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      Cora Parry stood in the lane, staring at the house she’d lived in for eleven years as if she’d never seen it before. To anyone
         passing, the neat cottage and tidy country garden appeared the same as usual, but for Cora everything was different today.
         Everything had changed for ever.
      

      
      How often I’ve dreaded going home, she thought. How many times I’ve held back at this gate, scared of a beating for getting
         dirty in the woods or being late for a meal. Now the house was empty. There was no one watching at the window, waiting to
         grab her by the hair as she stepped inside. Martha Parry was dead and buried. She’s gone, she’s really gone and I’m free!
         Cora flung her arms wide and took a deep breath of the apple-sweet air. She felt as though a heavy winter shawl had fallen from her shoulders and let the gold September sun shine right into her heart
         and bones. From this day I shan’t answer to anyone. I’ll be myself and do as I please.
      

      
      ‘Everything all right, Miss Carrie?’

      
      She swung round. Old Ned the carter, who’d brought her back from the graveyard, had paused to light a pipe before his last
         mile home. He stared at her with a puzzled frown. Cora shrugged. Why should I pretend? she thought, leaning over the wall and
         snapping a fat red hip off the rose bush. I’m happy and I don’t care who knows it.
      

      
      ‘It was a shocking way to go,’ Ned murmured. ‘Nobody’s been struck down by lightning on Furzy Heath in living memory.’ He
         buttoned up his tobacco pouch and sucked thoughtfully on his pipe. ‘Plenty of trees over the years, yes, well you’d expect
         that. But never a woman, leaving nothing to bury but a box of cinders. No, no. Not in living memory.’ He crossed himself solemnly
         as a protection against the same fate. ‘Best make yourself a cup of strong tea, Miss Carrie.’
      

      
      ‘It’s Cora. My name’s Cora. Short for Victoria, like the Queen.’

      
      Ned looked hurt. He turned away, muttering under his breath. Without another word he clicked his tongue and flicked the reins
         to tell his old horse to walk on.
      

      
      Cora kicked the gatepost, cross with herself for being so sharp. After all, he’d only been breaking the awkward silence of
         their journey home. She knew he meant nothing by it, but that name, Carrie, seemed to haunt her and she hated it. Ever since Elijah Parry had adopted Cora from the workhouse when she was three years old and given her his surname,
         people often ran the two names together and called her Carrie. It’s humiliating, she thought, as if who I am doesn’t matter.
      

      
      Cora had never really felt she knew who she was. Elijah had always treated her as a daughter but his wife, Martha, made it
         clear that she never thought of her as anything but a workhouse girl. ‘You were born on the street,’ she’d say. ‘It’s in your
         dirty blood.’
      

      
      It might be of no consequence to Ned the carter, but that name was once all she’d owned in the world.

      
      Cora sighed and let herself into the house. Alone at last, she untied the ribbon of her black bonnet and threw it on a chair.
         There had been talk of looking for Martha’s will at the funeral, but Cora didn’t want to do that now. She just wanted to enjoy
         these first hours of her new freedom without thinking about the future. Freedom, glorious, wonderful freedom. She gazed around
         the little hall. Everything felt strangely calm. Even the silence was different now, no longer tense with anticipation of
         Martha’s brisk step.
      

      
      Elijah’s tall thumb stick caught her eye, still resting where he’d left it beside the door, although he’d been dead six years.
         She felt the polish of his fingers on its cleft handle, reminding her of their Sunday walks over the heath. Every few steps
         he would stop and crouch with her beside some tiny plant, or point at a bird in a tree, patiently teaching her the names of
         things: heather, magpie, yew. He’d made her chant the words over and over until they were planted in her mind. Elijah knew that names were important. When you call something by its name you bring it to life, he’d told her.
         You allow it to live in your mind.
      

      
      How different Martha had been. There, beside his stick was her black cane. Instinctively, Cora rubbed her palms. I won’t take a beating with that again. She took the cane, rested her foot on the edge of the chair and broke it across her knee with a satisfying snap. The pieces
         clattered to the floor. Even now Martha’s words rang in her ears.
      

