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The first whisper that all might not be well in the world of photography came in the spring of 1928. It was just a few days after my niece Harriet and I had travelled to London, with a photographer friend, for a rally outside Parliament to mark the second reading of the Equal Franchise bill.


At the very next Photographic Society meeting, the idea for a weekend photographic expedition was floated. Our destination would be Haworth, timed to coincide with a momentous event in the world of those of us who love the work of the Brontë sisters.


On the first Saturday of August, a wealthy benefactor, who had purchased Haworth Parsonage, would present the deeds of the parsonage to the Brontë Society for the benefit of the nation. The new Brontë Museum would be declared open.


Seven of us went on that photographic outing. Six of us returned.


The story begins on a fine day in April.


*


Sunlight burst through my bedroom curtains. There would be no going back to sleep. What wakened me was the call of the first cuckoo; 1928 had started well.


I slid from my bed and went to the open window to look out at the garden and the small wood beyond. Golden light, tinged with the red of sunrise, brought clusters of daffodils into sharp focus. The cuckoo continued its call, chiming with cooing doves and the song of a blackbird, though it remained out of sight. It is the thing you can’t see that you most want to spot.


This felt like a good morning to be alive.


The cat stirred as I went into the kitchen, raising her head from her bed in the carton lined with a battered cushion and an ancient woolly.


She watched me fill the kettle and light the gas jet. She climbed from her bed and stretched. I opened the door for her to go out. Sookie has grown old. Birds have no fear of her.


Ten minutes later, I put on my coat, carried my cup of tea into the wood and sat on the fallen log to drink it. Just for now, the world was mine.


A gentle breeze set daffodils nodding to each other. After a stroll around the wood, I went back inside to continue the task abandoned the night before – sorting photographs. The dining room is also our office and I keep photographs in the sideboard. There is a carton, unmarked, containing my husband Gerald’s photographs. After a decade of Gerald’s absence, I can still only look at a few photographs at a time. Some were still in the box that my housekeeper, Mrs Sugden, had marked: Mrs Shackleton – Photographs.


One day soon I would put them in albums, in some kind of order.


For now, I needed to remind myself which ones I had chosen to show to my fellow snappers at our photographic society meeting tonight, so that I could plan my commentary.


Spreading out my collection of pictures, I felt like a Tarot reader who has been given too many packs of cards.


Certain patterns emerged. A clutch of images portrayed men and women by gates and in doorways. Mrs Sugden posed by our back gate. Lizzie Luck, a weaver, leaned against the frame of her cottage door, proudly showing her handiwork, a piece of wedding lace. Richard Morgan, wearing trousers that ended above his boots, a Capuchin monkey perched on his shoulder, stood by the stable door where he houses a much-loved pony.


What I liked about these photographs was not just the light and shade, but the question mark. My subjects might be about to bar the way to their abode, or smile a welcome. I placed these together – people, their entrances and exits, rooted to the place they made their own. Was home a refuge or prison? Did they find themselves there by default or design?


My most recent doorway picture, one that I would treasure, was of my photographer friend Carine Murchison. During our recent trip to London, Carine went to the door of number 10 Downing Street, raised the letterbox and peered in. She wanted to see if the prime minister happened to be standing in the hallway. The burly policeman on duty studiously ignored her.


While she had her nose practically through the letterbox, I snapped her picture. Our members would laugh at this one. Carine had made extra copies for me, and tinted some of them.


My train of thought was broken by the sound of my niece tramping down the stairs. Harriet has been staying with me for several months. She has a few daytime hours’ work in a town centre café and an evening job at the local cinema.


‘Auntie Kate, what a lot of pictures!’


‘Too many.’


‘Have you chosen?’


‘Of course! My talk is this evening.’ My niece has a habit of going to work without as much as a slice of toast inside her. ‘Mrs Sugden will be up by now. There’ll be tea in the pot and porridge on the stove.’


Mrs Sugden’s annexe has a door to the kitchen. I leave her to her own devices in the morning, so as not to be in the way.


Harriet pulled a face. ‘I’ll get something at the café.’ She went to the oak sideboard and looked at herself in the mirror, tilting her cloche at the jaunty angle she prefers. I am amazed her hats stay on. ‘I do like this sideboard.’


‘So do I.’


It’s odd how we take the furniture and fittings of our life for granted and then, just occasionally, some item seems to demand attention.


Harriet ran her finger across the decorative diamond-shaped strip above the drawers and cupboard. The maker had not settled to one type of decoration. Tiny squares and oblongs embellished the sides and the inset of the cupboard doors. Embossed swirls graced the sideboard’s low back. Doors and cupboards boasted anchor-shaped brass handles.


Its real secret attraction is a flattering mirror, but Harriet commented on its mad legs. ‘It has square feet, ankles shaped like double egg cups and twisty legs.’


