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Praise for Shadows of Ladenbrooke Manor

“Shadows of Ladenbrooke Manor by Melanie Dobson is a beautiful and touching novel filled with family drama, mystery, and romance. You’ll be swept away to the English countryside as you follow the interwoven stories of three women in one family who discover the healing power of love and forgiveness. Engaging from beginning to end!”

—Carrie Turansky, award-winning author of The Daughter of Highland Hall and A Refuge at Highland Hall

“An old, cherished house is like the human heart: we keep treasures safely tucked within—some conquests we proudly display; some treasures we put behind glass; and some secrets we hide from sight, our own and others’. In Shadows of Ladenbrook Manor, Ms. Dobson skillfully plaits the complex strands of life: golden and dark, truth and deception, love and loss into an engaging, multigenerational story of heartache and ultimate, unexpected redemption. Any reader might both lose and find herself between the covers of this compelling novel.”

—Sandra Byrd, author of Mist of Midnight

“Melanie Dobson’s new book skillfully weaves together past and present as she takes the reader on a fascinating journey to a shocking secret held for generations. A book about choices, consequences, and ultimately redemption, this beautiful story highlights the love of family, and the sacrifices we make and secrets we keep for better or for worse.”

—Jennifer Shaw, Telly Award–winning speaker, author, songwriter, and fivetime Top 40 Billboard artist
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Libby’s Book of Butterflies

Autumn Dancer flutters among the flowers, chasing the last rays of sunlight until her haven is swallowed up by the night. Her sisters are asleep now, hidden under the fronds, but she doesn’t care. She dances alone in the twilight, embracing the warmth of the golden hour, her wings sweeping past silky petals of the late summer blooms. In the safe cocoon of her garden, she dares believe that no harm will ever enter the gates. This is her world of beauty and peace, of sweet nectar and life, completely unspoiled by the footsteps of danger or the silent mockery of time.



PART ONE

The papers liked to call it “the storm of the century.” It blew into England sixty years ago, the winter of ’54, but I remember it like it was yesterday. The overturned boats. Wooden shutters smashing glass. The collapse of the pavilion on the pier.

The gale swept up the Bristol Channel that night like a band of pirates ready to pillage our little town. Brackish water poured over the promenade, stealing bits and pieces from the streets of Clevedon and sweeping it back out to bury in the depths of the sea.

I didn’t know it that day, but the winter storm of ’54 was the storm of the century in my life as well. Or at least it will be if I live another fifteen years.

Much later I discovered that a tidal wave had crashed into the seawall of my soul that January night, cracking the foundation, leaving hairline fractures in its wake. What I thought was strong, secure, had been weakened from its violent blow, and though I didn’t know it yet, a slow leak had begun to seep into those places of my core that should never have been exposed, acid burning me from the inside out.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

That stormy evening marked the best day of my life until the day my daughter was born. Unfortunately, life got all muddled after Libby’s birth.

I’ve spent the last years of my life trying to sort it out. Pride, the Good Book says, goes before destruction and a haughty spirit before a fall, but I’ve no place left to fall now.

That night in ’54 changed my life.

If only I could restore the plunder of time and mend the broken places. Blow those terrible winds away.

If only . . .




[image: Images]

JANUARY 1954, CLEVEDON, ENGLAND

Moored fishing boats sagged in the harbor’s waves as the lights on Clevedon’s wooden pier flickered in the wind. A storm was brewing over the swollen waters that separated England from Wales, the dark clouds bulging with rain, but Maggie Emerson didn’t move from her bench along the wide promenade.

She pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her warm, woolen skirt over her stockings. In the summer, day-trippers paraded up and down this promenade, gawking at the sailing boats and the Welsh mountains across the estuary. They clambered over the rocks along the shoreline and paid two pennies each to stroll onto the famous pier that stretched over the water. But few people visited Clevedon this time of year, and on stormy nights like this, most of the town’s residents hunkered down in the safety of their homes.

Maggie knew she should return home too, but even when the clock tower chimed five o’clock, she didn’t stand. Her gaze remained fixed in the distance where salty water from the Bristol Channel collided with the River Severn.

Every evening, after she finished her work at the library, she sat on this bench and watched for a certain yacht to appear. But for the past two months all she’d done was sit alone, watching the fishing boats sway. Aunt Priscilla had warned that the yachtsmen who stopped here wanted only one thing, and then they’d be gone. Maggie hadn’t understood what her aunt meant at the time, but now she knew exactly what Elliot wanted when he’d sailed into their town.

Last summer, when Aunt Priscilla found out about Elliot, she’d threatened to pack Maggie’s suitcase and drive her to the station for the next train headed to London. But Maggie had sworn that she’d never see him again, and she’d kept her promise . . . until Elliot sailed back in October.

Another wave smashed into the seawall of the promenade, and the pier lights flickered one more time before darkness fell over her.

Elliot had said he would return by Christmas and spend the rest of the winter in Clevedon with her. He said they would marry, and when the weather turned warm, they would sail far away from here.

But more than two months had passed since she’d seen him and now—

Her hand rolled over her abdomen, her tears mixing with icy raindrops that began to fall from the sky.