      
      ‘What made him think I would want a girl in the house? Bringing you home, without word or warning – from the workhouse of
         all places!’ Cora would listen, grinding the shame between her teeth. ‘You may sit at his elbow with a book by the fire, girl,
         but in my kitchen you’ll skivvy and make yourself useful – or else you’ll go back, I warn you, quick as I can throw a scrubbing
         brush.’
      

      
      When Elijah died, Cora had been terrified that Martha would send her back. But by then she’d come to rely on Cora’s help in
         the house. Many times Cora wondered if the workhouse could really be worse than Martha’s cold, cruel regime.
      

      
      She stared into the hall mirror and tilted her chin imperiously. I am mistress of the house now. A girl with tumbling chestnut hair, moss-green eyes and high cheekbones sprinkled with freckles, stared back.
      

      
      ‘That hair has far too much red in it for respectability,’ she’d once heard Martha remark, archly. ‘Gypsy eyes, not to be
         trusted.’
      

      
      ‘But I am here and you are gone,’ Cora whispered close to the glass, not quite believing that Martha couldn’t hear. Her face disappeared in a mist of breath. What would her future
         be? If only the mist would clear to reveal her fate in the glass.
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      Cora spent the afternoon opening drawers and cupboards, looking in all the places that had once been forbidden. She didn’t
         notice the sky darken as she wrapped Martha’s best plaid shawl around her shoulders. If I was a schoolmaster’s wife I’d let
         all the village children play in my garden, she thought, admiring herself in a hand mirror. For Cora, whose imagination had
         been her only playmate growing up, it was a familiar game.
      

      
      Before long wind and rain beat at the windows. She put everything back exactly in its place, feeling oddly guilty, and went
         downstairs to light the fire in the parlour.
      

      
      That evening, a relentless gale racketed around the house. Cora investigated every cupboard and crock in the pantry, helping
         herself to whatever she wanted. It was the best supper she’d ever had – although she couldn’t quite banish the feeling that
         Martha might walk into the kitchen at any moment and discover her feast. When she’d finished, feeling full and pleased with
         herself, she returned to the comfort of the parlour, kicked off her shoes and curled up on the armchair in front of the fire.
      

      
      Cora’s eyes rested on Elijah’s favourite painting, hanging above the mantelpiece. She’d always liked the colourful garden with its open gate, revealing a glimpse of sand dunes
         and sparkling sea beyond. The fact he’d found it in London the day he’d brought her home bound them together in her mind.
         But there was an unsettling feeling about it, as if something was missing – somebody. It seemed to invite you to step inside,
         to make the picture complete. Cora wondered whether Elijah had ever imagined walking into the picture, like she did. The thought
         made her smile. She shut her eyes and followed, trailing her fingers through the garden flowers, then barefoot on the warm
         sand, with the sea breeze in her hair.
      

      
      Suddenly the front door was thrust open and someone crashed into the house out of the storm. Cora jumped up in alarm. Who
         would burst in without knocking? She ran to the hall in her stockinged feet but came to an abrupt stop.
      

      
      A huge, bear-like figure filled the hallway. He looked up, stamping his muddy boots, and scowled angrily at Cora. His red
         face was framed by heavy black brows, windswept hair and a wild beard, dripping with rain. A flurry of wet leaves blew in
         around him through the open door. Cora’s first thought was to reach for Elijah’s stick, but it lay out of reach behind the
         stranger. She knew at once, from the grim set of his jaw as he slammed the door and heaved the heavy coat from his back, that
         his business would be bad for her.
      

      
      ‘Keep out of my way, girl!’ His black eyes flashed. ‘You were no kin to my sister and you’re no kin to me.’

      
      Cora backed against the wall, shaking with fear. The stranger threw his coat on the chair and pushed past her towards the
         study. Martha had once spoken of a brother she had said was ‘best forgotten’. What had she meant? Why was he here now?
      

      
      Lowering his head to enter the study, Martha’s brother made straight for Elijah’s desk. Cora followed and watched, not daring
         to speak as he cast the chair aside and set about inspecting the contents of each drawer in turn. All she could do was watch
         with growing anger as he cast Elijah’s treasured books and papers to the floor. After several minutes, not finding anything
         to interest him, he pulled a hip flask from his pocket and sank lumpenly into the chair. He unscrewed the lid and took a long
         draught of the liquor, which seemed to soothe him. Sighing deeply, he gestured to Cora to remove his boots.
      