A few years ago, when Harriet saw her young face in the mirror, she asked if she could have the sideboard when I die. ‘Ask me nearer the time,’ I had said. She asked me an hour later.


Her attraction to sideboards, which she regards as posh, is endearing. What worries me is her almost Victorian preoccupation with death. She and her younger brother Austin found their father’s body at the quarry where he worked. It was Saturday afternoon. Ethan Armstrong’s fellow workers had gone home. The children walked through the deserted quarry, carrying their father’s dinner. He was a talented stonemason, working on a slate sundial, a man with enemies as well as admirers. My sister Mary Jane married again. I don’t believe that Harriet and Austin will ever get over the loss of their dad. That is not something a child will ever fully recover from. Yet Harriet is cheerful and resilient. Having left school, she wasted no time in finding work, showing a great reluctance for more sitting at a desk.


Now she came to look over my shoulder at the doorway and gateway photographs.


‘So these are for your magic lantern show?’


‘Carine has helped me with it.’


Harriet was impressed. ‘She does the slides for the picture house. When the screen shows the “Ladies please remove your hats” or the song sheet for the children’s matinée, her studio name appears at the bottom of the slide. I wish I could do that.’


‘Have a studio?’


‘No! Make slides.’


‘Well you could. You can do anything if you put your mind to it.’


‘Do you think she’d show me?’


‘I’m sure she would. Ask her.’


‘Will you ask her for me? She’s your friend.’ She looked over my shoulder at the next batch of photographs.


‘I’ll mention it, but you must learn to ask for yourself.’


If the first selection of my photographs could be called ‘Home’, the next would be ‘Work’.


A maid reached to take a sheet from a line, clothes pegs clipped to her apron, shadows from the washing creating dark shapes in the cobbled yard.


A group of dye workers in caps and mufflers, with shirtsleeves rolled and ragged trousers tucked into their boots, screened their eyes against the sun. All except the small man in the middle with lined skin and a challenging stare.


‘You’re going to a lot of trouble, Auntie.’


‘It’s my turn to be the entertainment.’


Harriet picked up a picture of my father in his West Riding Constabulary police superintendent’s uniform, and my mother in her finery on the day of a garden strawberry tea party.


‘Aren’t you including family?’


‘No.’


‘Why not?’


The photograph of my birth mother, Harriet’s grandmother, had slid under a picture of me as a baby. I call my birth mother Mam, as do my many siblings whom I hardly know, apart from Mary Jane, Harriet’s mother. I had taken this picture of Mam outside her little house in Swan Yard, Wakefield, opposite the railway station, one of those places that the sun gives a miss and where the dirty breeze turns washed sheets grey. Mam was an old woman, old before her time.


I brought it alongside the picture of my mother and father, who adopted me.


‘Think about it, Harriet. Would you want to see portraits of the Photographic Society family members?’


‘Certainly not! And I suppose nosey parkers would ask why you have two mothers.’


Harriet picked up a studio portrait of Gerald, in uniform. ‘Is this my Uncle Gerald?’


‘Yes.’


‘I wish I’d met him. He’s so handsome.’


‘I prefer this one.’ I showed her the photograph that I had taken on the cliffs at Whitby. It captured Gerald’s heart, his soul, his smile and the checks of his shirt. The man in uniform was a man who would never return. The man on the cliffs would never go away.


She picked up a photograph of our society members taken outside the Bennett Road Parochial Hall, our meeting place. ‘I’m glad you’re not showing our family to that funny old bunch. I don’t know how you put up with them.’


‘They’re not a bad lot, and we’re all doing the same thing, we snappers.’


‘What’s that same thing, Auntie?’


‘We make time stand still. If we’re lucky, we capture a fleeting moment.’


‘Some of that lot capture too many moments and they’re all the same. The only person there I really like is Carine.’


‘Everybody likes Carine.’


‘Except her husband.’


‘What on earth makes you say that?’ Harriet can be very acute in her observations. ‘Was it something he said or did?’


‘Oh nothing!’ She fastened her coat. ‘Do you think it’s going to rain?’


‘Probably.’


‘My umbrella went missing.’


‘Don’t tell me you lost another brolly?’


‘It wasn’t my fault. I was in the queue to see Rin Tin Tin at the Scala. I was taking money from my purse for the ticket and it was such a crush that when everyone moved forward, the brolly must have slipped from my hand.’


‘Did you look for it?’


‘Yes, and I asked the manager afterwards.’


‘Take the one with the broken spoke. Have it mended in the market.’ I walked her to the door. ‘Why do you say Mr Murchison doesn’t like Carine?’


‘It’s not me who’s saying it.’


‘Who then?’


‘Derek.’


Derek Blondell is eighteen years old, and works as a clerk in the newspaper library. I am beginning to think that Harriet likes him more than she will admit. ‘What does Derek imagine he knows?’


‘You know he helps Carine on a Saturday afternoon, when Mr Murchison goes to photograph weddings?’


