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To Norman, who made all things possible.




Prologue

Newcastle, November 1893

‘Look, Lorna, I’ve caught a leaf!’

 



Her mother smiled and Lorna thought how beautiful she was, with her pale face, and the wisps of red-gold hair escaping from her fur hat. Her father had said the hat made her mother look like a Russian princess. Now it was tipped forward so that silvery strands of fur trembled over her brow as she laughed. Her pearl drop earrings shone in the misty light.

‘You take it,’ her mother said. ‘Keep it safe. Put it in your muff. You know it’s good luck to catch a falling leaf; it means that you will have a long and happy life.’

Lorna took the leaf hesitantly. It was still soft and silky to touch, not like the faded crackling drifts blown up against the railings that marked out the boundary of Heaton Park. She held the leaf by the stem and looked at the streaks of colour spreading out across the green. Yellow and bright red. Sometimes her mother’s cheeks burned red just as brightly, and Lorna had come to dread those days of high colour and the cough that left her breathless and frightened.

‘But you caught the leaf,’ she said. ‘It’s your luck.’

‘I know. But I’m giving it to you.’

‘But will it work? I mean, can you give luck to someone else?’

‘I’m sure you can. If you love someone as much as I love you. Now, we must go. We’ve lingered long enough.’

Lorna tucked the leaf in the pocket in the lining of her black fur muff, which hung round her neck on a velvet ribbon. She gave her other hand to her mother. The smooth white kid of her mother’s gloves was as soft as her skin. The two of them turned to look once more at the ivy-covered ruins. Two trees with silvery diamond-shaped patches on their trunks towered above the broken walls. A narrow archway led into a forlorn courtyard open to the sky. Her mother had told Lorna that this was all that remained of an old castle.

‘Did he really go away and never come back -’ Lorna asked - ‘Adam, the man who lived in the castle?’ ‘He went on a crusade to the Holy Land. And after the battle, some say he just stayed there.’

Lorna knew about the crusades. Her father had bought her  The Good Child’s Book of History. ‘And did he sail from here?’

‘What do you mean, sweetheart?’

‘When he went to the crusades. Did his ship leave the river here - just like Father’s?’

‘I don’t think so. I think they all sailed with the King from London.’ Her mother placed both her hands on Lorna’s shoulders and turned her so that she could look into her face. ‘But unlike Adam, your father is coming home, I promise you. Now, let’s leave these old ruins and collect your belongings.’

They walked back down a gentle slope to the path. The grass underfoot was crisp; the sun had not been warm enough to loosen the grip of the overnight frost. Mist hung in the branches of the trees, and once or twice her mother looked up at it and shivered. The sound of the carriages and delivery carts on Heaton Road seemed muffled, distant, as if coming from another world. There was no one else in sight. Lorna and her mother were alone here, and that’s what they had wanted. For just a little while longer.

Lorna held on to her mother’s arm as they climbed a steep set of steps to another level of the park. She pretended it was because she needed help but it was really because she was anxious about her mother; she didn’t want her to walk too quickly.

At the top they followed a wide path round to the raised terrace and the pavilion where they had left the two suitcases. The park was deserted and their footsteps echoed eerily. They walked slowly, putting off the moment when they would resume their journey.

‘Shall we have one more hot drink?’ her mother asked as they passed the kiosk at one end of the pavilion.

‘Yes, please.’

‘And an iced bun? I’m sure you’ve got room for another one!’

Lorna looked up into her mother’s eyes. They were bright with tears, as were her own. ‘Yes, please, with a cherry on. And will you have one too?’

‘Of course. Go and sit by your luggage. I’ll bring a tray.’

All the other tables set out in the open-sided pavilion were empty, four chairs tipped up neatly around each one. When they had arrived her mother had put Lorna’s two suitcases under one of the tables and pulled out two of the chairs. The walk uphill from Heaton station had left her mother out of breath.