Aunt Priscilla and Uncle Timothy—who weren’t really her aunt and uncle at all—might wonder why she hadn’t returned home yet, especially with the impending storm, but as their three biological children grew older, they’d stopped asking where she went after work. The Frasers had been fostering her since she was five, and recently they’d made it quite clear that it was time for her to either marry or return to London. She had opted for marriage . . . or at least, she thought she had.

She rocked against the bench, her arms wrapped over her chest.

What was she supposed to do?

If the truth of her indiscretion took wings, it would taint the impeccable reputations of her aunt and uncle and destroy all they valued. Everyone in town admired Aunt Priscilla for her charity work and Uncle Timothy for championing the production of penicillin. If Aunt Priscilla found out about the baby, she would insist Maggie hide her shame—their shame—from the entire town, and Maggie couldn’t blame her. Though the Frasers had required Maggie to work hard over the years, she knew they’d sacrificed much for her.

The people in Clevedon treated her like she was one of the Frasers’ children, but she’d never stopped missing her brother or parents. While she knew her dad and mum would never return, she’d dreamed for years about reuniting with her younger brother, Edmund. He had been evacuated with her in 1940, but after the war ended, the Frasers sent Edmund off to an orphanage. Maggie had begged them to keep her brother, swore she would care for him, but they’d only wanted a girl. Then by the time she was old enough to travel to Swindon to visit him, Edmund was gone.

The conditions at the orphanage hadn’t been horrific—not like the stories she’d read about the old workhouses—but the rooms were sterile. Cold. The kind of place that probably killed her brother’s spirit before pneumonia took his life.

The wind blew away the tears on her cheeks, her hand cradled over her stomach again. No matter what happened, she would never send this baby away.

Another wave crashed over the pier and smashed into the seawall, shooting thirty feet above her, the frigid spray showering down on her head, soaking her coat and skirt.

Like Edmund, not all orphaned children found homes, but even if her baby were adopted, she would never know if her child was being raised with love or contempt. She didn’t want to give up her child and yet the alternative was impossible. No reputable employer would hire an unmarried mother, and she wouldn’t be able to support herself and a child with assistance from the government. Even if she were able to get a job working as a skivvy or a laundress in Bristol, there would be no one to care for her baby.

She shivered in her soaked clothing. If she stayed out here much longer, she might catch pneumonia like her brother. She might—

A seed of a thought began to germinate in her mind.

Perhaps an illness wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Perhaps an illness would be the answer to her prayers.

She’d already begged God’s forgiveness in the chapel, her knees aching as she’d knelt by the altar. She and the baby could escape this world together. Surely God, in His goodness, His mercy, would welcome them home. Into a safe, warm place where her baby would thrive.

A loud crash startled her, and she turned as the storm tore a shutter off a nearby shop. Then she curled her fingers around the edge of the bench, battling to stand in the wind. If she caught pneumonia, her aunt would call the doctor, and the doctor would find out—

She couldn’t let the doctor examine her.

Another thought slipped into her mind, a dim beacon in the haze.

Maybe she wouldn’t have to succumb to an illness or the questions of doctors trying to cure her. She was terrified of the water, but maybe she should embrace the storm and its fierce lashing. Let the winds blow away her fears. In seconds all would be well again. Her heart would be calm—

As her muddied mind cleared, her heart seemed to numb, sucking away her fear. She reached for the railing that separated the promenade from the harbor and wrapped her hands around it. Stepping onto the bottom rung, she imagined the waves sweeping her body into the depths of the channel, all her fear washed away.

When she didn’t return, the villagers would pity her aunt and uncle for their loss. There would be no shame, no remorse for them, only a brief sorrow and perhaps curiosity at her disappearance. No one would ever know about the baby.

She leaned against the wind, her hair whipping her cheeks, sand and water piercing her face. Her mind screamed for her to run, to escape the gale, but she willed herself to push into it. It would be better for the baby. For her aunt and uncle.

For her.

The sea was the only way out.

Another wave smashed into the wall. The surge shot straight up, entangling her, and she lost her grip on the railing. Her body began to teeter over the seawall, toward the bay.

“Maggie!” a man shouted.

At the sound of her name, her numb body wakened. Flailing, she grasped for the wet railing.

But it was too late to stop her fall.
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JANUARY 1954, CLEVEDON, ENGLAND

The saltwater was supposed to sting Maggie’s cheeks, the current pulling her down to the depths of the channel. Instead, strong hands encircled her waist and yanked her back from the railing, away from the angry sea.

Spinning around, she saw Walter Doyle gazing down at her, his hazy blue eyes more intense than she’d ever seen. He released her waist, but one of his hands folded over the sleeve of her blouse as if he was afraid she might blow away.

Anger warred against gratefulness inside her.

“What are you doing?” he demanded, his voice battling the noise of the wind.

How could she tell him she’d wanted to escape into the sea?

But he didn’t wait for her answer. Instead he glanced back out at the churning water and quickly led her away from the seawall, back into the corridor of shops, to the portico at St. Andrews. When she began shivering under the awning, he wrapped his coat over her shoulders. With Walter beside her, the promise of freedom slipped away.

“You must be more careful, Maggie,” he chided, like he was decades older instead of only twenty-six years to her nineteen.

