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			One

			Northumberland, October 1909

			It was dark by mid-­afternoon and the wind got up. It was a bitter wind, off the sea, which cut into every bared inch of her and there was not much of that, just the middle part of her face. Her hands were stuck well into the pockets of her coat. She stopped regarding the state of the weather or the feel of it against her skin after a while because none of the others complained, they just stood there listening to the tide ebbing away. Somehow it seemed worse that it should be an outgoing tide and it made a difference. An incoming tide brought the fishermen home. An outgoing tide seemed to take everything with it.

			Long after darkness fell completely, long after the lights came on in the little houses beyond the beach the women stood there and others drifted down to the shore, mostly old men when their meal was finished, when their children were abed. Some of them had stood all afternoon, the women better than the men, women it seemed could be still for ever, men would shift and take their hands from their pockets because there was nothing to do but wait and they were no good at waiting.

			

			Shona felt as though she had spent a lifetime waiting for James to come home and each night there he had been, the boat on the skyline or he would catch her unawares in good weather and be at the house before she could rush down to the beach, her hair and long skirt flying, and he would pretend to scold, saying that she was no good woman to him, that she did not look for him to come back to her. He had said that he would always come back to her. It was not a sensible thing for a fisherman, a sailor or a pitman to say, it was not, she reflected now, a sensible thing for any man to say to any woman or the other way round.

			Minutes had turned into weeks and yet strangely it did not matter. You could not move because there was no homecoming, you could not think of anything but that the boat might come into sight at any second and it would be the second when relief felt warm, when you scorned yourself for ever believing it could go wrong, just another second, then another second.

			Nobody would move in case they should miss the vital second, as though if they were not there it could not happen. The boat would come into sight, the world would change. As long as you believed, everything would be all right, so the ministers said, yet they were not the ministers of the church where the fisher folk went, so James always said, because ministers in fishing villages used their words more carefully. They were not in the habit of making promises.

			

			The other boats had come back, the first two almost on time, the next one later, the fourth a long time after that so when it made its way towards the beach the women gasped with terror and with pleasure because they did not know then whose boat it was.

			More men safe, more shaken heads and silence and the downcast eyes, concentrating on pulling the coble up the beach out of the way, the waves beneath it with a kind of intake of breath noise as the shingle became firm and the water receded.

			One by one, when it was quite dark, when the tide had gone all the way out and come almost all the way in so that she had had to move back to avoid getting her feet wet so many times that she had lost count, the women were persuaded to their houses by their mothers or their sisters. She had neither mother nor sister to collect her, his mother was there but did not speak, did not acknowledge her, and Shona stood long afterwards because there was nothing to go home for.

			It was only when she had retreated as far back as the soft sand at the top of the beach that she heard a movement behind her and knew it for Collum’s tread that she turned around and saw his shadow. There was no moon but she would have known his form anywhere, tall and slender as James was, but he stood as though he was not welcome, a hesitancy about him somehow, he had always looked as though he belonged somewhere else and had just happened in, it was what they had in common, she thought.

			

			He and James had had a boat together once and then they had quarrelled when James had brought her to the village.

			They had not spoken since. Collum had got his own boat. James had called him ‘that ignorant bloody mick’ which was both insulting and inaccurate since Collum’s family had been settled there for generations and were Methodists, and hired another man in his place but always she felt there was room in the boat where Collum should have been and James was aware of it.

			When he stood in the boat he moved around Collum’s invisible presence. They had been boys together. She was sorry she had come between them, not least because she often saw him in the street and he looked and smiled though never spoke of course, nobody spoke to her, and there was about his look a longing so that she knew he liked, even admired, her and was remembering what they had all been and were no longer and none of it could be retrieved.

			‘He’s lost, you know it,’ Collum said now, his voice as unsteady as the waves just below her feet.

			

			She said nothing.

			‘Come back up then, eh?’

			James had called his boat ‘Rainbow’s Girl’ as though she and the boat were in direct competition, as if the boat had somehow won and the boat was a bigger whore than any woman had been and was her enemy, she had known from the beginning. She had wished she could ever have asked him to do a safer job, a different one, but you didn’t fall in love with a fisherman and then wish he was a landsman. It would have made him laugh and she was too proud to tell him that she feared for him each time he went out, that she had never got used to what he did, that the waiting was hard. Now it would never end. The boat and the sea had won.

