks look right on a vicar’s wife and of course he’s quite right.’


  Kitty had held her tongue but next had come the change in the clothes her daughter wore. Gone were the bright colours she had always favoured and in their place she took to wearing long tweedy skirts and up-to-the-neck twinsets that disguised her beautiful figure.


  ‘I’ll tell you now, even I wouldn’t wear some o’ the get-ups she’s walking around in,’ Kitty had complained to her husband.


  Sid had puffed quietly on his pipe before saying sensibly, ‘Well, me old gel, she’s a married woman now an’ she won’t go thankin’ you if you start stickin’ your nose in.’


  ‘Hmph!’ Kitty had glared back at him but she hadn’t argued because she knew deep down that he was quite right. It still hurt though, to see her lovely girl grow so frumpy.


  Hilary was the couple’s only child and the apple of her mother’s eye. And now it seemed that Bernard was beginning to follow the same tack with Charlotte. Whilst she had been a little girl she had been his princess, he would stroke and pet her and sit her on his lap, but now that she was growing into a young woman, Kitty was sure that he would have locked her away if he could. And the worst of it was, there was not a thing that Kitty could do about it. It was then that an idea came to her . . .


  ‘Have you given any thought to what you might like to do when you finish school?’ she asked cautiously.


  Charlotte had been staring out across the rolling fields in front of the cottage but now she put her head to one side as she considered. ‘Not really,’ she admitted. ‘I think Father expects me to stay at home and help Mum with the chores.’


  ‘Hmm. Well, that wouldn’t be much of a life for a young girl,’ Kitty said in her usual forthright way. ‘How about goin’ into nursin’? The thing is, yer grandad left me wi’ far more tucked away than I’ll ever need, an’ I could support you through the trainin’.’


  ‘Oh, I couldn’t let you do that, Granny,’ Charlotte told her immediately.


  ‘Why not? What else am I goin’ to spend me money on?’ Kitty retorted. ‘I lead a quiet life, as you well know, an’ me needs are few. Yer grandad would have been tickled pink if he knew that some o’ what he left me was goin’ to you. Will you at least think about it? Put the idea to yer mam, but not while he’s in the room, eh?’


  ‘All right,’ Charlotte agreed as she reached over to give her granny a hug, and they then spent the rest of the afternoon talking of other things.


  Chapter Two


  Charlotte left her gran’s at half past four, allowing herself plenty of time to get home. She knew that her father only needed the slightest excuse to stop her visiting the old lady and had no intention of making him angry. The vicarage was less than a fifteen-minute walk away, so she strolled along without haste, deep in thought as she considered her granny’s suggestion. A nurse. The idea was appealing, and the more she thought of it, the more excited she became. Surely even Reverend Hayes couldn’t object to that career. Nurses were highly regarded, weren’t they? And it was a very respectable occupation. She decided she would talk to her mother about it at the first opportunity and her spirits began to lift. She had been dreading leaving school and being stuck in the vicarage all the time, helping out at rummage sales and being at her father’s beck and call all the while.


  ‘Lottie!’


  The shout made her head snap around, and she saw Babs and Tim hurrying towards her, their hands entwined and broad smiles on their faces. She had known even without turning round that it was Babs. Apart from her granny, Babs was the only one who ever shortened Charlotte’s name, which was one of the many reasons why her father was so strongly opposed to the girl.


  ‘Lottie indeed!’ he had snarled, the first time he had heard Babs address his daughter as such. ‘It’s so common. Had I wished you to be called Lottie, I would have christened you as such. But then I suppose I should not expect any better from the likes of her. She’s been dragged up.’


  ‘That’s not a very Christian remark to make, Father,’ Charlotte had dared to say indignantly and his eyes had blazed with such anger that she had shuddered.


  ‘How dare you answer me back, young lady!’ he had snapped. ‘Have I not raised you with sufficient manners to know that you do not cheek your elders?’


  ‘Sorry, Father,’ Charlotte had muttered, keeping her eyes downcast. But she wasn’t sorry, not really. She was seething that he could be so judgemental. Babs came from a poor family – it was common knowledge – and Charlotte would have expected her father to have a little more compassion. He was a vicar, after all, and surely they should love all mankind?


  She tried not to think of it now as Babs skidded to a halt in front of her in a fragrant cloud of Chanel No. 5. She wore a pretty flowered dress that was cinched in tight at the waist and then flowed into a full skirt that reached to mid-calf. The dress had a large collar and wide shoulder-pads, and her hair was done in a bouffant that made Babs look much older than she actually was.


