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Chapter One

Newcastle, November 1906

 



 



‘And where do you think you’re going?’

Mrs Mortimer’s substantial figure filled the kitchen doorway, barring the way out. Constance stepped back in alarm. Behind her she heard Nella catch her breath. She could imagine her friend’s expression of dismay.

They hadn’t heard Mrs Mortimer coming. They had been laughing and too happy to care, for once, so they’d forgotten to listen for the officious swish of skirts and the jangling of the huge bunch of keys that marked the cook-housekeeper’s progress along the corridors of the house.

‘Well, I’m waiting for an answer.’

Constance met the woman’s cool stare. ‘I’m going to bed.’

Mrs Mortimer advanced into the room. The door slammed shut behind her, wafting in a draught of cold air from the basement passage. She raised her eyebrows and stared at Constance for a moment before turning her head to look around the kitchen.

In the ensuing silence Constance heard the coals shift and settle in the range and the faint hiss of the gaslamp. She glanced up and saw the whole scene reflected in the upper  half of the tall window above the sink. It was like a painting, she thought, such as she’d seen in the Laing Art Gallery.

No, not a painting, a photograph - one of those posed studies of ‘Life Below Stairs’. The cook-housekeeper, in her starched white blouse and apron, staring sternly at the stone sink full of unwashed pans and the wooden bench next to it where the dishes waited to be dried.

Nella, in faded grey cotton, her thin little body seemingly held together by the ties of the overlarge apron, hunched forward over the table, a bar of soap grasped in one hand and a wooden scrubbing brush in the other.

And Constance herself, not much taller than Nella, standing upright, wisps of fair hair escaping from her mobcap to frame her face. John had told her that her features were delicate, that her complexion was like porcelain. If he were here now he would see that the fine bones gave an impression of strength rather than fragility and that her violet eyes could be dark with anger.

Mrs Mortimer turned once more to Constance. ‘You cannot go to bed until you finish your chores.’

‘But I thought that, as tomorrow—’

‘Be quiet! It’s not your place to think!’ The woman gave a tight-lipped smile. Her thick fingers gripped a small brown envelope and she tapped it on the palm of her other hand. ‘These are your wages.’

Constance clenched her fists, controlling the natural impulse to reach out for the packet. She sensed the woman was playing with her.

‘As you are to leave us so early in the morning, Mrs Sowerby asked me to give you the money owing to you tonight. However, as I find you are not to be trusted, I think I had better keep it until you have finished in here.’

‘It was my fault!’ Nella cried out, and Constance spun  round to face her. She shook her head urgently but her friend ignored her warning glance and carried on, ‘Mrs Mortimer, I said Constance should gan to bed. I divven’t mind finishing off, meself, in the circumstances ...’ She had started boldly enough but her voice faltered under the woman’s outraged glare.

‘I was not aware that the running of this household had been given over to a mere skivvy.’

‘But—’

Constance groaned softly. What would Nella do if she so enraged the most powerful member of the Sowerbys’ staff that she lost her job? Looking the way she did it would be very difficult for her to find another position.

‘It’s all right, Nella.’ Risking Mrs Mortimer’s wrath Constance hurried towards the table and put her arm round the girl’s crooked shoulders.

‘Be quiet both of you! Nella, I have decided that you should go to bed immediately.’

‘But why? The chores aren’t finished, and you said—’

‘Nella!’ Constance breathed.

Mrs Mortimer ignored both interruptions and carried on.

‘You will have to be up an hour earlier in the morning; the new girl will not be arriving in time to help you lay the fires.’

That’s only just occurred to her, Constance thought. She doesn’t really care whether or not Nella gets enough sleep. She just wants to punish me.

‘Constance,’ the cook-housekeeper continued, ‘I will come back in exactly one hour with your money. You had better be finished by then.’

She turned and left abruptly. Her footsteps rang out along the stone passage towards her sitting room where her supper tray waited beside a cosy fire.

‘Old cow!’ Nella muttered. ‘I hope the cheese in them  sandwiches she made herself gives her nightmares!’

Constance squeezed her shoulders. ‘Hush.’ She took the soap and scrubbing brush from Nella’s hands and laid them on the chair next to the enamel pail. ‘Go to bed, like she said.’

‘But I wanted you to hev a proper night’s sleep. It’s your big day tomorrow.’

‘I know and I’m grateful, but I shouldn’t have let you persuade me. I should have realized that Mrs Mortimer would expect you to do the work of two until the new girl is broken in.’

‘Broken in? That’s a funny thing to say. They do that to horses, divven’t they?’

‘Yes, and that’s all we are in this household, beasts of burden. I’m sure people like the Sowerbys don’t think of us as human beings, otherwise why would we be treated this way?’

Nella looked up into her friend’s face. She was small but if Nella’s spine had been straight instead of twisted, she and Constance might have been about the same height.

Constance’s eyes were blazing, and the two spots of colour burning in her cheeks highlighted her naturally fair complexion.

Suddenly, Nella grinned. ‘Ee, Constance, this place’ll be dull without you! What on earth shall I do when I want a good gripe?’

Constance’s expression softened. ‘You’ll make friends with the new girl. In fact, you must, both for her sake and your own.’

‘Must I?’ Without warning, Nella’s eyes filled with tears and, as they spilled over, she tried to brush them from her face with her bony little fingers.

‘Oh, Nella,’ Constance took a clean handkerchief from her apron pocket, ‘Here, let me ...’

She wiped her friend’s face, guiltily acknowledging to  herself that Nella’s distress at their parting was greater than her own. Poor Nella would have to remain here while she had a new and happier life to look forward to. ‘Now, keep this hanky and go to bed,’ she said. ‘Leave me to get on with the work. I wouldn’t put it past Mrs Mortimer to dock my wages if I’m not finished when she comes back.’

 



In fact it was just under an hour later that Constance placed the last of the dinner plates on the dresser and turned to face the empty kitchen. She was bone weary but she could hardly contain her elation. No more pans to scour, no floors to scrub, no carpets to beat, no more getting up in the cold and the dark to light the fires before the family was awake. Tomorrow was her wedding day.

Outside fog swirled from the shipyards on the River Tyne, up through the grimy terraces of Elswick and Scotswood, and on to settle like a shroud round the grand dwellings of the prosperous citizens who could afford to live in the sweeter air of Rye Hill.

In the upper windows of Dr Sowerby’s tall town house, curtains were drawn against the chill of the November evening but down through the area railings, light spilled from the half-barred window into the yard at the foot of the worn stone steps.

Inside the basement room, Constance raised a hand to pull off her mobcap. Her long golden hair tumbled about her shoulders, the bright curls contrasting oddly with the faded uniform dress, the very drabness of which only emphasized her beauty. Unexpectedly she felt the threat of tears pricking her eyes and she pushed the cap into the pocket of her pinafore angrily. But it wasn’t because she was leaving this hateful place that she felt like crying.

Often, when she was alone, disturbing memories came to  haunt her. Just now, as she had looked round the empty room, another kitchen had come to mind: larger than this one, brighter and full of the comforting smells of recent baking. Whenever she had gone down the back stairs to look for the kittens, the cook and the kitchen maids had always welcomed her. They had petted and spoiled her, taken her into the kitchen and given her milk and raisin cake.

Sometimes Robert would follow her, pretending that his only motive was to keep an eye on the younger child, and he would be fussed over and petted too. But she had been the favourite with the servants ...

‘So you’re finished then?’

Mrs Mortimer observed her from the doorway. She was holding a candle and the light threw shadows upwards. Her eyes had disappeared into circles of blackness, making her podgy features resemble the grotesque mask of a pantomime clown. But she wasn’t smiling.