      
      Safest to do as he bid. She knelt before him, seething with fury at being treated like a servant. The filthy boots were difficult
         to grip and as each one came free in her hands she fell back, splattered with mud.
      

      
      ‘Pack your things and make ready to leave before dawn,’ he barked gruffly, as she got to her feet and brushed down her skirt.

      
      ‘Where are you taking me?’ She fought to control the emotion in her voice.

      
      ‘You’ll soon find out.’

      
      ‘Will I be coming back?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘But this is my home!’ She glared at him defiantly. ‘You can’t take me away.’

      
      ‘Think yourself lucky I don’t just throw you out, girl. You’ve no right to any of this now.’

      
      Cora clenched her fists. How dare he come from nowhere and tell her what to do! How dare he snatch away her new-found freedom and cast her out! Her eyes welled with tears
         but she was determined not to let him see them. She took a deep breath, gathered up her skirts, and walked slowly away.
      

      
      As soon as she was out of his sight, Cora ran upstairs to her room and slammed the door. Her mind raced. She paced back and
         forth across the floor. I won’t go with him. I won’t let him take me away. When he thinks I’m asleep I’ll slip into Martha’s bedroom and climb out
            of the window onto the roof of the lean-to. It should be easy to jump from there. She’d almost tried it several times in the past but never dared, for fear of being locked in the woodshed if she was caught.
         But what then? Where could she go? She’d got no money, no friends. There wasn’t anyone around here who’d take her in. Martha
         had seen to that.
      

      
      Martha had always been afraid that Cora would talk about her in the village, so she’d lied to the other women, telling them
         Cora was wild and unmanageable, ‘a deceitful little thief’. When Cora tried to make friends with the other girls she discovered
         they’d all been told to keep away from her. But Martha was the deceitful one. Cora knew right from wrong well enough, Elijah
         had taught her that. And she’d never stolen a thing in her life.
      

      
      No, running away was a hopeless idea. Think calmly. She sat on the edge of the bed and took a deep breath to steady herself.
         Maybe it would be sensible to go with Martha’s brother. And if things didn’t look good wherever he took her, she could still
         run away if she had to.
      

      
      Cora packed her few clothes and belongings into a carpet bag and climbed into bed fully dressed, determined to be ready to face whatever was going to happen next. For a moment
         she was tempted to help herself to a pair of Martha’s boots, but the idea of wearing them made her shudder. At least I’ll
         be leaving everything that reminds me of her behind, she thought. But it was a relief mixed with regret. She’d be leaving
         all that reminded her of Elijah too. She couldn’t go without something of his to take with her. All the books they’d read
         together were downstairs in the study, out of reach. There must be something else. Earlier that day she’d found six handkerchiefs
         in Martha’s drawer, handkerchiefs that she’d embroidered for Elijah. Cora retrieved them, tucked them into her bag and then
         climbed back into bed.
      

      
      She stared up into the darkness, wondering what was going to happen next. Elijah had once told her that she would only be
         happy if she learned to accept her lot. He’d said Martha was unhappy because she couldn’t accept the fact she was unable to
         bear a child. Barren, he’d called it. Even the word sounded cold and miserable. Cora had often wondered whether Martha’s cruelty
         towards her was some sort of punishment for not being her own daughter. Well, she thought, whatever the reason and whatever
         lies ahead, I won’t just accept my lot. I won’t let this man, or anyone, treat me like that again.
      

      
      Cora lay, wide awake, listening to the stranger’s lusty snoring in the parlour below. Head spinning, heart thumping, she waited
         for the footsteps on the stairs and the shout in the night.
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      A bang in the dark. Cora woke, drowsy and confused. Something was wrong. The collar of her dress was clenched tight in her fist,
         she felt the weight of boots on her feet. With a jolt she remembered the stranger downstairs.
      

      
      Cora lugged the carpet bag awkwardly down the narrow stairs, feeling her way in the darkness. She heard the chink of the bread
         crock in the pantry then a glow of light bloomed in the passage below and Martha’s brother emerged from the kitchen, carrying
         a candlestick. He stopped and stared up at her, his face eerily distorted by the flame. Cora lost her footing and stumbled
         down the last step.
      