‘No, I didn’t know that.’


‘Well he does, and he suspects Mr Murchison of something.’


‘What sort of something?’


‘Mental torture and slow poisoning.’


‘Nothing really serious then.’


‘Auntie! Mr Murchison wants to get his hands on the business for himself and some floozy. It’s Carine’s studio, you know, not his, otherwise why would it be called Carine’s Studio?’


‘It’s called Carine’s Studio because her grandmother was also named Carine, and the name was passed on. And, Harriet, you mustn’t spread gossip, or believe everything you hear.’


‘I thought you would want to know, since Carine is your friend. Which reminds me … ’ She fished in her pocket. ‘Nearly forgot. One of the customers in the café gave me this newspaper cutting. I just couldn’t believe it. It’s all about us.’


I took the cutting, which was from one of our more scurrilous papers.




Saturday, 31 March 1928


The Mole of the World


The newspaper that shines a bright light in dark corners


Dispatch from Your Northern Mole


Ayes to the right!


Yesterday your reporter travelled by crowded train to the capital. Ladies and lassies filled the carriages. Mere males now fight for breathing space on trains that they designed, constructed, maintain, drive and conduct.


On this mole’s train travelled a titled lady, her daughter who practises the art of detection, a successful photographer whose camera steals the soul of all those who come into her focus, and a lively gel there for the fun of it.


Determined females congregated outside the Houses of Parliament. Elderly Dame Millicent Fawcett had to be smuggled in by a side door or she would have been mobbed and crushed by enthusiastic supporters. The good dame was there to witness the triumphant conclusion of a victorious revolution that she helped unleash.


Those females with influence and sharp elbows found their way into the lower chamber to listen to the debate on the Equal Franchise bill. Should females at the age of twenty-one, regardless of sense or sensibility, have the vote?


It is historically impossible to stop, said the Ayes. We are doing what we believe to be right, said the Ayes.


In vain did an honourable gentleman of the Noes party mildly point out that the passage of this bill would give women absolute supremacy in the polls, outnumbering their opposites by 3,000,000. ‘Vox Populi, Vox Dei – no longer the voice of the gods but of the goddesses.’


To which Viscountess Astor called, ‘Hear, hear!’


Is there no stopping the March of the Women? It used to be said that ‘Man has his will but woman has her way.’ Now woman will have both the will and the way.


Your Little Mole, an admirer and supporter of the fair sex, asks this question, not presuming to address the goddesses in person: Ladies, now that you hold the upper hand, where will you strike next?


Answer came from the lady detective as she attempted to induct her protégée into the art of world domination. ‘My dear, will you stand for Parliament soon?’


‘Oh no,’ said the protégée. ‘I like my job as an usherette.’


Little Mole breathes a sigh of relief.


Ayes to the right 387. Noes to the left 10. History marches on, or does it?





I handed the paper back to Harriet. ‘Who on earth could have written this?’


‘That’s what I’d like to know. At first I was really annoyed by it, but now I just think it’s silly.’


‘You’re absolutely right that it’s us – my mother, the titled lady, the daughter who practises detection … ’


‘That’s so obviously you, Auntie.’


‘Carine is the successful photographer.’


‘And if I ever find out who called me a lively gel, I’ll give them a lively slap in the chops.’


‘I have never called you “my dear”, and after seeing what those women Members of Parliament have to contend with, I would be unlikely to suggest you attempt to join them.’


‘You’d be good at that though, being in Parliament.’


‘Whoever wrote this had at least a little information about the debate, even if they made up the rest.’


‘If you were a Member of Parliament, you’d discover everyone’s secret crimes and blackmail them into voting the way you wanted.’


‘I’ll bear that in mind.’


‘You could live in London. I’ll stay here and look after the house while Parliament is in session.’


‘Go to work! You’ll be late.’


‘I’m going, I’m going. But how did whoever wrote this know that I’m an usherette?’


I looked at the piece again. ‘It sounds as if it’s been written by a chap, but it could have been one of the other women in our railway carriage who listened to us talking. The Mole is such a scurrilous rag, but some people will do anything to earn a few extra shillings.’ I walked her to the front door.


‘I’m going to solve this puzzle, as to who knows all about us and our trip to Parliament.’


She picked up the old umbrella. ‘Oh and I meant what I said, Auntie, about Carine. What if she really is in danger from that horrible husband of hers?’


‘Don’t pay attention to gossip.’


‘Think of it this way, though. You look into crimes after they happen. Wouldn’t it be much better to investigate before something bad happens, especially if Carine is in danger?’


She waved to me from the gate. I watched her go. Harriet had set me thinking. I must try and find out whether there were grounds for her and Derek to be worried about Carine.
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It is 1901. Carine has been to Betty Cleverdon’s birthday party, with five candles on the cake.


