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About the Book

Blackpool is in its heyday in 1895 when Grace and Hetty Turnbull arrive with their widowed mother. Their departure from Burnley is greeted with mixed feelings: Hetty and Grace rejoice at being free from the cotton mills, but Walter Clayton is furious that Grace has slipped from his grasp, foiling his plans of marriage.

Hetty – wild, impetuous and more vivacious than her sister – wastes no time in acquainting herself with the seaside town, and before long she is courting Albert, the sweet-natured lad next door, and singing in a Blackpool tavern. But when gypsies descend upon South Shore, and Hetty meets the darkly handsome Reuben, her attentions are diverted once again. Grace finds it harder to adjust to her new surroundings but a visit to Donnelly’s department store leads to an encounter with the owner’s son, so when Grace secures a job on the shop floor she looks forward to each day with mounting excitement. Although Edwin Donnelly is a Catholic and his parents want him to marry family friend Constance Whitehead, he ignores their wishes and embarks on an affair with the less suitable Grace.

But the paths of true love rarely run smooth and each girl must face heartache and tragedy before her eventual happiness is secured.


For my daughter Elaine, and son David, with love.

And for my husband John, with my love and thanks for all his encouragement and understanding.


Author’s Note

Donnelly’s Department Store and Tilda’s Tavern are fictitious places, and the characters in this story have no connection with Blackpool families who might have the same names. I hope, however, that this is a true representation of my home town, Blackpool, as it was at the turn of the century.


Chapter 1



‘There it is! Can you see it? Over yonder.’

Grace Turnbull’s eyes followed the direction of the young lad’s finger which was jabbing excitedly at the grubby window of the railway carriage. Yes, there it was, just coming into view on the distant horizon, Blackpool Tower, looking like a pepper pot from this distance but, as she knew from the reports in the newspapers, a staggering 518 feet, a huge iron finger thrusting upwards into the sky.

‘Oh aye. Look, our Sally. Just look at that.’

‘I’d never have believed it were possible . . .’

‘It’s a miracle. It is that.’

The eyes of all the folk in the crowded carriage were now fixed on the fascinating structure, and the children – there must have been half a dozen of them – were clambering on the seats, jostling and pushing one another for a closer view, their noses flattened against the glass, their fingers leaving smears on the grimy pane.

Grace looked across at her sister Hetty, and they smiled conspiratorially at one another. It was exciting to be going to Blackpool, and not only for a day trip this time but for the whole of the Whit weekend. Josiah Baldwin wasn’t a bad boss as bosses went and he had said that those that wanted to could finish work earlier on the Saturday, which would enable them to get away for the weekend. Their pay would be docked accordingly, of course – old Josiah wasn’t one to give you ‘owt for nowt’, for all his leniency – but the two girls, with their mother’s approval, had deemed it worthwhile. Indeed, it had been Martha Turnbull’s idea in the first place that they should have a weekend away.

Grace was longing for the sight of the sea and the smell of the salt-laden air. She knew that just a few lungfuls of the bracing Blackpool breezes would be enough to make her feel better right away, to bring the roses back to her pallid cheeks and the sparkle into her eyes. Hetty, she knew, was looking forward to her weekend away for entirely different reasons. Hetty loved the crowds, the excitement, the fun . . .

Martha fondly watched her two daughters as they stared through the window at the flat, featureless landscape of the Fylde, field upon field, bordered by hawthorn hedges now in bloom, with here and there a lone farmhouse and a few cattle grazing. No hills; you had to go further inland towards Blackburn or their native Burnley for the sight of the hills. Martha knew that she would miss the hills if the plan she had in mind came to fruition, for she was looking forward to her visit to Blackpool for yet another reason.

She looked keenly at Grace. She had been concerned about her elder daughter for some time now. Grace had always been pale, but her present pallor seemed unnatural. Her brown eyes were as loving and as bright as ever – a reflection of the girl’s warmness and generosity of spirit – but now they were sunken in her face, ringed by ominous black shadows. Her cough, too, had been more persistent lately. The cough was an occupational hazard amongst the workers in the weaving sheds, caused by the irritant dust from the sizes containing zinc chloride that were used for the warps, and by the inhaling of fluff from the cotton. Martha was worried about Grace’s cough. Fred’s final illness had started in just the same way and he had been gone these last eight years, leaving Martha a widow with two daughters to care for.

It hadn’t been easy, but she had done her best. Up to the time of her husband’s death, and afterwards, Martha had worked long hours in the mill to make ends meet, leaving the two growing girls, when school finished for the day, in the care of a good neighbour. It had eased the situation a little when Grace had started work the following year, at twelve years of age, and a year later Hetty had done the same. Now Martha stayed at home and took in washing and, once a week, she had a stall at Burnley market where she was famous for her home-made cakes and pastries.

Things were not too bad, financially that was. Martha knew that they could be a lot worse off. Many of their neighbours, with hordes of children in their families, had scarcely two ha’pennies to rub together. But Martha was determined that her girls were not going to spend all their young lives in the cotton mill, as she had done. The hazards were numerous; apart from the distinctive cough that many of the mill workers were prone to, there was the danger from the flying shuttle, a deadly object with pointed metal ends which, if it accidentally left the loom, could inflict terrible injuries on anyone it hit. To say nothing of the belts whirring dangerously all around and the threat of deafness from the clatter and din. No, Martha wanted something better for her lasses.

She had been richly blessed with her two girls, and she never ceased to thank the good Lord for the joy they had brought her. Hetty could be a handful at times, to be sure – she always had been, ever since she was a little bairn, high-spirited and inclined to be wilful. She took after her father, not only in looks – her ginger hair was a legacy from her father – but in temperament too. Fred had been a right one for the lasses before he had settled down and married Martha. Grace was a different kettle of fish altogether, quieter and more serious, more like her mother. Martha knew that they often said that opposites attracted, but with her, that was not the case. She knew that if she could be said to have a favourite – something she would hardly admit, not even to herself, for everyone knew that mothers were not supposed to have favourites – then it was her elder daughter. But she loved them both, there was no denying that, and Martha felt that there was nothing she wouldn’t do for either of them. Not that she ever told them so; like many Northerners, Martha was not one to wear her heart on her sleeve and she kept her feelings for her daughters well hidden, often disguised by a brusque manner.

‘We’re here, Mam.’ Hetty’s words broke into Martha’s thoughts. She rose and tugged the battered suitcase from the rack above their heads, also a square tin box, tied round with string, which contained food for the weekend. The lodging-house keeper – when they found a lodging house – would cook it for them.

But if they had thought that the sight of the new Tower was a sign that their journey was nearing its end they were mistaken. The train staggered to a halt outside the station, waiting for a platform to become vacant. They waited half an hour; the Fylde railways in this summer season of 1895 were proving inadequate to deal with the vast numbers of people converging on Blackpool.

The scene outside the railway station had to be seen to be believed. Grace closed her eyes for a moment, feeling faint amongst all the noise and commotion. Hansom cabs, landaus, a horse-drawn omnibus piled high with the luggage of incoming visitors, and people everywhere, jostling, shouting, swearing, trying to push their way through the thronging crowds. It was every man for himself. The acrid scent of the horses’ steaming flanks and the stale sweat from human bodies assailed Grace’s nostrils as she stood, almost swooning, in the midst of it all. She was beginning to wonder if it had been such a good idea to come to Blackpool after all.

‘Come on, lass. Let’s get away from here.’ Martha noticed her daughter’s discomfiture and put a protective arm around her. ‘You’ll feel better once you get a whiff of them sea breezes . . . No, our Hetty, we’ll walk,’ she said decidedly. Hetty was already fighting her way towards the omnibus, her elbows shoving relentlessly into people’s backs, her pointed little chin tilted aggressively. ‘Anyroad, we don’t know where we’re going yet. We’ll have to find some lodgings.’

All around them they could hear the shouts of the ‘touters’, landladies from the lodging houses near the station, vying with one another with their offers of accommodation.

‘Come along wi’ me, missus. You’ll not get better lodgings anyweer in Blackpool . . .’

‘Half-price lodgings . . . Half-price lodgings . . .’

‘Half-price me Aunt Fanny! Tek no notice of her, luv. At th’ end o’ t’week she’ll charge yer extra for t’cruet . . .’

Martha stared at them unflinchingly. She wasn’t going to be taken in by any of their blarney. A pack of lies, most of it, she reckoned.

‘You’d be all right at our house, missus . . .’

Martha glanced round in surprise at the sound of a softer spoken voice, a male voice. The speaker was a young man in his early twenties, she guessed – a couple of years older than Grace – shifting from one foot to the other and looking at her appealingly. His coarse tweed jacket was a size too small and his flat cap, perched atop his straight fair hair, a size too big. She warmed to him immediately. ‘You say you’ve got a room to let at your house, lad?’ Martha put down her heavy suitcase and looked at him enquiringly.

‘Aye. At me mam’s. It’s just round t’corner. Right handy for North Station it is.’

‘And do you reckon you can carry this suitcase for a weary old woman?’

The lad grinned at her. ‘You bet I can, missus.’ He picked it up easily, then he turned to Hetty. ‘And yours an’ all, if you’ll give it ’ere.’ There was no mistaking the admiration in his eyes as Hetty handed over the smaller case.

Martha smiled to herself. Her younger daughter was working her provocative charm already. But he seemed a decent lad. She grinned back at him. ‘Right, lad. You’re on. Lead the way . . .’