Constance remained where she was, forcing the cook to step into the room. Mrs Mortimer glared at her. ‘I’m glad you’re leaving us, Constance, and it’s just as well that you did not ask for a reference, for I would not have been able to recommend you to any respectable household.’

‘Why not?’ Against her better judgement, Constance was stung into responding. ‘I’ve always worked hard. I’m sure you’ve never been able to fault me!’

‘Not your work, no. It’s your attitude I deplore.’

‘I don’t understand. I’ve never complained, never spoken out of turn.’

‘Not to my face.’ Suddenly the woman abandoned the air of refinement that she tried so hard to cultivate, and her voice rose harshly. ‘Do you think I’m stupid, girl? Do you think I didn’t realize from the moment you set foot in this house six years ago that, even when you were twelve years old, you  thought you were better than the rest of us?’

‘That’s not true! I couldn’t help it if ...’

‘If what? Go on, finish what you were going to say.’ Mrs Mortimer scowled.

‘No, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything. May I go upstairs, now? I’m tired and I still have to pack my belongings.’

The woman stared at her for a moment and then tossed the wage packet on to the table between them. ‘Very well.’

As she reached the doorway she turned to face Constance for the last time. ‘And mind you don’t pack anything that doesn’t belong to you. You haven’t finished paying for the uniform dresses and the pinafores so they will remain Mrs Sowerby’s property.’

As if I should want them, Constance thought, even though they have kept back payment from my pitiful wages for them. But she refrained from saying anything. In fact she didn’t even move until she heard the cook open the door that led to the back staircase and mount the bare wooden stairs.

She must be going to bed now, Constance thought, and she let out a long sigh of relief. She loosened the ties of her pinafore and, for a moment, she was at a loss. Should she wash it and hang it on the pulley near the range? It would be dry enough to iron in the morning before she left.

No! Why should I?

Angry with herself for even thinking such thoughts, she pulled it over her head and folded it roughly. Then she tossed it on to the kitchen table that she had only shortly before scrubbed with strong soap and soda for the very last time. Let somebody else sort it out. Tomorrow she would no longer be answerable to any of them, she would be at nobody’s beck and call. She would be Mrs John Edington.

But tonight there was one more thing she had to do. Taking a brass holder from the mantelpiece, she lit a candle and  threw the spent match in the dying fire. She picked up the packet containing her hard-earned wages and then she stepped up on to a chair and pulled down the chain that turned off the gaslamp. Then she hurried along the draughty passage to the back stairs.

On the ground floor, the entrance hall was long and narrow, and the dark colours of the walls and furnishings made it a sombre place, especially with the gaslamps turned down low. But Constance welcomed the shadows. She moved quietly; she had no wish to be discovered here. There was no reason for her to be ‘above stairs’ once her duties were over. Indeed, it was forbidden. Mrs Sowerby was convinced that all servants were unprincipled and deceitful, and ready to steal from her, given the slightest opportunity. Even the cutlery that they used in the kitchen was stamped with the words Stolen from Sowerby, Rye Hill’.

Suddenly a door opened on the first floor and the sound of Dr Sowerby’s voice, raised in anger, spilled down the stairs. Constance froze and shrank back against the wall, hardly daring to breathe. Someone laughed mockingly, and the door closed abruptly. She heard footsteps in the upper passage and she was ready to dart back towards the door at the end of the hallway, but the footsteps echoed away from the direction of the stairhead and another door opened and slammed shut. Then there was silence.

She let out her breath in a ragged sigh and found that her heart was racing. I feel like a thief, she thought. She was aware of the bitter taste of anger - having to sneak about when her intention was quite honest. Even the matron of the workhouse was not so harsh as Mrs Sowerby! Constance’s surge of resentment induced a feeling of recklessness and she no longer moved so furtively as she crossed towards the study.

However, she sensed she was safe enough; at this time of  night she had no fear that anyone would seek her out deliberately. Her notice had been given weeks ago and she doubted if any of the family would want to say goodbye or wish her well.

Dr and Mrs Sowerby would be upstairs in the first-floor drawing room, their daughter, twelve-year-old Annabel, would be in bed, and their son, Gerald, she guessed, had just stormed off to his room in order to get ready to go out with friends. The friends that his parents so disapproved of.

The fire in the study was burning low and the room was dark, but Constance did not waste time lighting the mantle. She went straight over to the wall opposite the door and raised her candle. There was something she wanted to see for the last time - an image she wanted to commit to memory.

‘Why do you always look at that photograph?’

She spun round, her heart beating painfully against her ribs. Her hand shook and the candle sputtered and flared as melted wax fell back into the flame. Mrs Sowerby was in the act of rising from a wing-backed chair placed near the hearth. Constance steadied the candle and gazed through the smoky light at her interrogator. The dark fabric of the narrow choker collar that covered nearly all of her neck accentuated the paleness of Mrs Sowerby’s face.

‘Don’t just stand there dumbly, girl. I asked you a question. Why do you look at the photograph? Answer me. What possible interest can it hold for a workhouse brat like you?’

The doctor’s wife moved towards her, the silk taffeta of her skirts rustling across the floor with fluid menace; the sweet lily of the valley perfume that she favoured preceding her. Violet Sowerby was plump and matronly but her soft little hands could grip like a vice and her ladylike voice sound as shrill as any harpy’s. She raised her hand and Constance flinched, but Mrs Sowerby simply took the candle from her and held it high to examine the photograph in question.

Her eyes narrowed as she studied the group of men in formal clothes. The caption written in copperplate on the mount at the foot of the picture read, ‘The Infirmary Committee, Formed on the Occasion of the Royal Jubilee Exhibition in Newcastle 1887.’

‘I’ve seen you linger and glance up when you are dusting.’ She frowned. ‘But I cannot imagine why. This photograph must have been taken before you were born. Dr Sowerby is in the front row, of course ...’

So he was, along with some of the most influential men in the city, and that obviously gave his wife much satisfaction. When the Royal Victoria Infirmary was finally officially opened by King Edward and Queen Alexandra in July of this very year, 1906, Mrs Sowerby had bought a dozen each of the postcards in the series that Valentines had issued to commemorate the event.

She sent one to every single person in her address book, telling them all about the royal visit to Newcastle and being sure to add that she and Dr Sowerby had been guests at the civic banquet given for Their Majesties in the Assembly Rooms.

Vexation hardened Violet Sowerby’s features even further. ‘Well, are you going to tell me?’

‘No.’ Constance was composed now, and she stared back steadily. She had no intention of telling this woman, now or ever, that the tall handsome man standing in the back row of the photograph - at that time, one of the richest manufacturers on Tyneside - was Richard Bannerman, her father.

‘How dare you speak to me like that!’ Violet Sowerby exclaimed, and, for a moment, Constance thought she was going to strike her. But they were interrupted.

‘Let the girl alone, Mother. She’s leaving us in the morning to marry the little shopkeeper and you don’t want to be the  subject of malignant gossip amongst the tradespeople, now, do you?’ Gerald’s amused tones came from the doorway.

Violet Sowerby turned towards him but he moved aside into the hall. All else forgotten, his mother swept out of the room. Constance followed her. While they were talking, she would slip away.

‘Gerald, I’ve been waiting to see you on your own. Are you going out?’ Mrs Sowerby’s voice had softened; she was almost pleading.

He was standing in front of a gilt-framed mirror and he concentrated on adjusting his wing collar and his white evening tie. ‘Would I be dressed like this if I were going to endure another interminable evening at home with you and Father?’