“I was just—” She hesitated. “I wanted to feel the wind.”

“Those waves will swallow you whole.”

Frustration raged inside her again. That was exactly what she’d wanted the waves to do.

He reached for her hand, his wet fingers encircling hers. “Let’s get you home.”

She yanked her hand away. “I can walk by myself.”

“I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you.”

She wanted to shout at him, Too late! Something had already happened, and he’d stopped her from making it right again.

“The storm’s only going to get worse,” he said, imploring her.

“The worst has passed.”

“Maggie—” he paused, and she saw the serious creases that ran like rivulets under his glasses. He was handsome enough with his light blond hair and clean-shaven face, but she’d always thought him dull. Nothing like the daring sailors who came to their town from France and Italy. Nothing like Elliot.

“What is it?” she asked.

He lowered his voice, barely audible in the wind. “I sure wish you’d marry me.”

His words slapped her with cold reality, a jarring reminder of all she’d tried to escape. She studied his face, waiting for him to laugh at his joke, but he was in earnest. She shouldn’t be surprised. He’d asked her to marry him last summer, when they’d picnicked with friends at the cove, but she had told him no. Back then, she’d wanted to marry for love.

He squeezed her hand. “Maggie?”

She glanced back at the rain drumming the asphalt, his words echoing in her ears. Perhaps there was another way.

She took a deep breath, shivering again as she tugged on the lapels of Walter’s borrowed coat, pulling it around her chest. “You are supposed to get on your knee.”

His eyes creased again. “What?”

She inched up her chin in a weak attempt to calm the racing in her chest. “It would be indecent for any woman to accept a proposal of marriage when the man is standing before you.”

He dropped down to one knee and grasped her hands. “Maggie Emerson, would you give me the pleasure of becoming my wife?”

She nodded. “Right away.”
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A VEIL SHROUDED MAGGIE’S FACE, and she hoped the lace hid her trepidation from the man standing before her. Walter looked quite dapper in his gray flannel suit and maroon tie, not a bit of fear reflected in his face. Only admiration and excitement. If she kept her secret, he would never find out about Elliot.

She’d always been good at making up stories, but not so much at acting. Aunt Priscilla only had to glance at her face, and she could read every emotion, but Uncle Timothy was so distracted by his work that he never questioned her.

She hoped her husband would be more like her uncle.

Walter’s gaze softened as the rector began to read their vows. If only she could bask in his love like the day-trippers from London did with the summer sun . . . but his love would dissipate if he ever discovered what she had done.

It seemed as if the entire population of Clevedon had crowded into the sanctuary to watch the Frasers’ foster niece and the local newspaper editor wed. She felt the stares of the congregation on her back, but she couldn’t look at Uncle Timothy, Aunt Priscilla, or their three children. Couldn’t bear to see the excitement in their eyes—a different kind of excitement than Walter’s in that they were finally parting with the evacuee who’d come to them by train almost fifteen years ago and never left.

She smoothed her fingers over the cool satin that hid her stomach, and guilt coursed through her veins again as Walter smiled down at her. When she agreed to marry him, he hadn’t wasted any time in helping to arrange the wedding, as if he was afraid she might change her mind.

But now, standing here at the altar, the whirlwind of wedding plans complete, she prayed she hadn’t made a mistake. The Germans had taken her family, but she would do her best to make a new one with the man standing before her.

Walter took her hand, and she turned toward the rector, a middle-aged man with graying hair and a white robe that fell to the tile floor.

“The vows you are about to take are to be made in the presence of God, who is judge of all and knows all the secrets of our hearts,” he said, his voice heavy with the weight of his words. “Walter and Margaret, if either of you knows a reason why you may not lawfully marry, you must declare it now.”

The rector studied Walter’s face and then his gaze penetrated the lace of her veil. She wished she could shrink into herself, disappear, but she forced herself to hold steady.

Her lips opened, but words didn’t come out, and she felt trapped, her nerves tangled inside her. The baby wasn’t Walter’s child, but she’d already made a bad choice with Elliot. She didn’t want to make another one by turning back now.

The rector had moved into their declarations, and Walter promised before her and God to honor and protect her, to be faithful to her as long as they lived.

Then the rector returned his gaze to her.

“Margaret, will you give yourself to Walter to be his wife: to love him, comfort him, honor and protect him; and, forsaking all others, to be faithful to him so long as you both shall live?”

Maggie glanced back at Mrs. Doyle—Walter’s mother—on the front row. She wore an elegant pastel yellow and white dress, and joy radiated from her face as if she were the bride. Walter’s dad had died in the war so Mrs. Doyle traveled almost two hundred miles alone by bus to watch her only son marry.

Walter gently squeezed Maggie’s hands, bringing her back to the reality that the entire congregation was waiting for her to respond. In that moment, she decided she would do everything possible to honor this man and their marriage. “I will.”

Likely no one else heard Walter’s sigh of relief, but it pounded like thunder in her heart. Then they began to say their vows.

Over his shoulder, through the clear glass among the stained, the sea called to her. Instead of answering, Maggie silently vowed to remain strong for the baby growing inside her even as she promised Walter to love and cherish him, for better or for worse.

