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Chapter 1


13th January, 1894. Monkwearmouth in Sunderland.


 


Mary brought the child home. She wrapped the mewling scrap of life in her knitted shawl and left Agatha, the narrow-faced midwife, tending the whining mother lying exhausted in the bed. Mary went out into the night, passed through the pitchy darkness of the yard that was close under the shadow-casting loom of the houses and so came into the back lane where there was a little light. The wind had swept the sky clear of the near-perpetual coal smoke from the hundreds of chimneys ranked along the roofs but she could still smell it and the salt from the sea. Now a few stars blinked through cloud.


She hurried, breathing fast but with excitement not effort; she was still young. She clutched the bundle close to her breast and almost ran because of the winter’s cold and her fear that it would grip the child in her arms. But she went carefully, eyes cast down to be sure of her footing because she must not fall. There had been a dusting of snow on the cobbles when she came this way an hour before; the message had come to her then that the birth was imminent. Now that concealing whiteness had become dirty slush, slippery under her feet as her button boots splashed through it.


She came to her own back gate, shouldered through it without letting go of the child – Harry could bolt it later – and plunged once more into the black hole of her own yard. The rear wall of the house lifted in front of her and she pushed through the back door into the passage. Her boots had made little sound in the slush of the yard but each footfall on the bare boards of the passage came like a muffled drumbeat. She thought that the Wards upstairs might hear her but it did not matter. Harry Carter had heard his wife coming and as she reached the first door opening out of the passage he pulled it wide. She stepped past him into the gaslit room beyond and at last drew a full breath. She was home.


She crossed the kitchen with the table at its centre and sat down on the cracket, the little four-legged stool, in front of the coal fire. She rested her booted feet on the brass fender and laid the child down carefully on her knee. The boots dripped into the fireside and started to steam.


Harry Carter, short, broad and just a year older than his young wife, came to stand over her. He said doubtfully, ‘You’ve got it?’


Mary turned her face up to him, laughing with excitement and joy. ‘Aye, I have! And not “it” – her, a little lass!’ She cautiously, carefully eased back a corner of the shawl to peep in at the child, felt at her small face and body with a finger and said softly, ‘She’s warm as toast and sound asleep.’ She stood up, almost eye to eye with Harry but slim and thin faced, brown hair drawn back in a bun. ‘Do you want to hold her a minute?’


‘Aye.’ He held out his arms and took the child, awkward with nervousness but eager for the moment. He and Mary stood with heads bent close together. He was first to return to harsh reality: ‘Are you sure we’re doin’ the right thing?’


‘I am!’ Mary was definite. ‘A new year, a new bairn, a new life! It’s a dream come true!’


‘Mebbe. But they’re short of orders at Ballantyne’s and there’s not another ship to work on when this one’s finished. They’re laying men off. What if I get the sack?’


‘You haven’t got the sack, and if you did it would probably only be for a week or two till you got a job in one o’ the other yards. And I’ve got my job at the ropes.’


‘But that depends on the ships. If they’re not building, they’ll not want the ropes.’


‘Everything around here depends on the ships. But there’ll always be ships, they’ll always want ships and yards to build them, so stop worrying.’ Mary stood on tiptoe and kissed him and he grinned at her, then looked down at the sleeping child.


He asked, ‘What are we going to call her?’


Mary’s smile slipped away for a moment, then returned. ‘She’s already named. Her mother wants her called Chrissie.’


‘Chrissie?’ Harry thought about it then tried it again, ‘Chrissie Carter.’ He grinned. ‘Aye, that sounds all right.’ Then, serious again, ‘And you’re sure she’s ours?’


‘That she is, and no going back. Martha Tate is a single lass and the father’s let her down. She doesn’t want the bairn, she’s made that clear.’


Harry was dubious. ‘She’s a theatrical, been on the stage in London and all over. From what I’ve heard she’s no angel.’


Mary admitted, ‘I daresay she’s no better than she should be. But she’s been taken advantage of and left in the lurch.’


‘Who is the father?’


Mary shook her head. ‘I don’t know. Only that he’s from a family that owns one o’ the yards on the river, a rich man’s son. More than that, Martha won’t say.’ Now she reached up for the child. ‘But it’s time she was in bed. Come on.’


They went through into the other room, the bedroom, that faced on to the street. There was a grate in there but no fire in it and their breath stood on the air in front of them as Mary whispered, ‘Did you put the shelf in?’


‘Aye.’ Harry reached over the side of the cradle, pulled back the blankets and took out the square foot of black steel plate that was the oven shelf. Mary laid the child in its place, on the square of sheet that the plate had warmed, and tucked the covers in around her. Harry carried the plate back into the kitchen and slid it into the oven alongside the fire that heated it. Then he shut the back gate and back door, moving quietly on his toes on the boards of the passage. He turned off the gaslight and groped his way into the bedroom by the light from the kitchen fire. He paused and stooped low over the cradle for a minute, his face close to that of the sleeping child so he could just see her in the gloom. Then he undressed and climbed into bed and into Mary’s arms.


She whispered, ‘I’m that happy! I’ve always wanted a bairn and the doctor said I couldn’t have one, but now I have.’ She corrected, ‘We have.’ But then she asked anxiously, ‘Did you have your heart set on a boy?’


Harry breathed, ‘No. She’s a bonny lass.’ And later, after thinking about it, marvelling at their good fortune and worrying about this new responsibility, he wondered: ‘How could anybody give a bairn away?’


 


Martha Tate was recovering now in a similar bedroom, but this one had a fire in the grate because of the birth. There was a smell of unwashed dishes and past meals from the kitchen next door. Martha sat up in the bed and demanded, ‘Give me a drink, Aggie, and not bloody tea.’ She could be a beauty, but now was bedraggled, her face twisted sourly.


The midwife took glasses from a cupboard and lifted a bottle, squinted at it. ‘There’s a drop o’ rum left.’


‘That’ll do. Anything.’


‘Think I’ll have a drop myself. It’s been a hard night.’


Martha complained, ‘A bloody sight harder for me.’ She held out a long-fingered hand. ‘Give us that!’


Aggie poured generously and passed one glass to Martha. ‘All the best.’ She was a woman of thirty, sharp eyed and narrow faced, falsely smiling with thin lips.


Martha seized the glass. ‘Same to you.’


They sipped at the neat spirit and Martha licked her lips. ‘That’s better. Thank God that’s over. Another few days and I’ll be off. I’ve been stuck in this bloody house for months.’ At that time a woman hid her pregnancy from the world.


Aggie sniffed, reproving, ‘You were glad enough of the place when you came.’