  Charlotte cringed as she glanced down at her own drab outfit, and it was then that she noticed Harry, Babs’s older brother, ambling along behind her. She instantly felt a flush rise to her cheeks as she fingered her own old-fashioned ponytail. Harry was seventeen years old and ridiculously handsome. He seemed to tower above her, and his dark curly hair, which was heavy with Brylcreem, and his sparkling blue eyes gave him the look of a gypsy. She felt the flush deepen as he grinned at her cheekily.


  ‘So, the old gaffer’s let you out, ’as he?’ he teased.


  ‘Leave her alone, Harry,’ Babs scolded as she took Charlotte’s hand. ‘Take no notice of him,’ she said. ‘He’s only peeved because you won’t go out with him. He’s used to the girls queuing up for a date.’ And then, ‘What are you doing out anyway? I thought His Lordship would ’ave you Bible reading’.’


  Charlotte couldn’t help but chuckle – Babs’s sense of humour was very infectious. ‘I’ve just been to see Granny actually,’ she explained.


  ‘Well, why don’t you come for a walk then?’ Babs urged.


  Charlotte shook her head regretfully. ‘I’d love to, but if I’m not back for five I’ll be kept in for a week.’


  Babs looked at her sympathetically. She sometimes wondered how Charlotte survived living under such a strict regime, but no doubt a vicar’s daughter was supposed to be perfect, if there was such a thing.


  ‘Suit yourself,’ she responded with a shrug. ‘We’re off for a walk in the woods, ain’t we, Tim? See you tomorrow at school.’


  Charlotte watched them go, wishing with all her heart that she could join them, but then, very aware that the time was slipping by, she hurried on her way.


  Her mother was in the kitchen preparing a salad when she got in, and after glancing around to make sure that her father wasn’t about, Charlotte made up her mind to speak.


  ‘Oh hello, dear,’ Hilary smiled, but before she could say any more, Charlotte blurted out, ‘Granny asked me what I thought of making nursing my career.’


  ‘Oh . . . did she?’ Hilary looked slightly alarmed. ‘But I thought you were going to help me and your father with church duties once you left school?’


  ‘Oh, Mum,’ Charlotte groaned and sank onto one of the chairs arranged around the kitchen table. ‘It’s you and Father who have assumed that – but I want to do something with my life. Granny said she would support me while I did my training, if money is a problem. What do you think?’


  ‘Well, I haven’t had much time to think about it, have I? You’ve taken me a bit by surprise,’ Hilary said. ‘But I have to admit it would be a good profession to go into. I do think you need to give it a little more thought though. You don’t become a fully trained nurse overnight and there’s a lot of work to be done if that’s what you decide you really want to do.’


  Charlotte pouted. She had hoped that her mother would be all for it, but in fairness she supposed she should give her a little time to get used to the idea.


  ‘Just saying I did decide that’s what I wanted to do, do you think Father would allow it?’ she asked.


  Hilary paused in the act of slicing up a cucumber. ‘I don’t know the answer to that, Charlotte,’ she said truthfully. ‘We would have to talk to him about it – but not until you’re absolutely sure this is what you really want. You don’t do things like this on a whim. But come on now – help me get this all through to the dining room. The evening service starts in an hour and a half, and we don’t want to keep your father waiting.’


  Charlotte rolled her eyes at the thought of having to sit through yet another boring sermon, but nevertheless she lifted the dish of salad and did as she was told.


  Once her daughter had disappeared off into the dining room, Hilary chewed on her lip. Charlotte was the one bright spot in her life and she actually liked the idea of her becoming a nurse. At least it would get her away from her father’s cold temper and unreasonable behaviour. Every time she looked at Charlotte she saw herself at that age. She had been ambitious too back then, but Bernard had soon knocked all that out of her. Her thoughts drifted back to when she had first met him. He had been so handsome, and being considerably older than her he had appeared so worldly. He had treated her like a princess – as if she was made of the most fragile china – and she had enjoyed the attention. After the boys her own age he seemed so clever and sophisticated, and she had believed that they would live happily ever after. She remembered her wedding day, floating down the aisle on her father’s arm in a froth of white lace and Bernard standing waiting for her at the altar with a gentle smile on his face . . . She had felt sure that she would burst with happiness that day but—


  ‘Mum, Father’s coming down the path! Is everything ready?’ When Charlotte’s voice interrupted her reverie, Hilary started and, snatching up the plate of sliced ham, she hurried towards the dining room. Bernard had been over at the church supervising the boys’ choir practice, but the second he set foot through the door he would expect his meal to be ready and waiting.


  ‘Coming!’ she shouted, and everything else was forgotten for now as she hastened to put the finishing touches to the meal.