When they finished, the rector pronounced them man and wife, and Walter took her hand, guiding her down the long aisle, past the smiling faces and eyes critiquing the details of her white gown.

She knew all these people, but very few were friends. Her childhood friends had been other war evacuees who’d returned to their families after the bombings stopped in London, and her school friends had either married or left Clevedon for college. She’d wanted to attend a university, but her aunt and uncle felt they’d already done more than society and even God required of them. And she didn’t have the income to pay for an education on her own.

She and Walter wouldn’t just provide food and a place for their child to sleep, but an environment with love and laughter and an education so her child—and their other children—could go wherever they pleased.

That thought made her smile.

As they emerged into the sunlight outside the church, she blinked. Walter opened the door to the Rolls-Royce he’d borrowed from her uncle, and their chauffeur—a friend of Walter’s—pretended to ignore them in the backseat.

“The best day of my life,” Walter whispered as he put his arm around her.

“Mine too.” A white lie, spit and polished, so it wouldn’t hurt either of them.

Then he pulled her close and kissed her. Their first kiss.

There were no fireworks in her heart like when Elliot kissed her. No danger.

She told herself that she wouldn’t miss the danger. She was secure now, and she would savor the security.

He took her hand again as the car crawled through the narrow streets in town.

God was the only one who knew her secret, and she hoped He would guard it well.
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Wheat starch and a few drops of water were all Heather Toulson needed to fix the torn painting of Mount St. Helens. She dabbed the white paste onto the back of the ripped paper and gently edged the pieces of pale-blue sky against the dark fringe of leaves until they were a coherent image again. The watercolors captured the reflection of the volcano in a mountain lake, sixty years before the snow-capped peak erupted and left behind a gaping wound of rock and ash.

The painting wouldn’t be worth anything in the art world, but it was invaluable to her client, the tenacious Mrs. Young. And Heather happened to think tenacity was a virtue.

Mrs. Young’s mother had painted it in 1922, and after Mrs. Young moved into a retirement village in Southern Oregon, she’d stored her prized painting in her son’s basement. Then his washing machine overflowed. Even though the painting was behind glass, the delicate paper had been no match for the moisture. When her son took the glass off, he’d torn a piece of the tree branches that framed the lake and mountain. Mrs. Young had been devastated.

Heather scooted back from the table to admire her handiwork. The spring sunlight filtered through her studio window, illuminating the painting.

She considered herself an expert in devastation. Or at least she was an expert in restoring damaged artwork. Perseverance, she’d told Mrs. Young and her son when they’d brought her the picture, and patience will put the pieces back together again. If they could be patient, she hoped to fix Mount St. Helens for them.

Mrs. Young and her son left the painting with Heather, at her studio in Portland’s Pearl District, and she’d heard them arguing all the way back to their car. The son thought it was a waste of money to fix the painting, but Mrs. Young countered that neither of them could put a price on his grandmother’s artwork. He said that if she treasured it so much, she shouldn’t have stored it in his basement.

Heather sighed. Treasures from the past kept art restorers like her in business. Fortunately, unlike relationships, very few pieces of artwork were beyond repair.

She lifted the painting and carefully reinforced her patchwork on the verso with Japanese tissue. A restorer was more chemist than artist, imitators who knew how to mimic the greats—and the not-so-greats like Mrs. Young’s mother.

Even though the elder Mrs. Young wasn’t an exceptional artist, she had left her children and grandchildren an image of beauty from her mind’s eye. Anyone willing to expose their heart and mind through art, opening themselves and their work to both praise and critique, was a brave soul.

While Heather didn’t snub any type of art, she was clear with prospective clients about the time and expense of restoration. Artwork like this landscape wouldn’t have cost much, at least monetarily, to create, but it was very expensive to restore any tears or structural weaknesses. In that, perhaps, art conservation mimicked real life.

She scooted away from her work table, leaving the painting to dry overnight before she repaired the cockling—rippling of the paper—and did a bit of inpainting to conceal the jagged thread of black where the tree limbs met the sky.

Her cell phone chimed, and she turned toward where she’d stashed it, next to the orchid on her windowsill, but she didn’t race to answer it. Ella—her twenty-five-year-old daughter—had selected a head- and heart-pounding drum solo to differentiate her calls from anyone else, and the drum solo calls were the only ones Heather rushed to answer.

Most of her calls were from clients checking on the status of her work or potential clients wanting a proposal for restoration. She waited to return those when she wasn’t working on a project, and she didn’t plan to take on any new work anyway—not until she returned from her trip to England.

Her newer clients wanted their restoration done quickly. She’d learned to explain that it took decades and sometimes centuries for artwork to decay, so it also took a substantial amount of time to breathe life back into what either time or a disaster had stolen away. Some restorers made grand promises, and a few were actually able to jump over the high bar they’d set. But she was completely honest at the beginning of each new project about her abilities and what she thought she could do. She decided early in her career that she would set the bar rather low. Then she could exceed expectations as much as possible. Some clients moaned about the length of her process, but few ever complained about the quality of her work.

She stepped toward the sink under her window and rinsed the wheat starch out of her brush before reaching for her phone.