Martha was quick to acknowledge it: ‘Ah! That I was. I couldn’t go back to my own folks in Newcastle. When they weren’t preaching at me they’d be taking every penny I’d got. And they threw me out years ago because I’d gone on the stage.’ She drank, then amended, ‘Well, they were going to but I did a flit before they could kick me out o’ the door. So I wouldn’t go back to that hole and I’m grateful to you.’


‘You’re welcome.’ Aggie added slyly, ‘And you’ll be settling up with me when you go.’


‘’Course I will.’ Martha’s upper lip curled. ‘The feller that got me like this, his father’s got plenty o’ money. If he can find it to build ships then he can find it for me. The bugger will pay through the nose.’


They both drank to that, laughing.


 


Ezra Arkenstall came two days later.


All the houses were the same. They stood in long lines on either side of the cobbled street, twenty or more in a block. There were two rooms and the passage on the ground floor, and upstairs two more rooms and, over the passage, a cubicle just big enough for a narrow bed. There was row after row of them, lying close to the River Wear because they were built to house the men who worked in the shipyards.


Arkenstall came in the evening, walking down the hill towards St  Peter’s church but turning off into one of the streets. Darkness had fallen some hours ago but he could see at the end of the street the glint of the sea under the moon. A ship was coming in between the enclosing arms of the two piers, steaming up the river towards the docks. The wind coming off the sea drove up between the rows of houses and snatched at the tails of his dark woollen overcoat. There were few people about but those who saw him stared curiously because they did not see many of his kind down there.


He was in his forties, with a pointed beard and wire-rimmed spectacles, vigorous but with the slight stoop come from long hours at a desk. The overcoat covered a well-cut suit and his boots were expensive and highly polished. He had money. He was a solicitor, senior partner in the firm of Arkenstall, Eddrington & Halliwell, though Wilfred Eddrington had died of consumption three years before.


He stopped at a front door, closed against the wind but not yet bolted for the night. He opened it without knocking because that was unnecessary in these streets. He closed the door behind him, took off his bowler hat and walked along the uncarpeted passage to the kitchen door at the rear. This time he knocked and waited.


The midwife opened the door to him and his nostrils twitched at the stale smell of cooking but he asked, ‘May I see Miss Tate, please?’


Aggie led him through the kitchen, its table laden with dirty dishes, into the bedroom. A small table stood beside the bed, holding a pack of cards, a hand of them face down, a scattering of small change, two empty bottles of stout and two half-full glasses. Martha Tate laid her own hand of cards face down on the coverlet when she saw Arkenstall and said, ‘Oh, it’s you again. I’ve been expecting you but not this quick. How did you know?’


He answered, ‘That is my business.’ He turned to the midwife and asked, ‘Will you excuse us, please?’ He watched Aggie’s back as she flounced out of the room, and saw that the door was closed behind her. Then he swung back to face Martha Tate.


Twenty years separated them but the gap seemed narrower. The woman was darkly attractive with a wide mouth, full breasts and long legs that showed through the sheets, but there was a hardness about the fine-boned face that added years. Arkenstall thought, The face of a fallen angel, then chided himself for being melodramatic.


He looked around the room and said, ‘Where is the child? Have you found it a home?’


Martha answered, ‘I have. I didn’t want her, couldn’t drag her round the halls, could I? She’s gone to a couple up the street: Carter, downstairs at number eight.’


‘A girl, then.’


‘That’s right. Now let’s get on with it.’ Her tone was brusque.


The solicitor’s lips tightened in anger but he said, ‘When I called on you a month ago it was because you had obtained an interview with my client at which you stated that you had met his son when you were appearing at the Empire Theatre here—’


Martha broke in, ‘That’s right. I’m billed as Vesta Nightingale, vocals and dance. But we’ve been through all this before.’


Arkenstall nodded. ‘But I want to ensure there is no mistake nor misunderstanding. To go on: you further alleged that the young man was the father of the child you were carrying.’


‘So he was.’


The solicitor said, ‘He has been dead for six months now and cannot deny the charge or admit it. His father does not believe it to be true.’


‘Well, he wouldn’t. But I’m telling you the truth.’ Martha Tate was defiant. She looked him straight in the eye but he was not impressed. In the courts he had seen that same direct gaze from guilty men trying to brazen it out.


He said, ‘Nevertheless, you cannot prove his paternity and my client refuses to accept liability on his behalf.’ He held up a hand as Martha opened her mouth. ‘Wait, please. Let me finish. A month ago I said my client, though denying any liability, might as an act of charity be prepared to make a once-and-for-all payment to cover the expenses of the confinement. I can now say that he is prepared to do this, provided you sign a disclaimer to the effect that his son was not the father of your child.’


Martha sneered, ‘He’s trying to buy me off!’


Arkenstall kept a hold on his temper. ‘The father is still mourning and does not want the boy’s name sullied.’ The young man had been killed in an accident in the shipyard, slipped and fallen from the deck of a ship under construction. Arkenstall wondered briefly how he would have felt in the father’s place. He himself had married late in life and his own son was barely two years old. The mere thought of losing him was horrifying. His fingers fumbled as he took the paper from his pocket. ‘I have the disclaimer here.’ He handed it to Martha and she took it but did not read it.


She demanded, ‘How much?’ Then added quickly, muttering, eyes sliding to the door, ‘Keep your voice down.’


Arkenstall said softly, ‘One hundred pounds.’


Martha licked her lips. That was more than some men earned in two years in the yards. She asked, ‘What if I don’t sign?’


Arkenstall said flatly, ‘You get nothing.’


She glared at him, ‘Suppose I took him to court or told the papers? There’s one or two reporters would love a story like that from Vesta Nightingale.’


Arkenstall would not be moved. ‘They might. But would they pay you a hundred pounds?’


Martha tried a different tack, smiled and wheedled, ‘Make it two hundred.’


But Arkenstall shook his head and said with distaste, ‘My client made it clear he would not bargain. That is his final offer.’


Martha sighed, put a hand to her brow in a theatrical gesture of weariness and gave in. ‘What can a poor girl in my position do? I’ve got to get to London to work. I’ll sign it.’


Arkenstall had one of the newfangled fountain pens in an inside pocket but he did not offer it. Martha Tate leaned out of the bed to reach a chest of drawers and took from one of the drawers a pen and a bottle of ink. Arkenstall glimpsed a packet of cheap stationery in the drawer. The letter to his client had been written on similar paper – and probably on the table in the kitchen next door.


He held up a hand, ‘One moment.’ He took the disclaimer from her and folded it so only the foot of the sheet showed, with the spaces for signatures. He opened the door and saw the midwife rising from her chair – or, he wondered, sinking hastily into it? But he called her, ‘Will you come in, please?’