‘But, Gerald, you spend so little time with us these days ...’

‘Do you blame me? In this house I meet with nothing but disapproval.’

‘Not disapproval - your father and I have been worried that you may be neglecting your studies - and perhaps that is because of the influence of some of your friends who have no need to earn a living ...’

‘I’ve already had to suffer one lecture from Father on that subject tonight. You both seem to forget that I am a grown man and that, thanks to Grandmother, I am financially independent. Save your breath, Mother. I’m going out.’

All the time he had been speaking he never once looked round. Now, he stared into the mirror with self-absorbed concentration as he smoothed his thickly waving red-gold hair. When he was satisfied, he looked to one side and spoke to Constance’s retreating reflection. ‘Pass me my overcoat, there’s a good girl.’

She had almost reached the door at the end of the passage and she stopped and cursed herself silently for not having  been quicker. Gerald raised his eyebrows. ‘Did you hear me?’

Constance hurried back and reached for the overcoat, from where he had tossed it over the carved wooden post at the bottom of the stairs. After handing Gerald the coat she tried to slip away again, only to earn a rebuke from his mother.

‘I do not remember saying you could go.’

She turned once more and waited, keeping her eyes down. She thought it best not to betray her impatience or Mrs Sowerby would only harangue her the longer.

‘Oh, let her go to bed now, Mother.’ Gerald had put on his coat and was adjusting the ends of his silk scarf. ‘No doubt she’ll want to be as refreshed as possible for her wedding to Prince Charming.’

Constance felt her anger rising when he looked up and continued mockingly. ‘I must say I was surprised when I saw him. Such a dapper little chap, sitting there telling you of his honourable intentions just as if he were a gentleman. I’m sure he could have the pick of the daughters of the more prosperous commercial families and yet he is content to marry a servant.’

‘She’s never been like a servant!’ Mrs Sowerby’s outburst was so vehement that both her son and Constance turned to look at her.

‘What do you mean?’ Gerald seemed genuinely surprised. ‘As far as I know she has always performed her duties satisfactorily.’

‘You are a fool, Gerald.’ His mother’s tone was scathing. ‘Always taken in by outward show. Have you never noticed her manner?’

‘I’m sure she’s always appeared to be quite properly modest and reserved.’

‘Supercilious and secretive more like! And her voice - it is not the voice of a servant!’

‘No ... you’re right ...’ Gerald’s murmur of agreement  betrayed surprise. He looked at Constance speculatively and then, suddenly, he walked over to her and lifted up a strand of her hair. ‘And this hair...’ He let the silky curls fall and placed his knuckles under her chin to raise her face. ‘And these eyes ... are they blue or violet?’

Constance held her breath. She was unnerved to find herself so close to him and her eyes widened with alarm as she found she couldn’t avoid his amused gaze. She tried to turn her head away but he began to stroke the line of her jaw and the soft flesh underneath with the back of his fingers. She felt a pulse throbbing in her neck as she cringed at his touch, but pride made her raise her chin and hold his stare.

‘And this soft skin,’ he said. ‘You are quite right, Mother. I wonder why I have not bothered to notice before how very unlike a servant Constance is.’ Gerald’s face mottled with sudden heat. His breath smelled of brandy.

‘That’s enough!’ His mother’s voice was sharp but Gerald took his time to drop his hand and step back. He was laughing but, when Constance saw the look in his eyes, she felt a frisson of fear.

‘Constance, I have decided that you need not wait until tomorrow.’ Mrs Sowerby’s voice was cold. ‘Go up and collect your belongings and leave now.’

‘Now? But, until I am married in the morning, I have nowhere to go!’

‘That is not my concern. You have no more duties here, there is no reason to stay.’

She stared at the doctor’s wife, aghast. Mrs Sowerby had never been easy to work for but, as she was neither pleasant nor considerate to any of the servants, Constance had never taken it personally. Now she saw that the woman disliked her intensely and was enjoying venting her spite.

‘Take nothing from this house that you did not bring with  you. If you do, I shall know where to find you. And be sure that you leave by the servants’ entrance. Dr Sowerby will go down to lock up at eleven o’clock; you must be gone by then.’




Chapter Two

‘Fancy throwing you out at this time of night - doesn’t she know that’s wicked?’

Nella stood shivering in her nightgown, clutching a shawl around her skinny shoulders with one hand and holding a candle with the other. The light gleamed on her pale, bony face and cast a cruelly exaggerated shadow of her crooked body on the sloping wall of the eaves behind her.

‘If she does, she doesn’t care.’

‘Well, she should. All them improving texts she makes us read. What about “Do unto others as you would they should do unto you”? How would she like it if you threw her out on the street?’

‘You don’t think Mrs Sowerby believes in any of that, do you, Nella? That kind of thing is only to keep us in our place. “Be obedient unto your masters”, that’s all she’s interested in!’

Constance pulled off the cheap cotton uniform dress and left it lying on the floor where it fell. Quickly, for the attic room was freezing cold, she put on one of her own blouses and a blue serge skirt. Then, she started to pull open the drawers at her side of the shared chest and toss the rest of her belongings on to her narrow iron bed.

Nella’s small features were taut with worry. ‘But, what  will you do? Where will you gan?’

‘Hush, Nella, not so loud. If we wake the others, Mrs Mortimer will have something to say to us in the morning.’

They looked at each other. ‘“Noisiness is considered Bad Manners” ’ they intoned, each trying to imitate the cook-housekeeper’s attempts at refinement.

Nella giggled. ‘Old Mortimer’ll be fast asleep by now, tucked up with her bottle of mother’s ruin. And, besides, come the morning, she’ll only hev me to scold. You won’t be here.’

‘Thank goodness!’

Constance stopped what she was doing and they smiled at each other. The prospect of freedom was marvellous and Constance knew that Nella was pleased for her, even though she was going to be left behind.

The moment was short-lived. ‘But you heven’t told me what you’re gannin’ to do - or where you’re gannin’. Will you gan to John’s?’

‘No. His mother would be shocked if I turned up there without an explanation the night before the wedding.’

‘Why can’t you tell her what has happened?’

‘Nella, you know I’ve never met her, but John has told me that, in spite of my circumstances, he’s convinced her that I will make the perfect wife for him.’

‘Of course you will. I knew the minute that I set eyes on yer ma that she was a real lady!’

‘And me? Surely I’m just another workhouse brat?’

‘Like me, you mean? The difference is that I was born there.’

‘Oh, Nella, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—’

‘Nivver mind. Anyone can see that you were born to better things. What happened wasn’t your fault.’

‘That’s just what John said! He told me that when we first met he would never have guessed that I was in service and,  when I told him, oh, Nella, it made no difference to him!’

‘He fell in love with you!’

‘When I tried to tell him about what had happened he said it didn’t matter. He said it was obvious that my family had fallen on hard times - like many another - and that he thought all the more of me for keeping my standards.’

‘Spoken like a true gent!’

‘But now, if I tell John’s mother that my mistress has thrown me out, she might begin to question her son’s judgement.’

‘I suppose so ...’

‘I’m sure of it. And, besides, her health is not good. I wouldn’t want to start my married life by upsetting my mother-in-law.’

‘No, that wouldn’t do, especially as you’re all gannin’ to live together. Ee, Constance—’

‘Hush, don’t fret. I’ll go to John’s friend’s house in Fenham; his parents are away but his sister, Rosemary, should be there.’