The missed call was from Nick Davis, the curator at the Portland Art Museum and a friend who once said he wanted more than friendship from her. She’d been clear that she wasn’t interested in navigating the complexities of a relationship. But ever since Ella married earlier this year, Nick had been able to convince her to leave the sanctuary of her studio once or twice a week for dinner or an exhibit at the museum.

She’d just begun to listen to his message when the door to her studio chimed and Nick walked into the small lobby she’d set up for her clients. He moved past the leather chairs where most people waited, straight into her workshop.

Most Portlanders embraced casual attire for work, but Nick wore a tie and dress trousers every day. Today he also carried a portfolio case used to transport artwork.

She held up her phone. “You just called.”

“I wanted to see if you were here,” he said with a shrug. “I figured you were ignoring me.”

“Not ignoring,” she retorted, pointing at the light table. “Working.”

“You’re always working,” he said as he put his case onto a table, more admiration than criticism in his words. Whenever he needed restoration work for the museum, he called her—another reason why they couldn’t be anything more than friends. “I’d like you to look at this.”

He unzipped the nylon case, and inside was a discolored frame that smelled like smoke. A thin layer of soot covered the painting under the glass—a picture of an old manor house. Gothic Victorian. Wisteria climbed the wall near the entrance, the pale-lavender blossoms clinging to the gray stone. The artist had brushed flowers below the windows as well, though those colors had been muted by the smoke damage.

Heather pressed her lips together as she studied it. The stone walls and flowers reminded her of Ladenbrooke, the manor home beside her parents’ cottage in England. The place that had mesmerized her as a child.

“Can you fix it?” Nick asked, pointing to the black streaks that rippled down from a garret to the back wheels of a carriage waiting beside the grand entrance.

She reached for her magnifying glass in a drawer and studied the damage. No matter how many hours she spent trying to repair this painting, she’d never be able to restore it to its original state.

Nick leaned closer to her. “Heather?”

She set her magnifying glass on the table. “How did it get damaged?”

“I’m not certain,” he said. “It was found in an attic.”

She let out a breath. Why did people keep such treasures in an attic? “You think I’m a miracle worker?” she asked.

He straightened his tie. “I do.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere,” she said, trying to hide her smile.

“Nor will false modesty about your talents,” he quipped. “I know you can restore this.”

“I can certainly try—when I get back from England.”

He sighed. “Can’t someone else clean out your parents’ place?”

She’d asked herself the same question many times but kept arriving at the same conclusion. She’d spent most of her life cleaning up and restoring other people’s artwork. Even though she didn’t want to return home, it seemed ludicrous to let someone else rummage through her family’s possessions.

She zipped up the case, protecting the artwork in its cocoon until she could begin her restoration. “I’ll be back in two weeks.”

“Two weeks is too long.”

She folded her arms over her chest. “It will be the last time I go to England.”

“I’d bet money you’ll be back in a week.”

She wouldn’t bet against him.

After he left, she locked the painting in her fireproof cabinet and escaped to the courtyard outside her studio. Tucked under the maple tree was a fountain, sculpted by a local artist, and she watched the water trickle down it into a small pool.

Her father had passed away in February, and she’d returned home for his memorial service. She’d flown into Heathrow and drove over to the village of Bibury the morning of the service. Then she’d returned to the airport that evening.

Over the years, she’d begged her dad to move to Oregon so she could help care for him, but he’d relocated to a retirement village in Oxford four years ago instead. The last time she’d visited him, the week after his stroke, she’d sat beside his bed and held his hand, suspecting it was good-bye. Still, she’d clung to the hope that one day, before he was gone, their relationship would be reconciled. Restored.

It was much too late for restoration now, but she still had the good memories of both her parents in her childhood home—a stone cottage on the hill above Bibury. Even after her father moved to Oxford, he refused to sell or even let their home out, and she hadn’t been able to do it either. But the cottage had sat vacant for long enough now, and a local real estate agent kept contacting her about selling it.

No amount of paste would repair the torn pieces from her past, but she would still return to England and face her ghosts one last time.
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SPRING 1954, CLEVEDON, ENGLAND

Walter disbanded with all formalities when Maggie told him the news, lifting her off her feet and twirling her around the floor of their sitting room. He startled her at first, but then she laughed along with him.

Just as quickly as he’d lifted her, Walter returned her feet to the woven rug. “I shouldn’t have done that,” he said, apologizing in earnest.

She straightened the satin headscarf that covered her hair. “You didn’t hurt me.”

Stepping away, he eyed her stomach as if he could determine whether or not he’d inflicted an injury. “But our baby—”

“You didn’t hurt the baby either.”

They’d been married two months now, and he’d treated her with utmost care since he found her in the storm, as if he might lose her forever if he didn’t watch closely and attend to her needs. His attention overwhelmed her at times, but other times she felt elated at having someone love her so wholly. Someone who would never leave her.

He leaned back against the dark paneling in the room, crossing his arms. “Are you certain you’re expecting?”

“Quite.” And the growing bulge in her belly didn’t lie.

“I didn’t think we would start a family so soon—”

Her smile fell. “Are you disappointed?”

“Not in the least.” Walter grinned again as he rested one hand on the mantel of their fireplace. “I hope we have five or six children.”

She laughed. “Perhaps we should start with two.”