			 

			The morning of the funeral she looked around her tidy little house and could not bear to think of it without him. He was never coming back and she did not know what to do. Nobody would take her in, she had no friends, she had hoped one day that they would move to some other place where they would be better received but she had known always that he would never go, this was where the sea called him. The boat and the men in the boat who did not even socialize with him now and the sea were his whole life beyond her and she had stood it because of him even though so many times it had been impossible.

			

			Before she left the house some instinct made her go into the bedroom and take every penny that she had and stuff it into her purse, the savings that she had accumulated over the years. She felt insecure now as never before and wanted the money on her for the comfort. She could trust no one. She did not honestly think anyone would come into her house, they would all be at the funeral and their minds were on the tragedy which had befallen them, but somehow she was unwilling to go anywhere and leave the money behind so she took it and put her purse and James’s wallet deep into her coat pocket beneath her gloves.

			Shona understood at least a little why in some places it was fitting only for the men to go to the funerals while women busied themselves with teacups and children and food, but she had no place among the women here either. She thought she would never eat again, would never feel anything beyond this ghastly loss.

			She was the only woman. The men ignored her. She didn’t mind, she was there for James. She stood apart now, walked right down to the front of the little church, she didn’t even have to make herself do it, it came naturally to her, where the coffins stood at the front.

			It was her right, she felt, she didn’t care what their customs were, she had never been one of them anyway, she had nothing to lose. There was silence, no organ played in such a place, it was the plainest church that she had ever seen, whitewashed inside and stone built without, and it had housed the funeral of many a fisherman before this.

			

			James had not been inside that church since he had brought Shona back to the village so many years ago and sometimes he would say that it didn’t matter, he knew his God.

			He must know his God a lot better by now, Shona thought with a sigh as she sat down in the front pew and watched the coffins, she sang the hymns which had been chosen by other people, listened to the minister talking about the men in glowing ways such as nobody had ever done before and she put her head down when the tears threatened.

			The church stood at the head of the bay and the churchyard beyond it and this was where the procession with the coffins went after the service. She walked, away from the men, into the bright sunshine of the autumn morning and watched from beneath the trees. It was a surprisingly warm October day, warmer than many of the summer days had been, and a mild breeze blew there up on the hillside. From there she could see the sea so blue and the sky paler and little white clouds far up.

			Buried in sight of their loved and hated water were master mariners and fishermen, their wives, their daughters and their sons, some of them old, some of them children and many of them like this, drowned at sea. Beyond and below was the village, the little rooftops glistening in the sunshine and the sand dunes and the tall green spiky grass and the little ways to the beach made by the constant feet of children over the years so that they could jump on to the beach, watch from there for the boats coming home.

			

			It was a busy funeral, the men were so well known, people came from miles around and those who could not get into the church lined the streets and stood there with bowed heads as though it helped and it did, she pictured it afterwards as she made her way home.

			She expected to be alone at the cottage, none of her neighbours would call. She was still the outsider, even after fifteen years. She had been back inside but a few minutes when the door opened and James’s brother strode into her house in a way in which he had never done before. He had with him one of his friends, another fisherman, she couldn’t remember his name.

			‘Ma wants her furniture,’ his brother said.

			She stood staring at him and without any further conversation he propped open the door with one of her kitchen chairs and went into the living room and came back with an ornate little table.

			‘You can’t take that.’

			He ignored her and continued carrying it outside and she ran after him and got in his way so that he stopped. He walked around her and when she got in the way again he merely pushed her aside and loaded the little table, flat side down, on a large cart.

			

			‘You have no right.’

			‘Don’t get in my road,’ and when she did he pushed her aside again so brusquely that she fell against the cart and hurt her hip.

			She got up and went back inside, thinking only that she had knives in her kitchen drawer and that she had to stop him somehow but she was just in time to see the other man empty the contents of her kitchen drawers into a big sack and when she shouted at him he merely grinned.

			‘Any time you want a man, love, you know where I am,’ he said. ‘You’ll be gasping for it in a week, the sort of lass you are.’

			She recognized him, married with four small children, and she could smell beer on his breath and his teeth were dirty and gapped and she backed away then, afraid.

			They loaded up the furniture on the cart and it was more than she could bear to object further, she stood there, dumb, watching.

			They even took the bedclothes, including a quilt in blue and yellow which she and James had bought in Alnwick on a special day away. They took the china from the cupboards and pans from the stove. When they had finished there was nothing left to sit on except a small stool.