To their delight the tea kiosk had been open and her mother had bought two cups of hot chocolate and an iced bun each. Lorna had eaten hers but after a while she’d noticed that her mother was crumbling her bun and throwing most of it to a lone sparrow, which dodged around the table legs.

‘Poor thing,’ she’d said when she’d seen Lorna watching her. ‘He needs it more than I do.’

Now when she came back with the tray Lorna saw that she had only brought one bun. ‘The last one,’ she said as she placed the plate before Lorna. ‘Weren’t we lucky?’

Lorna’s eyes widened. If that really was the last she wondered who could have bought all the others. The glass  counter had been full when they’d first arrived and she certainly hadn’t noticed any other customers.

Her mother sat down and sipped her chocolate. ‘I used to play in this park when I was a child,’ she said. ‘With my brother, your Uncle Roger. Roger used to pretend he was king of that old castle - lord of the manor!’

Lorna stared at her mother. She didn’t know what to say. She knew that her Uncle Roger had been a soldier who had died long ago before she was born, and that his wife had died too.

Her mother smiled at her. ‘I’m sure you will come and play here with Roger’s little girl, your cousin, Rose. That will be nice, won’t it?’

‘No.’ To her dismay Lorna found that the back of her throat was hurting. ‘I don’t want to stay here in Heaton with my Grandmamma Cunningham and my cousin, Rose. I want to come home with you.’

Her mother put her cup down slowly, looking at it as she settled it in her saucer. ‘You know why you must stay here,’ she said without looking up. ‘We’ve talked about it and you agreed that while . . . while I am ill like this, it’s for the best.’

‘No - I didn’t. I didn’t agree.’ Lorna was sobbing now.

‘I want to come home with you. Father will come back soon - he’ll look after both of us.’ Her mother was silent and Lorna swallowed her misery. Her throat hurt and her voice sounded strange to her when she asked, ‘Why can’t I stay with you until Father comes home?’

Her mother was so quiet that Lorna had to lean across the table to hear her. ‘Because I’m not sure when exactly he will return,’ she said. ‘And because, while I’m ill I can’t look after you properly.’

‘But there’s Hilda—’

‘Lorna, stop this. You know that Hilda has to look after me and, besides, if I have to go into hospital I want you to be with my family. With my mother.’

Lorna might have said more but she noticed that the cup her mother gripped so tightly was shaking and that the hot  chocolate had spilled over on to her gloves. The white kid was spotted with reddish-brown stains.

‘Oh, look,’ Lorna said, and she reached one hand across the table.

Her mother let go of the cup and took Lorna’s hand. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘And, now, are you going to be a good girl and come with me to your grandmother’s?’

‘Yes. But . . .’

‘What is it?’

‘Bend down . . . your head . . . a little further . . .’ As her mother did so Lorna reached up and took something that was caught in the fur of her hat. ‘It’s another leaf,’ she said. ‘It landed on your hat. So it doesn’t matter that you gave your luck to me because you will have some too. You must keep this one - put it in your pocket.’

Lorna gave the leaf to her mother. She didn’t know why but she felt that it was very important that her mother should keep it. The leaf was smaller than her own; it was pale green streaked with yellow. After looking at it solemnly for a moment her mother put it in the pocket of her coat as she was told.

Her mother took the larger case and Lorna the smaller, but neither of them was very big. Most of Lorna’s clothes and toys would be sent on later. As they passed the kiosk Lorna noticed that the glass counter was still full of iced buns.

They stopped at the gate of the park and stared across the busy road at the avenue of tall town houses. Lorna had never seen anything quite like them. Instead of their front doors opening directly on to the street like those of the long rows of small narrow terraced houses they had passed on the way from the station, these houses had front gardens with walls and privet hedges. Some of them had trees in the gardens that had grown tall enough to hide all but the top storeys from view.

In spite of her misery Lorna imagined what it would be like to stand at one of those windows at the very top and look out over the road to the park and the bandstand and the ruined  castle. In her room at home she could kneel on her bed and look out over the river . . .