He looked around the tiny space as if seeing it for the first time. “We’ll need a bigger home,” he said, then his eyes clouded with the realization. Even though they were both working, they could barely afford this terrace house they’d rented from her uncle’s friend.

“We don’t need anything bigger,” she assured him.

Walter stepped toward the calendar and flipped the page back to their wedding date.

January 28, 1954

Since their wedding, she kept tightening her girdle, hiding her abdomen under baggy blouses and her spring jumper. She wouldn’t be showing if she was only three or four weeks along, but Walter didn’t seem to know the difference. Nor would he ever find out. She wouldn’t deny him the happiness of fathering a child he thought to be his own or deny her baby the security of having a father.

Even when the baby came, five or so months from now, she could feign an early birth. Like one of her friends from school had done when she gave birth six months after her wedding day.

When Maggie had visited Sally, the midwife in Clevedon, the elderly woman hadn’t bought her spiel about being newly pregnant. Sally thought she and Walter—

Her husband reached for her, wrapped his arms around her. “You will be the most beautiful mum in all of Great Britain.”

“And you will be the most doting father.”

He grinned again, pulling her close. “I will be counting down the days until October.”

She tilted her head up. “Perhaps our baby will come a bit early.”

His smile turned into worry. “Not too early.”

“You’re a good man, Walter Doyle,” she said before he kissed her.

[image: Images]

THE FIERCE STORMS THAT CHURNED the estuary all winter turned placid by late spring. By the middle of May, the water gently loped against Clevedon’s beaches and seawall, but another kind of storm was brewing in the town. This one much more covert but in Maggie’s mind, just as dangerous.

Maggie knew the moment Aunt Priscilla realized she was expecting. She broke away from her circle of friends at church to greet her and Walter, but her gaze didn’t linger for long on Maggie’s face or even on the new tweed jacket and skirt that Walter purchased for her at Debenhams. Instead it fell to Maggie’s stomach and the swell she could no longer hide, even with her girdle.

Walter telephoned his mother back in March, and she was thrilled with the news. Her first grandchild. Once the baby was born, she would know the timing was off, but now that they were married, everything was in order. Maggie only hoped her mother-in-law would believe the child was Walter’s.

But Aunt Priscilla wasn’t so easily fooled.

She arrived at Maggie’s doorstep the morning after church for a private visit, after Walter left for the newspaper office. Maggie boiled water for tea, pretending to be gay while Aunt Priscilla watched her from the kitchen chair, her arms crossed. “Is Walter pleased about the baby?”

“He’s thrilled about being a father.”

Her aunt leaned closer. “And what about your sailor?”

Maggie shrugged, willing her heart to beat at a normal pace again. “What about him?”

“What will you tell him when he finds out?”

“He won’t find out,” she said, the familiar pain piercing her.

“You don’t know that—”

Maggie shook her head, determined. “He came and left, just as you said. He won’t inquire after me.”

“I wouldn’t be so certain,” Aunt Priscilla said, twisting her purse in her lap. “And then word will get out—”

Maggie tilted her head. “Word about what?”

“Don’t be coy, Margaret,” her aunt replied, her voice a sharp whisper. “Walter may be entirely clueless about your conduct, but I’m not daft.”

Maggie’s hands trembled as she lifted the teapot though she managed to fill her aunt’s cup. No matter what Aunt Priscilla said, she wouldn’t admit her indiscretion.

“Have you seen one of the midwives?”

She nodded. “Sally.”

Aunt Priscilla spooned a lump of sugar into her tea. “What does Sally say?”

“That the baby seems to be healthy.”

“Not that,” she said, waving her spoon. “What does she say about the timing?”

“The health of the child is her only concern.”

“You and Walter must leave here at once,” Aunt Priscilla insisted. “No one outside of Devonshire will question you about the dates of your wedding or the child’s birth.”

“Walter would never leave the newspaper.”

“You are his wife,” her aunt said, her spoon clinking as she stirred her tea, its ripples colliding with the sides of the cup. “It’s your job to compel him to go.”

“But how—”

“You’re smart, Margaret,” she said as she mixed in more sugar. “You’ve gotten yourself married, and that’s probably the best thing you could have done under these circumstances. Now you have to protect Walter and your child.”

She didn’t say it, but Maggie knew the secret must be kept most of all to protect the Fraser family’s reputation.

Aunt Priscilla sipped her tea and then stood. “If Walter really loves you, he’ll relinquish his position at the paper.”

Maggie stared down at her full cup of tea. Walter loved her—she had no doubt of that. He’d spent more than a year in the steady pursuit of her hand before she agreed to marry him. But how could she ask him to choose between his two loves—his wife and his writing?

Aunt Priscilla excused herself to visit the water closet; when Maggie leaned back in the chair, her gaze traveling out the window to the Bristol Channel in the distance.

Walter wasn’t so enamored by the fame of a byline, but he thought information was the key to liberty. Reporting the news was his passion though, not creating it. If anyone else suspected that this baby wasn’t Walter’s child—the gossip would never compete with the facts that Walter religiously collected, verified, and distributed for his subscribers. No one would bother to verify the child’s father and she would never tell. The villagers could talk and whisper all they wanted about her, but Walter’s reputation was as stellar as her aunt and uncle’s.