      
      When she looked up, he thrust out his hand, offering her a stale crust of bread.

      
      
      ‘No,’ she said, straightening her cloak. ‘No, thank you.’

      
      ‘Take it,’ he muttered insistently. She stuffed the crust in the pocket of her skirt. It was a small kindness. Maybe things
         would turn out well after all.
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      Outside, a carriage waited in the rain, hunched like a monstrous black beetle; the coachman’s wet leathers shone in the lamplight.
         Suddenly Cora wished they could have left during the day, to have one last glimpse of the only home she’d known. She covered
         her head with her hood and dashed out into the storm. At the carriage door she paused to glance back, but the candle was already
         snuffed out behind her and the dark, empty house had disappeared in the moonless night. The world was no more than a glittering
         splash of road, stamped by impatient hooves.
      

      
      With a heavy heart, Cora climbed into the carriage and Martha’s brother clambered in after her, tipping it violently as he
         arranged himself on the seat beside her. Without a word, he pulled his hat down and his collar up and turned his face to the
         shuttered window, sinking into some private brooding. Cora clasped her bag tight.
      

      
      ‘Can you tell me where we’re going?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Just sleep,’ came the reply. ‘You’ll find out soon enough.’

      
      Cora edged away from the smell of stale smoke and whisky that hung about him and drew her long, woollen cloak about her for warmth. With a clink of the harness the carriage lurched forward, and they clattered away into the night.
      

      [image: image]

      
      The carriage rocked along at an urgent pace, mile after mile, and before long the swaying motion and monotonous drumming of
         rain on the roof started to lull Cora to sleep. Each time she felt her eyes begin to close she roused herself, determined
         to stay awake. But the urge to sleep was strong, to sleep and escape the fear of not knowing what lay ahead. She stretched
         her legs as best she could in the tiny compartment and tried to think of something cheerful. Elijah’s painting. She saw a
         room, bright with sunlight, gauzy curtains dancing at the open window and outside, a garden running down to the sea. In the
         room she imagined a little table with a jug of primroses and, beside the table, a plump bed with a sprigged quilt. On the
         bed lay a white dress, freshly laundered and trimmed with ribbon. Somehow she knew it would smell of lavender. Somehow she
         knew if she wore that dress she would never be afraid again. Cora looked at the dark figure hunched beside her. You can take
         away everything I have but you can’t touch my dreams, she thought fiercely. Wherever I’m going, it will be a new start. I
         won’t be the workhouse girl any more.
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      Eventually the pitch and roll of country lanes gave way to the fast toll road. Still the relentless rain teemed down, but
         now Cora heard other carriages thunder past and at last a dim sliver of dawn slipped under the shutters. She began to hear
         street sounds: wagons and carts rattling along the cobblestones; carters shouting to each other; horses whinnying to be home
         and dry. We must be in the city, she thought excitedly. London! She’d not been back here since Elijah took her away. This
         was where she’d been born, where she came from. Cora tried to reach forward and push the shutter aside to look out, but to
         her annoyance her companion slept with his legs jammed across her side of the compartment. Any movement would almost certainly
         wake him. She contented herself with listening keenly, imagining the scene outside.
      

      
      Suddenly the coachman shouted, causing a commotion from the horses, and the carriage stopped abruptly. Cora’s bag was flung
         from her arms onto the floor and Martha’s brother woke with a jolt. He spat out an angry curse.
      

      
      Cora picked up her bag. She felt bolder now with the city about her. ‘Won’t you tell me where we’re going now? I have a right
         to know.’
      

      
      He glowered darkly but didn’t answer. Instead he poked the shutter catch with his cane and it rattled open.

      
      
      Cora stared out through a veil of rain. They had stopped beside a pair of huge, forbidding gates. Beyond the gates was a gloomy
         courtyard streaming with water from overflowing gutters and flooded drains, surrounded on three sides by tall red brick buildings
         with ranks of barred windows. Arching over the entrance in large iron letters were the words: WALSTON WORKHOUSE.
      

      
      Cora’s blood ran cold. She sank back into her seat.

	  The man wrestled impatiently with the door and flung it open. ‘Go on,’
         he barked loudly. ‘This is where you came from.’
      

      
      She stared at his clenched jaw and cold eyes in disbelief.