Grace and Hetty stepped out briskly behind their mother and their young guide. Grace was feeling better already, now she was away from the congestion at the station. She stared around her, as she walked, at the unfamiliar surroundings. There were crowds of people mostly heading in the same direction as the Turnbull family, bound no doubt, as they themselves were, for a lodging house. The day was warm, but they all wore an abundance of clothing. Many of the women were wearing their dark winter coats; Grace knew that it was doubtful if they had a more suitable one for the warmer weather. Some of them, however, sported straw hats, as Grace herself did, and several of the younger women had their long hair flowing round their shoulders, a concession to the holiday mood which would be frowned upon in their workaday life. But the bowler-hatted and cloth-capped men who walked with them, in their uncomfortable-looking tweed suits and high collars, appeared to have allowed themselves no such indulgence.

The children looked happy, though, and Grace found herself smiling at the families going in the opposite direction who must have already unpacked their belongings and were now bound for the beach. Many of the little boys, and some of the girls, too, wore suits and dresses of a sailor design which had been made popular by the Royal Family and taken up by the upper classes; now costumes such as these were common even amongst children of the working classes. Many of them carried tin buckets and little wooden spades and obviously could hardly wait for their first glimpse of the golden sand and sparkling sea. Grace knew just how they felt.

The lodging houses along the street were all identical – tall, narrow buildings of shiny Accrington brick – except for the colour of the paintwork and the curtains at the windows and the signs outside the front doors bearing the name, if any, of the establishment and of the owner. A horse-bus passed by, packed with people and piled high with luggage, then a brewer’s dray loaded with wooden barrels of draught beer, for Blackpool was well known for its profusion of ale-houses. Grace admired the huge black shire horses that pulled the dray, magnificent creatures with their tails and manes plaited and decorated, and their leather and brass harnesses gleaming in the sunlight. Grace felt that she loved everything and everybody today. Oh, she was glad that she had come!

She turned to look at Hetty. Like her mother, she had noticed the looks exchanged by her sister and the lad from the lodging house. Trust our Hetty, she thought. She said she was going to enjoy herself, and it looked as though she intended to waste no time. As for Grace, all she wanted was a change, a couple of days away from the smoking chimneys and grime-filled air of Burnley. It was grand to exchange her woollen shawl and heavy clogs for her high-buttoned boots and straw hat, and her crisp white blouse with the leg-of-mutton sleeves. It was last year’s – none of them, neither she nor Hetty nor their mam, had money to throw away on new clothes – but she had livened it up with a brown satin bow at the neck and added matching brown ribbons to her hat. A deep, rich brown which highlighted the colour of her eyes and her hair. There was no other word to describe the colour of Grace’s hair but brown. Not chestnut or auburn nor golden; just brown, a warm colour that echoed the warmth of her personality.

Hetty was walking more quickly now to catch up with the lad, and Grace found herself recalling Walter’s words when she had told him that she was going to Blackpool for the weekend.

‘Now, think on. You behave yourself. You’re my girl, Grace Turnbull, and don’t you forget it.’

His pale eyes had held a trace of suspicion and Grace’s heart had filled with despair.

But she had answered calmly enough. ‘Don’t take on so, Walter. There’s no call to be jealous. Me mam just wants us to have a day or two by the sea. She thinks it’ll do us all good. And of course I’m your girl. You know I am.’

His lips had closed possessively over hers as he had said goodbye to her last night outside the front door. Grace had felt contented and secure in her love for him, all her misgivings swept away by the ardour of his embrace. As her mam said, she would go a long way before she met a finer young man than Walter Clayton. He had a steady job as an overlooker – commonly referred to as a ‘tackier’ – at the mill, he was God-fearing and went regularly to the Bible class at the chapel. That was where they had met and where they had been that evening.

‘I’ll not come in tonight, love,’ he said. ‘You’ll have a bit of packing to do with you being off on your jaunts tomorrow. Have a good time . . . but not too good, mind.’ And the suspicious glance had been there again. Grace loved him – or thought she did – but she wished he wasn’t so jealous.

The lad from the lodging house had introduced himself. ‘I’m Albert Gregson and me mam’s Alice. I reckon you’ll get on a treat, the pair of you. You’re much of an age.’

Aye, no doubt I seem as old as Methuselah to you, lad, thought Martha, smiling grimly to herself. She was only in her early forties, but she felt as though her youth was far behind her. It had vanished when Fred had gone but, all being well, there might be something just round the corner, a new beginning for them all . . .

‘And do you work for your mother then, Albert?’ asked Martha.

‘Just now and again,’ the lad replied. ‘When it’s extra busy, like now, when it’s a Bank Holiday. I really work for me Uncle Sam. Samuel Pickering – he’s a joiner and builder, in the centre of town. He’s done right well for himself, has Uncle Sam. Me father works for him an’ all. Anyroad, he lets me off now and again to help me mam.’

‘Touting for custom at the station, eh, Albert?’ said Martha with an amused glance at her young companion. ‘I reckon it’s not much in your line. Am I right?’

Albert nodded and grinned. ‘Aye, I’m not much cop, I know. I’m a bit backward in coming forward, as me mam would say. But she’s even worse than me where this ’ere touting’s concerned. She thinks it’s common and she won’t do it herself. But all the neighbours do it, so I can’t leave ’em to take all the trade away from us, can I?’

Martha laughed. ‘You’re a good lad, Albert. I’m sure your mother’s proud of you. Tell me, it can’t be true, surely, what that woman was saying? Half-price lodgings?’

‘Oh, a few of ’em try that old trick. It might be a bit cheaper, I daresay, but then they stick it all on t’bill at the end of the week. Extra for sauce and sugar and suchlike. They call it charging for t’cruet. Me mam doesn’t approve of shabby tricks like that. You’ll find she’s fair. You’ll get good value for your money.’

Alice Gregson’s lodging house certainly looked inviting from the outside. The paintwork was clean, the stone step well scrubbed and edged in white with a donkey stone, and freshly laundered lace curtains hung at the windows. By the door was a glass-framed notice which read, ‘Sunnyside, Alice Gregson, Blackburn’.

‘That’s where me mam comes from,’ Albert explained. ‘The family moved here when she were a lass, then when me gran died she took over the business. We get a lot of folks from Blackburn and round about.’

Martha smiled at him. ‘We’re from the same neck of the woods, or as near as makes no difference. We come from Burnley.’

But it was the house across the street that was claiming Martha’s attention. Not so spick and span as the Gregsons’, the paintwork was chipped and fading and no curtains hung at the windows. The house had a forlorn look, but in the tiny paved area which was all it could boast of as a garden there was a sign, ‘Property to let’. Martha’s eyes narrowed speculatively as she looked at it.

Alice Gregson was every bit as welcoming as her son had said.

‘Trust our Albert to choose a nice little family,’ she said. ‘He never goes far wrong. Come on in. I’ll show you to your room, then I’ll make a nice pot of tea. I daresay you could do with one.’

The room was sparsely but adequately furnished with a double and a single bed, a heavy mahogany wardrobe and dressing table and a marble washstand on which stood a rose-patterned jug and basin. A matching chamber pot stood on the shelf below. There was scarcely room for the three of them to move around and the view from the window was unprepossessing; a concrete yard with a couple of dustbins and a door leading to the outside lavatory. But they were here. They were in Blackpool. The sun was shining and it was going to be a marvellous weekend.

Martha smiled at Alice Gregson sitting opposite her on the other side of the fireplace. ‘It’s real kind of you to invite me to sit with you, Mrs Gregson. To tell you the truth, I didn’t feel like doing any gadding-about tonight. I thought I’d let the lasses have a bit of time on their own, especially as your Albert agreed to go along with ’em. They’re good girls and I know they won’t go far wrong.’

‘No, they won’t come to any harm with our Albert,’ Alice Gregson replied. ‘He’s a grand lad, though I say it meself. A bit shy, mind. It’ll do him a world of good to have a couple of lasses to show around. He’ll be like a dog wi’ two tails. And you’re right welcome . . . to sit with me, I mean. Mind you, I wouldn’t do it for anybody. There’s not many visitors as get invited into me parlour, but I knew as soon as I set eyes on you that we were two of a kind. And you can call me Alice. That’s me name and that’s what most folks call me.’

Martha nodded contentedly. ‘And I’m Martha.’ She glanced approvingly round the parlour, small and overcrowded, but very comfortable. A plethora of pictures and framed photographs – some obviously family groups and some of royalty; Queen Victoria and the late Prince Albert and their family – almost covered the brown patterned wallpaper. A pair of pug-faced Staffordshire dogs sat one each side of the cast-iron fireplace – where a fire burned in spite of the warmth of the May evening – together with a pair of gleaming brass candlesticks and, in the centre of the mantelpiece, another family photograph. Martha noticed a younger Alice and Albert, with a small moustached man – obviously Henry, who, his wife said, had gone for his usual evening pint – and another older boy and two girls. ‘Your family?’ asked Martha, gesturing towards the photograph. ‘Do they all live here?’

‘Bless me, no! They’re all married now, the two girls and Joe, our eldest lad. There’s only young Albert left now. And what about you, Martha? Just the two girls, have you?’

‘Aye, that’s right.’ Martha sighed. ‘I’ve been a widow these last eight years, and two bairns in the churchyard an’ all. Both of ’em lads, but we couldn’t rear ’em. Ne’er mind, I’m not complaining. All told, God’s been good. I’ve always had to work hard, mind you, but haven’t we all? I’m surprised you find time to sit of an evening, Alice, with all you have to do.’