She drained her warm tea, but didn’t taste it.

Could she really influence Walter to leave Clevedon before the gossipmongers began milling her story?

Walter had been only eleven when Hitler invaded Poland. As the war progressed, many British newspapermen became war correspondents or soldiers so by the time Walter was fourteen, he began filling in the gap, writing for a newspaper in Kent. After the war, he left for London to write for the Evening Standard until Harold Bishop hired him as the managing editor for the Clevedon Mercury.

Her husband hadn’t liked living in a big city where he didn’t even know his neighbors, but he loved to write and thrived on every aspect of the newspaper business—collecting the stories, setting the type, even selling the advertising pages and weekly subscriptions. And once he moved to Clevedon, he continued to work as a correspondent, feeding occasional stories from Devonshire back to his old boss at the Standard.

She couldn’t imagine Walter working in any profession that didn’t involve writing in some capacity. He was passionate about his stories and about raising their family here along the coast.

When she heard her aunt’s heavy footsteps in the back hall, she stood to clear the teacups.

How was she supposed to convince Walter to leave Clevedon without telling him the truth?
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The baby pressed against Maggie’s abdomen as she shelved the last novel in her tall stack of returns. Then she gently placed her hand over the elbow—or perhaps the foot—that bulged under her white blouse.

It wouldn’t be long now before she’d be holding this child in her arms.

Before he left for work this morning, Walter said they had 132 days until the baby arrived, but according to her calculations, baby would be here in 41 days. Or less.

The number made her feel faint.

It was still an hour before the library closed, but Mrs. Jenkins, the head librarian, said she could leave early. Somehow she must convince Walter that they had to move right away.

Fog had settled over the village, and she slowly navigated the narrow alleys down the hill, toward the greengrocers to buy fresh produce for Walter’s favorite salad—a mixture of shredded cabbage, grated onion, and diced tomatoes.

Her stomach roiled from the smells in the air. Seaweed. Gasoline. Greasy fish and chips.

She hadn’t liked the taste of fish, any kind of fish, when she’d been relocated here during the war, and she’d never grown fond of the cod or bass from the channel. Still, she ate it several times a week like most of the people in town, even as she dreamt of beef pie and leg of lamb.

Tonight there would be no fish on their dinner table and nothing would come out of a tin. Lamb chops were more expensive than fish or tinned food, but not so pricey that Walter would fret about her extravagance.

When she stepped into the butcher shop, two women turned toward her. Instead of greeting her, however, one woman tipped toward the other like a teapot preparing to pour out. Maggie held her head up as she proceeded in the queue toward the counter, trying to pretend they weren’t whispering about her.

It was becoming increasingly apparent that her pregnancy was much further along than her wedding date allowed. Fortunately, these women didn’t know about Elliot, and her husband didn’t seem to suspect anything was amiss. The baby was technically due in the middle of July, and she prayed the child would be late by a week or two.

Heaven forbid he or she came early.

She must convince Walter to leave this village before the baby was born so they could start over in a new place, far away from the whispers and gossip. Somehow she had to rescue their little family without explaining her reasons.

Maggie tugged on the hem of her oversized blouse, pulling it over the elastic of her skirt as she waited for her meat. With the brown wrappings around her lamb in one hand, the bag of produce in the other, she brushed past her aunt’s friends and hurried back up the hill toward home.

Quickly she shredded the cabbage on the chopping block and tossed it along with the onion and tomatoes in a blue Pyrex bowl. Then she slid the lamb chops, encrusted with fresh rosemary, into the oven.

While the lamb baked, she brushed her hair in the washroom and pinned it back again. Then she zipped on a silk floral dress she’d purchased in Bristol and retrieved her grandmother’s rhinestone necklace, one of the few family heirlooms her mother packed for her, to clasp around her neck.

At the foot of the bed was the antique trunk she’d brought from her childhood home in Balham more than a decade ago. Opening the trunk, she removed her wedding album along with her treasured copy of The Secret Garden and the tubes of watercolors her father had sent with her and her brother. Her father hoped she would spend time painting on the coast, but Maggie hadn’t inherited his talent or passion for art. Sometimes she wondered if Edmund would have become an artist.

Carefully she took out her newest treasures—pieces of crystal she and Walter had received as wedding presents, protected by pages and pages of her husband’s newspaper. She unwrapped the crystal and two silver candlesticks, then set them on the white-cloaked dining table. She arranged the candlesticks alongside a small silver bowl filled with mint jelly and a basket with sliced whole-meal bread from the bakery. After placing white, tapered candles into the candlesticks, she lit them and stepped back to admire her handiwork.

Satisfied, she blew them out. Once she heard Walter at the door, she’d quickly relight the candles.

When the timer chimed, she removed the lamb chops and turned off the oven, placing the pan on her stovetop and covering it with foil. She’d learned a lot about housekeeping in the past decade, and now she was determined to learn how to be the best wife to Walter. And a doting mother to their children.

If only she could avoid the whispers from her aunt’s friends.

Baby kicked her side again, this time much stronger. Bending over, she steadied herself on the counter.

“I’m here,” she said to comfort her child, wishing she knew what to call him or her.