John’s friend Matthew Elliot had agreed to collect Constance from the Sowerbys’ in the morning and take her to the church in his motorcar, but she had never been invited inside the grand house overlooking the Town Moor and she had no idea whether she would be welcome there now in such strange circumstances. Nor would she tell Nella that Rosemary Elliot was three years younger than she was and, at fifteen, was hardly old enough to be a proper chaperone. She did not want her friend to worry.

‘Now, please help me to pack my things. And hold that candle steady; you don’t want to set light to the place.’

‘Divven’t I just!’

Nella set the candlestick down on top of the chest of drawers next to the one Constance had brought up, which was almost spent. She took another from their precious hoard and lit it, dribbling wax into an old saucer and then securing the candle.

‘Let’s hev plenty of light for a change!’ She grinned.

There was no gaslighting on the top floor of the Sowerbys’ house, and Mrs Mortimer doled out candles to the maids’ rooms parsimoniously, but tonight Nella didn’t care about saving her ration.

Nella and Constance’s friendship had begun when both were children in the old workhouse on Arthur’s Hill. Nella had been born there and couldn’t remember her mother, who had died when she was very young. When Agnes Bannerman and her daughter had arrived, obviously used to a better way of life, Nella had watched them with envious fascination. Constance and her mother had been aware of their silent little shadow and one day Agnes had invited Nella to sit with them at table.

After that she had attached herself to them like a stray kitten. But she was tough and wise beyond her years. She taught them the tricks they needed to survive in such a place and, in return, received the affection she craved. She would have died for them. Nella had told Constance time and time again how lucky she was that the Sowerby family had taken them on together.

She had tried to hide her dismay when Constance told her that John had proposed to her, and now she was doing her best to be cheerful as she helped her friend pack her clothes into a large flat cardboard box.

Constance smiled at her. ‘If that’s the last of my petticoats, you can help me fold my wedding outfit.’ She held up the dove-grey grosgrain dress and examined it critically.

Nella clasped her hands together. ‘Ee, Constance, it’s lovely!’

‘It was when my mother first wore it and, even then, it wasn’t one of her best.’

She sighed. John’s Uncle Walter owned a chain of  gentleman’s outfitting shops, and John worked in the main branch in Grey Street, in the heart of Newcastle’s smart commercial district. He was always smart and well groomed. Constance didn’t want him to be ashamed of her tomorrow, especially as his uncle would be giving her away.

‘Yes, well,’ Nella said, ‘yer ma was a lady and she had good taste. You’ve altered it to suit the fashion of today and that bit of lace you’ve added makes all the difference.’

‘Do you think so?’

‘You’ll look more elegant in that old dress than Mrs Sowerby could ever look, for all the money she spends on herself!’

‘I hope you’re right.’

A moment later, Constance put the lid on the box and secured it with string. She had not had much to pack. The clothes she had worn when she came here six years ago at the age of twelve were long outgrown.

For the past year or two she had been altering and updating those of her mother’s clothes that she had managed to beg. Just before Constance’s twelfth birthday, Agnes Bannerman had died, worn down and made ill by nearly two years of the harsh workhouse regime. She had been small and slight just like her daughter. If she had been a larger woman, the matron would probably have kept her clothes for herself.

Nella suddenly cried, ‘Ee, Constance, I’ll miss you!’

‘I’ve explained to you where John’s house is, and you know you can come and see me on your days off. I want you to.’

Constance meant what she said, even though she had never told John about her friendship with Nella. She had met him on one of her solitary walks on her afternoon off and John thought she was all alone in the world. He didn’t seem to care that she had no family and, indeed, he didn’t seem to want to know about her past. He was so good-hearted - surely he wouldn’t mind if Nella visited now and then?

Constance took hold of Nella’s hands. They were red and work-roughened, but her grip was firm. Constance knew that her friend’s misshapen, undeveloped body held great reserves of strength.

Now Nella’s eyes were shining. ‘You’re so lucky. You’ll be mistress of yer own house!’

‘Well, strictly speaking, John’s mother will still be mistress, although he has explained that she will be willing to give up most household duties and responsibilities to me.’ Constance smiled, her eyes sparkling in the candlelight. ‘But I hope you don’t think that’s why I’m marrying him - for a house.’

‘Of course not! You’ve told me. John is clever and kind and handsome!’

‘He’s not just handsome, he’s - he’s absolutely beautiful! Oh, I just can’t explain ... He’s like a painting in the art gallery! When you meet him, you’ll see what I mean!’

Nella’s eyes were round and wondering. ‘You really love him, then?’

‘Of course I do! What a funny thing to say!’

‘Divven’t take me wrong - but you’ve nivver said much about the way you feel. You’re very close, always have been. You know that, divven’t you?’

‘If you say so.’ Constance hugged her and then took her shoulders and pushed her gently away. Nella sat on her bed and then grasped her friend’s hands and drew her to sit down beside her.

‘Tell me again. Tell me about the day that you met John.’

‘You know that story as well as I do.’

‘But I like to hear it. It’s like ... it’s like a dream come true!’

‘All right, but I must be quick. It’s nearly time for me to go. It was a Sunday afternoon—’

‘In June, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes, June. It was my afternoon off and I had walked up across the West Road and towards the Town Moor—’

‘You’ve walked for miles about the city, haven’t you? Old Sowerby doesn’t care that we might have nowhere to gan on our days off!’

‘Hush, I thought you wanted to hear about my meeting with John?’

‘Sorry, gan on.’

‘Well, I heard the music coming from the park—’

‘A concert!’

‘I went in and saw all the seats arranged around the bandstand, and I would have loved to have sat and listened but I was afraid that the park keeper would demand a fee and I had no money with me ...

‘Well, I was standing listening to the music. It was so lively that I couldn’t help smiling and I didn’t realize that I had started humming the tune that they were playing. Then suddenly I became aware that two young gentlemen had come to stand beside me and they were singing the words, ever so quietly—’

‘I know the words, they’re from Flora Dora!’ Nella exclaimed. Then she began to sing. ‘“Tell me, pretty maiden, are there any more at home like you?” ’ Her voice, emerging as it did from such a deformed little body, was surprisingly strong and sweet.

‘Hush, yes, Flora Dora. I turned to face them - I think I was blushing - and I saw John and his friend Matthew. They looked so handsome, John so fair, wearing a blazer and boater, and Matthew, tall and dark like—’

‘Like an actor!’

‘Yes, an actor, but a very prosperous one! Well, after a moment—I was embarrassed, you know - we all laughed. And  that was the start of it, the start of our friendship.’

‘And the friendship led to true love!’

‘Stop it, Nella. You make it sound like a tale from a penny novelette.’ But Constance was smiling.

‘And now, you’re gannin’ to be married.’ Nella’s excitement suddenly died. ‘Hev you invited Robert to yer wedding?’

Constance let go of Nella’s hands and rose swiftly. The smile had gone from her face and her eyes were wide with shocked surprise. ‘Who?’

‘Divven’t you look at me like that! It’s a natural thing to want to know. Hev you invited yer brother?’

‘I have no brother!’

‘Constance, how can you?’ Nella stood up and stared at her accusingly. ‘I heard yer ma telling you that you should write to him.’

‘When?’

‘When she ... when she was dying. She said that when she went, Robert would be all the kin you had left.’

‘You shouldn’t have been listening.’

‘I didn’t mean to. I came into the room to see if I could do anything and you were crying. I stopped by the door ... you didn’t know I was there. Ee, Constance, I’m sorry.’

‘All this time you’ve never said anything, never asked me about it.’

‘I didn’t like to. You always keep things to yourself. I thought you would only tell me if you wanted to.’