Now Carine is with her mammy, on Woodhouse Moor, sitting on a bench. Being with Mammy is better than watching the magician at Betty Cleverdon’s birthday party because Mammy makes her laugh, and never holds a rabbit by its ears.


Betty is not to keep the rabbit. The rabbit belongs to the magician. But Betty has a pretty guinea pig with a fine cage.


Carine’s mammy is clever with the camera. Everyone says so. As they sit side by side on that bench, Mammy takes a picture by pressing a rubber handle on the end of a tube. An old man with a Yorkshire terrier stops to stare. The terrier sniffs at the tripod.


When it comes to the next go, Mammy gives Carine the rubber handle to press. The terrier yaps. The man walks away.


Later, there are two photographs. They are nearly the same. Carine has to pick one. She picks the one that she likes best, the one where her eyes are wide open.


‘These are ours,’ her mammy says, ‘just for you and me.’


‘Shall we have one with Daddy?’


‘Another day.’


That night when she has tucked Carine in bed and told her a story, Mammy whispers that she will go away for just a little while. She will come back for Carine.


This will be their secret. She certainly will come back. At playtime and at home time, Carine must look at the school gates. That is where she will come.


Carine knows not to tell Daddy that Mammy is coming back. It will be a surprise. She pictures Mammy at the school gates, as promised. They would walk home together.


Carine always looked at the school gates.


Carine was allowed to leave school on her thirteenth birthday, not wait until the end of term. She did not have to wait until the end of the day either because her dad had called to say he needed her at home. Where he needed her was the darkroom, but he did not tell the teacher that, and nor did she.


When she was leaving school for the last time, she turned back to look. The sun behind the gates created a shadow, like bars on a window. The thought came to her: Mammy would not have taken her from school at playtime. She would have missed the next lesson. Carine wondered whether she had somehow become mixed up about what her mammy had said.


She was standing near the gates, thinking this, when someone called her name.


She turned.


It was Betty, hurrying to catch up with her. ‘I slipped out when Miss went you-know-where.’


Carine had not felt lonely until that moment. There would be the walk home. It wasn’t far, but usually there would be others walking, or running, glad to have been let out of prison.


Now that Betty was here, Carine saw that she did not know what to say. And then it came out in a rush, so she must have planned the words. ‘We an’t always been friends, Carine, but we will be if you want.’


‘We can if you like, then.’


‘When you came to stay for a bit, after your mammy left, and there was that thing with my guinea pig … ’


Carine looked at her shoes. Black. One of the laces undone.


‘ … I blamed you, but I see now it wasn’t your fault. We were little. You were sad. You were holding him too tight.’


Carine smiled. It was the smile everyone liked. She used to practise it in the mirror. Now it came naturally, when she wanted it to.


‘So we’ll be friends?’ Betty persisted.


‘Yes, Betty. We’ll be friends.’


‘Did your mammy ever write to you?’


Carine shook her head. She smiled again, sadly this time. She hated Betty. Betty would go back into the classroom. She would whisper, ‘Carine has gone. Her mammy left her when we were five. She never came back and she never wrote.’


Betty would be important. ‘Ta-ra then, Carine.’


‘Ta-ra, Betty.’


Carine was glad to have left school. She would be in the darkroom. That was her job now. She would take the negatives that showed nothing, and turn them, as if by magic, into pictures.


She walked home slowly, careful not to step on a crack. The sun was behind her making her shadow stretch. Her shadow would be home before her. Unsure what might happen if she took a misstep, she kept her fingers crossed.


It was as she thought. Dad was waiting for her as she opened the door and stepped into the studio. ‘Good lass. See how quick you can be.’


Carine switched on the light and went down the stone steps into the cellar. Perhaps it was the strangeness of being a worker, not a schoolgirl, but she took a misstep as she crossed the stone floor to the darkroom. She stood not on a crack but on that stain, and then could not move. She froze.


A moment later, her father was behind her. ‘Where’s the mouse?’


‘There is no mouse.’


‘You screamed.’


‘No.’


‘You screamed.’


‘I stepped on the stain.’


He looked at the floor. ‘There is no stain. It’s gone.’


‘I can see it.’


‘Then it’s only the damp rising.’


He manoeuvred her from her frozen place on the spot.


She shivered as she went into the darkroom and had to blow on her hands. As she mixed chemicals, the thought came to her: once before she had asked her father about that stain. The answer then was, ‘Your mother once spilled fixative.’


My mother never spilled anything. She was so careful.


In the autumn of 1913, Carine was in the studio alone, adjusting the saddle on the rocking horse. She had photographed a little boy. The only way to make him still was to promise that, after the photograph, he could ride the white horse to Banbury Cross. He did rather a lot of kicking. She was glad when his mother gathered him up. Carine gave her a ticket and told her that the photographs would be ready next week.