			

			Jack smiled, looking about him to make sure he had cleared the place. At the door was a mat which she used to prevent mud and dirt from getting into the house. He even lifted that and as he swept out of the house and banged the door something fell from the underside of it. He didn’t look back so he didn’t see it, but then it was only a letter.

			When she had closed the door behind the two men there was nothing to do but go and pick it up. She listened as the cart trundled away with almost everything she possessed.

			She stood, wondering what on earth she was going to do now. There was not sufficient wood to make a fire and the bright October afternoon was fast descending into darkness. Usually she loved these times, James would be coming home to her, she would be preparing a meal, the fire would be blazing up and she had enjoyed night wrapping its fingers around the little village as the lamps were lit and all was quiet.

			She remembered the letter. They got very few, there was no need, nothing which was of the world concerned them beyond the village. She went across and picked it up and it was very official-­looking so that it scared her but then everything that could go wrong, even her own comfort and safety, had gone so what was there to be afraid of ?

			She was suddenly very weary, had there been a bed to sleep in she thought she would have taken off the outer layer of her clothes and sunk beyond the lovely blue and yellow quilt.

			

			The letter was cream and oblong and the paper was thick. She pulled out the single sheet inside. It was from a solicitors’, Hedley, Jameson and Hedley, and there was an address in Durham City.

			But what worried her more than the fact that these people were solicitors – she had never had anything to do with solicitors before and she felt the sudden draught of James’s absence – was the date on the headed letter, it was February 10th. She felt a flash of guilt over her own shoddy housekeeping for however many times she had swept around the mat and even sometimes under it she felt sure and she had lifted it and taken it out and banged it against the wall a dozen times and more – this had somehow been there all that time.

			She read on and then she went over and sat down on the little stool and she looked through the words again to make sense of them.

			The letter was to inform her that her father had died and Mr Hedley would be glad if she would call at his office at her earliest convenience. ‘Earliest’ made her smile involuntarily and she felt guilt again. She had felt so many different sorts of guilt lately that she didn’t mind somehow. It was just another reason to make her feel worse.

			

			She sat there for so long that the room became dark and then, going about picking up her clothes in the bedroom, there was nothing much left, just a few items which Jack had discarded, she took the one bag she had and folded them into it and then she put on her coat, put the letter safely inside the bag and ventured outside.

			The wind almost took her breath away. It was a bitterly cold night now and clear and so many stars twinkling above her that it was unseemly somehow for the sky to be so beautiful and then she remembered James lying in a cold patch of earth and she hurried along three doors to where Collum and his family lived and she banged on the door.

			His mother opened it. They had not met that day because Ida, like the other village women, had not gone to the funeral and would know now full well that Shona had broken yet another rule and gone to the church with the men.

			‘Could I – could I speak with Collum?’ She needed somebody to talk to so badly.

			Ida closed the door and came outside.

			‘I’m afraid you cannot,’ she said.

			‘Is he not at home?’

			Ida looked sorry for her for a moment or two and then her eyes hardened.

			‘You have nothing to do with my son, Shona, and I’m glad of it. I knew no good would come of it when James brought a lass here from some other place and now look.’

			

			Shona stared. What could she mean?

			‘The only time I have seen Collum was when he came down to the beach that day.’ She couldn’t go on. ‘That day’ had been the worst of her life. ‘I just need some help. I need—’

			‘This is all your fault,’ Ida said and then Shona understood and was horrified.

			They were blaming her for what had happened. It must be somebody’s fault, it always was, and they could not take it out on the sea, the October tides, the waves which at this season of the year spread and crashed up the beach like avenging animals.

			‘Can I come inside just for a few moments?’

			‘We can’t afford to have James’s family involving us in what has happened. They never liked you and after what you have done nobody will take you in. You have a home to go to presumably. Go to it. You have no place here. Your cottage will be given to Robbie Arnison, God knows he’s waited long enough for one,’ and she closed the door.

			Shona struggled against the wind, back down the row and inside the shelter of the cottage where she and James had been so happy and where now there was nothing left. She had not even the means of making a cup of tea.

			She sat by the window on the little stool, wrapped in her coat with her bag and purse beside her, and waited for dawn. It would be a long time but since James had died she had not slept or eaten, just made endless cups of tea and watched the day give way to night and the night to day.