  It was much later that evening, when Charlotte was helping her mother to wash up the supper pots, that she dared to raise the subject of nursing again.


  ‘I’ve been thinking really hard about what Granny suggested,’ she began tentatively. ‘And the more I think about it, the more I like the idea. Would you talk to Father about it for me?’


  In actual fact, Hilary had been thinking about it too and now she nodded. ‘I will, but let me choose the right moment,’ she responded.


  ‘Huh! When is the right time with Father?’ Charlotte chirped sarcastically, but when she saw the corners of her mother’s mouth turn down she was instantly contrite. ‘Sorry, Mum,’ she apologised. ‘But you know what I mean. He’s so . . . Well, set in his ways, I suppose. Granny says . . .’


  She reddened and her voice trailed away as Hilary lifted her hands from the hot soapy water to stare at her curiously. ‘And just what does Granny say?’


  ‘She er . . . she said that she doesn’t know how you’ve put up with him all these years and she’s surprised that you haven’t left him,’ Charlotte eventually told her.


  ‘Look, I know Granny means well but you don’t just walk away from a marriage,’ Hilary said quietly. There was so much more she could have told her daughter but she never would.


  Realising that she had probably said too much, Charlotte changed the subject. ‘I saw Mr Mason as I was leaving the church this evening. He asked to be remembered to you.’


  ‘Oh. That was nice of him.’


  Charlotte stared at her mother curiously. She seemed flustered all of a sudden. ‘Granny said that you and Brian Mason were going out together when you met Father. Is that right?’


  ‘Seems to me that Granny has been saying quite a lot,’ Hilary said, more sharply than she had intended. ‘Yes, I suppose we were seeing each other . . . but that was a very long time ago now.’


  ‘Well, he must have thought a lot of you because he’s never married, has he?’


  ‘I’m sure that has nothing to do with me.’ Hilary was getting more uncomfortable by the minute. ‘I expect he just never met anyone that he wanted to marry enough.’


  ‘Perhaps he wanted to marry you,’ Charlotte persisted, and at this Hilary slammed another plate into the water, sending soap suds flying everywhere.


  ‘If you don’t mind, Charlotte, it’s been a long day and I’m really not in the mood for this. I think you have been reading too many of those silly romance magazines. Woe betide you if your father finds you with your head buried in one.’


  Sensing that she had upset her mother, Charlotte finished the pots and headed for her bedroom where she sat staring across the lawns of the vicarage garden with her chin in her hands. She wished that her mother had married Brian Mason. He was such a nice man and always had a kind word and a smile on his face. She wondered if Hilary regretted the choice she had made. According to Granny, Brian had thought the world of her and had been devastated when she left him for the handsome vicar.


  It was funny, now that she came to think of it. Until recently, Granny had never said a bad word about her father, although Charlotte had always sensed that she wasn’t at all keen on him. It was only since she herself had begun to confide in her about how strict he was with her and her mum, that old Mrs Mayoll had opened up to her.


  If only her father would agree to her nursing training – oh, how wonderful that would be! It would open up a whole new world for her. She would have to leave home while she was training, Charlotte thought dreamily, and then she would be able to put on a little make-up and have some fashionable clothes, the sort that her friends wore – when she wasn’t in uniform, that was.


  Crossing to the dressing-table mirror, she surveyed herself critically. Granny had always told her that she was pretty but Charlotte always felt so dowdy. Pulling at the ribbon at the nape of her neck, she allowed her hair to fall free around her shoulders. It actually looked quite nice when it was loose but her father always insisted that she wore it tied back. She must be sedate and respectable at all times, as befitted the daughter of a vicar. It had been drummed into her for so long now that she had never really questioned it. Until recently that was, and now there were times when she felt quite resentful towards him. She was never allowed to go out with her friends. Not even allowed to have a record player so that she could listen to modern music. Babs was absolutely mad on Bill Haley and The Comets, but her father said that that sort of music was sinful.


  It was as she was sitting there that she saw her father walk across the lawn. He let himself out through the small gate that was a short cut into the cemetery, and then she saw him striding towards the church. He had changed out of his vestments now and was dressed in a smart suit, only his dog collar setting him apart from any other man. At the same time she saw young Andrew Pinnington heading towards the church door too, dragging his feet. Andrew was the soloist in the boys’ choir and could do no wrong in her father’s eyes. ‘He has the voice of an angel,’ her father would tell them proudly. ‘And with my coaching he could go far.’


  Sighing, Charlotte turned away and began to get ready for bed. She was actually thankful for the time her father spent with Andrew. At least it kept him out of the way.