Moments later, the clapper sounded. She turned to see two young men, about her own age. Students. One was tall, thin and sandy-haired. He carried a gown over his arm, and held a cap in his hand, obviously here for a portrait, yet he hung back shyly. His friend nudged him towards the counter. The friend was not entirely handsome, being of middle height, with broad shoulders, black hair, rather heavy brows, brown eyes and a cast of skin that made her think he might be descended from one of those Spaniards said to have been shipwrecked off the coast of Ireland.


Yet he was the one whose photograph Carine would like to have taken. He had what she called character, something you did not always see in young students. Had this dark-haired young man been a little lad, she would have dressed him as a pirate. That was her thought. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. She was used to that. This time, she stared back, until he looked away. She turned her attention to the shy boy.


‘I want a portrait of myself, for my mother please,’ the shy one said.


Carine invited him to put on the cap and gown. She showed him the mirror where he could look, to have his cap at the right angle.


He looked surprised. People often did. They expected her to call someone, the owner, her father.


She met the boys again, when she and Betty Cleverdon were leaving the Headingley Picture House on Cottage Road.


They said hello.


Carine told the shy boy, whose name was Frank Nettleton, that his portrait was ready for collection. ‘I developed it straight away because I thought your mother might be anxious to have it.’


The truth was that she had developed it straight away because the roll of film was at its end, but a reputation for being obliging was important in business.


Frank thanked her.


‘You know Frank’s name, but you don’t know mine,’ the dark-haired one said. ‘I’m Edward Chester.’


‘And I’m Carine, and this is Betty.’


Betty fell into step with Frank Nettleton.


Edward smartly switched positions and walked on the outside of the pavement next to Carine, all of them going in the same direction. ‘Is that your name above the studio?’ Edward asked.


‘It is, and it was my grandmother’s name.’


Edward smiled. ‘She was a thrifty gran, then. “There’ll be no call to change that sign if we call the young ’un Carine.”’


‘I never knew my grandmother,’ Carine said simply. ‘She died when I was a baby.’ She did not tell him that her mother left when she was five years old. Once, she could not speak those words at all. She went dumb if the question arose. Now, she could not speak those words without fear of tears, and so she kept silent.


Perhaps Betty told Frank and Frank told him. Edward knew not to ask.


They agreed that all four would go to the pictures again, the night after next.


She told her father she was going to Ilkley with Betty Cleverdon. This would have been true, but by then Edward’s friend Frank had gone to see his mother, who had taken a turn for the worse. Only Edward was waiting at the station. Betty decided not to go.


Edward had brought a book. He asked what Carine liked to read.


‘I don’t have a lot of time for reading, and when I do I can’t settle to it.’


‘Then I’ll read to you. I’ll find a teaching post that has accommodation. You’ll come with me. I will read to you every night. Every morning, I will bring you a cup of tea.’


She laughed. ‘You’re mad!’


She did not tell him her true thought: I belong in the studio where my name is on the window.


They walked from Ilkley station to the moor, and the Cow and Calf rocks. Carine had never climbed so high, but it presented no difficulty. Soon they were looking out across the moor, master and mistress of the world.


Something sprang up between them, a closeness Carine had never known before. He felt it, too, and reached for her hand. A new light created the world afresh. All became wondrous, and special, the day, the moor, the world. It was because they were together.


She did not notice the other people roundabout. Their voices and laughter were a babble of nothing. There were just two of them, Carine and Edward. Edward and Carine.


They left the Cow and Calf rocks far behind, striding across the moor as if floating. When they came to a rock that was all alone by a stunted tree, Edward took a chisel and a little hammer from his haversack.


‘What are you doing?’ she asked.


‘You’ll see.’ He chipped at the rock. ‘This is because you and I will be together always.’


He carved EC loves CW.


When he hit his thumb and finger with the little hammer, she took his hand and kissed it better. ‘Have you ever carved anyone else’s initials?’


‘No, and I never will.’


They had found each other so unexpectedly, but knew without doubt that this was meant to be.


It was several months before they returned to the moors. They found a secluded spot where they could be alone. By then, there was a dark cloud on the horizon, but they turned their backs to it. And the talk was of war, but they did not listen. They held each other close. She liked that he recited to her. He did it in a way that made words new. She never could tell whether the lines were his alone, or borrowed from another voice.


‘Only our love hath no decay; This, no tomorrow hath, nor yesterday, Running it never runs from us away, But truly keeps his first, last, everlasting day.’


The ‘hath’ gave it away. It wasn’t his own poem.


On the day they were to be married, her father got wind of it and locked her in the cellar. He said that she would be grateful to him one day. A poet would be neither use nor ornament.


He went to the register office and told Edward that she had changed her mind.


Later, her father put on a great performance, which at the time she did not know was a performance. His heart would break. Her mother had gone, she could not go too. It was for the best, she must believe that.


When Edward came thumping on the shop door, and on the back door, and her father called the police, something inside Carine gave way. She came out in blotches, red blotches all over her body. Something happened under her skin. Something happened in her head. The doctor could not explain it. She was taken to Otley to stay with an aunt. By the time she was better, Edward had gone to war.