		

	
		
			

			Two

			Durham, 1909

			It had been January when the man had collapsed outside Darling’s bank in the Market Place of Durham City. Harry had been in his office and Miss Piers, his secretary, had rushed through with nothing more than, ‘Oh come quickly, Mr Darling, somebody’s hurt.’

			As though he could be in the least bit useful where people and their ailments were concerned, Harry thought impatiently as he ran through the wide hall of the building and out into the bitter wind.

			He silently cursed Miss Piers for coming straight to him instead of giving the message to any one of half a dozen employees she must have had to pass on her way but then that was Miss Piers for you, she probably thought he had control over these things, and then he saw the crowd beginning to gather. Incidents like this had happened before, it was as if people got almost to his door for succour and then their courage failed them and they could not approach him for help.

			

			Sometimes he felt that people thought of him like the sanctuary knocker on the door of the cathedral, that if they got as far as his bank everything would be all right and they could breathe for a time. Sometimes, they were right. This time however the man had not been so fortunate.

			He died even as Harry bent over him, without a word, without another breath, and Harry had a desire to take the man up from the pavement so that he would not die on the cold stone where a few thick square flakes of snow were already beginning to fall with perfect and appalling timing. The pavement was wet, the man had possibly slipped and hit his head but there was no blood. Harry did not want him to die alone but he had already done so, oblivious to the curious crowd who hovered above him, forming a circle just a little way back because they did not really want to be involved, all they wanted was to go home to their neighbours and recount the incident and no doubt tell of the bank manager kneeling in the wet street – ruining his good suit, Harry thought, but nobody else would care.

			He felt instantly bereft as though there was something more he could have done, as though he could have attempted rescue, used the magic which folk thought doctors and solicitors and even bank managers somehow had to improve their lives, their poverty, their failing businesses, the grimness of the back streets, the lack of work, the awful labour which was offered them. It was not much of a life, he thought, for most people. Sometimes, he thought grimly, the doctor could help in circumstances like these but the man was beyond it.

			

			He stayed there until the doctor came, a little Scotsman called Menzies who proclaimed that the man was dead and then they carried the body into a back room behind the closed doors of the bank. Luckily Miss Piers had had the sense to remove the people who were waiting to see him from the reception into another room so the place was deserted. Even the clerks had gone. They were probably glad of his absence so that they could make tea and eat biscuits and talk.

			‘Know him?’ Menzies said when they were alone.

			Harry shook his head and then looked closer and realized that he did and it was a shock and he went on staring but the doctor was already closing his bag, muttering about undertakers and the cost to the local authority and he was gone in moments to his next case.

			Harry tried to go back to work but he couldn’t concentrate. He sat at his desk all the way through his dinner hour at midday which he never took, unlike his employees who came and went to and from the building at various times, chatting and laughing, and he envied them their friendliness. He sat well into the afternoon as the winter day closed in around him and soft snow began to fall once more beyond his window.

			

			When it was completely dark but not late, only about three o’clock, he told Miss Piers that he was going out. She looked rather surprised because she knew everywhere he went and everything he did during the day and never enquired as to what he did the rest of the time. It would have been an intrusion and Harry permitted no one into his private life but he had no meeting arranged for that afternoon.

			She merely nodded and told him to remember his gloves because the day was bitter, she had been out at dinner time, no doubt having a hot pie in the Silver Street cafe with one of her colleagues. Miss Piers was a great miss to mothering, Harry thought affectionately as he went.

			He put on his heavy coat, hat and gloves and when it was such a dark afternoon that people were barely recognizable he left the wide cobbled market square where he had made his living for the past fourteen years and walked the short distance down the hill towards Elvet Bridge and down the narrow steep steps which led to the river and from there beyond Brown’s Boathouse he stepped into another world.

			He could not believe that it was such a short distance between the two places because it had taken every bit of courage he possessed to go back, everything he was capable of to cover that distance from all those years ago and all the will and patience and guts that he could summon to become the person that he was now and leave it behind.

			

			The feelings came running back, the sounds and sights and smells of his early life came upon him more thickly than the snow which was now falling fast and turning everything white in the darkness and it was a relief to have a covering because the place where he went now was known as Paradise Lane and it was enough to make even a cynical man such as he had become smile a little.

			It was a hell-­hole, it was a shameful thing that a city which boasted some of the most beautiful buildings in the world, where the Church was prosperous on the backs of its people, such places as this were tolerated. Harry had not voluntarily set foot inside a church in years and would not, despite how apparently respectable he had become.