‘You were right and I don’t want to.’

‘Divven’t then!’

Constance sighed. ‘Nella, don’t scowl at me like that. I’ve got to go now, before Dr Sowerby locks up.’ She took her coat and hat from the hook on the back of the door and began to put them on.

‘Here, before you button yer coat up ...’ Nella held out  one of her hands. A twist of tissue paper lay on her palm. ‘This is yer wedding present. Gan on ... take it ... that’s right. Open it up then!’

Constance unwrapped the paper to find a necklace, a shiny little heart on a chain. Nella was holding her breath with anticipation.

‘You shouldn’t have spent so much!’

‘Divven’t worry, it’s not real gold - and it’s not a proper locket. I couldn’t afford to buy one that opened. Still I divven’t suppose you would have wanted a lock of my hair, or a picture of my ugly dial for a keepsake! But look at it - look closely.’

Constance held the heart up to the candlelight and saw that something was engraved on the front. Two letters were entwined there, C and N, the first letters of their names.

‘Do you like it?’

‘It’s lovely.’

‘I got it at that kiosk in the Grainger Market. I’d been saving up ever since you told me you were getting married. I couldn’t afford one of them velvet boxes, that’s why I want you to put it on now; it’ll be safer that way. And wear it every day, mind, especially tomorrow, yer wedding day, promise?’

‘I promise.’

‘If you always wear it you’ll always remember me.’

‘I won’t ever forget you, Nella.’ Constance fastened the chain around her neck and began to button up her coat. ‘And now I must be going.’

‘No, I’ve been thinking.’ Nella was animated. ‘You can’t gan out into the streets at this time of night. Even if John’s friend will take you in, Fenham is at least half an hour’s walk from here - there’ll be drunks coming back from the town and all kinds of riffraff!’

‘If they’re drunk they won’t take any notice of me.’

‘For goodness’ sake, lissen! You divven’t have to gan. Stay  here until first thing. When I get up we’ll gan down together and I’ll make sure no one sees you leaving.’

‘But what if Mrs Sowerby comes up here to check if I’m gone?’

‘What! Mrs Sowerface come up to the servants’ quarters! Hev you ever known that to happen?’

‘Yes, I have. Remember when she thought poor Isabelle had stolen that brooch? She came up and supervised while her room was searched, and, when the brooch wasn’t found, all the other rooms were turned upside down, too. She didn’t go down again until precious little Miss Annabel came up and confessed that she had borrowed it to wear to a party.’

‘Yes, well, she was angry then and she wanted to find her brooch.’

‘Well, tonight she’s angry with me and she wants me out of the house.’

Constance stared helplessly at her friend’s stubborn expression until Nella turned away, her eyes wide and her lips pinched as she looked around the room. Suddenly, she darted over and began to strip the sheets and blankets from Constance’s bed.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I’ll fold the clothes up and put them at the bottom and, if Mrs Sowerby looks in, she’ll see straight away that yer bed is empty and that I’m fast asleep.’

‘But—’

‘Give that to me.’ Her task completed, Nella took the cardboard box from Constance’s hands. ‘I’ll put this under me bed, see? I’ll cover it with me shawl and it will do as yer pillow. You can have me top blanket. There’s plenty room for you to stretch out, and old Sowerby will nivver dream of looking there. You’ll be safe until morning.’

‘No, Nella, no.’ Constance took back her box and held on to it.

‘Why not?’

‘I wouldn’t put it past Mrs Sowerby to look under the bed.’

‘She won’t!’

‘She might. And, even if she doesn’t, somebody might see us in the morning. If things go wrong you would lose your position here.’

‘I divven’t care!’

‘But I do. Where else would you go?’

They stared at each other. Constance would have loved to go along with Nella’s plan and stay for the night but she could not put her friend in danger of losing her place. The Sowerbys had got her cheap because of her disability and she might not find another employer willing to take her on, especially if she didn’t have a reference. This job, hard as it was, at least provided adequate food and shelter.

Nella was staring at her and Constance lowered her eyes. She knew what the other girl wanted her to say but she couldn’t say it. Finally, it was Nella who spoke. ‘I know what you’re thinking and it doesn’t matter. Now cheer up and smile; after all, you’re getting married in the morning!’

‘One day, Nella, one day I really will be mistress of my own house and there’ll be a place for you there, I promise you. Now, come here and look out of the window.’

‘Why? What are you talking about?’

Constance put an arm round her friend’s skinny shoulders and was almost overwhelmed by a wave of compassion. There was hardly an ounce of flesh covering Nella’s twisted bones. ‘Hush,’ she whispered. ‘Look down there. What do you see?’

‘Not much; it’s too foggy.’

‘Exactly. The fog will make it safe. Nobody will notice me and, if I hear footsteps coming, I’ll hide in a doorway till  they’ve gone by. I’ll get to the Elliots’ house in one piece, I promise you.’

 



Constance stepped out into the area yard and was engulfed in fog. She stood still for a moment to get her bearings, then she began to edge her way forward to the steps. Clutching the string ties of her box with one hand, she grasped the iron handrail with the other. Intent on putting one foot safely in front of the other, she did not look up until she had nearly reached the top. And then it was too late. Gerald was standing there, blocking the way into the street.

She was so startled that she lost her footing and began to fall. He lunged forward to grasp her arm and hold her steady. She looked up and the diffused glow of the streetlamp behind him illuminated her pale features. She had pinned up her hair but a few strands had escaped from under the brim of her hat and they curled damply, framing her heart-shaped face.

Even at this stage she expected him to step aside.

But then he spoke. ‘Ah, the little bride.’ There was something about his voice, throaty and unsteady, that made her jump back in dismay. Taken unawares, Gerald lost his grip on her arm and she went down one step.

‘No - don’t go. I’ve been waiting for you.’

Until that moment the fog had made what was happening seem unreal - dreamlike - but now Constance realized the full horror of her situation. She turned and stumbled down the steps, knowing she must get back into the house before Gerald’s father locked the door.

Gerald only laughed. ‘That’s right, it’s more private down there.’

‘No!’ Her scream turned into a terrified gasp of alarm as he swung out and knocked her the rest of the way down. She fell awkwardly, one leg twisting under her body and, before  she could push herself up, he had plunged down after her.

She began to drag herself across the yard towards the door when she felt a forceful blow on her side. He had kicked her. She twisted round and faced him, fighting for breath, eyes widening with terror as he lowered himself on top of her.

He began to unbutton her coat and she tried to fight him off until he seized both her wrists in one powerful hand and forced them back on to the ground above her head. She felt him rive her blouse free from her skirt with his other hand and she moaned in distress as he began to finger her breasts.

Her reaction only excited him more. ‘That’s right - you like it, don’t you?’

‘No ... no ...’

‘Yes, you do. You don’t have to pretend. You’ve been waiting for this!’

He forced her legs apart with one of his own and Constance felt the weight of his body pressing her down on to the hard stone of the yard as he began to move rhythmically against her. Suddenly, his hand left her breasts and he lifted himself a little and pushed her skirt up above her waist. She felt him fumbling with his buttons and, having freed himself, he tore impatiently at her underclothes. She had barely got over the shock of feeling his hand on the soft flesh of her inner thighs, when he pushed his fingers inside her.

‘No ... no ... no ...’ she sobbed at the hurt and the shame of it, until the hand that was holding her wrists seized her throat and pressed until she was silent. She could feel the chain of the necklace Nella had given her cutting into her neck. It was choking her. She tried to move but Gerald was too strong for her.