She went to drive trams when the call for women workers came. Edward would come back. He would have leave. He would not give up on her. She was right. He wrote to her. Luckily she got to the letter first, and wrote back.


The studio could not remain closed. Men in uniform came to have a photograph taken. Dad could manage that. Otherwise, he had become useless. He was drinking. Each night he staggered in. Sometimes he brought a woman.


She could not turn her back on the studio. Any photographs he managed to take, she made the best of, working late into the night when the trams had stopped running.


One night he stumbled in when she was just coming up from the darkroom in the cellar. She heard him fall on the stairs, and curse. Before she went to bed, Carine looked in on him, sleeping on the bed in his clothes. She unlaced his shoes and took them off. She pulled the eiderdown from under him and placed it over him.


When she looked at him, she knew something. What was it that she knew?


In a voice not her own she asked the question. He might think that, while he slept, an angel spoke. ‘What did you do to my mammy?’


‘She would have left us.’


‘Did you do something to her?’


She did not want the answer, and no answer came.
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Headingley is named in the Domesday Book. This long ago ‘Out-Township’ to the north of the city, grew and grew. So did the city of Leeds, until it and Headingley could almost reach out and touch each other. Walking south, to the heart of the city, is no great distance from my house. On that spring evening, I walked north, up Headingley Lane, for the meeting of our photographic society. This takes me close to Carine’s Photographic Studio. I was undecided about calling for her because I was early. She may be still working, or settling her invalid father for the night. Oh just do it, I told myself. If it’s too early for her, she will say so.


People always stop to look at her studio window because she changes the displays frequently. That evening, daffodils in a painted earthenware vase provided a welcome splash of colour. On either side of the window was a three-tiered arrangement of cube-shaped boxes on which stood silver-framed photographs. On the left of the window was a wedding party from the last century; a couple in the first motor car to grace the streets of Headingley, and a 1902 charabanc outing. On the right of the window were modern photographs: a family portrait including six children and a fox terrier; a graduating student in mortar board and gown; an almost-smiling bride and a serious groom. Several old-fashioned cameras provided decoration in the centre of the window. On a stand, a simple white display card, lettered in gold, showed the price of studio portraits and ended with the lines:


HOME VISITS AND WEDDINGS
ENQUIRE WITHIN


The clapper sounded as I opened the door. Carine erupted from the back room, parting the beaded curtain, a smiling vision in a bronze dress draped with gold chains. A halo of red-gold wavy hair gives her the look of an angel in a Renaissance painting. But no painted angel was ever so full of life. This might sound fanciful but it is almost as if her nervous energy gives off an electric current that draws people to her.


‘Hello, Kate. You’re early for the big night.’


‘I didn’t know if you’d be ready to go yet.’


‘Well I am, but there’s plenty of time. We ought to have a glass of sherry.’ She held the curtain open and we went into the back room.


There was a bottle, and two small glasses. ‘I knew you’d call for me.’ She poured. ‘Here’s to your picture show. Everyone will love it.’ We sat down at the kitchen table. ‘I’ll be your assistant tonight and move the slides as you give me the nod.’


‘That would be a great help.’


Never having put on a photographic display before, it was a relief that Carine had taken me through the process step by step. I am a latecomer to the gentle art of photography. Carine has been taking photographs since her fingers were strong enough to click a shutter.


I took out the cutting Harriet had given me, about our trip to Parliament.


‘Did you see this? One of the café customers gave it to Harriet.’


She glanced at it. ‘Tobias showed it to me. It’s someone who knows us but I can’t think who would write such rubbish. Could it be someone who goes in the café and hears Harriet talking?’


‘By all accounts, she’s too busy to talk.’


‘Someone has pieced the nonsense together. We’ll just ignore it.’


Carine looked remarkably well, yet there was something different about her, a slight air of distraction. I thought back to Harriet’s remark, that her husband Tobias was persecuting her in some way. He would not be such a fool, would he? ‘Is everything all right with you, Carine?’


She looked surprised. ‘Does it show?’


‘What is it?’


Carine let out a sigh. ‘Do you ever think that you see a person on the street that you know? You want to catch up with that person, tap them on the shoulder. On a closer look you see that you are wrong.’


‘Oh yes, that happens to me.’


‘Then you won’t think I’m mad if I tell you that I saw someone I had never expected to see again.’


‘Who?’


‘Edward. My first love. Like your Gerald, he didn’t come back. Life’s lucky dip gave me Tobias instead. But I’ve never forgotten Edward. I know I don’t look as if I mourn anyone, but I have mourned him all these years.’


I felt a shiver when she told me this. I know so well that feeling of being utterly sure, for an instant, that you have seen the person you want to see. ‘But it wasn’t him?’