      
      ‘You can’t do this …’ She was paralysed. Afraid to go but too frightened to refuse.

      
      He raised his hand as if to strike her. ‘Get out!’ Cora snatched up her bag and scrambled down the carriage step. At once
         the door slammed shut. All her excitement at returning to London turned to terror. He was going to leave her alone in the
         city with nothing and nowhere to go but the one place she dreaded in the world. How stupid she’d been! Why had she thought
         he might take her anywhere else?
      

      
      Even the grim coach seemed like a sanctuary now. Cora dropped her bag and gripped the rim of the carriage window, clinging
         to the narrow frame.
      

      
      ‘You can’t leave me here, Sir! Not here, please …’ The horses stamped impatiently. She looked up at the coachman but he turned
         away.
      

      
      The man leaned forward. ‘I owe you nothing, girl,’ he hissed. ‘D’you hear?’ He tipped his cane to rap her knuckles. Cora flinched and drew them away. She heard him thump on the roof.
      

      
      ‘Get going, man,’ he shouted. ‘And quick about it!’

	  The coachman cracked his whip and the horses pulled away. Cora darted
         clear of the carriage wheels but tripped backwards over her bag and lost her balance. She hit the ground hard and a sharp
         pain shot through her elbow.
      

      
      Immediately city life was upon her, throngs of people hurrying past, heads down against the rain, pushing forward without
         paying her any heed. The street clamoured with traffic. A pair of coach horses in fine livery trotted towards her. Cora edged
         away from the roadside, tugging the hem of her cloak out of the gutter just in time. Glancing up as the coach passed she saw
         a face at the window: the face of a girl her own age, with green eyes and thick curls of chestnut hair, framed by a velvet
         collar and hat. Their eyes met for a fraction of a second. Two worlds, two fates, momentarily collided. Then the wheels spun
         past, splashing through a deep rut in the road and drenching Cora with cold, dirty water.
      

      
      Cora sat on the pavement, shaken and shamed. As the water soaked through her clothes a hot anger began to burn in her blood.
         Anger at Martha’s brother, anger at herself for not running away the night before, anger at the world for not caring, for
         casting her into the gutter outside the workhouse gate.
      

      
      She gathered up the things that had spilled from her bag, stuffed them back inside and staggered to her feet.

      
      Cora brushed the dripping hair from her face and stood defiantly before Walston’s iron arch. Martha had always called it the last resort of the desperate and mad. ‘Be grateful for what you’ve got here,’ she’d warned as she’d
         served Cora a meagre supper of bread and dripping. ‘The gruel’s so thin in that place that inmates pick raw meat from marrow
         bones. Some are so starved that they scavenge peelings left for the pigs.’
      

      
      Cora had learned not to listen, learned to protect herself. Her mind had buried any painful memories of the workhouse in its
         deepest recesses long ago. All memories of her mother were buried with them. Although Cora tried to recall her mother’s face
         and hear her voice, she had never been able to conjure it from the darkness. The past evaded her like a forgotten dream.
      

      
      But now here it was. Cold, hard and real. It was as if she’d woken up to discover that all her years at the schoolmaster’s
         cottage had been the dream. This nightmare was her new reality. My mother must have stood right here with me in her arms, sick and penniless with nowhere else to go. Cora knew at once she would rather die than step through those gates.
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      Cora turned her back on the workhouse and walked away. She allowed herself to be jostled along the street until she came to
         the steps of a Temperance Hall. She pushed her way out of the crowd and sat against a pillar, shivering in her damp clothes.
      

      
      So, this is the city. Cora had been born here, but now it was a foreign world to her. Filth, noise, the foul stink of sewers.
         Acrid smoke belched from a forest of chimneys as people emerged from soot-blackened houses and shops; tradesmen propped open
         their shutters and gangs of barefoot children played in the street; pedlars and tinkers followed their donkey-barrows; a pair
         of flower sellers clutched their skirts as they sidestepped to avoid the open drains and piles of dung smeared all over the road; delivery boys darted left and right to dodge a drenching from the drays
         and trolleys that splashed through the puddles.
      

      
      There isn’t a soul in this city who cares if you live or die, Cora Parry, she told herself. You’ve got to rely on your instincts
         now – after all, this is where you came from. She heard Martha’s scornful words. ‘The street is in your dirty blood.’ She’d
         have to hope it was true.
      