			He was rich and eligible, every mother in town offered him a place at her dinner parties, everybody wanted to know him.

			He had been raised in much worse places than this, had had a harder life than here in a narrow back street, a place where there was never any peace, silence or comfort, never enough to eat and no love of any kind but then he had found Shona Hardy and Paradise Lane had been worthy of its name after that.

			It seemed fitting somehow that Shona’s father, Tam, had died in front of his bank. It was like the old man had planned it, was glad to expire in his rags, in his dirt outside Harry’s gleaming spotless place of business. It was flawless, he made sure it was, and everybody who worked for him knew that he would settle for nothing less than perfection.

			

			It was the very opposite of the place where he stood now, the houses cramped one against another as though leaning together was the only way they could stay up. There was nobody on the street as there would have been had it been fine but he knew very well that the little houses were freezing in winter because they were falling apart and airless in summer because they were crowded together.

			He knew that at night the creatures came on to the floors and into the beds, he knew that damp and mould encouraged them and the unwashed bodies provided homes for fleas and lice, that silverfish slithered on the floor and slimy beings dropped on you while you slept. Harry could hardly stand up within minutes, he felt so faint but he would not lean against anything here, and it was not just the wet and the cold it was the invisible stain which would not come off.

			Shona Hardy had rescued him from these things, her house had been clean and welcoming, he could hardly bear to come here now because he could remember her voice, her laughter.

			She had been kind, better than that, she would not turn away even from a sparrow with a bent wing, she could not help herself, giving to those in need, he remembered her on the market, slipping pennies to small boys, selling curtains cheaply to women who had little, rescuing even the very air from responsibility. Every day to Shona could be good, everything could be helped by rest and food and her brusque enquiries which she sought so hard not to soften.

			

			She was the reason he did not want to come back here, the memories of her kindness were harder than all the memories of his life.

			The snow dulled the sounds from the houses, muffled the noise of his feet, and he was glad that the place was empty because somebody might recognize him, might bridge the gap which had been partly closed today when the old man had died in front of him. He had fought against the instinct which brought him there but he didn’t fight any more now.

			He walked, he could have found the house with his eyes closed so the darkness was no problem to him. The door wasn’t even shut, why would it be, there was nothing for anyone to steal, and when he pushed it open and it creaked a little he felt sick because he was nothing but a grubby child and Tam Hardy was saying, ‘Howay in, lad,’ as he never had even when he was drunk and when Harry got inside Shona would be seeing to the fire and because of her it had been a better place. She made fires and dinners, and people called her ‘bonny lass’ and it was always true. Somehow Shona was something special with her bright orange hair, the same colour as marmalade, and warm blue eyes like a fire lit inside them.

			

			Harry paused now in the doorway, quietening the memories until he could hear nothing but the river below, tumbling its way to the coast because there had been so much rain, sleet and snow. It had frozen last week, the water stilled and strange and the ducks and seagulls paddling across the top, bemused by the situation. The icicles had hung for days on the ends of the buildings and slowly dripped their way to extinction.

			He didn’t want to make a light in case anybody noticed but in the end he couldn’t see well enough to find what he had come for and he spied the lamp and lit it and it filled the room with shadows. It was a poor room, it hadn’t changed in all those years. One room with a pantry on the end and another which was a sitting room and upstairs two bedrooms and between them a narrow staircase with its tiny landing.

			There was a table but nothing on it and two chairs and there was a settee over by the wall which had long since become home to rats, he could hear something scurrying away from the light. In the corner there was the black gap of under the stairs hidden by a curtain. He didn’t want to investigate in there but he had no choice so he took the lamp over. There was nothing but dust. The other room was empty as though nobody had used it for years.

			

			He took the lamp up the stairs, half expecting that the time would change and he would be twelve or thirteen again but nothing happened and he turned into the bigger of the two bedrooms and here was the double bed which had always been there. There were sheets and blankets and if they had been washed in the past few years they certainly didn’t look it, the whole thing in a heap and further over was a chest of drawers. He put down the lamp and opened the drawers but they were empty.

			He investigated the other room but it held nothing at all, not even the narrow beds where he and Shona had slept all those years ago. He was just about to go back downstairs when he noticed the cut along the floorboard and how slightly unevenly it had been laid back down and he put the lamp on the floor and got his gloved hands to work on it for a few moments and then it gave.