She and Walter had been discussing names for their baby—and she did think of the child as theirs now—for three months. If it was a boy, they’d name him Walter. If it was a girl, they weren’t certain what to name her.

She’d suggested Eliza or Caroline for a girl’s name, but Walter liked Margaret or Priscilla. Maggie told him she didn’t like either name. If the baby was female, she prayed their daughter would be nothing like her or her aunt.

As she sat on the davenport, Maggie eyed the clock. Strange. Walter was already a half hour late. Usually he phoned if he didn’t leave the office by six, but she hadn’t said anything about their special dinner tonight, hadn’t wanted him to suspect that she had ulterior motives.

She picked up the telephone and rang the Clevedon Mercury office, but no one answered. After replacing the receiver, she propped her pumps up on the coffee table, listening to the front windows rattle from the wind. Even though it was summer, the breeze from the bay cooled their town in the evenings. They had no need for the air-conditioning she’d read about in the magazines.

She kicked off her shoes and reached for the afghan that hung over the arm of the davenport to pull over her dress. The newspaper didn’t go to press until Friday. She never would have made this special dinner on a Thursday night, but she thought Wednesday would be safe.

Her mind began rehearsing again what she would say to Walter. How she would coyly suggest, not demand, they leave without playing on his love for her. She was doing this because she cared for him and their baby.

Tired, she began to drift asleep and didn’t awaken until the front door banged open. She inched herself up, her lower back aching as she slowly remembered that she’d been waiting for her husband.

The streetlamp colored their sitting room with a hazy, orange glow, and she watched Walter hurry across the room, trying to catch his breath even as he spoke. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

She pressed her pinned curls back into place. “What happened?”

“A trawler hit the rocks near Battery Point and tipped over.” In his voice, she could hear the mix of sadness at the tragedy along with an underpinning satisfaction, the restrained enthusiasm, over covering a real news story. “I had to interview the survivors.”

“How awful,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Two fishermen died.” He shook his head as he collapsed onto the davenport beside her. “They were trapped inside the hull.”

She rubbed her arms, shuddering at the thought of families who had lost men they loved tonight. “I wish you’d telephoned.”

“I ran out of the office so fast . . .” He reached for her hand. “I didn’t realize I’d be gone so long.”

He leaned closer to her. “Will you forgive me?”

The way he said it was so sweet, the way she’d once imagined Elliot would ask for her forgiveness when he returned.

She smiled at him. “Of course, I will.”

He lifted his head, and his eyes widened when he saw the crystal and candlesticks in the street lantern light. “You made us a special dinner.”

She shrugged. “They’re only lamb chops—”

“I’m famished,” he said as he stood up and switched on the lamp. She was hungry as well.

“It will be cold.”

“It doesn’t matter.” He helped her stand, and even though it was almost eleven, she relit the candles and peeled back the foil. Then he held out her chair.

“How was your day?” he asked as he served the meat.

She thought about the endless books she’d checked out for children on their summer holiday. And the stacks she’d had to reshelve. And the conversation with Walter that she’d rehearsed over and over in her mind.

It was hardly as riveting as reporting a shipwreck on the coast, but still it was her story.

“Mrs. Bishop keeps coming by to see if we have John Steinbeck’s new novel. I’ve told her repeatedly that it doesn’t release until next month but she thinks I’m being impertinent.”

Walter laughed. “That’s what happens when you’ve met the Queen of England.”

“Queen Elizabeth wasn’t a queen when Mrs. Bishop met her!”

“Don’t remind her of that,” he said before he took a bite of his salad. Mrs. Bishop was married to Harold Bishop, the man who owned the Clevedon Mercury. Mr. Bishop spent much of his time away from home.

“It doesn’t matter what I say.” Maggie sighed. “The woman doesn’t like me.”

He tilted his head. “How could anyone not like you?”

She didn’t know how she’d managed to fool such an intelligent man about her character. “She thinks I’m intentionally keeping her from the books she wants to read. Like I’m the book Gestapo or something.”

Walter wiped his face with his napkin. “She doesn’t like me much either.”

“What







OEBPS/images/title.jpg
SHADOWS
v
LADENBROOKE
MANOR

A Novel

MELANIE
DOBSON

H

HOWARD BOOKS
An Imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
New York  Nashville London  ‘Toronto  Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/ch05.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch03.jpg
T





OEBPS/images/ch04.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0vii-01.jpg
3 !) (S )
L - .e

THE COTSWOLDS

cﬁw
o
ard’ & L
& =
ENVIRONS 5 %
° . IGREAT BRITAIN
o
Stratford- -A
cb Worcester, L3 :’; LROIE O AR
T Vi “Area of detail
o
< London
' <
Cheltenh ‘ N
Gloucester, S English Cho™"
o &®
@0\) Bibury
& 5 e *Oxford
5 RS Cirencester ~
%
S ’
& Swindon
& & 2 London
Oy «Bristol z
Clevedon Balham
Bath®
0 Mi. 10 20
- Woldingha;n
© 2015 Jeffrey L. Ward 0 Km. 20






OEBPS/images/9781476746159.jpg





OEBPS/images/section.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f000v-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f00ix-01.jpg