Martha scratched her signature at the foot of the sheet and Aggie added hers as a witness.


Arkenstall said, ‘Thank you.’ He waited and Aggie took the hint and left the room again. When the door was closed he took an envelope from his pocket and tossed it on to the bed. ‘There are fifty pound notes in there. I will give you the balance at the station.’


Martha snatched up the envelope and counted the money, licking her finger to flick over the notes. Then she tucked the envelope away under her pillow and Arkenstall said, ‘When you register the birth – the certificate asks for the name of the father.’


She shrugged, ‘I’ll leave that empty.’


‘And the child – have you given her a name?’


Martha smiled mockingly, ‘Yes, I have. She’s Chrissie.’


Arkenstall froze in the act of putting the disclaimer in his pocket and glared at her. She smirked up at him, enjoying his anger. Then he swallowed it and buttoned his overcoat, picked up his hat. ‘Let me know when you are leaving. I will meet you at the station.’


‘I’ll do that, never you fear.’ She was still grinning as he let himself out of the bedroom.


He crossed the kitchen and the midwife held that door open for him. He paused a moment then and said softly, ‘I paid the messenger you sent to say the child had come, but this is in case he cheated you.’ He shoved a folded pound note into her hand and walked out on her muttered thanks.


In the street he took a deep breath, glad that the worst was over.


He walked up the street to number eight. All the houses were the same but this one had a front doorstep a shade whiter than most, a passage scrubbed cleaner. Letting himself in, he walked down the passage to the Carters’ door. He took off his bowler and knocked at the kitchen door again. The young woman who opened it was dark-haired and slim, a white apron knotted about her trim waist. She smiled as she peered up at him, his face in shadow from the gaslight in the passage behind him.


He asked, ‘Mrs  Carter?’


‘Yes.’ The smile faded a little as she became wary and realised he did not belong there.


He said, ‘My name is Arkenstall. I am a solicitor. I understand you have a child here and I would like to talk to you about her.’


‘What about her?’ The smile had gone now. Mary Carter’s hand had tightened on the door, ready to slam it in his face, but then she decided that would not do. Reuben Ward, father of the family who lived upstairs, might come home drunk, staggering up the passage, at any time now. She did not want him to see this man at her door. Nor did she want to answer Arkenstall’s questions there.


She opened the door wider and said reluctantly, ‘You’d better come in.’


Arkenstall entered and noted the scrubbed table, the oven that gleamed from black-leading and the clean linoleum on the floor. A stocky young man got up from an armchair beside the fire, a blanket-wrapped bundle in his arms, and Arkenstall said, ‘Mr  Carter?’


Harry’s answer was a guarded: ‘Aye.’ He, too, was suspicious of this well-dressed stranger.


Mary would not be thought ill-mannered and asked, ‘Would you like to sit down, sir?’ She indicated the other armchair on the opposite side of the fireplace.


‘Thank you.’ Arkenstall sat, bowler held on his knees, but the young couple stood, looking down at him.


Mary came straight to the point and demanded again, ‘What about Chrissie?’


Arkenstall blinked at that use of the name, silently cursed Martha Tate, but said evenly, ‘Are you aware of the claims made by the child’s natural mother as to her parentage?’


Mary’s lips pursed. ‘That I am. She didn’t give any names but I know the young feller left her in the lurch.’


Arkenstall detected her hostility but went on, ‘I represent the father of the young man accused. My client does not believe his son was responsible, nor does he accept any liability, but he wishes to ensure the child is properly cared for. He recognises your taking the child as an act of kindness and instructs me to tell you that you will never want.’


Mary asked, narrow eyed, ‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean that he is prepared to pay a reasonable allowance to cover the cost of raising the child.’


‘No!’ Mary almost shouted the word. Harry, startled, laid a hand on her arm. She took a breath, steadied herself and went on, quieter now but still definite, ‘Not a penny! We want nothing off you! If that young fly-by-night’s father has something on his conscience he can pray! He’ll get no help from us in easing it!’


Harry squeezed her arm and said gruffly, ‘Go canny now, lass.’ But the gaze he turned on Arkenstall was just as hostile as hers.


Mary put a hand over Harry’s. ‘All right, all right. But that young feller took advantage of that lass, promised her the moon then left her when she fell for the bairn.’ She eyed Arkenstall and went on, ‘My Harry’s not a boozer like some, and I’m a good manager. The bairn is ours now, with a decent home and a decent life in front of her. The rest she can leave behind. All we want from you is to get out of here and leave us alone.’


Arkenstall stood up. ‘Very well.’ They stepped aside to let him pass but he paused then and asked, ‘May I see the child?’


Mary hesitated, suspicious again. ‘She’s just been fed. I was going to put her to bed now.’ She hesitated still, but then decided, ‘I can’t see any harm in you having a look at her. Let him see, Harry.’


So Arkenstall stepped forward and peered down at the small pink face, the eyes closed, a wisp of dark hair. He did not see any resemblance to the alleged father of the child but she was only a couple of days old. As for any likeness to the mother, Martha Tate .  . . ? He decided there was not. There was only innocence in this small face. But maybe that would change as she grew – to be what?


Mary said defensively, ‘She’s clean, well fed and healthy.’


Arkenstall smiled at her. ‘I’m sure she is. But I can see that.’ He moved on to the door and opened it. He paused again for a moment then, hat in hand, to glance once more around the kitchen, comfortably warm with the fire in the grate compared to the chilly bareness of the passage. He knew that providing linoleum for the passage would be an expense shared with the family living in the three rooms above, and if they would not or could not pay . . . He said, ‘I think the child will do well with you. Good night.’


As the door closed behind him Mary moved into Harry’s encircling arm, so he held her and the child. He stroked her hair and soothed her. ‘There now, he’s gone. Calm down.’


She looked up at him, defiant. ‘I’m not sorry. I meant every word and I stand by what I said. That lass was badly done by.’


‘I believe you.’


‘You would if you’d listened to her, like I did.’


‘All right, you’ve sent him off.’ He was silent a moment, then added, ‘Mind you, one o’ these days we might wish we’d taken that money he offered.’


‘Never!’ She pushed away so she stood at arm’s length. ‘If we took that money then in a few years the father might try to claim the bairn back, and if he could show he’d paid for her keep all along because he’d meant to have her, then they might give her to him.’


‘Could they?’ Harry was appalled. ‘They’ were the courts and the law; he knew nothing of either, wished to know no more.


Nor did Mary. She shrugged. ‘I don’t know for sure, but I’ll not trust them. I’m thirty now, we’ve wanted a bairn for nearly ten years and thought we’d never have one. Now I have I’m not going to risk losing her.’