‘Oh, I make sure I don’t kill meself.’ Alice nodded meaningfully. ‘I won’t take too many in. There’s sixteen here this weekend and that’s quite enough, I can tell you, in this little house. Six bedrooms we’ve got, apart from the family ones of course, but I won’t pack ’em in like sardines. Not like some folks round here, greedy beggars they are. D’you know, Martha, they have ’em sleeping three and four to a bed, and I’ve even seen ’em queueing up outside till their breakfast’s ready. Mind you, the visitors don’t seem to mind, I must say. They’re nearly always jolly types as we get in Blackpool.’

‘Isn’t it hard, though, cooking all them different kinds of food? It’s a wonder you can remember which lot it belongs to.’

Alice laughed. ‘Oh, they’re quick enough to tell you if you get it wrong. “That’s not mine,” they’ll say. “I’d never buy meat with all that fat on it . . .” To tell you the truth, I’m thinking of changing over to “all found”. You know – breakfast and dinner and tea, and providing all the food meself. But there’s for and against like there is with most things. It’ud mean a lot of shopping, but I reckon it might be worth it. Like you say, Martha, it would save messing about with all them different kinds of food.’

Martha had been listening intently, taking it all in. Like Alice said, they seemed to be two of a kind. They might almost be taken for sisters, Martha thought. Alice could give her five or six years, she guessed, but it was strange how alike they were; dark hair drawn back into a bun, a round face and a figure that inclined towards plumpness. Alice was an inch or two taller, though. Martha, at barely five foot, found that both her daughters now topped her by several inches.

What Alice was saying was of great interest to Martha. She leaned forward and spoke eagerly to her new friend. ‘I’ve been thinking, Alice . . . That house across the road, the one that’s to let . . .’ She paused for just a second, then went on, speaking more quickly. ‘To be honest with you, I’ve been thinking of moving here, me and the lasses, and when I saw that house over the road, well, it more or less put the tin hat on it, you might say. That is, if it’s still vacant . . .’

‘You mean you want to take a lodging house?’ Alice stared at her new friend with undisguised pleasure. ‘Well, I think that’s grand. Aye, it’s still vacant, as far as I know. The landlord’s not a bad old stick. Lives a couple of streets away. I can take you round and introduce you, if you like. He owned this house an’ all, but we bought it off him a few years back.’

‘And you wouldn’t mind me opening up across the road. Seems as though I’m setting up in opposition . . .’

‘Nowt o’ t’sort!’ said Alice vehemently. ‘There’s plenty trade for all of us, you mark my words. No, I think it’ud be grand. What about your lasses? What do they think about it?’

‘They don’t know anything about it yet . . .’ Martha spoke slowly. ‘I haven’t told them. It isn’t that I’m trying to keep it from them, but I wasn’t that sure meself. In fact I’m still not sure. There’s a lot to weigh up. But I’m determined to get our Grace away from that mill. I fear it might be the death of her if I don’t. She’s not very strong, and come winter her cough gets worse. She’s still got it now, even though it’s warmer . . .’

‘And how about the girls? Would they work in the house with you? You might find that you didn’t make enough to keep all three of you in work. It’s only a small house, compared with those big places on the prom.’

Martha shook her head. ‘I haven’t thought that far ahead. The main thing is to get here if we can. I daresay our Grace’ud do well enough working there, but I’m not so sure about Hetty. Anyroad, it’ll be up to her. I’ve never believed in telling ’em what to do. They’re both sensible enough to make up their own minds. I’m just a bit worried about how our Grace’ll feel about leaving Walter.’

‘Her young man?’

‘Aye, I think so. Not that they’re engaged or owt like that, but they see a fair bit of one another and he’s a nice steady lad.’

‘And what about Hetty? Has she got a young man at home?’

‘Not her!’ Martha laughed. ‘She’s a flibbertigibbet. There’s a few of ’em at work and at chapel as make eyes at her, but nobody special like. I don’t think Hetty’s one for settling down, not yet awhile anyroad. I noticed your Albert making sheep’s eyes at her when we walked up from the station, and she didn’t seem to be discouraging him neither. She’s a monkey, is our Hetty.’

Alice laughed. ‘That’ll be the day! Our Albert’s a bit shy where lasses are concerned. I sometimes wish he would push himself a bit more, but I reckon I shouldn’t grumble. He’s a good lad.’ She nodded, then went on, ‘Well, like you say, Martha, the first thing is to get yourself here. I’ll take you round to meet Mr Butterworth tomorrow. And I think you’re making a wise move. Blackpool’s coming on by leaps and bounds. There’s more and more folks coming every year. It won’t be able to hold ’em all before long, the way things are going. Of course, the Tower’s been the big attraction since it opened last year. It’s been a power of good for the town.’

‘Have you been to t’top, Alice?’ A note of incredulity crept into Martha’s voice. ‘I don’t think I’d like to go right up theer.’

‘No, nor me neither.’ Alice laughed. ‘Our Albert’s been, but I like to have both me feet on t’ground. It’s not just the Tower itself, though. There’s all sorts in the buildings underneath – a ballroom an’ a menagerie an’ aquarium, even a circus. Aye, it’s a real money-spinner, there’s no doubt about that. Specially on wet days. The folk fairly flock there then. And we’ve three piers now, you know, and electric lighting on t’prom and electric tramcars. I tell you, there’s no holding the place, now it’s got going.’

As she listened to Alice, Martha could feel the excitement bubbling up inside her, something she hadn’t felt for many a long day. Life to her had become humdrum and colourless in the Lancashire mill town where she had been born and where, till now, she had spent all her days. It was time for a change.

‘Now, you two ladies, where shall we go?’ Albert beamed at the two girls as they stood on the pavement outside the Sunnyside lodging house. ‘Where d’you fancy?’

‘I think you’d better choose, Albert,’ said Grace, smiling at him. She turned to her sister. ‘Don’t you think so, Hetty? He knows the place so much better than we do.’

‘Anywhere,’ said Hetty, swinging her arms and almost jumping up and down with excitement. ‘Anywhere . . . I don’t mind. It’s just so exciting to be here.’

‘Righto then.’ Albert nodded decidedly. ‘We’ll go to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, up on the cliffs. That do for yer? Come on then, let’s be havin’ you.’ He held out his elbows and Grace linked an arm at one side and Hetty at the other.

Albert felt as pleased as Punch. Not only one girl tonight, but two. Just wait till the lads at work found out about this. They were forever teasing him about his shyness, for the way he always preferred to be one of a crowd instead of being alone with a young woman. Albert couldn’t help being shy. He had tried to overcome it, but girls, on the whole, made him feel tongue-tied and embarrassed. Forever giggling, they were, and making pointed remarks, leastways the girls he had come across were like that. Maybe he hadn’t met the right sort? These two lasses seemed different, what his mother would call ‘well brought up’. Albert was ashamed to admit – in fact he wouldn’t have dared to admit – to his pals at work that he had never yet kissed a girl. Perhaps, before the weekend was over, that might be remedied.

He had glanced at Hetty once or twice and she had glanced back at him from under those long eyelashes, and smiled, not coquettishly, just . . . friendly like, her green eyes dancing with merriment. He was sure that Hetty would never make fun of him. Nor Grace . . . Now she seemed a nice lass, gentle and serene, exuding a quiet happiness. But it was Hetty that Albert found himself thinking about as they walked along the clifftop. It was Hetty that tickled his fancy.

They walked through Claremont Park and then took the cliff path that led to Uncle Tom’s Cabin. They could have boarded one of the new electric tramcars, but both the girls agreed with Albert that it was a lovely evening and they would prefer to walk. It wasn’t very far, not much more than a mile.

‘It’s one of my favourite places in Blackpool,’ Albert told them. ‘You can see for miles, right across the sea, as far as the Isle of Man on a clear day. And the sunsets . . . I’ve never seen owt like ’em. They’re just . . . well, they’re reet grand.’ Albert paused momentarily, embarrassed by his own eloquence. He wasn’t much of a one for poetic oratory and he had run out of words to describe the beauty of the sun setting over the Irish Sea. The lasses would just have to see it for themselves. ‘Aye, Uncle Tom’s Cabin’s a grand little place,’ he went on. ‘You can dance and have a drink and have yer picture took, and there’s a telescope there an’ all. You can see the hills in Wales as clear as anything.’

‘How did it get its name?’ asked Hetty. ‘Who’s Uncle Tom when he’s at home?’

‘It’ll be named after that book,’ replied Grace. ‘You know, that one about the slaves.’ She had heard of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s book, although she hadn’t read it.

Hetty shook her head. She hadn’t even heard of it.

‘Aye, they reckon it’s named after that,’ said Albert, although he hadn’t read the book either. ‘Some folk say that it’s called after the first owner, though. He were called Tom Parkinson, but that’s ages ago. The place has been there as long as I can remember. It’s not so popular as it were, though, since the Winter Gardens opened. A lot of folks prefer to stay in town rather than come all the way up here. But I like it.’ Albert nodded emphatically. ‘Anyroad, you’ll see for yourself in a minute.’

‘There y’are,’ he said a few minutes later when the buildings came into view. ‘There’s old Uncle Tom.’ He pointed towards the roof of a wooden building and there the girls could see, perched high on the roof, three roughly carved figures which represented the characters of Uncle Tom, Little Eva and Topsy.

It was a memorable evening for all of them. Albert danced with each of the girls in turn on the open-air dancing platform, to the music of a piano, violins and cornets. The wooden boards reverberated with the pounding of scores of heavy-booted feet.

‘I’m called little Buttercup, dear little Buttercup, Though I could never tell why . . .’ Grace sang softly to herself as she watched Albert twirling her sister round, somewhat inelegantly, to the strains of a fast waltz rhythm. She sipped her ginger beer, which tasted so much better out of doors, and watched the sun gradually disappearing on the far horizon. The scene was every bit as beautiful as Albert, in his halting way, had tried to describe. The sky glowed with flaming colours, orange, scarlet and vermilion, and the darkening sea danced with millions of shining, shimmering golden coins. As Albert had said, it was ‘reet grand’.