			If he had been looking for money he would have been disappointed but then he knew Tam Hardy too well, there would be nothing of that sort of value, it was something quite different he was looking for, a thick folded paper perhaps even in an envelope. His soft leather-­bound fingers closed around it and with a small sigh of satisfaction he drew it away from the floor and towards the light.

			

			He carried the lamp downstairs and gazed at the paper just sufficiently so that he knew what it was and then he placed the paper in his coat pocket and shut off the light and put it down in the middle of the table and then he left the house, closing the door as best he could behind it, it had swollen so much with the rains over time and no longer fitted its allotted space.

			 

			He walked by the river in the darkness, under Elvet Bridge and up beyond to where the banks swept to the cathedral, the castle, the square of grass which was Palace Green and all the places around it which were owned by the Church or the University and came around the loop in the river which had so long ago made Durham so difficult for intruders to reach, so easy to defend, and then he walked along past the old fulling mill and finally up onto Framwellgate Bridge, not pausing to see the famous view of the castle and cathedral, he rarely looked at it, and then he made his way slowly up the cobbled winding Silver Street until he gained the Market Place once again.

			There were shops and businesses flourishing around the edge of the market and in the far corner St Nicholas’s Church stood with its spire, the road led out and up to Claypath and away to the east beyond the city but Harry went no further and was glad to reach the warmth of his office.

			

			He was in there only moments before Miss Piers came in with a tray and on it was a silver teapot, sugar basin and milk jug, in it was his favourite Ceylon tea and with it several neatly triangular sandwiches. She did this every day at five because he didn’t go home. His staff went at half-­past five and Miss Piers, though she would have stayed until he left, went before six and he always had to tell her to go and there he would sit during the evening, sometimes working and sometimes not, watching the darkness of the countryside.

			This room was private for him and for his clients, nobody must know they were there, bank business was for each person and Harry had made his fortress secure from the bottom to the top. There was no one who could contradict him, nobody who would dare, he chose his people carefully, if they spoke about the bank outside of it he had them dismissed. He paid them well and expected their loyalty and many of them had worked for him for ten years or more.

			He knew all about each one of them, their families and their lives, but many of them knew nothing about him other than that he had worked his way up to this, owned the bank, and were assured of their employment so long as they did what was required of them and you couldn’t say that of most businesses, Harry knew.

			

			He was careful, he allotted them jobs which were often a little beyond them but not too much so that they would retain ambition and not be bored, feel good about themselves because they could see the progress they made and if they failed he did not tell them but got somebody else to help so that they would see where they were going. He had made one or two mistakes but mostly they were good honest hard-­working people and they knew that they could go on to be bank manager in one of the other towns.

			Harry had put young men with families into many banks in the area, giving them a house so that they could see their growing children and paying them so that they would be satisfied and not worry about money and do their jobs well in the small communities, getting to know everyone and going home at night pleased with their day’s work to a good dinner and their children in bed. It was part fantasy, he was sure this rarely happened, but it had been his dream and he tried to maintain it.

			Miss Piers put out the beef sandwiches for him with a snowy white napkin on a plate and resting on it she placed a silver knife. She poured out his tea and when he sat back and took the cup and saucer she sat down in the chair across his desk and as usual began to work her way through his next day’s appointments and then the invitations which had arrived.

			

			‘There are dinner invitations from Mr and Mrs Hobson, that’s Mr Oscar—’

			‘No.’

			‘And from Mr and Mrs Clements—’

			‘No.’

			They went through this daily. Miss Piers tried not to sigh.

			‘There is the dedication of the window—’

			‘No.’

			‘And the wedding of—’

			‘No.’

			She looked at him.

			‘And there were a great many cards this morning which I would have put on your desk—’

			‘No.’

			‘Do you wish them to be sent to your hotel?’

			‘No, I don’t.’

			She looked helplessly at him.

			‘It’s your birthday,’ she said.

			‘How on earth people know I have no idea. Thank you, Daisy, I am aware of it.’

			He very rarely called her Daisy. Miss Piers blushed in acknowledgement of the compliment and he thought how very important she was to him. He couldn’t run this place without her. It had been her birthday in December and he had bought her diamond ear rings, large and not quite vulgar but big enough so that they should wink and blink and make every woman who observed them envious. They had cost him a great deal and he was glad to give them to her and she had stared at them. Miss Piers was fifty-­five and he felt sure that no man had ever bought her diamond ear rings before.