‘Hold my hand tight,’ her mother said, and they started across the wide road as soon as there was a lull in the traffic.

Halfway across they realized that a hansom cab was speeding briskly towards them. The clip-clop of hoofs grew louder, and Lorna could hear the snorting sounds the horse made. They arrived, just in time it seemed, at the other side.

Her mother was panting. She moved away from the road and put down the case she was carrying on the pavement; she bade Lorna do the same. ‘This road has grown so much busier since I lived here,’ she said. ‘I don’t imagine your grandmother will let you and Rose go over to the park alone, do you?’

Lorna refused to respond. She didn’t want to imagine doing anything with her cousin, Rose; the girl her mother had told her was nine years old, only two years older than Lorna herself. She’d never even seen her cousin, neither had she ever met her grandmother, never been to this house before, and suddenly she was supposed to be happy about coming here.

Instead of answering her mother, she turned to look at the road and wrinkled up her nose, ‘Pooh,’ she said. ‘What’s the smell?’

‘Horse droppings,’ her mother replied. ‘I’m afraid it seems to be worse than ever.’

Lorna looked up and down the road at the offending piles of droppings. Some of them were steaming. ‘It’s disgusting. Don’t they ever clear it up?’

‘Of course they do. They clean the streets just as they do at home - it’s only that this is a busy road and there’s more of it. You’ll get used to it. Now, pick up your case.’

Lorna frowned. She didn’t want to get used to it. She wanted to go home to their house near the river where there was an entirely different set of sights and smells and sounds. The huddled old houses weren’t so grand as these, but she had grown used to the spicy smells of cooking coming from the  open doors, the tangy smell of the sea breeze blowing up river; used to the passing river traffic, the sailing ships, and the deep throb of the steam ships and the chug and splash, splash, splash of the paddle tugs and ferries.

When they reached her grandmother’s house her mother paused with one gloved hand on the iron gate and stood and looked up at the house. Lorna stared at the bay windows and the grand front door. She wondered if her grandmother and cousin Rose had all this house to themselves or if they took lodgers like some of the neighbours did at home.

Then, as if suddenly making her mind up about something, her mother opened the gate and, reaching for Lorna’s free hand, she led her along the stone-flagged path and up a flight of broad stone steps to the front door. The gate swung shut behind them. The metallic clang it made had hardly died away before her mother reached for the bell.

 



‘I thought I told you in my letter to come to the back door, Esther.’ The voice of the unseen person sounded angry.

‘You did,’ Lorna heard her mother reply.

And then the older voice said, ‘Well?’

‘My daughter will not enter this house by the back door, ever. She’s a member of the family.’

There was a small silence and then the cross voice said, ‘Well, I’d better have a look at her.’

‘No, we’ll talk first.’

‘I want to see her.’

‘And I know why. But there are things that must be said before you do.’

‘Then for goodness’ sake sit down.’

‘Very well. Oh, wait a moment . . .’

And then, as if her mother had just realized that it was still open, the door across the hall closed with a soft thud.

Lorna’s hands inside her muff were hot. She withdrew them and placed them on her lap. A young woman in a black dress and white pinafore had opened the door and then her mother  had told Lorna to sit here before she walked across the hall and went through one of the doors.

Lorna shivered. The wood-panelled hall was cold, and the pale light coming through the fanlight above the front door only seemed to make it even more gloomy. The chair she sat on had a high wooden back and the seat was covered in dark green velvet. But it was not comfortable; and it was so high that her feet did not reach the floor.

She gazed down at her feet in her high-buttoned boots and began to swing them backwards and forwards. Her legs and feet cast moving shadows on the polished black and white tiles. Gradually the swaying motion made her feel strange. She realized she was tired.

It had been dark when Hilda had woken her that morning; she had taken her down to the kitchen and sat her at the table with a cup of sweet tea and a slice of toast. Then her mother’s companion had gone back upstairs to help her mother dress.