Later, as they strolled back along the cliff path in the deepening dusk, Grace noticed that Albert had shyly put his arm round Hetty’s waist. Grace looked away out to sea, in a pretence of watching a distant fishing boat, and smiled to herself as Albert clumsily placed a kiss on her sister’s cheek.

Grace wasn’t jealous, nor did she feel that she was intruding. She had her own young man, back home in Burnley. If only he were here too, it would all be perfect. Then Grace realised, to her amazement, that it was the first time she had thought of Walter all evening.


Chapter 2



‘What d’you suppose our mam’s up to?’ asked Hetty as the two girls strolled arm in arm along the promenade. ‘Going off on her own again today. What d’you think she’s doing?’

‘I don’t suppose she’s up to anything,’ Grace replied. ‘You know how she loves looking at the shops, even if it’s only window-shopping, and she likes a bit of time on her own now and again, just like we do.’

Martha had accompanied the girls on the Sunday when they had walked along North Pier and then taken a ride along the promenade in one of the new electric tramcars. That was after they had been to chapel. Martha had insisted that they should pay their usual morning visit to a place of worship, and so they had gone to the Methodist chapel at the end of the street. Albert had been with them, singing lustily, Martha had noticed to her satisfaction, in his pleasing baritone voice. He was a good lad, was Albert, and she was pleased that he and Hetty seemed to like one another. They didn’t know yet, of course, that very soon they might be able to see a good deal more of one another.

Alice Gregson had stayed at home to see to the visitors’ dinners. There wasn’t time for chapel on a Sunday morning, she said. There was far too much to do. Martha had secretly thought that where there’s a will there’s a way but, tactfully, she hadn’t voiced her opinion. She knew that she might very well find, when the time came, that Sunday worship had to take second place.

‘Aye, she’s a good sort, is our mam,’ said Hetty. ‘She lets us off the leash a good deal more than some of the mothers I can think of. Young Aggie as works next to me at the loom, she has to be in at nine o’clock every night. Just imagine that! And she’s not allowed to so much as speak to a lad. Her mam watches her like a hawk. ’Course, she’s only sixteen, you know.’ Hetty nodded with all the superiority of her eighteen years, her ginger curls bobbing beneath her flat straw hat. ‘But her mam makes her that scared she can hardly say boo to a goose. Frightened of her own shadow, she is.’

Grace squeezed her sister’s arm. ‘Yes, we’re lucky, aren’t we, love? Mam thinks the world of us, you know, even though she doesn’t say so. And aren’t we having a grand time, Hetty?’ Grace’s brown eyes glowed fervently. ‘I am glad we came, aren’t you?’

‘I am that!’ Hetty turned and grinned at her sister. ‘And you know what, Gracie? I haven’t heard you cough once since we came to Blackpool. And your cheeks are all rosy – you look real well.’

‘Yes, I’m feeling much better.’ Grace nodded. ‘And I know you’re having a good time.’ She looked slyly at her sister. ‘What about Albert, eh? I reckon he’s fair’smitten with you. D’you like him?’

‘Oh, he’s all right, I suppose.’ Hetty shrugged, but Grace could tell by the pink tinge that flushed her sister’s face all of a sudden that she was rather taken with the lad. ‘He’s a bit shy. Not much go about him, but – yes – I must admit I do like him. I don’t know just what it is that I like about him. He’s very ordinary, but I feel as how I can trust him. Some of them fellows at work, I wouldn’t trust ’em as far as I could throw ’em. And some of ’em at chapel an’ all, for all they crack on they’re so pious like . . . I’m sorry Walter’s not here though, Gracie. You’d have enjoyed it a lot more, wouldn’t you, if he could have come along with us?’

‘Yes . . .’ replied Grace slowly. ‘I daresay I would . . .’ But she was not sure. Not sure at all. Until Hetty mentioned him, Walter hadn’t even been in the forefront of her mind.

‘We’d best make the most of the time we’ve got left,’ said Hetty. ‘We’ll be catching the train back sometime this afternoon, I suppose, after we’ve had our dinner. Now, what would you like to do? Shall we go to the top of the Tower?’

The two girls stopped and stared at the gigantic structure opposite them on the other side of the tram track. It really was a wonderful sight and a magnificent piece of engineering work. ‘Ooh, no. I don’t think I’d like to go to the top,’ said Grace. ‘It makes me legs feel all wobbly just to think of it. It’s grand though, isn’t it? Fancy, workmen having to climb all the way up there.’

‘Yes. Albert was telling me that one of ’em fell off and was killed,’ said Hetty. ‘Not that we’d fall off,’ she went on hastily, after a look at her sister’s panic-stricken face. ‘We wouldn’t have to climb up. We’d be in one of them lifts. Can you see it, going up behind all that ironwork? And another ’un coming down? We won’t go though, Grace, not if you don’t want to. Perhaps another time, eh?’ Although neither of them knew when the next time would be. Visits to Blackpool were few and far between.

‘I’m surprised there was only one fell off,’ said Grace with a shudder, staring up at the Tower again. ‘No,’ she added decidedly. ‘I don’t want to go up. Just look, Hetty. It seems to be swaying when you look at it.’

‘Go on with yer bother! It can’t be.’ Hetty gave her sister a playful shove. Then she looked up and gave a gasp of surprise. ‘Oh aye . . . you’re right. It does look as though it’s moving. Can’t be though, can it?’

‘No, of course not.’ Grace laughed. ‘It’ll be what they call an optical illusion. How’s that for high-falutin’ words on a Monday morning? Let’s go on to the sands, Hetty.’

Blackpool beach, south of the Tower, was crammed full of bustle and activity of every sort imaginable. At the edge of the promenade was a row of wooden pit props, intended to break the force of the waves at high tide, and from there a granite slope led down to the sands. Two wooden breakwaters, some 150 feet in length, reached out into the sea and the stretch in between was the most popular and the most crowded part of the whole of the seven miles of sand which bordered the Fylde coast.

At the edge of the sea was a row of bathing huts for the more daring of the visitors, but the rest just strolled along or sat beneath huge black umbrellas which kept off the glare of the sun, whilst sailor-suited boys and girls paddled in the shallow rock pools or dug furiously with their wooden spades, building sand pies and castles. A crowd of them sat around the red-and-white-striped kiosk of the Punch and Judy show, laughing uproariously at the antics of the funny hooknosed character whirling his wooden baton. That’s the way to do it.’ His nasal voice drifted across on the summer breeze, while his dog Toby, with a frill round his neck, sat patiently watching it all.

A group of donkeys, their bells gently jingling as they shook their long ears, stood waiting for customers. Goodness knows how they would find room to trot through all that seething mob, thought Grace as she smilingly watched them. She wasn’t much of a one for crowds, but she couldn’t help but feel stirred by the excitement of it all.

The two sisters wandered along happily, savouring the rumbustious delights of the scene that surrounded them. They resisted the appeal of the oyster vendor plying his wares, a bottle of vinegar in his hand, a round basket hooked over one arm and, over the other, a grubby towel to wipe his customers’ hands. But they succumbed to the enticement of the Peeney Brothers’ ice-cream cart, and laughingly bought huge cornets which dripped and ran in sticky streams down their fingers as they poked their tongues into the delicious, creamy yellow confection.

‘Hair-restorer. Sixpence a bottle . . .’ yelled a salesman, a pseudo-professor with a head of thick frizzy curls. ‘Roll up, gentlemen. Only sixpence and you can have a head of hair like mine . . .’ Bald-headed gents parted hopefully with their little silver coins while their wives, further along the sands, stared in fascinated horror at the chiropodist publicly extracting corns from the horny feet of his clients.

There were amateur phrenologists – bump-readers as they were commonly called – acrobats, ventriloquists, men playing concertinas, fortunetellers . . .

‘Come along, ladies. Come and have yer fortunes told.’

Grace and Hetty paused at the booth of a dark-eyed, dark-haired young woman. The golden circlets dangling from her ear lobes and her garishly patterned red skirt and shawl pronounced her to be a gipsy. Grace, in spite of an immediate apprehension, felt mesmerised by the girl’s haughty stare. She shook her head and hastily turned away. She felt as though this young woman could see right into her inner soul. Yet how could she? They hadn’t even met until this moment. Anyway, reading palms and telling fortunes in tea leaves and suchlike was all nonsense. It was more than nonsense, it was wicked. Mr Arkwright, the minister at the chapel, had often told them so. ‘Come on, Hetty. Let’s go.’ Grace tugged nervously at her sister’s arm. She couldn’t imagine why they had lingered in the first place, but the young woman’s eyes were so compelling.

But Hetty could not be persuaded to budge so easily. She returned the girl’s imperious look with an equally disdainful glance. ‘No, ta,’ she answered pertly. ‘We don’t need you to tell us our fortunes, do we, Grace? We can take care of our own future, we can.’

‘You may think you can,’ replied the gipsy girl, ‘but I wouldn’t be too sure if I were you. I’ve met many a one as thought she knew best, but you’d do well to take heed. Both of you . . .’ She stared first at Hetty, then at Grace. Hetty stared boldly back, but Grace, seeing a touch of awareness in the young woman’s eye that she didn’t like, looked away discomfited. ‘I can see you have interesting characters, the pair of you,’ the girl went on, ‘and that’s only at a first glance. And I’ll tell you what else I know as well. You’re sisters, aren’t you? From an inland town, I guess; Bury or Blackburn or Burnley. Somewhere that begins with a B at any rate, I know that. And you’re here on holiday . . . You’re sure you won’t change your mind? I could put you wise to a thing or two.’