			

			‘Oh, Mr Darling, it’s too much.’

			‘No,’ he said, ‘it’s not nearly enough.’

			When he had discovered her as a lowly clerk, living with her mother in a terraced house which shook when the trains went over the viaduct at the north end of the city, he had realized how intelligent this woman was. To the world she was his secretary but she had very good organizational skills.

			When he went to the branches she went with him and she knew everything about the employees, how much money each branch made and what could be done to improve it, and when they were alone in the back of his car she would voice her opinions as she had done to no one else, nor had the opportunity of doing so, he thought. He had bought her a house the year before, a pretty house in Hallgarth Street, brick and still terraced but substantial, and this had brought tears to her eyes.

			‘You’re very kind,’ she had said.

			‘You save me a great deal of money, a lot of sweat and temper, and I want you to know it.’

			‘Will there be anything else, Mr Darling?’ she said now.

			

			‘Yes, I want to see Aidan Hedley, preferably tomorrow.’

			‘I will arrange it.’

			 

			The following morning he saw the solicitor, Aidan Hedley. Aidan was the kind of man that Harry had wanted to be. Aidan’s business had been his father’s and his grandfather’s. He was well respected in town and came from a comfortable middle-­class family. He had gone to a minor public school and then to Oxford. He was confident and clearly spoken and everybody admired him.

			Harry could have hated Aidan Hedley but he admired ability in other men and Aidan had a great deal of ability. He was the best lawyer in the area, if he hadn’t been Harry wouldn’t have employed him, and also Harry rather liked him because he had no what the local people called ‘set off’. He was to marry a woman who had created a huge scandal. Aidan, Harry thought with pleasure, had not even put a hair out of place either while she did it or since.

			He admired it in Aidan. Aidan’s firm and name had weathered it because Aidan was so well liked and so good at what he did. His father and Mr Jameson had helped people who needed it, Harry knew by now, those who could not pay, and Aidan did the same and he needed clients like Harry who paid well in order to carry on his business.

			

			‘What can I help you with?’ Aidan asked when they had shaken hands and the Assam tea had arrived straight away in white fluted thin china cups and they had sat down on chairs which were so comfortable that visitors were mostly reluctant to leave.

			There was also the view which looked out towards the countryside, it took in the railway line, the passing trains, the beginning of fields which led to various farms between here and the next towns but Harry was used to the view and didn’t regard it.

			He handed the will over to Aidan and said simply, ‘He died yesterday out the front there.’

			‘I heard about it.’

			Aidan, thought Harry, was a good solicitor, knew everything that went on in his town.

			‘I didn’t realize it was Tam Hardy,’ Aidan said. ‘What do you know about him?’

			‘Nothing much,’ Harry lied.

			Aidan scanned the paper.

			‘Is this the only copy?’

			‘As far as I know.’

			‘Do you know where the daughter is?’

			‘Not exactly.’

			Aidan looked carefully at him as though he would have liked a better answer and he waited and in the end Harry gave it to him.

			

			‘She married. He was a fisherman. He came from some village in Northumberland.’

			Aidan looked slightly pained, there were so many fishing villages in Northumberland and a great many fishermen.

			‘She and her father were completely estranged, hadn’t spoken in fifteen years as far as I’m aware.’

			‘And you had the will?’

			It was a polite way of not asking the direct question, Harry thought. Neat.

			‘I went to Paradise Lane, to his home, and found it. I’ll pay for the funeral so make sure he has a decent coffin, a good stone and whatever else is needed. Don’t stint on it.’

			Aidan said nothing and Harry heard all the other unasked questions, like why had he gone there instead of sending somebody else, why had he bothered, what interest could he possibly have now and what did he know about Shona Hardy?

			It was just as well he didn’t ask them, though Harry had known he wouldn’t, Aidan was far too much the solicitor to make mistakes like that but it was only now that Harry thought of how he had gone back there when he had no need and there was nothing in it for him and yet he had risked the dirt and the fleas and the possibility of being robbed, at least Aidan would think that. Nobody in Paradise Lane would have touched Harry Darling, he was as safe there as he was at the Royal County Hotel where he lived in Old Elvet.

			

			‘Do you know her husband’s name?’

			‘He was called James Rainbow,’ Harry said.
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