The kitchen had been warm with the heat from the range, and the single gaslight over the oilcloth-covered table shed a cosy light. Lorna sat alone listening to the foghorns of the ships sailing on the morning tide, and the thin clanging of the bell on the buoy that guarded the Black Midden rocks at the river’s mouth.

Later Hilda walked with them to the landing stage, insisting on carrying both suitcases. Before they boarded the ferry, she kneeled down and hugged Lorna tightly.

‘Be a good lass for yer grandma, pet.’ Then the tall, thin woman rose to her feet awkwardly and took her mother’s hand. ‘Take it slow and divven’t tire yerself, Mrs Hassan,’ she said.

‘Just gan canny, now, promise me. I’ll hev yer supper ready when you get back.’

Hilda hurried away and they boarded the ferry.

All the way across the river from South Shields to North Shields Lorna thought about that supper that Hilda was going to have ready for her mother, and she was as angry as the herring gulls seemed to be as they wheeled screeching  overhead. The screeching grew louder and angrier when a solitary trawler returned from a night’s fishing and the large seabirds swooped and fought in its wake, following the boat to the fish quay.

Lorna turned on the bench and she gripped the rail as she leaned over to watch them. She loved the river - the River Tyne, it was called. She had lived in South Shields all her life. As the ferry docked on the north shore and the passengers stepped out on to the swaying ferry staging she wondered how long it would be before she would come home again.

She and her mother hardly spoke as they walked up the steep streets in North Shields towards the station. Her mother had to stop now and then to catch her breath. The train was crowded; the people were going to work in Newcastle, her mother told her. They got off at Heaton, and again it was an uphill walk but not quite so steep. When they reached a park, her mother said, ‘We can cut through here - and, I know, let’s stop a while. There’s a refreshment kiosk. We’ll have iced buns and hot chocolate for our lunch. It will be like a picnic!’

Lorna had been happy to agree. No matter how cold, she would have stayed in that park for ever, she thought, or at least until her mother changed her mind and took her home again. But her mother had not changed her mind. And, now, here she was, sitting in this gloomy big house while her mother and the grandmother she still hadn’t met seemed to be having some sort of argument.

She could hear their voices but not what they were saying. Suddenly, from much closer than the room across the hall, she heard the words, ‘My goodness me, you must be the little heathen!’

Startled, Lorna looked up and all around. The stained-glass door that led into the porch was still closed. The long passage that led away to the back of the house was empty. Where had the voice come from? Was someone hiding behind one of the large potted plants that were taller than she was?

From the corner of her eye she caught a quick movement, a flash of colour, and she turned her head quickly but it was only to see herself, in her red coat, reflected in the mirror of a tall coat stand standing at one side of the door of the room her mother had entered.

‘I didn’t know little heathens had smart velvet coats with fur-lined hoods and muffs.’ The voice spoke again. And this time Lorna placed it.

Across the hall, someone was sitting on the stairs staring at her through the carved wooden banisters. She stared back. It was a girl with hair so fair that it was almost white. Two blue ribbons held back her ringlets and her eyes were the same colour as the ribbons and her blue shiny dress. She looked like a beautiful princess in a storybook, except that, at the moment, she was a cross princess. Lorna had never seen anyone scowl quite like that.

The girl saw that Lorna had noticed her and her scowl cleared. But she still didn’t look friendly.

‘Are you my cousin, Rose?’ Lorna asked.

‘My, my, the little heathen can speak English.’

‘Of course I can.’ The older girl hadn’t answered her question but Lorna supposed she couldn’t be anyone but her cousin, and the knowledge filled her with dread. Rose obviously didn’t like her. ‘Why do you call me a heathen?’ she asked.

‘Because that’s what you are. Or at least your father is a heathen. Grandmamma told me that it broke her heart when your mother ran off and married him. So it serves you both right that he has run off and abandoned you now that your mother is so ill. That’s what Grandmamma says!’

Lorna slid off the chair and stood with clenched fists. ‘He hasn’t abandoned us! My father has gone away on business. And when he went he didn’t know my mother was so ill. But he is coming back.’