Her head began to pound. Over the hammering of her own heartbeat, Constance dimly heard the scrape of bolts shooting home in the door behind her. The hand that was grasping her  throat moved up and took hold of her chin. She took a deep gulp of air as she heard him say, ‘If you scream, I’ll throttle you.’

He forced her head round so that she was staring up towards him. ‘Keep your eyes open. Look at me.’

Above his head she could see the lantern shape of the streetlamp looking as if it was disembodied and floating in the mist. Gerald’s face came nearer, blotting out the light. She could feel his breath, hot and damp on her exposed breasts, her neck and then her face as his lips covered hers and he kissed her savagely.

When he forced his way into her unwilling body there was a moment of pain so severe that Constance thought she would die. But there was no such release and the pain did not diminish, it grew even worse as Gerald began to move even more forcefully. She felt as if she were being torn apart.

The scream that she could not release echoed round and round inside her head until she felt that the whole world must hear her.

‘Don’t close your eyes, bitch. Look at me!’ Gerald was enraged but there was no way she could obey him.

Mercifully, her senses began to fade and, long before he had reached his climax, Constance was unconscious.




Chapter Three

‘Get up.’

The order came from just above her head. Constance stirred and pain stabbed her side. She groaned.

‘Be quiet!’

She opened her eyes. Gerald was crouching over her. Before she could scream he clamped his hand over her mouth. It smelled of stale tobacco. She gagged and involuntarily bit into the firm flesh.

‘Ach! You little bitch!’

Gerald snatched his hand back and slapped her face. The force knocked her head sideways on to the ground. The pain of the impact made her feel sick. Lights flashed behind her eyes. Before her head had cleared he brought his mouth closer and rasped in her ear, ‘Now get up and go on your way. I don’t want you causing any trouble.’

His tone was urgent, even menacing, but she couldn’t obey. What was wrong with her legs? It was like a bad dream. She wanted to go - she had to go - and yet she couldn’t move. Her vision gradually cleared. She stared through the gloom and began to make sense of what she saw just a few feet away from her - the bottom of the door. How long was it since she had heard the bolts shooting home? How long had she been lying here?

Gerald grabbed her shoulders. ‘Didn’t you hear me? I want you gone from here.’

He began hauling her up. She tried to bend her knees and push upwards but her feet slipped on the greasy surface of the yard and her limbs were not strong enough to support her.

‘Can’t you help yourself? For God’s sake, don’t fall down again!’

His anger shocked her into obedience and she found herself standing at the foot of the steps in the area yard. The street above was still enveloped in fog. The streetlamp did little to disperse the shadows.

‘No!’ She shied backwards when she felt the touch of Gerald’s hands. He was kneeling and fumbling at her skirt.

‘I’m only pulling your clothes down, you stupid slut. Making you respectable. Can’t have you wandering the streets showing everyone what a little whore you are, can we?’

‘No!’ Her voice cracked. Memories started flooding back. She had been semiconscious, dazed with fright and half-suffocated, but she would never forget the shock when he had entered her, never forget the pain.

With the memory, the hurt renewed itself. She felt a stinging soreness between her legs. She looked at Gerald with loathing but he was bending down, picking something up from the ground near by.

‘Here’s your box.’ He thrust it into her hands and then grabbed her arm and began to push her up the stone steps ahead of him. Her abused limbs shrieked in agony and she began to cry. She couldn’t help herself.

‘Stop that! You enjoyed every minute of it. In fact, I’ve done you a favour; I’ve given you something to remember. I guarantee the little shopkeeper won’t be able to match me!’

They had reached street level and Gerald let go of her arm so suddenly that she fell back against the railings, clutching  her box with both arms against her body like a shield. She was shivering with distress.

He glared down at her. ‘Don’t pretend you’re injured. Don’t go running to anyone telling them that I’ve hurt you - that I forced you. You asked for everything you got.’

‘No ...’ she groaned, and shook her head despairingly.

Gerald grabbed her chin roughly with one hand and forced her to look at him. ‘Oh yes, you did. My mother will vouch for the fact that you were acting provocatively - leading me on. She saw the way you looked at me. That’s why she had to throw you out of the house. Do you think anyone would believe a little nobody like you rather than a respectable woman like my mother?’

It’s true, Constance thought. No one would believe me if I told them what had really happened. And in any case who could I tell? Not John, dear Lord, not John ...

Gerald caught the momentary flash of fear in her eyes and he went on more reasonably, ‘You know it’s in your own interests to keep quiet, don’t you?’

‘My interests?’

‘Of course. Your bridegroom won’t want shop-soiled goods, will he?’ He laughed at his own feeble joke. ‘No, you’d better keep quiet or you’ll end up with nothing. No wedding and no job. My mother won’t have you back and you’ve no hope of a reference. It would be back to the workhouse - or worse. It could mean the streets for you. I’m sure you know what that means.’

Constance raised her head and met his eyes. She had never felt such hatred in her life; it was all the stronger because she was powerless. Frustration benumbed her. Gerald mistook her stillness for passivity.

‘There, I can see you’re all right, so you’d best be on your way. I’ll walk with you as far as the West Road. Where are you  going?’ He reached for her arm. ‘Here ...’ Constance shrank away from him. ‘Oh, very well.’ Gerald shrugged and started walking up the hill.

She pressed herself back against the railings and waited. She held her breath, letting it out in a long, ragged sigh when the mist began to swallow him. Then, she took hold of the string handle of her box and, carrying it with one hand, began to walk slowly in the same direction. She had to go that way; the way downhill led only to the huddled houses of Scotswood and, eventually, the river.

The fog was not constant: it thinned and swirled, sometimes revealing the way ahead and sometimes appearing like an impenetrable grey veil. Each time it cleared a little Constance glimpsed Gerald’s broad-shouldered figure ahead of her and she slowed down.

After a while he stopped and cocked his head on one side as if listening for her footsteps. When Constance stopped too, he laughed and started off again. And so he made a pantomime of their progress until he reached the wide road that swept down at right angles to the city.

Now she could hear other footsteps, voices, the jingle of a harness, then horses’ hoofs on the cobbled road. Gerald raised his arm and she heard him shout, ‘Halloa!’ Coach lights pierced the murky air and a cab loomed out of the mist and drew up beside him.

He turned back to look at her and raised his arm again. For a moment she thought he was gesturing towards her, offering to take her in the cab, and she shook her head and backed away. But his arm moved downwards and something hit the pavement at her feet.

‘Your purse,’ he called. ‘I almost forgot. It fell out of your pocket when ... before ...’

Gerald climbed into the cab. She heard him order, ‘The  Haymarket - Alvini’s.’ The coachman cracked his whip and the cab lumbered downhill towards the city centre.

And then, when she was sure that he had gone, Constance began to tremble. At first the movement was barely perceptible but soon her limbs were shaking violently. Sobs racked her body and she tried to stifle them, but she could not stop the tears streaming down her face.

‘Are you all right, hinny?’

Constance stared round wildly at the question. An old woman had appeared beside her. Her body was bent over, her head tilted sideways and upwards as she stared at her. Constance stared back, half wondering if the woman was real or just another part of her nightmare.

‘Can’t you speak? Wha’s the marrer? Are you ill?’

The apparition thrust her wrinkled face closer; droplets of moisture beaded her grimy features, the sour-sweet smell of poverty rose from her clothes. Constance recoiled instinctively. ‘I’m fine.’

‘You don’t look fine. You look fair done in.’ The woman peered at her through straggled wisps of hair. She sucked her breath in. ‘What’s happened here? Do you want the pollis?’

‘No, don’t call the police. Nothing has happened. I’m just resting. I’ll be going soon.’