 


Arkenstall went to the railway station a week later, splashing through the puddles spotted with the falling rain. Inside the high-roofed, echoing concourse there were the mingled smells of damp serge, coal smoke, steam – and horse manure from the cabs ranked outside. Martha Tate stood by the ticket office. She wore a coat, shoes and silk stockings and a wide-brimmed hat that all looked new. So did the umbrella she held out from her side so its folds, collapsed now she was sheltered from the rain, would not drip on her finery. Arkenstall thought that there was some of the first fifty pounds he had given her; the umbrella alone must have cost four shillings. She was a handsome woman now and the heads of a number of men turned as they passed. She saw that and preened herself.


Arkenstall touched a hand to the brim of his hat. ‘Good morning.’


She sniffed, glanced out at the rain and answered, ‘Only because I’m getting out of here and back to London.’


‘You have work there?’


‘I’ll soon get some. I’m known on most o’ the halls down there,’ she said with careless confidence.


Arkenstall believed her. He had made it his business to find out about Martha Tate, billed as ‘Vesta Nightingale, Dance and Vocals’. He had learnt that she had talent but suspected it was being squandered. He took an envelope from his pocket and passed it to her.


She took it, pulled off one of her gloves with sharp white teeth and counted the banknotes inside the envelope. She held it close to her breast as if it was a child, her red lips moving. Satisfied, she put the envelope away in a handbag carried over her arm.


‘Right, then. I’m off.’ She turned towards the ticket-barrier.


Arkenstall said, ‘I went to see the child’s new parents. I think she will be happy with them.’


Martha shrugged. ‘I expect she will.’ Then defensively, ‘She wouldn’t have had much of a life wi’ me.’


Arkenstall agreed, ‘No . . . ’ He lifted a hand to his hat but she was already walking through the gate in the barrier. He finished, speaking softly to himself but the words addressed to her retreating back, ‘No, I don’t suppose she would.’


 


He could have taken a cab from the station – three of them stood outside, the horses with their heads hanging – but instead he chose to jump on a horse-drawn tram that was just starting to move away. He paid his twopence to the conductor and flipped another penny to an urchin who ran alongside turning cartwheels. He saw it caught in one quick-grasping, grubby palm and heard the yelled, ‘Thank ye!’ Then he moved inside to a seat. It was time to report to his client.


When he got down from the tram the rain had stopped and a watery sun was peeping through clouds driven on the wind. He walked now, because he welcomed the exercise and took pleasure from it, and from being quit of his office for a while. That was why he had taken the tram rather than a cab. He breathed deep of the clean air, sweet after the smoke and dust down by the river.


This was Ashbrooke, a different part of the town, where there were quiet, wide streets lined with trees and large houses. His client lived in one of those houses. It stood high and wide in its own grounds, surrounded by a high wall, with rooms on three floors and, oddly, a tower rising tall out of its centre. Arkenstall lifted his gaze to the room at the top of it. He knew that was his client’s study, where he liked to work, looking out over the intervening houses to the river and the sea. The wrought-iron gates stood open now, leading to a carriage drive which ran through a belt of trees, then a close-cut lawn, to a turning circle outside the front door.


Arkenstall walked up the drive, boot heels crunching on the gravel. A flight of six broad, shallow steps lifted up to the front door. That stood open but there was an interior door inside the porch thus formed, with a stained glass panel above a glittering brass door knob and letter-box. He yanked at the bell-pull beside the front door and waited.


He heard no sound of the bell, ringing somewhere deep in the house, but in seconds the door was opened by a maid, smart in black dress with white apron and cap. She bobbed a curtsy and held the door wide so he could pass in.


‘The master’s expecting you, sir.’ She took his hat and gloves as he removed them, then his overcoat as he shrugged out of it.


‘Thank you.’ Arkenstall followed her along the hall. There was a fragrance from a vase of flowers on a side table and a smell of floor and furniture polish. He glimpsed, through an open door on his right, the gleaming floor of the long dining-room-cum-ballroom that stretched from front to rear of the house. But the maid led him to a door on the left of the hall.


She knocked on this, opened it and announced. ‘Mr  Arkenstall, sir.’ Then stood back.


The room looked out on the front of the house. It was large and high-ceilinged, furnished with a chesterfield and several leather armchairs. There were pictures on the walls, all of ships built in the Ballantyne yard, and three round tables crowded with framed photographs, vases of flowers and an aspidistra. A big fire burned in the grate and there were two bay windows. Arkenstall’s client stood at one of these, had turned at his entrance and now came towards him.


George Ballantyne was a shipbuilder. He was in his early fifties, tall and broad-shouldered, a powerful man both physically and in the affairs of the town; a thousand men worked for him in his yard on the river. His dark hair was still thick, though greying at the temples. He was clean shaven in an age when most men wore beards, with only a thick, wide moustache above the mouth set firm. A pair of startling blue eyes looked out at Arkenstall as Ballantyne greeted him.


‘Good morning, Ezra. Have a seat. Would you like anything? Coffee?’ He neither drank nor served alcohol in his house before noon. When Arkenstall refused Ballantyne told the waiting maid, ‘Thank you. That will be all.’


The maid left, closing the door quietly behind her, and the two men sat in armchairs facing each other across the fire. Arkenstall recalled sitting at another fireside a few nights ago with two young people staring at him, defiant and suspicious. He began his report.


‘I followed your instructions. When I heard that the child was born I called on the mother  . . .’ He recounted his interviews with Martha Tate and then the Carters and finished, ‘I have just come from the station where I paid the balance of fifty pounds to Miss Tate and saw her go through to take the train to London.’ He reached into an inside pocket and passed a paper to Ballantyne. ‘That is the undertaking she signed, written in the form we agreed.’


Ballantyne glanced at it and nodded, then put it away in his own pocket. He sighed. ‘An unpleasant business.’ And when Arkenstall nodded agreement, he asked him, ‘Did you see the child?’


‘Yes.’


‘A girl, you say?’


‘Yes.’ Arkenstall hesitated a moment but then decided to get it over with. ‘The mother named her Chrissie. The Carters have honoured that.’


Ballantyne jerked upright in the chair and glared. ‘Chrissie! That damned woman! How dare she call her brat after Christopher – my son!’


Arkenstall thought she was at liberty to call the child whatever name she wished, but he did not say so. That was not the point.


‘She did it to anger me! Because she cannot prove a word of her allegations! It is no more than spite! Evil!’


Arkenstall agreed and could understand George Ballantyne’s rage. Now Ballantyne went on, ‘I refuse to believe my son fathered that child. She met him in that public house near the theatre, that cannot be denied, but he was one of a crowd. I think she became pregnant, then read of his death and decided to attempt to blackmail me. That’s the truth of the matter. I am certain my son did not . . . sleep with her.’