‘When?’

‘I - I don’t know . . . My mother says there must have been some problem . . . but he will come back.’

Lorna watched as the other girl rose to her feet and walked the rest of the way downstairs. At the bottom she turned and came towards Lorna. She stared at her for a moment and then she said, ‘Well, I suppose your mother would tell you that. Grandmamma says that she probably believes it herself.’

Lorna hated the way that Rose was looking at her - half scornful, half pitying. She also hated the idea that her grandmother and this spiteful girl had been talking about her mother and her - and in such a manner.

‘Well, I believe it too, and when he returns he will take me away from here. And you must never call me a heathen!’ Lorna knew she was shouting and she could feel her face flushing with anger. ‘I think you’re hateful.’

Rose’s eyes widened. ‘Do be quiet,’ she said. ‘Grandmamma won’t put up with that caterwauling.’ She glanced over her shoulder towards the door of the room where Lorna’s mother and grandmother were still talking, then she looked back and smiled. ‘I think we should be friends.’

Her smile was sweet but Lorna sensed that it was false, and she knew instinctively that her cousin, Rose, had no intention of being her friend.

The door across the hall opened and Rose turned quickly. ‘Hello, you must be my Aunt Esther,’ she said.

‘And you must be Rose.’

Lorna’s mother smiled and Lorna hated the way her face had softened with pleasure. She wanted to warn her that no matter how much this other girl smiled she wasn’t to be trusted.

Before her mother could respond, another figure appeared in the doorway behind her and Lorna saw her grandmother for the first time. She stared at her in surprise. She had been expecting to see an old woman like the grandmothers in fairy tales; dressed in black with some kind of shawl, and perhaps stooped.

But the woman standing behind her mother was tall and straight and, although her gown was black, it was like one of the gowns in her mother’s fashion magazines, and, far from  being old and wrinkled she looked young and beautiful. Neither was her hair white; it was the same red-gold as her mother’s hair, perhaps a shade lighter, and it was thick and glossy.

‘Don’t stare, Lorna,’ her mother whispered, and the older woman’s lips drew back in a tight smile.

‘We are looking at each other,’ she said. ‘Come, child, let’s move into the light.’

She walked back into the room and they all followed. ‘Over here,’ she said, and motioned Lorna to stand beside her in the window bay.

‘Mother . . . don’t . . .’ her mother said, but Grandmamma Cunningham ignored her.

She continued to stare at Lorna and then she said, ‘Come here, Rose, stand beside your cousin.’

‘Mother . . . please . . .’

‘Be quiet, Esther. It’s all right.’

Lorna had been growing more and more puzzled. When they had arrived she had heard her grandmother asking to see her but her mother had said they should talk first. It must be something to do with what she looked like. But why was it so important?

‘Why are you looking at me?’ she asked.

Suddenly Rose came to stand beside her. She took her hand and held it out. ‘This is what Grandmamma is looking at,’ she said.

‘What do you mean? My hands?’

‘Not just your hands, silly. Look.’ Rose took Lorna’s hand and laid it in her own larger one. ‘Look at us both together.’

Lorna looked down at Rose’s smooth white hands - as white as her mother’s kid gloves - and her own smaller, more delicate, hand which her mother had told her was the colour of honey. Suddenly she realized that somehow it mattered that she and Rose were different.

She heard her mother begin to cough. She pulled her hand free from Rose’s grasp and started towards her, but her mother shook her head and gasped, ‘It’s all right, sweetheart.’

The coughing stopped and her mother dabbed at her mouth with a clean white handkerchief. She put it in her pocket quickly but not before Lorna had seen the spots of red.

‘I should go now,’ her mother told her and they stared at each other miserably.

‘Let me send the girl for a cab,’ Grandmamma Cunningham said, ‘to take you as far as the station.’

‘No, I’ll walk.’

‘For God’s sake, Esther—’

‘No. You’ve agreed to take my daughter, your granddaughter, and I’m grateful. But I won’t take anything for myself. Not from someone who refuses to accept my husband.’