‘I’ve told you, no,’ said Hetty, but not quite so firmly this time.

‘Then don’t say you haven’t been warned . . .’ The gipsy girl’s words petered out, unfinished, but her bold stare was enough to make Hetty’s hackles rise.

‘All right then,’ said Hetty suddenly. ‘Why not? You seem to think you’re so clever, so come on, let’s see what you’ve got to tell me.’ Hetty held out her right hand, palm uppermost, in front of the gipsy girl’s face. ‘Will me hand do, or are you going to gaze into a crystal ball or summat?’

‘Your hand,’ replied the girl coolly. ‘I’ll read your palm. But we’d best go inside. It’ll be more private.’ She pushed aside the red curtain that hung against the entrance to the small booth and with a haughty toss of her black curls beckoned Hetty to come inside.

‘No, Hetty, don’t!’ cried Grace in alarm. ‘We mustn’t. Oh, come on. Let’s go before we get too involved in it all. You know we shouldn’t.’

Grace looked distraught, her brown eyes imploring her sister not to be foolish, but Hetty, now she had made up her mind, was not to be swayed. ‘Oh, give over mithering, Grace,’ she said, though not unkindly. ‘It’s only a bit of fun. Let’s see what she’s got to say. It’ll all be a load of nonsense anyway, I don’t doubt.’

The gipsy girl nodded slowly, the golden circlets hanging from her ears swinging gently to and fro. ‘A bit of fun? A load of nonsense, you say? Very sure of yourself, aren’t you? Well, we shall see. We shall see . . .’ She gestured again for Hetty to enter the booth.

Hetty stepped inside and Grace immediately followed. ‘I’m coming in as well then,’ she said decidedly. ‘We’ll do this together, our Hetty, if we do it at all.’ The fearful look had almost gone from her eyes now and, in spite of her trepidation, she looked challengingly first at her sister, then at the young gipsy girl.

The small tent appeared dark at first after the brightness of the sunshine outside. The light, diffused through the dusky red material of the booth, was tinged with pink, bathing the faces of the three young women in a rosy glow. There was a folding card-table with a green baize top – on which stood a ball of translucent milky-white glass – and two bentwood chairs. The girl sat on one behind the table and pointed to the other chair where Hetty then sat. Grace stood unobtrusively near the entrance of the tent from where she could hear the laughter of the children playing on the sands and the hubbub of the adult conversation. Normal everyday sounds which were comforting; the sooner Hetty was done with this silly business the better she would like it.

Hetty held out her right hand again towards the girl. ‘Come on then. Tell me the worst . . . or the best. Which is it to be? All work and worry, or a rich husband and a life of luxury?’ Then she added much more seriously, all trace of laughter gone from her voice, ‘You will tell me, won’t you? I’d like to know, I would really, an’ I promise I won’t make any more rude remarks. I was only ‘aving you on. I’m always ready for a bit of a laugh. Me sister’ll tell you.’

The girl nodded curtly. ‘Your left hand first, please, if you will.’

Obediently Hetty displayed her left hand, then, to her sister’s and her own amazement, sat quietly and listened.

‘The finger of Jupiter.’ The gipsy lightly touched Hetty’s forefinger. ‘A long finger. I can tell that you want to get on in life, you love a challenge . . . and you like to be the boss?’ She looked at Hetty quizzically but Hetty did not respond. ‘Your thumb bears it out. It shows a forceful personality. Your finger of Apollo is shorter.’ She pointed to Hetty’s ring finger, bare at the moment of any finery. ‘That’s a sign of emotional problems. Trouble with your young men, no doubt.’ The girl gave a quiet throaty chuckle and Hetty tutted impatiently. ‘Now, the Mount of Venus.’ The girl tapped the prominent fleshy pad at the base of Hetty’s thumb. ‘Yes . . . oh, yes. You are certainly a girl who enjoys the company of men, or you will do, before long. And you love music. You enjoy singing, don’t you?’

Hetty nodded her agreement, but she didn’t speak. It was quite uncanny what the girl had told her. She knew that the gipsy had summed up her personality with amazing accuracy. Still, it could just be guesswork. She had shown, hadn’t she, the forcefulness of her character by the way she had spoken to the girl in the first place.

Hetty shrugged her shoulders now. ‘So what? You’ve only told me what I’m like. I thought as how you were going to tell me what’s going to happen to me, not something as I already know.’

‘It all has a bearing on it,’ replied the girl quietly. ‘The left hand shows your character.’ She tapped now at the base of Hetty’s little finger. ‘You love a change, don’t you? You’re always wanting something different. Now, let’s see if your right hand bears it out. That’s the hand that will tell me what you’ll make of your life. Your right hand, if you please.

‘Mmm . . .’ The girl nodded speculatively as she bent over Hetty’s outstretched palm. ‘As I thought. Changes ahead. Quite drastic changes. You’ll be making a journey soon, to a new abode. And a new job . . . two jobs, if I’m not mistaken. There’s some opposition. There’s trouble ahead here, but you’ll stick to your guns if it’s what you really want. I can see that you’re very good at doing that.’

‘But what about the rich husband?’ asked Hetty, trying to force a light, bantering tone into her voice, but not quite succeeding. ‘Isn’t that what fortune-tellers always go on about?’

‘I’m coming to it. Just wait your hurry,’ replied the girl calmly, refusing to be rushed. ‘Your line of health. You’re a strong young woman, very healthy, but . . .’ She paused abruptly and for a moment she was silent. Then, ‘I can see a period of sickness,’ she went on quickly, almost gloatingly, Hetty thought. ‘Take heed. It might be serious . . .’ Her voice petered out and Hetty felt a tremor of fear, just the tiniest one, grip her.

‘Now, the line of the heart.’ The girl spoke more forcefully now. She traced her finger along the line that led across the top of Hetty’s palm. ‘Yes . . . yes, there’s romance. A young man, a fair young man, and marriage . . . eventually. Not without a lot of trouble, though. I can see . . . there’s someone in the way. Someone . . .’ Suddenly the gipsy girl dropped Hetty’s hand, flinging it away from her brusquely. She stared coldly at Hetty. ‘I can’t tell you any more. That’s all I can see.’ Her lips closed together in a grim line and her black eyes flashed alarmingly as she looked at Hetty. Almost, Hetty thought, as though she hated her and as though she knew something that she was loath to impart.

But that was ridiculous. What could she know? Hetty gave an impatient toss of her head as she turned to her sister. ‘Well, that was all very clever, I must say. Not that I believe it all.’ Her voice sounded less than convincing. ‘Come on, Gracie. Your turn now.’

To Hetty’s surprise Grace stepped forward and sat on the chair her sister had vacated, bravely thrusting forward her left hand. ‘It’s this hand first, isn’t it?’ she asked quietly.

‘That’s right,’ said the gipsy girl thoughtfully as she looked into Grace’s face, then at her palm. ‘Mmm . . . A different reading here all right. You’re as different as chalk and cheese, you two, aren’t you?’ She glanced up quickly at Grace then cast a more baleful glance at Hetty, who had taken her sister’s former stance at the entrance to the booth. Hetty had heard enough now; she was anxious to be off, but she also wanted to know what the cheeky minx would have to say about Grace.

‘Yes, we’re different in some ways,’ Grace agreed. ‘Go on.’ She gave a nervous little laugh. ‘Tell me what you can see.’

The gipsy tapped at Grace’s ring finger which, like her sister’s, was free of adornment. ‘your finger of Apollo is long, almost as long as the finger of Saturn.’ She pointed to the middle finger. ‘I can see you are emotional, but well balanced, and you usually know just what you want. You have a quiet nature – not like your sister’ – again the malevolent glance at Hetty before she looked back at Grace’s palm – ‘and you don’t mind solitude. In fact, sometimes you welcome it. Your Mount of Apollo confirms this.’ She tapped the base of the ring finger. ‘You love beauty in all things, don’t you? Scenery, poetry, music . . . Am I right?’

Grace nodded and gave a quiet smile as she proffered her right hand.

The gipsy bent over it. ‘But there are changes for you as well. A change of abode, a change of job. I can see it all clearly . . . But you must watch your health.’ The girl traced a line, a not very clear one, running at a slight angle from the base of the little finger. ‘I can see that you’re not very robust. A weak chest, I think. A change of air would do you good but, as I’ve already told you, there will be a change. An important one. And I can see someone who cares for you deeply, but it’s not going to be easy for you. Don’t let anyone take advantage of your kind nature. You will find that you’ll have to stick up for yourself and for what you want . . .’ The girl let go of Grace’s hand abruptly. ‘That’s all I can tell you, both of you.’

‘Thank you,’ said Grace quietly. She reached into her handbag for her purse and Hetty, stepping forward again now, did the same.

‘Cross yer palm with silver now, don’t we?’ said Hetty mockingly, but Grace frowned reprovingly at her sister. She had a feeling that it wouldn’t be wise to vex this gipsy girl.

‘Sixpence apiece will do,’ replied the girl in a matter-of-fact voice as she held out her hand for the tiny silver coins that Grace and Hetty gave to her.

The sunshine was dazzling and felt warm on their faces as they stepped out of the dimness of the tent into the fresh air, and they blinked at the sudden contrast of the bright light.