Arkenstall was not so sure, but thought that in his kind of work he had probably seen more of the seamier side of life than had Ballantyne. He did not say so. Instead he said, soothingly, ‘In any event, you can put it from your mind now. The woman has taken her money and gone.’


Ballantyne shook his head and growled, ‘It will not be as easy as that. I remember her from that one time she tricked her way into this house, sat in this room and tried to blackmail me! I’ll never forget her – never!’ He sat in silence for a minute or more, letting his rage subside.


Arkenstall waited for him and leaned back to let his head rest against the lace antimacassar on the back of the chair. His gaze strayed to the mantelpiece and the photograph that stood at its centre. It was a head and shoulders portrait of a young boy staring round-eyed at the camera. Arkenstall pointed and guessed, ‘Your grandson?’


George Ballantyne nodded. ‘That’s Jack, taken a week ago.’ His lips twitched in a smile. ‘He’s just two years old now.’ He lapsed into silence again while he gazed at the photograph. Then he said quietly, ‘The woman has her money, but what about the child?’


The solicitor answered, ‘I think she has found a good home. In fact, I’m sure of it. Her adoptive parents struck me as being of a good type – sober, thrifty, hard working.’


Ballantyne questioned, ‘And money?’


Arkenstall shook his head. ‘They will take nothing.’


Ballantyne sighed. ‘You made that clear  . . .’ The gravel of the drive crunched under the wheels of a carriage that drew up outside the windows, the horses nodding, a coachman on the box. Ballantyne stood up. ‘But now you must excuse me. I have to go to the yard. Richard is still in South America trying to drum up orders there for a ship or two.’ Richard was his elder son, brother to the dead Christopher. ‘So all at the yard is left to me.’ He put his arm around Arkenstall’s shoulders as they left the room. ‘I’m grateful for your help with this business, very grateful. I think we have seen the end of it now.’


They rode into town in Ballantyne’s carriage and he set Arkenstall down outside the solicitor’s office. This was in a tall, old building near the bottom of High Street East, surrounded by chandlers and merchants selling ships’ stores. Other solicitors had moved up into the town but Arkenstall preferred to stay. He went in, sat at his desk on the top floor and made notes. Faintly, muted by the glass in the tall windows that looked out over the river, came the clattering of the riveting hammers in the shipyards spread along both banks of the Wear.


Then he sat for some time lost in thought. He wondered about the two infants: the two-year-old Jack, son of a shipbuilder, grandson of another, eventual heir to the Ballantyne yard; and the newborn girl, fatherless and rejected by her mother.


George Ballantyne thought he had seen the last of the business.


Arkenstall wondered  . . .










Chapter 2


June 1897


 


Chrissie Carter laid the baby in the cradle with a confident thump, tossed the blanket over it and tucked it in with a poke of her stiffened fingers. Then she turned and laid the table for her man coming in from work for his dinner, collected her washing from the line, ironed it, picked up her basket and walked to the shops. She was three years old now.


The baby was a rag doll, the cradle and blankets just two scraps of cloth. There was an old tin plate and a spoon, but the table itself, the pots and pans, the basket, existed only in her mind. The ‘shops’ were a windowsill a dozen yards along the street from the square yard of pavement that was her ‘house’. She walked back to it with her imaginary shopping, past the other children in her part of the street, the boys playing marbles in the gutter, the girls swinging round a lamp-post, sitting in the loops of ropes tied to the top of it.


She was oblivious to them, living in her own world, a solemn little girl with a thin face and wide mouth, big, soft brown eyes and brown hair with a hint of copper in it. Like all the other little girls playing in the long street with the sea at the end of it, she wore a white pinny over her dress. And like all the other little pinnies, hers was grubby after an hour or so in the street. The smoke and grime from the chimneys overhead saw to that. The air smelt of coal fires. The boys were dressed in ragged shirts and shorts. Chrissie was shod in boots that laced up above her ankle but most of the others were barefoot, because it was summer and the sun shone. There was still a haze of smoke over the river where the yards were ranked but the men weren’t working today and the hammers were silent.


Harry Carter sat in an armchair and read the Daily Echo in the kitchen in front of the small fire which was kept going in the heat of this blazing June just to boil a kettle.


In the front room Mary, peeping through the window to watch Chrissie, called out to him, ‘She’s quiet, but quick at picking things up! You should see her now!’


Harry answered, ‘Oh, aye.’ But he was not really listening, intent on the paper. He read, ‘It says here that Victoria rules a British Empire that covers three quarters of the world.’


It was Mary’s turn to reply, ‘Oh, aye.’ But she had heard and went on, ‘I’ll fetch her in now and get her ready. It’s time we went ower the watter to see the decorations.’


Harry folded the paper carefully because it would be put away in the drawer and saved. This was the special edition marking Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee; the Widow of Windsor had reigned for sixty years.


When the three of them set out some minutes later they walked slowly, taking their time from Chrissie’s toddling pace. They were restricted anyway by the people because this Jubilee day was a general holiday and the streets were crowded. Mary wore her best outfit – she only had two – of a white blouse fastened at the neck with a pin bearing a miniature portrait of the Queen. Her dark skirt covered her ankles and a big picture hat gave her some shelter from the sun.


Harry sweltered in his dark blue serge suit, but that was all he had apart from the rough clothes he wore to work in the shipyard. He sported a badge in the lapel of his jacket, again with a picture of Victoria.


Little Chrissie was also overheated in her best – and only – outfit of a jacket and a skirt that came down below her knees, stockings and button boots. A hat like Mary’s, wide brimmed and beflowered, perched precariously on her dark head. None of them was used to this weather and it found them unprepared.


‘By, it’s hot!’ Mary took Chrissie’s hand. They had crossed the bridge from Monkwearmouth on the north shore over the river into the town and the crowds had thickened. Flags hung from poles above every shop and building while strings of gaily coloured bunting crisscrossed the streets. Everyone they saw wore a badge or buttonhole, necktie or favour of patriotic design, red, white and blue and usually featuring a picture of the Queen.


Chrissie demanded, ‘I want to go into Mowbray Park, Mam!’ She braced her feet on the pavement and hauled on Mary’s hand.


Harry grinned and mopped at the sweat on his face with a red and white spotted bandanna. ‘She knows what she wants.’


‘Aye, she does.’ Mary agreed and then threatened, though joking, ‘And I know what she’ll get!’ But then she added with feeling, ‘Still, we’ll be able to breathe in there.’