The two women stared at each other. ‘Very well,’ the elder woman said, ‘but you must write - or send word somehow when - when the time is near.’

‘I will. Now, if Lorna will come with me to the door I’d like to say goodbye.’

They didn’t speak until they reached the front door. Then, before opening it, her mother said, ‘You know I wouldn’t leave you here unless I had to, don’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you know how much I love you?’

Lorna stared up into her mother’s face. She thought she had never looked so beautiful - or so sad. ‘How long will I have to stay here?’ she asked.

‘Until your father comes home.’

‘Will he know I’m here? Will he find me?’ Even as she asked Lorna realized that she did not expect her mother would be there to tell him where their only child was living.

‘Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll make sure that he knows where to find you.’

As they looked at each other Lorna knew that they were both thinking of her father, the dark, handsome and loving man that they both loved so much. And she also finally acknowledged that, while she hoped with all her heart that she would see him again, her mother never would.

‘Lorna, you’re so young,’ her mother said. The tears were streaming down her face.

‘Don’t worry. I’ll be all right.’

Sobbing, she hurled herself against her mother’s slim body and her mother caught her and held her tightly.

‘Darling - I’m not allowed to kiss you,’ her mother said.

‘You know what the doctor said - you understand?’

‘Yes.’

Her mother took hold of Lorna’s shoulders and pushed her gently away. Then she kept hold of her as she kneeled down to look into her face. ‘Let me look at you,’ she said. ‘Do you think you could smile?’

Lorna did her best and somehow they were both smiling before her mother got swiftly to her feet.

‘No!’ Lorna began to protest, but her mother opened the door and stepped out.

‘Close the door now, Lorna,’ she said. ‘It’s cold out here.’ She turned and walked swiftly down the steps.

Lorna did not do as she was told. She held on to the door and watched as her mother opened the gate and walked out into the street. Only when she was lost to view at the other side of the busy road did Lorna begin to close the door. Then something caught her eye. Something glinting on the doormat. She picked it up. It was one of her mother’s pearl earrings.

Lorna ran out of the house and down the path as far as the gate but something made her stop. She would keep the earring. Her mother would have one and she would have the other. She would keep it for ever. She turned to go back into her grandmother’s house but before she did she placed the earring carefully in the pocket inside her black fur muff. Along with the leaf.




Chapter One

December 1903

Lorna stood at the window of her bedroom on the top floor of the house. The streetlamps illuminated Heaton Road, still busy with horse traffic, electric trams and the occasional motorcar. Beyond was the park, shadowy in the moonlight. She could see the glimmering outline of the old castle through the bare branches of the trees. Lorna thought it looked romantic.

The crowds gathering for the festive band concert were dark silhouettes, which, in her imagination, seemed to be moving in time to the music - The Skaters’ Waltz. They flowed towards the bandstand, an island of warm light. Very few lingered by the trees. That was just as well.

Made nervous by anticipation of what she planned to do later, she closed her eyes and tried to control her ragged breathing. When she opened them again she caught sight of her reflection in the windowpane. It looked as though she were standing out there amongst the stars in the cold winter sky.

‘What are you doing, Lorna?’

She spun round at the sound of her cousin’s voice. Rose stood in the doorway. She wore a pale blue silk robe and her hair was tied up in curling rags. The rags did nothing to detract from her beauty but they did make her look younger than her nineteen years. She looks like a child, Lorna thought, a petulant child.

‘I’m looking out of the window. Can’t you see?’

‘Oh, clever. I mean, why haven’t you come to help me dress for dinner? I told you I wanted you to do my hair.’

‘Told?’

Rose moved into the room impatiently, pushing the door shut behind her. ‘Oh, very well, I asked you to help me.’

‘And did I agree?’

Rose scowled. ‘You’re just being awkward because you’re jealous.’

‘Why should I be jealous?’

‘Because you’re not allowed to join us at dinner tonight.’