‘Now, how about a love potion, ladies, just to make sure those predictions come true?’ The girls glanced towards the next stall, one they hadn’t noticed before, whence the voice was coming. A swarthy gipsy lad was leaning against the wooden support, his black eyes flashing with amusement as he looked appraisingly at Grace and Hetty. He held up a bottle of vivid yellow liquid. ‘You may not be so happy to know the future, lady,’ he said, addressing his remarks to Hetty, ‘but I’m sure this is an offer ’ee can’t afford to miss. Just one spoonful of this in your young man’s tea, and you’ll have him popping the question in no time. And, from what I’ve overheard, there is a young man, isn’t there?’ He raised one eyebrow sardonically.

‘How dare you listen!’ snapped Hetty. ‘That was a private conversation, I’ll have you know. It’s got nothing to do with you. Nothing at all. And no – ta very much – I don’t want a love potion. The very idea!’ Secretly, though, she could feel the laughter bubbling up inside her at the lad’s audacity. She had never seen eyes of such a deep, dense black, like smouldering coals, or such tightly curled black hair. He wore it long, almost touching the brightly coloured kerchief which was knotted casually round his neck. She glanced from him back to the girl at the neighbouring booth, who was standing there grinning slyly, obviously enjoying the interchange. There was an unmistakable likeness, not just in the colour of their hair and swarthy complexions, but in the arrogance of both their glances. Brother and sister, Hetty guessed.

‘No offence intended, I’m sure,’ answered the lad coolly. ‘How about some stomach medicine then? Cure your colic . . . Or headache pills . . .?’

‘No, ta,’ said Hetty again. ‘Come on, Grace. We don’t want to waste any more time wi’ the likes of them. We’ve already been here quite long enough.’

But her sister was already on her way, walking quickly along the beach. Hetty could almost feel the piercing glance of the gipsy lad boring into her back, just between her shoulder blades, as she walked away. And when she half turned round to give a quick glance over her shoulder, he was still staring. He raised an eyebrow questioningly, his wide mouth twisting into a wry grin. Hetty tossed her ginger curls and turned quickly away, tucking her hand into her sister’s arm. ‘Did you ever know such cheek?’ she said.

But Grace didn’t answer. Hetty could tell from the silence that her sister was already regretting her decision to let the girl tell her fortune. ‘Aw, come on, Gracie,’ she said. ‘It was just a bit of fun, that’s all. Don’t start worrying about it. It was all a load of rubbish, as likely as not. You’ll have forgotten all about it by tomorrow, you’ll see.’

‘I’m not so sure about that,’ Grace replied. ‘I didn’t like the way that young woman seemed to know all about us. You must admit, Hetty, what she told us was true. A lot of it anyroad. She was right about you always wanting a change, and me being quieter.’

‘She was just guessing,’ Hetty replied. ‘Anyone can see just by looking at us two that we’re different. There’s nowt so very clever in that.’

‘All the same, I thought it was sinister.’ Grace gave a shudder. ‘You don’t think she really knows something about us, do you?’ She turned and looked at her sister, her brown eyes clouded with anxiety. ‘She seemed awful sure and . . .’

‘Don’t talk so daft, Gracie! How could the likes of her know anything about us? That’s what they all say, these fortune-tellers, “There’s trouble ahead . . .” Hetty’s voice took on a mocking, lugubrious tone. ‘Anyroad, I’ve heard you dismiss it all many a time as nonsense. You know what Mr Arkwright at t’chapel says. We haven’t to try to look into the future.’

‘Yes, I know, and that’s what’s bothering me now.’ Grace’s voice was troubled. ‘Just look what we’ve gone and done. Goodness knows what Mr Arkwright would say if he knew. Oh . . . I wish I’d never listened to you, our Hetty. It’s wrong, listening to fortune-tellers. Only God knows the future. But I can’t help wondering . . . If He knows what’s going to happen to us, how can we do anything to prevent it? It’s often puzzled me. You remember what that gipsy girl said at first, “I could put you wise”. But what good will it do us to know, if we can’t do anything about it?’

‘Oh, shut up, Grace!’ Hetty snapped, but not unkindly. ‘That sort o’ talk’s all too deep for me. I say, she’s really got to you, hasn’t she?’ She squeezed her sister’s arm. ‘I daresay she meant that if we knew what was coming we’d be ready for it. You know what they say, “To be forewarned is to be forearmed”, or summat like that. Any-road, there’s nothing going to happen to us, love. You can rest assured on that score. It’s a load of bunkum she was talking. Tek no notice. I tell you what though, Gracie. We’d best not say anything to Mam. She wouldn’t approve at all.’

Grace nodded. ‘No, and she’d be right, too. No, we’d best not say anything.’ She felt sure, as her sister avowed, that it was a load of bunkum that the girl was talking. Nevertheless, a slight shadow had fallen across the brightness of the day.

‘It was him as got my dander up,’ Hetty went on. ‘That lad and his talk about love potions. Cheeky monkey! I’ve never heard such rubbish. I’d like to have told him a thing or two. Good-looking lad though, wasn’t he? Those dark eyes . . .’ Hetty’s own eyes grew misty.

Grace laughed. ‘Yes. If looks could have killed, he’d have been stone dead on the sands. You looked real mad, Hetty, an’ I don’t blame you.’

Hetty grinned. She felt that she had given as good as she got with the gipsy lad. But it wasn’t of the young gipsy that Hetty was thinking as they walked back towards Alice Gregson’s lodging house. Her thoughts were of Albert, who had made such an impression on her. As she had said to Grace, it wasn’t as if he had much go about him. She had rarely met such a diffident young man. He blushed when he spoke, he fell over his words and he fell over his feet, too, when he danced. Yet there was something about him that had appealed to Hetty. He was completely unaware of it but he had inveigled his way into her thoughts, and now she knew that she didn’t want to go back home to Burnley, to her boring job in the mill, and leave him. You’re being ridiculous, she told herself. You’ve only known the lad for five minutes. You’ll soon forget about him when you get back hom . . . But she knew that she wouldn’t forget him.

Last night, Albert had taken her and Grace to the Raikes Hall Pleasure Gardens. As he had done the night before, he had danced with each of the two girls in turn and had linked arms with both of them as they strolled round the ornamental lake. But when they arrived back at Sunnyside, Grace had tactfully gone indoors, leaving her sister and Albert to say their private goodnight on the doorstep.

He had clumsily put his arms round her and, for the first time, kissed her constrainedly and inexpertly on the lips. His mouth felt cool and dry, just the gentlest touch of his lips on hers, but Hetty felt a warmth of affection surge up inside her.

‘Come here, lad,’ she whispered, as she put her hand behind his head, drawing him closer to her. Their second kiss was more lingering; she felt his mouth opening under hers and noticed the look of startled surprise in his grey eyes. She gave a quiet chuckle to herself as she drew away from him. She didn’t want to frighten him off so soon. ‘We’d best go in,’ she whispered. ‘Me mam’ll be lookin’ for me.’

‘Hetty . . . Hetty.’ He grabbed hold of her hand. ‘I do . . . like you. A lot, I think. Would you write to me when you get back home? Not that I’m any great shakes at writing, but it would be grand if you would.’

‘’Course I will, Albert.’ She leaned across and planted a kiss on his smooth warm cheek. They were much of a height and her green eyes looked into his earnest grey ones, slightly perplexed and questioning. ‘’Course I’ll write,’ she said again. ‘Not that I’m much good either. I was never much of a scholar. It’s our Grace that’s the clever one. But I’ll write . . . I promise.’

‘And happen . . .’ Albert put his arm round her waist again and laid his cheek next to hers. ‘Happen . . . you’ll come ’ere again?’ he asked hesitantly. ‘Next Bank Holiday, p’raps? D’you think you might, Hetty?’

‘Yes . . . I’d like that,’ said Hetty warmly, feeling a surge of affection again for this bumbling, inarticulate young man. It was inexplicable, but she felt that she was already halfway to loving him. Not ‘falling in love’; that was something else, something romantic and mysterious, and there was nothing that was remotely fanciful in her feelings for Albert. He was not the stuff that dreams were made of, but she could sense his honesty and worthiness – which once, she was well aware, she would have condemned as dullness – and she knew that she liked him a lot.

Now, as she walked back with her sister through the Blackpool streets, thronged with visitors all heading the same way, back to their lodging houses for their midday dinner, Hetty knew that she didn’t want to go home and leave Albert behind.

‘Well, Mam, I reckon we’d best be getting our bits and pieces together.’ Grace placed her cup on her saucer – a pot of strong, well-brewed tea had been a satisfying end to the midday dinner of shepherd’s pie, followed by apple tart – and looked enquiringly at her mother. Martha had been surprisingly quiet all through the meal. Maybe, Grace thought, her mother, like she and Hetty, was not looking forward to the return home, to the drudgery and sameness of it all as one day followed another in the mean, drab little street where they lived in the shadow of Baldwin’s mill. The trip to Blackpool, short though it was, had been a welcome respite, an escape from the workaday toil. But all things had to come to an end . . . ‘Hetty and me thought we’d have a last look at the prom before we go back, that’s if we have time,’ Grace went on. ‘D’you want to come along with us, Mam? Which train are we catching?’

Martha picked up a teaspoon and idly traced the pattern in the white damask cloth, not speaking. Then she looked up at her daughters, first at Grace, then at Hetty, her brown eyes, usually serious, glowing with pleasure and her mouth curved in a broad smile. ‘You can keep yer glad rags on a bit longer, the pair of you,’ she said. ‘We’re stoppin’ another day.’

‘What?’ Hetty stared unbelievingly at her mother. ‘You really mean it? Eeh, that’s grand, Mam. Albert’ll be that thrilled. Just wait till I tell ’im.’