 


Jack Ballantyne dressed himself now that he was five, struggling into the white sailor suit that Jenkinson, his nurse, had put out for him. He was not long out of skirts, as was the custom of the day, and still getting used to the new arrangement of buttons. Amy Jenkinson came into the nursery in time to tie his shoelaces, her old knees cracking as she knelt in front of him. He grinned at her.


‘Thank you. My fingers get mixed up.’ He was a big boy, tall for his age, with the clear, pale blue eyes of his grandfather and unruly black hair that Amy dampened with water and brushed into order.


She answered patiently, ‘You’ll get the hang of it, Master Jack. Just give yourself time.’ She had learnt patience looking after her own brothers and sisters, then put it to use caring for other infants. Amy Jenkinson had never married. There was a surplus of women and elderly spinsters were not uncommon. Over the years she had been nurse to a succession of children, some ‘right little terrors’. She had been sworn at, kicked, scratched and falsely accused of assault. She had survived it all, for twenty pounds a year and her keep. But Master Jack would be her last.


‘He’s a canny little bairn. Quick-tempered little divil sometimes but no viciousness in him.’ She had cared for his father, Mr  Richard, and his uncle, Mr  Christopher, that was killed in the yard. And their father, the old man himself, George Ballantyne, had promised her a pension that would be enough for her to live on. When Master Jack went to boarding school in a year or two she would go to live with her widowed sister.


She did not complain. ‘If I’d got wed I’d have had bairns o’ my own, mebbe, and mebbe a man that punched me round the house every Saturday night when he came home drunk.’ She had the example of another sister there.


Now she took young Jack for his walk. He trotted ahead of her or dallied behind as she left Richard Ballantyne’s house and strolled along the tree-lined streets to Mowbray Park. On the way they passed George Ballantyne’s house and Jack ran into the drive, staring up at the tower pointing at the sky like a finger. Amy called him, ‘Where do you think you’re going, Master Jack?’


He squinted into the sunlight, peering up at the tower room. ‘I’m looking for Grandad!’


‘You might see him tonight. Mr  George is coming to your house for dinner. Now you come out o’ there and behave yourself or you go home.’


Jack obeyed in the face of this warning and they walked on. There were several strollers, although most people who passed rode in open carriages driven by coachmen. The gentlemen wore top hats and the ladies held parasols to protect them from the sun. Amy and Jack caught glimpses of the beflagged buildings of the town but did not go down into its crowds and turned instead into the park.


Jack ran along the paths in the cool shade cast by the trees and clambered over the old cannon captured in the Crimea. Amy grabbed him when he slithered off the barrel that had been polished by the trousered behinds of thousands of boys. Then they walked around the pond with its ducks. A low, colonnaded wall ran along the side of the pond, with stone lions mounted on it at intervals. Jack scrambled up and sat on the back of one of these while Amy rested on a bench a few yards away.


After a minute or two he looked down and saw a small girl in a big hat and button boots staring up at him out of dark eyes. They looked at each other for a moment then Jack asked, ‘Do you want a ride?’


Chrissie nodded. ‘Yes, please.’


Jack swung one leg over to join the other and slid down the smooth stone side of the lion to land beside her. Chrissie put up her arms but was too short and Jack said, ‘I’ll push you up.’ So between them, Chrissie grabbing at handholds and Jack shoving with his two hands on her bottom, she wriggled on to the back of the lion then sat up astride it.


She sat there catching her breath, but only for a moment. Mary Carter came hurrying and demanded, ‘What are you doing, climbing about the place in your good clothes?’ And as she saw the water of the pond, an inch or two deep on the other side of the lion: ‘Suppose you fell in?’ She thrust past Jack and whisked Chrissie off the lion, set her on her feet and shook down her skirt.


Harry Carter soothed, ‘She was only having a ride and not doing any harm.’


But Mary was adamant. ‘She shouldn’t be climbing about when she’s out dressed. Now come on.’ She took Chrissie’s hand and led her away.


Jack watched her go, saw her turn once to look back at him, then she was gone. He scrambled back on to the lion and forgot about her.


 


Later that afternoon, Mary Carter sidled past Reuben Ward, her upstairs neighbour, who sat unshaven and unwashed on the front doorstep, sunning himself and grinning drunkenly. His wife was not to be seen, hiding inside the house and not showing her face. Mary had glimpsed her earlier and seen one slitted eye peering out from a black-bruised cheek.


Mary held Chrissie by the hand and saw the Ward children, Ted, Frank and their sister Ida, running ahead. Chrissie wore her best again but the Wards, like most of the other children they found waiting in a crowd outside the National School, wore patched dresses and pinnies, ragged shirts and shorts. Nearly all were barefoot in the heat.


The party had been organised for children of the neighbourhood by local businessmen and their ladies, to celebrate Victoria’s Jubilee. When the doors of the school were opened at last the children elbowed their way in to see tables piled with plates of thickly sliced bread and butter, slabs of cake. They were marshalled into place and held their hands together as the grace was spoken. Then they gorged themselves, sat solemnly still as the businessmen delivered patriotic speeches, then cheered ‘Her Majesty’. Every child was given a Jubilee mug bearing a picture of Victoria and all those of school age were presented with a Jubilee medal as well.


Afterwards there were games like Oranges and Lemons, and dancing to a piano and a fiddle. Chrissie stayed by Mary, watching the games solemnly, until Frank Ward ran out of the crowd, grabbed her hand and pulled her away.


He called to Mary, ‘I’ll look after her, Mrs  Carter!’


Mary hesitated but let him take Chrissie into the crowd. She watched and saw Chrissie skipping, still solemn, between Frank and Ted Ward, then suddenly laughing, her face alive. Mary smiled just to see her.


And when Mary put her to bed that night Chrissie murmured sleepily, happily, ‘It was a lovely party, Mam.’


 


Little Jack Ballantyne did not have a party. His grandfather came to visit him in the nursery with the brightly daubed, long-tailed rocking-horse and the coal fire crackling brightly inside its guard of iron and polished brass. George Ballantyne stayed for a few minutes, after Jack had eaten his supper with Amy Jenkinson and before he went to bed. She had told him, ‘You can stay up a little bit tonight because your grandad is coming to fetch your mammy to his party.’ That was good enough for Jack. He had grown up not expecting to see much of his father. Richard Ballantyne spent most of his time travelling the world hunting for orders for the yard. When he was home he saw his little son for only a few minutes each day. Jack was much more familiar with the older, stern-faced George.


Richard was away now and George had come this evening to take his daughter-in-law to the Jubilee party he was giving at his own house. There would be some sixty guests for dinner followed by dancing to an orchestra. Most of the guests were local dignitaries and their wives, with a sprinkling of officers from the local garrison.