‘Here’s the thing. It was, I’d swear. It was his walk, his movement of the head. If only I could have heard his voice.’


‘Did you see his face?’


‘No.’


‘That sounds so familiar, Carine. We see the person from behind and just for that instant they are back.’


‘He was wearing a hat. I didn’t even see the colour of his hair. He had black hair, dark brown eyes, brows that were a little too heavy, and the most gentle voice. He was a poet.’


‘But he died. You told me that he died.’


We all knew the story. Edward and Tobias were in the same regiment. Tobias came back. Edward did not.


‘Tobias was with him when he was wounded, and he said that he died, but what if … ’ She made a dismissive gesture. ‘I know. I should shut up about this.’


‘No, of course you shouldn’t. What regiment were they in? It will be straightforward to check.’


‘Of course it will. I didn’t think of that. East Lancashire.’


‘So stop worrying about it now. We can enquire. The records are comprehensive and people are helpful. If you have any doubts at all, you ought to know, to put your mind at rest. I’ll help you.’


‘Thanks, Kate. If anyone can find out, it will be you. I wanted to ask you before but I held back.’


I took out my notebook. ‘What was his last name?’


‘Chester, Edward Chester. He was a poet and training to be a teacher.’


There was a sudden thumping on the ceiling from the room above.


Carine stood. ‘I won’t be a minute. I’ve settled Dad once, but he must be wanting something.’ She walked to the door that led to the upstairs rooms.


I admired the patience Carine showed towards her father. She paid for a nurse to come in each day for an hour, but most of the caring was left to Carine, which she somehow managed, in between taking portraits and working in the darkroom, as well as designing greetings cards. No one knew how she managed everything.


When she came back down, I asked about her father.


Her look gave nothing away, neither affection nor exasperation. ‘We just had a joke. He says that it’s his ambition to be Dr Green’s most interesting patient. If it’s not the gout, it’s his chest. If it’s not his chest, it’s the rheumatism and the dropsy.’


Surprisingly for us, we did not talk much as we walked up the lane. I was thinking about the presentation, and hoping it would go well. Carine was also preoccupied. She had a lot on her mind, with a sick father, a husband who drank too much and now the possible reappearance of her one true love.


The church bells chimed seven as we passed St Michael’s Church. Once, the church’s Yorkshire stone must have gleamed proudly. Fogs, brimstone and smoke from factory chimneys had slowly but surely turned the building soot-black.


We crossed the road and walked on, passing the Skyrack pub.


‘Are you doing anything afterwards, Kate?’


‘Only going home to read a book, so … ’


‘Then come back with me. Tobias will be going to the pub. We can have a bit of a chat.’


‘Yes, I’d like that.’


Our society meets monthly in the Parochial Hall on Bennett Road. As I opened the door, we heard the ethereal sound of a Monteverdi song from the local madrigal group. They rehearse in the room on the left. Their voices added to a feeling of serenity, an atmosphere at odds with the occasional fractiousness of the groups that meet here.


The caretaker appeared and greeted us. ‘Hello. You ladies are soon here.’


He has a way of turning a greeting into an accusation.


‘I’m giving a presentation, Mr Tanner.’


Carine took the magic lantern. ‘I’ll set us up.’


The caretaker followed us into the meeting room. Giving the impression of having been born old and frown-marked, he carries himself with a stoop. His fading light brown hair blends with the colour of his smock.


He rubbed the bristles on his chin, sighed and began to set out the slatted chairs. ‘How many tonight do you reckon?’


‘Thirty or forty.’


‘And a treat in store then, eh?’ His special leer involves a twist of the lips and a narrowing of his eyes, as if to hide the light of interest. ‘I recall that Mr Murchison had some seaside pictures not so long since, lassies in bathing suits, almost what you might call saucy.’


Carine set up the equipment on the table.


‘Pop in and take a look if you like,’ I said to the caretaker.


‘I might just do that.’ He nodded towards the open door, and the singers’ rehearsal room. ‘It’d shut me off from yon screeching for ten minutes.’ He set out a few more chairs. ‘Do you want this door shutting against the caterwauling?’


Carine gave him a smile that took the sharp edge off her words. ‘No thank you, Mr Tanner. My friend Rita is one of the madrigal singers. Both Mrs Shackleton and I love their caterwauling.’


‘No accounting for taste.’


I was glad to have Carine’s support. My hobby has slid down life’s list recently and I was a little apprehensive about giving my presentation. We now have members who are more adventurous than I, creating collages, silhouettes and avant garde images from unusual angles. Knowing how some of my fellow snappers are apt to be highly critical, I had chosen more conventional work from an earlier time, when I entered competitions and was twice commended. We checked the slides and tested the images on the screen that had been set up earlier by the caretaker.


A few members had begun to arrive. The caretaker had finished setting out the chairs but he reappeared, carrying an envelope. ‘I forgot to tell you. One of your group called by earlier. She says sorry that she can’t come, and left this for you.’