‘I seen him go.’

‘What? Who did you see?’

‘The gen’leman. I seen him get in the cab - but he spoke to you afore he went. What did he give you?’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. No gentleman has given me anything.’

The mist was thinning now, writhing in smoky ribbons around the shrivelled form of her inquisitor.

‘What’s that then?’ The old woman pointed to the ground  near her feet. ‘He threw something. I heard it land ... heavy ... looks like a purse.’

‘My purse ... I dropped it when ... he was returning it.’

‘Divven’t you want it, then?’ The old woman stooped and snatched it up.

‘Yes ... my wages ... It’s all I have. Give it to me.’

‘Wages! You must hev a good position. There’s a half-sovereign here!’ She had opened the purse and tipped the contents on to one filthy palm. Her fingers curled upwards like a claw.

Constance frowned. ‘There can’t be.’

‘I know a half-sovereign when I see one.’ She thrust her hand up towards Constance’s face. There, amongst the small change that was made up from her most recent wages and all the rest she had managed to save from her monthly salary of ten shillings, lay a bright coin that had not been there before.

‘Whatever it was that you say didn’t happen, he must hev enjoyed hisself !’ she cackled. ‘And I divven’t know why you’re looking so miserable - I know many a lass who’d be glad to drop her drawers for half a croon!’

‘You’re disgusting! I didn’t do anything. I don’t want his money!’

‘Divven’t shout, you’ll have the pollis on us!’ The woman glanced over her shoulder, then moved closer and grasped Constance’s arm. ‘Now lissen, you shouldn’t be out on yer own; you don’t know how to look after yourself. Why divven’t you gan yem?’

‘Home!’

The woman was disconcerted. She stepped back. ‘Hev you got some place to gan?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s not too far?’ She edged away.

‘No, not too far.’

‘I’ll be off, then.’

It was a moment before Constance realized that the woman had taken not only Gerald’s half-sovereign but the purse as well, and all the rest of the money that it contained.

She began to laugh - thin high laughter that was more like crying. The Bible was right: from him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath ... How wise Mrs Sowerby had been to prepare her servants for the vicissitudes of life - especially when it was her own beloved son who had caused them!

‘Who’s that?’

A door had opened a little way along the street and in the rectangle of light Constance saw the stocky figure of a man peering towards her. She forced herself to be silent and, before he could enquire further, she had darted across the road and vanished into the shadows.

 



Gerald slumped back in the cab as it rattled down Westgate Road to the city centre a bare mile away. The sexual release he had just experienced had been overwhelming, almost agonizing. At its peak there had been very little difference between pain and pleasure. For a while afterwards, all his senses had been intensified, but now that feeling of heightened awareness was beginning to dissipate.

He began to think of the meeting with his friends that lay ahead, and frowned. They would all be at the usual place, Alvini’s, the fashionable restaurant next door to the Palace Theatre in the Haymarket, and he was very late.

He knew what they would say: ‘Wouldn’t they let you out again, Gerald?’ ‘Did Gerald’s mama want to tuck him up in bed, then?’ ‘Did the pater insist he applied himself to his studies before he allowed him out to play?’

Once, when they had been playing cards and drinking for  some hours, and Gerald was beginning to worry about his reception when he returned to the house on Rye Hill, he had let slip how difficult his father and mother could be. The others were drunkenly sympathetic at the time but they had never let him forget it. Tonight they would assume that he had had the usual opposition from his parents and they would mock him for it. The banter wasn’t always friendly. Sometimes Gerald imagined that the others, from much wealthier families than his own, were pleased to have an excuse to make fun of him.

But what if they knew the real reason why he was so late? He closed his eyes and tried to recapture the pleasure he had felt when he had had Constance so completely in his power. Could he tell them about this conquest of the little skivvy? No ... Gerald sighed. That would hardly impress them. If his friends’ stories were to be believed, deflowering servant girls was a rite of passage. No, they would hardly admire him for allowing something so banal to delay him.

Still, his spirits began to rally as the cab pulled up outside Alvini’s. Perhaps he could embroider the truth a little - rather than a simple business transaction for which he’d paid her well, too well, he could hint that it had been some sort of assignation ...

And then he had it. By the time he paid the cabby he was grinning. He needn’t mention Constance’s social position, but he could say that he had had a rendezvous with a beautiful girl on the very eve of her wedding. A girl who had made her attraction to him so plain that it was obvious that she was asking for it. What could Gerald have done but oblige her? Consequently, she would be going to her bridegroom tomorrow in a far from virginal state.

That would amuse them. It might even ensure that he wouldn’t have to buy a single drink for himself all evening.
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Constance hurried through the terraced streets, thankful that the fog was not so dense now that she was further away from the river. Her body was sticky with sweat and her legs were hurting but she could not allow herself to rest.

The houses at this side of the West Road were not so grand as those of Rye Hill but they were still respectable. She knew the area well; she had walked this way to the park many a time on her afternoons off. With nowhere to go and time to kill, she had enjoyed looking at the houses, the scrubbed front doorsteps whitened with soapstone, the shining brass, the immaculate net curtains, the neat flowerbeds in the tiny gardens. Lazy cats sunning themselves on windowsills, children playing tag or hopscotch until their mothers called them in for tea.

She had often wondered about the lives that were lived behind the neat redbrick façades. The children were nowhere near as privileged as she had once been. They had no wardrobes full of pretty clothes, no nurseries full of more toys than they could ever play with.

But when her happy childhood had ended so abruptly, Constance would have given anything to join in the simple street games, pick up the skipping ropes and the hoops and run in with them to one of those spruce little houses, sit at the table with its simple fare and stay there, safe, cherished and secure.

At this time of night all those children would be fast asleep, save one - she could hear the thin cry of a new baby and a shadow moved across the flimsy curtains in an upper window, but most of the houses were dark and still. Here and there, a passage light glowed dimly behind a frosted fanlight. A church clock began to strike the hour. It was midnight.

She had reached the park. There was no gate, and the gas lantern hanging from the centre of the wrought-iron entrance  arch illuminated a path that cut straight through to the other entrance on Moorside Drive. There were other archways with lanterns at spaced intervals and she could see well into the distance. Her way appeared to be clear. And yet, she hesitated.

The kind of people who came here at night would hardly seek the light. Suddenly a muffled argument came from the shadowed pavilion, followed by a stifled scream and a curse. Constance stopped and listened.

‘Gan on, hinny!’

‘She’s nivver said no before!’

Other voices called encouragement and then there was laughter. Constance held her breath. She was reluctant to go through the park but the only other way to reach the Elliots’ house in its exclusive location on the edge of the Town Moor would be to walk round the perimeter. That would take very much longer and it was already past midnight. She had no choice.

Clutching her box to her body with one hand, she picked up her skirts with the other and, keeping to the very centre of the broad pathway, she ran as fast as she could.

 



As the last chimes of midnight faded Nella turned restlessly in her narrow bed. She had lain awake worrying about Constance out in the streets on her own and grieving for her own future without the only friend she had ever had.

She was cold. She had opened the window about an hour ago when she thought she had heard someone cry out. She leaned out as far as she could and peered down into the mist but could see nothing. The ensuing silence convinced her that she had imagined it and she moved her chilled head and shoulders back into the room.

But by the time she closed the window again, the damp air had seeped into every corner of the attic. Even the bedclothes  felt clammy; Nella pulled her shawl around herself more tightly before burrowing down under the threadbare sheets and the rough blankets. Her skinny limbs squirmed around trying to find a more comfortable place on the lumpy horsehair mattress. She couldn’t settle, her body was weary, but her mind was too active to allow her to sleep.