As usual, George brought a present for Jack. This time it was a box of lead soldiers. The old man sat on a straight-backed chair by the nursery fire and Amy stood by the door, both of them watching as Jack played, fighting imaginary battles, until Hilary Ballantyne, tall, slender and full-breasted, entered and said, ‘I’m ready.’


She was a beauty, dressed in a silken gown that showed off her bosom and the long line of her legs. She carried a cashmere shawl in case the evening became chill and pulled on long silken gloves as she stood in the doorway. ‘Give me a kiss, Jack.’


He went to her obediently and smelt the heady fragrance of her as she stooped, pecked quickly at his cheek and said, ‘There, off you go.’


‘Goodnight, Mama.’


But she had already gone, leaving him standing by the open door. Amy pulled him aside so George Ballantyne could pass. He ruffled the boy’s hair as he did so. ‘Goodnight, Jack.’


‘Goodnight, Grandad.’ He moved forward to watch them go down the stairs but Amy Jenkinson took over then and shut the door, cutting them off from his sight.


‘Time for bed now, Master Jack.’


As George paced along the hall at Hilary Ballantyne’s side he asked, ‘Have you heard from Richard?’


She answered vaguely, ‘I had a letter some time this last week. He’s in Rio de Janeiro or some such place.’


George supplied gently, ‘Buenos Aires.’ Richard wrote a business report to him at the end of each week.


‘As you say.’ Hilary closed the subject carelessly and said, ‘Thank you, Simpson,’ as the maid bobbed in a curtsy and opened the front door. As Hilary walked down the steps to George Ballantyne’s waiting carriage she flipped her shawl around her shoulders, but not because she was cold: she was shivering with excitement.


 


The nursery was on the top floor of three and at the front of the house. Jack woke some time after midnight when the carriage returned. As the rattle, squeak and jingle of it ceased he could hear the soft snoring of Amy Jenkinson. The old nurse slept in the next room with her door open an inch or two. Jack got out of bed in his nightshirt and crept out to the head of the stairs. From there he saw the front door opened by Betty Simpson, the only servant left awake, and that for the purpose of attending the mistress of the house on her return.


Hilary Ballantyne appeared in the doorway at the top of the steps and turned then to say, ‘Thank you,’ to her father-in-law. ‘I’ve spent a most pleasurable evening.’


George Ballantyne answered, ‘I hope that chap Davenham didn’t make a nuisance of himself. The Careys asked if he could come with them. He’s some distant relative of theirs. I don’t know much about him except that he has pots of money. But I gather you’ve met before?’


Slim shoulders moved under the cashmere shawl as Hilary replied casually, ‘At the Careys’. I had tea with them one day and he was there.’ She laughed. ‘He was becoming tiresome this evening but I was civil because I thought he might be a business acquaintance you were fostering.’


George Ballantyne shook his head. ‘Not likely. That young man’s only business is pursuing a life of pleasure.’ Then as his daughter-in-law shivered, ‘But you’re feeling a chill now. Better get inside. Goodnight.’


‘Goodnight, and thank you again.’ Hilary stepped back with a wave of the hand. Betty Simpson closed the front door and Jack heard the crunch of hooves and wheels on the gravel as his grandfather’s carriage rolled away, puzzled by what he had heard.


Hilary Ballantyne let the shawl slip down to hang over one arm and smiled at the maid. ‘That will be all, Simpson. I have one or two things to do, but you can go to bed.’


‘Thank you, ma’am. Goodnight.’ Betty Simpson ducked in another curtsy and then walked off with a rustle of skirts to the rear of the house and the back stairs leading up to the servants’ rooms under the roof. Hilary Ballantyne watched her go but stayed in the middle of the hall directly under the light.


Jack wondered vaguely if there was going to be another party, but this time in the house below? He yawned, shuddered as he felt the night’s coolness on his bare legs. And his knees were beginning to ache with his weight resting on them so he stood up, about to go back to bed. It never occurred to him to go down to his mother. If he needed comfort he would call for Amy Jenkinson.


But something held him then as he stood peering through the banister rails. Was it the silence of the house so he could hear clearly the slow ticking of the clock down there in the hall? Or Hilary Ballantyne’s stillness as she stood facing the door now, with head lifted and slightly turned as if listening – or waiting?


Jack heard no sound outside but then there came the softest tapping at the front door, that only came up to him because of that silence, that stillness. And now Hilary Ballantyne moved, quickly, her hand reaching up to the thin chain dangling from the gaslight. She tweaked it and the light faded and died. Jack blinked, then saw a strip of grey light from outside as the door was opened by his mother. That light was almost blotted out at once as someone came in and the door closed again, softly.


He could see nothing now in the sudden darkness, nor could those in the hall below. He heard the rap as a shoe kicked against a chair, then whispers soft as a breath and the slightest creaking of the carpeted stairs. As they came closer, up to the floor below his, he could hear the silken sliding of the dress, see the gleam of a white shirt-front hovering like a ghost in the gloom. The door of his mother’s room opened. Simpson had lit the light in there when she heard the carriage turn into the drive, and Jack saw the figures of his mother and the tall man with her outlined against that rectangle of light. Then the door closed behind them and he was left in darkness again.


Jack decided there was to be no party. He turned and padded quickly back to his bed, huddling down into the warm nest he had made for himself. He had not seen the man’s face but it had not been his grandfather. He could see the box of soldiers Grandad had given him; Amy Jenkinson had let him bring them in to lie by his bed through the night. He would be able to play with them in the morning.


He drifted off to sleep. Neither he nor anyone else heard Guy Davenham leave before the dawn, creeping down the stairs and letting himself out of the front door. He left Hilary Ballantyne sleeping and sated. Across the river Chrissie slept in the cot in the corner of the front room while her parents were in the bed.


 


Next day Chrissie did not remember the boy she had met in the park. Jack Ballantyne remembered her and reminded Amy Jenkinson, ‘I helped that little girl up on to the lion.’


‘Did you, Master Jack? You were a good boy. Now eat your porridge.’


He remembered his mother’s homecoming, too, but for some reason did not ask about that, and forgot it in a day or two. He was simply bewildered when she disappeared from his life a month later.


His grandfather came to the house, took the boy on his knee and told him, ‘You’re coming to live with me, Jack.’


As he played on the nursery floor with the soldiers his grandfather had given him he was conscious of some whispering between Simpson, Jenkinson and the others. He overheard a muttered, ‘She’s run off with him,’ and, ‘Poor little lamb.’


He was vaguely aware that he was being cuddled by Amy Jenkinson more than usual and he was glad of that. He felt no sense of loss. His mother had gone away just as his father did. Father returned now and again so presumably Mother would, too. Meanwhile he had Grandad and Jenkinson and he was content.