      
      Realising that the rain had stopped at last, Cora pushed back her hood and shook the drips from her hair. She noticed a rough-looking
         boy with a black eye, slouching in a doorway across the street, stroking a cat in his arms. He was the only person who didn’t
         seem preoccupied with the business of the day. Everyone else has somewhere to go or something to do. They don’t even see me,
         she thought bitterly.
      

      
      She was distracted from her thoughts by a coffee vendor setting up her stall across the road. The old woman polished a cup
         with her dirty apron and tasted her first brew. Satisfied to the last drop, she dried her lips with the back of her mittened
         hand and started to call out her wares.
      

      
      ‘Ha’penny coffee! Steaming hot!’ Soon she was doing brisk business. Beside her another barrow was piled high with bread rolls.
         Its red-faced proprietor fried bacon on a brazier, grinning cheerfully as the irresistible smell brought customers swarming
         round. Suddenly Cora remembered the crust Martha’s brother had given her. She thrust her hand into her pocket and felt what
         was now a soggy lump. Her heart sank, but she pulled it out and ate it all the same. The bacon man watched her as he flipped the spitting rashers. When she caught his eye he whistled and beckoned
         her over.
      

      
      Cora couldn’t believe her luck. She hurried across the road, darting between the carts and carriages. ‘This’ll warm you up,’
         he said and offered her a greasy paper parcel.
      

      
      She hesitated. ‘I can’t pay.’

      
      The bacon man stuffed the parcel into her hands. ‘Take it and scram,’ he said, ‘or I’ll have every waif and stray at my elbow.’
         He turned back to his spitting pan and she took a chance to snatch a moment in the brazier’s warmth before making her way
         back across the road.
      

      
      Inside the parcel was a tangle of crisp bacon rinds, an overcooked rasher and a small roll. Cora lifted the golden rind to
         her mouth, savouring the salty smell. But before she could eat it a huge dog snatched the rind from her fingers, then thrust
         its head and paws into her lap and devoured the parcel, strewing shreds of paper everywhere.
      

      
      ‘Get off, brute!’ She jumped up and beat it away, but too late; every lick of bacon was gone and the loaf trodden into dirty
         crumbs on the pavement. Cora picked up a stone and threw it after the dog in frustration.
      

      
      She was brushing the greasy crumbs from her cloak when somebody grabbed her by the arm from behind and swung her round.

      
      ‘I’ve been watching you!’ A bearded man with bloodshot eyes and broken teeth grinned in her face. Cora tried to push him away
         but he gripped her tight.
      

      
      ‘Let go! What do you want? Let me go!’ She tried to pummel his chest with her fists. To her horror, he clasped her wrists and shackled them with one huge hand.
      

      
      ‘You ain’t got nowhere to go, ’ave you?’ He nodded in the direction of the workhouse. ‘You don’t want to be going in there,
         girl. Nasty things happen to girls like you in there. Come with me.’ The man locked both arms around her. Cora opened her
         mouth to scream. He slapped a filthy hand across her face.
      

      
      ‘Hush now. I ain’t gonna do you no harm. I’m here to help you. I’ll give you work.’ She twisted away from his stinking breath.
         ‘I’ll look after you, girl.’ Cora lunged forward and bit his hand.
      

      
      ‘That’s not friendly!’ he snarled. Clamping her close to his chest, he began to haul her along the street.

      
      Then, out of nowhere, a boy ran up and kicked him hard in the shins. The man let out a fierce curse and groaned with pain.
         He released Cora and clutched his legs. Before she could understand what was happening the boy had grabbed her hand and she
         found herself being dragged away down a side street, into a maze of dark alleys.
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      Cora clung tight and ran, dodging and swerving behind the boy, grateful to be saved. When they reached the entrance to a narrow
         passage he paused to glance back over his shoulder and pulled Cora inside, pushing her into a dark doorway and wedging himself
         in beside her. She felt her carpet bag slam against her knee – he must have grabbed it with his other hand. Cora’s heart was
         thudding so fast she thought it would burst. Crushed against the boy’s shoulder, she noticed he was older than she was, a
         head taller and thickset, with a strong feral smell, like the trace of fox.
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