She must be there by now, Nella thought. She’ll be tucked up in a warm bed in John’s friend’s house in Fenham. It wouldn’t have taken Constance long to walk that distance.

During the years they had been working together in the Sowerby household, it had sometimes happened that Constance and Nella had the same afternoon off and Constance would allow her friend to go with her on her long walks about Newcastle. Nella had lived for those moments when she’d had Constance to herself, away from Mrs Mortimer’s beck and call, and they’d been able to forget, for a while, the never-ending drudgery of their lives.

Nella loved the town, the busy streets and the throng of people. She couldn’t understand why the parlourmaid, Isabelle, went on about the countryside and the farm near Allendale where she had been born.

Nella couldn’t imagine walking for miles without seeing another house, and the idea of streams and trees and moorland being beautiful was baffling to her. What on earth would you do with your time off if you lived in the country? There were no cafés, no bandstands, no theatres. She had always been intrigued by the gaudy posters and the playbills posted on billboards and the gable ends of buildings.

Then, earlier this year, she had seen the London train disgorge a troupe of actors at the Central Station. She had stopped to watch them as the seemingly endless supply of bags and boxes and trunks was loaded on to a wagon. She observed the actors’ brilliant clothes, their exaggerated  movements and the extravagant way they had of calling out to each other, and she was entranced. Ever since that day, Nella had been saving up to go to the Christmas show at the Palace.

But she also liked looking in the shop windows in the city centre, at the furnishings, the fabrics, and the fashions.

‘Constance, you would look lovely in that blue tulle!’ she had said once.

Constance smiled. ‘So would you.’

‘Me? Don’t be daft!’

‘But you would. We are about the same height, the same colouring—’

‘No, Constance, no, we’re not the same at all. You are bright - bright and beautiful - and I’m just faded, washed out and ugly as sin.’

‘You’re not ugly, Nella.’

‘Amman’t I?’

‘No. You have a sweet little face.’

‘And what about these little arms and these little legs? They’re not sweet and shapely like yours are. They’re more like sticks.’

‘Nella, stop it!’

‘And most of all, Constance, what about this twisted little back? If you dressed me in one of them fine dresses from Bainbridge’s window, I’d look like Mr Punch in the sideshow.’

After that day, she remembered, Constance had hurried them past any display of fashion in the shop windows. Nella would see her friend’s eyes linger regretfully on the new displays - the hats from Paris, the feather boas, the elegant parasols - and she longed to tell her that it didn’t matter. Nella wasn’t a bit envious of her friend’s beauty, and she would have longed to stop and dream of how lovely Constance would look in that cream muslin day dress or the turquoise satin evening gown with the black lace draped and trailing romantically.  But Constance would hurry on, away from the shops and into the smart suburbs north of the city.

Here, Nella would observe a different kind of longing in her friend’s eyes. As Constance gazed at the substantial terraced houses and the spacious villas in Jesmond she would grow silent - but there was no need for speech. Nella could see, only too clearly, what kind of hunger it was that was consuming her friend.

One day they had paused at an open gateway. They could see a neat lawn, almost velvet smooth, bounded by flowering shrubs. It was a late summer evening and the scents of the flowers lingered in the lengthening shadows. They stood very still, savouring the fragrance, then Nella saw that Constance was looking at the house beyond.

As they watched, a lady walked towards a table placed near the window and lit an oil-lamp. The soft glow revealed a graceful drawing room, not solid and oppressive like the Sowerbys’, but light and airy, with small gilt-framed pictures on the walls. A gentleman appeared and the lady turned and placed a hand on his shoulder. They seemed to be smiling at one another as they drew closer. A moment later he broke away and drew the curtains.

Nella turned, grinning, to face her friend, and was frightened to see how very still Constance had become. Her eyes were wide and glittering in the dusk and she was clenching her fists tightly.

‘Constance ...’ Nella whispered.

‘Mm?’

‘Constance, was ... was your house like that?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The house you had to leave. Was it like that?’

‘No, Nella.’ Her words, when they came, were like a sigh. ‘Not like that. My father’s house was much better than that.’

She turned abruptly and walked away. Nella scurried along behind her, not daring to question her further. They had never spoken of it again.

But Nella had thought about it often. From the moment she had first met Constance and her mother, she had known they were used to a much better life than the other poor souls who ended up in the workhouse. Agnes Bannerman never spoke of it. Never explained to anyone how she and her daughter had sunk so low but, although mother and daughter didn’t ever complain, Nella grew to believe that they had not accepted what fate had brought them to.

One night, as they were preparing for bed in the bleak dormitory, Nella had heard Mrs Bannerman murmur, ‘I’m so sorry, Constance. So sorry that it should come to this.’

Constance had flung herself in her mother’s arms. ‘We will go back there one day, Mama, we will!’ Nella had heard her say.

Her mother hadn’t replied. She’d simply held Constance tightly. But there had been tears shining in her eyes, and Nella, embarrassed, had turned away.

Well, Nella thought now, the poor lady was dead. But if there was such a place as heaven, she would surely be looking down this night and rejoicing that Constance was going to be married in the morning. She would be happy that her daughter was leaving this dreadful place that wasn’t very much better than the workhouse.

Nella yawned and burrowed further into the pillows and the mattress. At last weariness began to overcome the cold and her sense of grief and loss. Her pinched features relaxed into a smile as she drifted off to sleep. Constance may not be going to live in the kind of grand house she had lived in as a child, but at least she was going to have her very own little house, be her own mistress.

And nobody would ever order her around or treat her like a servant again ...




Chapter Four

‘Wait here. Do not attempt to enter the house. I will ask if Mr Elliot will see you.’

The manservant looked down his nose at her. He was young and his sallow skin was at war with a rash of unsightly pimples. He was probably only an underfootman to be on duty as late as this, but his smart uniform and clean white gloves had given him a proper sense of the proprieties. He had decided immediately that this irregular late-night visitor should be allowed no further than the pillared porch.

He pushed the door until it was almost shut. Perhaps he’s hoping that I’ll go away, Constance thought. She heard his footsteps echo across a marble floor; then silence. She flushed as she remembered the look of suspicion on his face. She knew that she did not appear to be the class of person who should call at the front door of such a house. Her clothes were cheap and she was hot and dishevelled from her dash across the park.

While she waited she turned to gaze back down the wide gravelled drive. It had taken all her resolution to walk up and seize the bell pull. She had never been inside Matthew’s house and she suspected that even John was not welcomed here socially.

One day, when they had been walking together, John had  brought her as far as the entrance. ‘There, look, Moorside Towers, that’s where Matthew lives.’

The tall wrought-iron gates were closed and they peered through the bars at the well-tended gardens and the neat box hedges which bordered the drive. The Elliots were hosting a weekend party at their country house in the Borders. Among the guests would be respectable land-owning families with eligible daughters; Matthew had been requested to attend.

‘Why don’t we walk up the drive and have a closer look?’ she asked.

‘Oh, I don’t think so.’ John coloured slightly.

‘But you are Matthew’s friend and the servants will recognize you; surely it will be all right?’

‘No, it would seem ill-bred to gawp like common folk.’

He smiled his gentle smile, as if to take the sting out of his words, but she was cut to the quick. John did not know it but he had reminded her of how far she had sunk since the days when she would have known how to behave properly.

And then she was forced to acknowledge something else: if her father had not died when he had, if her mother had not been evicted from Lodore House, she would almost certainly not be standing here with John. Nor would she even have met him.
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