He went to live in the big house with the tall tower.










Chapter 3


March 1900


 


‘Now, we’ve got to get ready in a minute but I have some ironing I want to do.’ Mary Carter set the smoothing iron on the glowing fire and went on, ‘And we need something for your dad’s tea. Put your coat on and run up to the shops and get him a kipper.’


Chrissie was six years old now, brown eyes still large in the thin face. She had been at school over a year and all that time had helped Mary about the house, washing, cleaning and cooking. But she still had to stand on the stool to work on the table.


She needed the coat in the street. A wind was blowing up from the sea, bitterly cold, nipping at nose and ears. It had driven the gulls inland and they swooped and soared above, their mewing rising high above the metallic clamour from the yards. The sun was down and the lamplighter doing his rounds with his long pole, switching on the gas for the lights. The yards would cease work soon and Harry Carter would come home for his tea. Mist and shadows together clothed the tombstones in the churchyard of St  Peter’s at the end of the street.


An old woman stood on the doorstep of the house next door, peering shortsightedly. She had only moved into the downstairs rooms of that house a few days ago. Mary had told Harry, Chrissie listening, that she was ‘Old Mrs  Collins’, a widow. That was all Chrissie knew.


Now the old woman called, ‘Will you go a message for me? Me rheumatism’s that bad wi’ this wind, Ah canna get out.’


Chrissie knew about rheumatism, had heard Mary talk of other people in the street who suffered from it. Just as she knew about drunkenness and violence: she had seen Reuben Ward stagger by and crawl up the stairs, had heard his wife cry out and seen her battered face. Chrissie offered, ‘I’m just going up to the shops.’


Ada Collins peered at the thin, serious little face, pink cheeked now from the wind. ‘There’s a bonny lass. I’ll give you something for going.’


She held out a tin can with a lid and a wire carrying-handle, the same sort of can used by Harry Carter to carry his tea to work. ‘Look in the back door of the Pear Tree and get me a gill o’ beer. Can you do that?’


‘Yes, missus.’ Chrissie took the can and a penny from the old woman and started up the street.


She bought the kipper then went into the Bottle and Jug, a narrow little bar at the back of the Pear Tree public house, and got a half-pint of beer pumped into the can. When she delivered it to Mrs  Collins the old woman said, ‘There’s a good lass. Here’s a ha’penny for going.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Collins.’


Chrissie told her mother, ‘Mrs  Collins gave me a ha’penny for running a message for her.’


Mary Carter gave the child an affectionate pat. ‘Put it in your box.’ But then she went on to order, ‘Next time you do something for her, tell her you don’t want anything for going, because she’s an old woman on her own, living off a little bit of a pension. Don’t tell her that, mind! Now I’ll cook that kipper for your dad then I’ll get you ready to go out. I don’t want to be late.’


She had been given the chance to earn a few shillings that evening and had grabbed it. Harry had been on short time working since Christmas and Mary could only work while Chrissie was at school. So she picked up a few hours’ cleaning work here and there but it was poorly paid. She was a good manager of the household budget and they always had enough to eat, but some extra money was welcome.


A half-hour later Mary had paid her three halfpence and she and Chrissie were aboard one of the new electric trams, grinding across the bridge from Monkwearmouth into the town on the south shore. They were on their way to the Ballantyne house in Ashbrooke. The war in South Africa was lurching on its disastrous way. The Boers had surrounded the town of Ladysmith for three months and news of its relief had arrived only a day or two ago. There had been scenes of wild celebration. Now George Ballantyne was giving a thanksgiving party for some friends, extra staff would be needed and Mary was one of the girls who had been recruited.


She and Chrissie walked up from the tram stop in the darkness under the branches of the trees spread across the street, hurrying from one yellow gas lamp to the next. The wind had dropped now and the night was not so cold. They were further from the river and the sea, and more sheltered. They could see open fields through the wooded gaps between the big, widely spaced houses.


Mary said, ‘You want to look out. You might see rabbits around here.’


‘Rabbits!’


‘Or maybe a fox.’


Chrissie’s head turned continually after that. There wasn’t a rabbit or a fox within a mile of the shipyards and the street where she lived. The only grass near the street was in the churchyard.


They came upon the house through the tradesmen’s gate, then followed the tracks cut through the gravel of the drive by the horses and carts of the butchers and grocers who had preceded them. Chrissie caught her first glimpse of the house through the trees, wide and high with tall, ranked rectangles of windows blazing with light. And there was the tower standing high and black against the sky with one lone light in a window at its top. She was never to forget that first sighting.


But now they went on, around the side of the house, and entered the kitchen at the rear. They stepped into seeming bedlam. Most of one wall of the big room was taken up by the kitchen range, set into the chimney breast. The kitchen table, scrubbed white, covered half the floor area. It was a place of heat, steam, the smell of roasting meat and voices raised above the clatter of pans and plates. Mrs  Tyndall, the cook, a queen in her profession and so earning more than thirty pounds a year, worked furiously. She was helped by three nimble-fingered maids, pressed into service as assistant cooks. There were to be a dozen courses to choose from, including duck, salmon and lamb, and accompanied by a half-dozen different wines. The evening would cost George Ballantyne a good seventy pounds.


He did not mind. He was celebrating but not triumphant and said frankly, ‘I’ll just be damned glad when the war is over.’ But it would blunder on for another two years.


Betty Simpson had been taken on by George Ballantyne when his son Richard closed down his own house after the flight of his wife Hilary. Now Betty stood in a corner of the kitchen by the door leading to the front of the house, from where she marshalled the extra girls hired to ‘wait on’ for the evening. There were already eight or nine and Mary crossed with a whisk of skirts to join them. She already wore her best high-necked black dress and now stripped off her coat and hung it on a hook by the door. She pulled a white apron, like that worn by the other girls, out of her bag and knotted it deftly in the small of her back.


 


The single light at the top of the tower had come from the window of the crow’s nest. A ship’s captain had named the room thus after visiting George Ballantyne. From here he could look over the roofs of the town, down into the yards along the river and out to the sea beyond. He had built it for that reason. He lived by the sea. He was a builder of ships.


For a man of his wealth the room was simply furnished. There was a desk close to the window and two leather armchairs before the fire. A thick rug covered most of the polished floor while bookshelves and glass-cased models of ships he had built crowded the walls. The room smelt of leather and polish.


He was a little greyer now but still tall and straight, handsome in full evening dress of tails and starched shirt front. The town below was a sprinkling of lights, the sea a black and dull silver blanket. In this room he found the solitude of standing on a mountain top. He had always been a solitary man, more so after the death of his wife, a loving companion for twenty years. She had died out there when the packet from Hamburg foundered in winter gales.
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