I thanked him and took the envelope. It was from our membership secretary. She had scribbled her apologies on the outside, along with the words, ‘Applications for membership’.


I showed it to Carine, our treasurer, as it would no doubt contain postal orders. ‘Oh, I’ll give it to Tobias to read out the names and welcome anyone new who turns up.’


Tobias is our chairman. A noisy belch announced his arrival. ‘Hello ladies, and what is it you’ll give me, my dear?’ He tapped Carine’s bottom.


How she puts up with him, I do not know. She handed him the envelope. ‘New members.’


I caught Carine’s eye as Tobias made his way to the table. She simply shook her head and gave a shrug. ‘He is a lost cause.’


Tobias sat down at the trestle table and set out his papers.


Derek Blondell came in shortly after. Harriet has made a friend of him since he started going to the Hyde Park Picture House. She always tells me when he was at the pictures, and that she tore his ticket. He raised his hand, more salute than a wave. He is pale, and thin as a broom, with a neat haircut and an old but good tweed suit, with leather elbow patches and narrow strips sewn around the jacket cuffs. My friend the newspaper librarian tells me that Derek lives with his paternal grandmother, who brought him up when his mother died after giving birth to him.


Derek exchanged a greeting with Carine and then turned to talk to me. ‘Did you notice I have an item on the agenda, Mrs Shackleton?’


‘Yes, something about an outing.’


He nodded. ‘I hope I’ll win support.’


I drew him to one side. ‘I’m sure you will, Derek. And you’ll need the support of Tobias Murchison, so be careful. Slander might lead you into serious bother.’


He blushes easily. ‘What do you mean?’


‘What you told Harriet. Slow poison? Mental torture?’


He was about to protest, when someone came to sit on my row.


My presentation went well, with no tricky questions afterwards. Carine and I returned to our seats. Tobias waited for the applause to subside. He is a big man, perhaps fifteen years older than Carine, with a florid complexion and bloated appearance. He usually races through the agenda, unless it is something he has to speak of himself, and then he becomes quite long-winded. He began by welcoming everyone to the meeting. When he opened the envelope, containing membership applications, he made a humorous moment of it. ‘Two applications! Our venerable society is becoming known. At this rate, we’ll need to hire the Town Hall.’ He read the first name. The person was not present, no doubt waiting until her membership had been formally confirmed.


He looked at the second form, and he looked again, and he adjusted his spectacles. ‘We have an application from Edward Chester.’


Carine gasped. She reached for my arm.


‘It’s not an unusual name,’ I whispered, but the moment I looked at Tobias, I knew that he thought exactly the same as Carine. A man has returned from the dead.


Tobias rocked slightly on his chair. ‘Is Edward Chester in the room?’ he asked, his voice sounding like that of a medium trying to conjure a spirit.


There was no reply.


With what seemed like relief, Tobias returned to the business on the agenda. Yet he seemed uneasy. Finally, he came to an item that sparked his displeasure. Immediately, he became his rather pompous self. ‘I have here a proposal that under the auspices of the society there should be a group photographic excursion in August. I did have notice of this proposal and I will not pre-judge … ’


Naturally, he immediately pre-judged. He looked about the room. ‘I believe our members are sufficiently grown up and able to organise their own excursions, but in line with the rules, we will hear from the proposer.’ He pretended to search for the name. ‘D. Blondell.’ He looked about, making a show of deliberately not noticing Derek. ‘Is the proposer in the hall?’


This struck me as extremely odd, given that Harriet says Derek works in the photographic studio on his Saturday afternoons off.


Derek cleared his throat. He took out a handkerchief and wiped his palms. He blew his nose. He blushed at the sound of his own nose-blowing. Before he had time to take a breath, Tobias barked, ‘Apparently the proposer is not present.’ He made as if to move on.


Derek came to his feet. Very steadily, he held his arms by his sides, and then put one hand in a pocket. He raised the other hand, like a schoolboy in class.


‘Oh it’s you, young Derek.’ Tobias feigned surprise, though he must have known Derek’s surname.


At that moment, I became aware of the door opening and closing, and footsteps at the back of the room.


Derek glanced at the piece of paper in his shaking hand. ‘It’s as our chairman said. I propose that some members might go on a weekend photographic excursion together, under the auspices of the society.’


‘Do you now?’ said Tobias. ‘That means dipping into the society’s coffers, eh?’ Pleased with his turn of phrase, he gave a tight smile.


‘I thought there might be a contribution, Mr Murchison, I mean, Mr Chairman.’


‘Then let us have your formal proposal.’


Derek took a deep breath, executing a half turn so that he spoke to those at the back of the room as well as to the chairman. ‘The idea came when I was looking at old copies of the Photographic Journal and saw that Mr Arthur Conan Doyle made photographic expeditions with a group of friends and wrote amusing accounts for the magazine.’
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