  ‘There’s a dance on at the village hall this Saturday,’ Babs told Charlotte excitedly as they walked to school together the next day. ‘Do you think your dad might let you come? You could stay at my house for the night and I could lend you something to wear.’


  ‘No chance,’ Charlotte muttered resentfully. ‘You know what he’s like.’


  ‘Well, I think he’s bein’ unreasonable,’ Babs said crossly. ‘He might as well put a ball an’ chain round yer ankles, the way he keeps you in.’


  Deeply embarrassed, Charlotte remained silent. There seemed no point in denying it. What Babs had said was true, but what could she do about it?


  By the time she trooped out of school that afternoon she was deeply depressed. During break and the lunch-hour, all the other girls had talked about was the upcoming dance and what they were planning to wear, and Charlotte felt severely left out of it.


  ‘So what’s up wi’ you then?’ her granny asked when she popped in to see her on the way home. ‘You look like you’ve lost a bob an’ found a sixpence.’


  Charlotte knew that she would be in trouble for getting in late but she was past caring. ‘There’s a dance on at the village hall on Saturday, and Babs has asked me if I’d like to go. She even told me that I could stay at her house for the night,’ she told her glumly. ‘But there would be no point in asking Father if I’d be allowed. I know what the answer would be.’


  ‘Hmm.’ Kitty tapped her lip thoughtfully with her forefinger. ‘Perhaps there is a way you could go,’ she said after a moment.


  Charlotte’s eyes lit up with hope. ‘How?’ she asked.


  Kitty sighed. ‘Well, I know it’s dishonest, but a little white lie never hurt nobody. What if I was to say I wasn’t feeling too well and I wanted you to spend the night here with me? I’m sure your mam would agree to that, then you could come back here after the dance and stay in the spare room. There’s no reason they need ever be any the wiser.’


  Charlotte gulped. Could it work? What if someone saw her and told her father? But then the alternative was not to go, and perhaps the risk would be worth it.


  ‘But it doesn’t feel right for you to have to lie for me, and Father probably wouldn’t let me come here anyway,’ she said wretchedly.


  Kitty laughed. ‘It wouldn’t be the first time I’d fibbed, and believe me, he’ll let you come,’ she assured her. ‘Just think – how would it look if he didn’t let you keep an eye on your old granny when she was ill? It wouldn’t seem very Christian if word got out, would it? And why shouldn’t you go out with your friends now and again? If he weren’t so bloody strict there wouldn’t be any need to lie. You just get off now and keep in his good books for the rest of the week an’ leave everythin’ up to me.’


  Charlotte kissed her soundly on the cheek before racing out and hurrying home with a spring in her step.


  It was late on Saturday morning when her mother called her into the kitchen to tell her, ‘I’ve just been round to see your granny, Charlotte, and she’s a bit off-colour. I think she may have caught this horrible summer flu bug that’s flying around. Anyway, she asked if you might be allowed to go and keep her company tonight. Because she’s not feeling well she doesn’t fancy being on her own. Would you mind very much?’


  ‘Not at all,’ Charlotte answered, keeping her eyes averted from her mother’s. ‘I could go round there now if you like, and come home in the morning.’ She hated lying to her mother, but what else could she do if she wanted to go to the dance? She had already told Babs that she would be going, and her friend had almost swooned with shock.


  ‘Right – then go and pack an overnight bag and get off,’ Hilary smiled. ‘Thanks, pet. And don’t worry – I’ll clear it with your father.’


  Charlotte flew up the stairs as if there were wings on her feet, hardly able to believe that she was really going to her very first dance. It seemed too good to be true and she just wanted to get away before Reverend Hayes returned home. He had been out to visit one of his sick parishioners and she knew that he might be back at any minute. Even if one of his flock was dying he rarely missed a meal.


  Once on the landing upstairs she sped past first her mother’s room and then her father’s. It was only as she had grown older that she had wondered why they slept apart. From what she had heard at school, all the other girls’ parents slept together. It didn’t really worry her though. In fact, she could quite understand why her mother didn’t want to sleep with him. He treated her more like a servant than a wife.


  When she entered the kitchen a short time later with a small overnight case in her hand, Charlotte kissed her mother. She thought she detected a twinkle in her mum’s eye and wondered briefly if Kitty had confided in her. But she didn’t stop to ask. She was too afraid of something going wrong and as she skipped out of the back door she didn’t feel a single pang of guilt. This would be her night and she was determined to enjoy every single second of it.
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Her own dreams in tatters,
Charlotte must prevent other
women sharing her fate. ..
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