‘Hold on a minute, our Hetty,’ said Grace, hating to quell her sister’s excitement, but surely Mam had forgotten something? She turned to her mother. ‘We’ve got to go back to work tomorrow, Mam, me and Hetty. You can’t have forgotten. We’ll be in a right load of trouble if we’re not there when the hooter goes at six o’clock in the morning.’

‘I doubt it, Grace.’ Martha shook her head. ‘If yer not there, yer not there, and there’s nowt as Josiah Baldwin’ll be able to do about it. He’s not the ogre some of the lasses make him out to be, you know. Him and yer father were lads together at the same chapel, an’ he always remembers that. And things have changed from what they were twenty year ago when I worked there. Josiah were always a fair sort of boss though, I’ll say that for him . . . All right, you’ll lose a day’s pay, but you’re not likely to lose your jobs. Anyroad,’ she looked slyly at her daughters from beneath lowered eyelids and grinned, ‘you’ll not be needing yer jobs much longer.’

‘Mam, you’re talking in riddles.’ Hetty put her elbows on the table and cupped her chin in her hands. ‘What on earth are you on about? Don’t you think it’s time you told us?’

Grace looked suspiciously at her mother, her head on one side. She nodded slowly. ‘You’ve been acting strangely all weekend, Mam, come to think of it. Come on, what’s it all in aid of?’

Martha sighed. ‘I know . . . I should have told you before, but I wanted to be sure first. Anyroad, I’ll tell you now. Listen . . .’

The young women stared open-mouthed, hardly able to speak for astonishment at first as she told them the tale. They were to come and live in Blackpool, across the road, at the dilapidated, dejected-looking lodging house that was to let. Not that Martha intended it to remain in such a sorry state for long. That was what she had been doing this weekend; sorting things out with Mr Butterworth, the landlord, and arranging for plumbers and joiners and decorators to make the place shipshape. That’s why they were staying another day; there were still one or two things to see to.

‘Mr Butterworth’s a decent sort of chap,’ Martha told the girls. ‘Not one to give much away, mind, like all landlords, but he’s agreed to see to the outside of the house – painting and fixing t’slates on t’roof an’ all that. Oh, and he says we can have a new indoor water closet on the first landing. An’ I’m to see to the inside – wallpapering and shelves and suchlike. So I reckon he’s been fair. We’ll have our work cut out, mind you, to get it all decent like, but we’ll do it. Aye, we’ll do it all right.’

Grace and Hetty looked at one another, a long, knowing look, each of them well aware of what the other one was thinking. That gipsy girl had said there would be changes ahead for both of them. A change of abode, a change of job . . . A slight smile played at the corners of Hetty’s mouth and Grace gave an almost imperceptible nod.

Grace thought that she had rarely seen her mother so excited, not for many a long day, but she couldn’t help feeling aggrieved that she and her sister hadn’t been consulted. It wasn’t like Mam to be so secretive.

But it was Hetty, in her usual forthright way, who voiced what they were both feeling. ‘I do think you might have told us, Mam. Don’t me and our Grace have some say in the matter? I take it you’ll want us to work for you in this ’ere lodging house, so I should’ve thought we’d a right to be asked about it.’ Secretly, Hetty was cock-a-hoop about the idea of moving to Blackpoolall the excitement, the crowds, the laughter and the razzle-dazzle, it all appealed to her innate sense of fun, to say nothing of being near to Albert–but she wasn’t going to admit all this to her mother. Mam should have told them, not gone and done it all on her own. Hetty stared at her belligerently, determined not to be won over so easily.

‘All right, all right . . . I know.’ Martha raised her hands in a gesture of resignation. ‘I realise I should have told you. I’m sorry . . . but I wanted to make sure as it was going to work before I said anything.’ She leaned forward and looked at them both, the eagerness glowing in her eyes as she spoke. ‘I wanted it so badly, you see. I was afraid to talk about it in case it didn’t come off. But it has. We’re comin’ to live in Blackpool.’ Her delight showed in her voice and in the expression on her face. Grace thought her mother looked years younger, almost like a girl again.

Martha’s next words echoed her daughter’s thoughts. ‘I’m only young yet, just turned forty. But I’d been getting to feel old, real old . . .’ She paused for a moment, her countenance serious again, before she continued. ‘But this’ll take years off me. I know it will. I’m sorry if you’re cross with me, you two lasses, for not telling you sooner, but this was one time when I decided I was going to please meself.’

Grace knew that her mother was right. Martha had spent most of her life at the beck and call of other folk. It was only fair that, for once, she should show some independence in making this momentous decision, even though it was a step that affected them all.

‘We don’t mind, Mam,’ said Grace kindly. ‘It fair took the wind out of me sails for a minute though, I must admit, but we know you only want what’s best for us all. Don’t we, Hetty?’ She turned to her sister, giving her a meaningful glance. ‘We don’t mind, do we, Hetty?’

‘No, ’course we don’t,’ said Hetty. Then, suddenly, she smiled, her face lighting up like a ray of sunshine. ‘No . . . it’ll be grand, Mam. Hard work though, keeping a lodging house.’

‘Boarding house,’ Martha interrupted. ‘That’s what it’s going to be, Hetty. Not a lodging house . . . a boarding house.’

‘What’s the difference then?’ asked Hetty, frowning.

‘We’ll provide all the meals,’ Martha explained. ‘“All found”, they call it. I reckon nowt to cooking bits o’ this and bits o’ that for different folk. No, they’ll all sit down to the same meal at the same time. I like cooking, so that won’t be any hardship to me, though I know it’s not going to be easy.’

‘And what about us, Mam?’ Hetty asked again. ‘Are we going to work there an’ all?’

Martha nodded. ‘I daresay there’ll be work enough for all of us, but I don’t want to force you into anything.’ She looked at her younger daughter, then at Grace, the faint wrinkles round her eyes becoming more pronounced as she smiled. ‘It’s early days yet. Let’s see how it goes, shall we? If we find there’s not enough work for all of us, or if you don’t like it, I reckon you could soon find a job in the town. Blackpool’s growing by leaps and bounds according to Alice Gregson.’

‘And when are we coming, Mam?’ Hetty sounded quite excited now.

‘In a week or two, as soon as I can sort things out back home. Then if we get a move on with the decorating an’ all that, we should be able to open up by the next Bank Holiday, in August.’ Martha looked concernedly at Grace who was sitting there in silence, abstractedly playing with the spoon in the sugar basin. ‘I’m sorry about Walter, lass,’ she said softly. ‘I know you won’t want to leave him. That’s what you’re thinking about, isn’t it? It’s been worrying me as I know you’re getting fond of one another. But I daresay you’ll be able to sort summat out with him, won’t you?’

Grace looked up and smiled. ‘Don’t worry, Mam,’ she said. ‘It’ll be all right.’ What her mother said was true. She had been thinking about Walter, but not about how sorry she would be at leaving him. Grace was more concerned about what Walter’s reaction would be when he found out that they were coming to live in Blackpool.


Chapter 3



Donnelly’s High-Class Draper’s prided itself on being one of the most influential businesses in the town. It was so much more than merely a draper’s shop, though that was the name by which it was commonly called – Donnelly’s Draper’s. It had been started back in 1865 by George Donnelly, in a modest way at first as a small lock-up shop, but it had now grown to such an extent that it occupied one of the premier positions in Blackpool, a corner site near to the Tower, and from its top windows the sea could be glimpsed, some fifty yards away. This top floor had recently been opened by the present owner, Mr William Donnelly, as an elegant tea and luncheon room, in cooperation with his great friend, Mr Frederick Whitehead, who owned an equally influential business at the south end of the town, White-head’s High-Class Confectioner’s.

The windows of Donnelly’s Draper’s were a delight to the eye as Grace and Hetty found as they stood, like a couple of excited children, with their noses pressed flat against the vast expanse of plate glass. One window was arranged as for a wedding, the full-busted dummy in the centre displaying an elegant ivory satin wedding dress with long tapering sleeves and a half bustle and train. Other less conspicuous dummies surrounding it wore garments suitable for the guests or bride’s mother, elaborate befrilled creations in turquoise or lemon, and travelling costumes in darker shades of maroon and sage green. Nearer to the floor of the window were hats, such hats as Grace and Hetty had never seen in the streets of Burnley or in the weekly market, huge extravaganzas with wide brims, bedecked with all manner of imitation fruits and flowers and birds of paradise, and overflowing with lace and ribbon and ruched tulle.

In the next window was an assortment of smaller items, not quite so skilfully arranged; a conglomeration of corsets and hosiery, gloves, leather goods and imitation jewellery. They passed by the third window, uninterested as they were in gentlemen’s clothing – trousers and jackets, boots and shoes, shirts and collars, and hats, ranging from silk toppers to flat woollen caps.

‘Ooh, Grace. Look!’ It was the next display that was claiming Hetty’s attention. ‘Just look at all them cloths. Have you ever seen such colours?’ The window held an eye-catching array of materials, bale upon bale of them, many of them unfolded to flow in streaming cascades from floor to ceiling, revealing in all their glory their shimmering textures and rainbow-bright colours. Silks, satins and velvets, more serviceable stuffs such as tweeds, velours and velveteen, and delicate, diaphanous arrangements of lace, muslin and tulle.

‘Lovely, aren’t they?’ Grace gave a little laugh as her eyes scanned every corner of the window. ‘You’d’ve thought we’d seen enough materials to last us a lifetime, wouldn’t you, Hetty? I reckon we must be gluttons for punishment.’

‘Not like this though,’ said Hetty, longingly. ‘We don’t see stuff like this.’ The girls were concerned with only one operation in the manufacture of the cotton cloth, tending the loom and watching the shuttle as it flew back and forth, and they saw little of the finished product. ‘Don’t you wish we were rich, Gracie?’ Hetty went on. ‘I’d have a dress made of satin, like that there . . .’ She pointed to a shining apple-green fabric in the centre of the windon. ‘An’ a parasol, an’ white kid boots . . .’

‘Go on, yer daft thing.’ Grace gave her a playful push. ‘When would you wear a dress like that? I can just see you turning up at chapel, all done up like a dog’s dinner . . .’

‘There’s other places besides chapel, our Grace.’ Hetty’s green eyes flashed defiantly as she glared at her sister. ‘That’s all I ever hear from you and our mam. I’m fed up of hearing about chapel. An’ I’m telling you, one day I will have a posh dress – a wardrobe full of ’em – an’ shoes an’ hats and goodness knows what. So there!’

‘All right, love. All right.’ Grace looked anxiously at her sister. ‘You know I was only joking.’ She had seen that look of defiance on her sister’s face before, the aggressive tilt of her pointed chin and the determined set of her mouth in a grim little line. Hetty was a volatile creature, as changeable as the spring weather, but Grace knew that soon the brightness of her smile would appear from behind the lowering grey cloud that furrowed her brow, and the sun would shine again. ‘There’s no reason why we shouldn’t treat ourselves if we want to,’ Grace went on placatingly. ‘You’re right, Hetty. Why should it be just the rich folk as has nice clothes? I’m going to treat meself to some stuff for a blouse. What about you? Shall we, Hetty? I know you’ve got a bob or two saved up, same as I have.’

Hetty turned a delighted face towards her and grinned, with not even a trace of her former petulance. ‘Yes, why not? Come on. Let’s go in.’ She reached out a hand to push open the huge swing door, then she paused. ‘I dunno though, Grace. We could happen pick up a remnant on Burnley market for a few pence. Seems a bit extravagant like.’

Grace gave a hoot of laughter. ‘Honestly, Hetty. You are the limit! One minute you’re on about fancy togs, silk and satin an’ all that, and the next minute you’re talking about rooting for a bargain in Burnley market. Make up yer mind.’

Hetty laughed then, a joyous sound which made a few passers-by turn and smile good-naturedly at her. ‘You’re right, Gracie. If I’m going to act like the gentry I’d best start now. Come on. We’ll go in.’

They both paused on the threshold of the big department store, not speaking, but each aware of what the other was thinking. Was this place really for the likes of them? The thick-pile carpet, the solid mahogany counters with brass fittings and the tempting displays of all manner of merchandise; it was like another world. They could see other young women in the store though, just like themselves, dressed ordinarily enough in black skirts and cotton blouses, some with shopping bags over their arms. They grinned excitedly at one another and went in.

Inside, Donnelly’s Draper’s was a delight, not only to the eye, but to all the other senses as well. Their feet sank into the lush pile of the maroon carpet as they made their way up the wide staircase to the haberdashery department, that section of the store which provided not only materials but every other requirement – buttons, braid, elastic, hooks and eyes, needles and pins – for the seamstress. Martha had, a couple of years previously, bought a Singer sewing-machine, an expensive item, but one for which she had saved for a long time. Ready-made clothes were costly, far out of the reach of ordinary folk, and to pay a dressmaker, as the gentry and middle class could afford to do, was also out of the question. Working-class folk usually had to make do with second-hand or even third-hand clothes, but some, industrious women like Martha, were able to make their own. Grace and Hetty were adequate seamstresses too, Grace being the slightly more proficient.

The girls could not make up their minds when confronted with the hundreds of fabrics, a myriad of design and colour and texture. Grace, aware of the eagle eye of the black-dressed saleswoman, tentatively ran her finger along a lustrous swathe of rich brown satin, gently touching the silky smoothness, imagining how it would feel against her skin.

‘Not brown again, Grace,’ said her sister, frowning slightly. ‘Why d’you always go for dark colours? Choose something brighter, for goodness’ sake! What about that?’ She pointed to a roll of buttercup-yellow crêpe de Chine. ‘That would look real lovely with your brown hair and brown eyes. Proper cheerful it is.’

‘Mmm . . .’ Grace pursed her lips. She was confused, completely at a loss amidst such bounty. ‘Perhaps . . . What about you, Hetty? What do you fancy?’

Hetty’s choice was sparkling white muslin, sprigged with delicate flowers of cornflower blue, despite her earlier craving for silk and satin. The material felt crisp and fresh between her fingers. She could just imagine it made up into a high-necked blouse with possibly some lace at the collar and huge puffed sleeves. And yet . . . she was not sure. She liked that apple-green satin – the one she had pointed out to Grace in the window – but it was a bit sumptuous-looking. As her sister said, it was hardly the thing to wear at chapel, and Hetty knew, despite her protestations, that there was little call for either of them to wear fancy clothes. They would be moving to Blackpool soon though. There might be more opportunity here for wearing something more stylish.

‘Oh . . . I can’t make up me mind.’ Hetty shook her head impatiently. ‘It’s no use, Grace, I just can’t decide. I tell you what. Let’s go up to t’top floor and have a cup of coffee. Then we can come back later when we’ve had a think about it.’

‘All right then. I can’t decide either.’ Grace tucked her arm companionably into her sister’s as they walked away.

The saleswoman looked down her long nose and sniffed. She might have known there would be no sale there. They looked like a couple of mill girls.

On the top floor of Donnelly’s store an appetising aroma of roasted coffee beans and freshly brewed tea greeted the two young women. Here, too, they were spoiled for choice, unable to decide between the variety of delicious-looking cakes – Madeira, sultana, seed cake, almond tartlets, feather-light sponges – temptingly arrayed on ornate glass stands on the marble-topped counter. A waitress in a white frilled apron and cap served them and they sat sipping their coffee and nibbling, as they knew well-bred ladies would do, stopping occasionally to dab their mouths with a serviette. This was the life, to be enjoyed to the full just for today. Tomorrow, with the return to the mill, would be soon enough for them to come back to reality.

They stared around at their luxurious surroundings and at the women at the neighbouring tables, like themselves sipping coffee or tea. Some were dressed ordinarily enough, but a few were more elegant. There was a beautifully dressed young woman walking towards the restaurant now, from the far end of the store.

Hetty nudged her sister. ‘Look, Grace. Just look at that dress. What wouldn’t I give to have a dress like that.’

The young woman, slim and stately, with shining pale-blonde hair, was clad in a shimmering gown of blue silk. Nothing fancy or elaborate – very plain really – but obviously expensive.

Grace nodded. ‘Gosh, yes! I’ll bet that cost a bob or two.’

‘She looks a haughty madam though, doesn’t she?’ said Hetty. ‘Looks as though she owns the place.’

‘Perhaps she does,’ replied Grace. ‘Perhaps she’s the owner’s daughter. Do you think she might be?’

‘I don’t know and I don’t really care,’ said Hetty. ‘But I’ll tell you what, Grace, I wouldn’t like to be on the wrong side of that one. Anyway, never mind about her. Let’s make the most of the time we’ve got left. We’ll be going home this afternoon. Hurry up and finish your coffee, then we’ll go and choose that material.’

Edwin Donnelly, from his table at the rear of the tea-room, surreptitiously watched the two girls. In his mind he was comparing them with Constance, for whom he was waiting at this moment. Constance was never on time. He seemed to spend much of his life waiting for her. What pleasant, happy – ordinary – girls those two seemed to be, obviously enjoying life to the full, revelling in what appeared to be the unaccustomed delight of partaking of coffee and cakes in luxurious surroundings. The ginger-haired one had hardly stopped talking as she stared excitedly around, her eyes taking in the oak-panelled walls and gilded ceiling and dark-green velvet curtains. His father and Mr Whitehead – Constance’s father – had spared no expense in making this what they intended it to be, the most elegant and the most popular tea-room in town. Stylish – yes – but also within the reach of the pocket of the ordinary shopper. Like those two girls . . .

The brown-haired one seemed quieter, talking much less, just nodding and smiling, agreeing with her friend. Or perhaps it was her sister? Edwin thought he could see a faint family resemblance. He found himself wondering about them as he waited for Constance. What a contrast they were to her, both of them, although it was the quieter one, the brown-haired one, to whom Edwin’s thoughts were drawn. She seemed, even at just a first casual glance, to be receiving so much enjoyment from life, but Edwin knew instinctively as he watched her that this girl would not just be a taker, but a giver as well. A gentle kindliness seemed to shine from her as she nodded and conversed quietly with her companion. He guessed that this little interlude in the tea-room was a rare treat for them, that money was scarce and that luxuries were few and far between.

Constance, now . . . She only seemed to be happy when she was spending money, acquiring yet more gowns and jewellery, finery and frippery, with which to bedeck her already elegantly clothed figure. Possessions . . . it seemed as though these were the only thing that would make Constance’s usually cold blue eyes sparkle with a hidden fire. Acquisitiveness was Constance’s besetting sin, he feared; a desire to possess not only material goods but, he knew to his dismay, himself as well. He had seen, many times, that provocative gleam in her eyes as she watched him, warily, like a cat ready to pounce. But his ardour could not match hers and so his kisses and embraces – given reluctantly, to his secret shame, because he knew they were expected of him – remained chaste and undemanding. Constance would give willingly whatever he asked of her. She was his for the taking, her eyes told him, but her fervour was not reciprocated. She failed to reach that inner core of him. He could find no warmth in Constance to kindle the spark of feeling – a friendly, brotherly feeling – that he had for her into a flame.
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