‘Why on earth should I be jealous, suddenly? Why is tonight any different? I’ve never been invited to meet Grandmamma’s guests, either when we go visiting or here in our own home.’

Rose’s eyes widened and Lorna realized that she had shown more emotion than she usually did. Over the years, pride had taught her not to reveal how wounded she had been by the different way their grandmother treated them. Rose was the favoured child, indulged and loved, whereas she, Lorna, although not neglected in any material sense, had simply been tolerated.

Suddenly Rose said, ‘God, it’s cold in here. Why don’t you build up the fire? Here, let me.’ She strode across the room and reached for the bell pull on the wall at the side of the fireplace.

‘Don’t,’ Lorna said. ‘I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself. There’s no need to bring Molly all the way up from the kitchen. They’ll be busy enough preparing for Grandmamma’s dinner party.’

Rose stood over her and pushed her hands up into the opposite sleeves of her robe, shivering exaggeratedly. Lorna ignored her and kneeled down to build up the fire. When she stood up she found her cousin staring at her as if she had just noticed something. ‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Why are you all dressed up?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘If you’re going to stay up here reading as you usually do, why are you wearing one of your best dresses?’

Lorna turned away and glanced involuntarily into the mirror above the hearth. She was glad the glow from the fire disguised the telltale heat that had risen to suffuse her face. She flinched slightly when Rose reached out and stroked the sleeve of her crushed-velvet dress.

‘You look good in that dark red, you know,’ her cousin said grudgingly, ‘in spite of the coppery tints in your hair.’

Lorna continued to look in the mirror and saw what a contrast they made. Rose so fair and herself so dark, and yet there was a distinct family resemblance.

‘But I don’t know why on earth you should wear a dress like that to sit up here with your book and your tray.’

Rose raised her head and looked at Lorna’s reflection. She frowned and Lorna felt a knot of unease begin to tighten as she recalled the old superstition. If someone looked over your shoulder into a mirror it was supposed to bring you bad luck - or at least it meant that the two of you would quarrel. Well, that would be nothing new.

‘And your hair’s nice too,’ Rose said. She shook her head. ‘What a funny girl you are.’

Lorna moved away. ‘That’s right, I’m strange. Your strange cousin, the “little heathen”. Remember you called me that the first day I came to this house?’

Suddenly Rose shrugged. ‘Oh, Lorna, do stop this. I just wanted you to do my hair.’ Her smile was placating. ‘You have such good taste - such an idea of style.’

Lorna shook her head. ‘It’s no use, Rose. You can’t persuade me.’

‘Oh, very well. But I can’t understand why you won’t help me. You really are ungrateful.’

‘Ungrateful? What do you mean?’

‘Well, Grandmamma has fed and clothed you all these years—’

‘As she has you!’

‘That’s different.’

‘Why? We’re both her granddaughters.’

‘That’s as may be, but my father was her only son.’

‘And my mother was her only daughter.’

‘But my father was a hero and . . . and . . .’ Rose faltered, then she drew herself up and went on, ‘and, furthermore, he was respectably married.’

‘So was my mother.’

Rose sniffed. ‘Respectably? My father married a lady from a good English family, whereas your mother ran off with an Arab - a common deck hand from an old tramp steamer that fetched up in the Tyne!’

Lorna stared at her cousin, all the old hurts rising up to choke her. She could feel the bitterness at the back of her throat.

Rose sensed the advantage and drew herself up to declare dramatically, ‘Your mother broke Grandmamma’s heart!’

‘Yes,’ Lorna said, and her words were barely audible, ‘and I have been made to pay for it.’ To her dismay she felt her eyes brim with scalding tears. She turned away before Rose could see them. ‘You’d better go and get ready,’ she said.

‘Lorna—’

‘Just go.’

She stood with clenched fists, not moving until she heard the door close behind her cousin. The fire was blazing now and she moved away from the hearth. She would have to put the cinder guard up before she went.

Restlessly she walked over to her bookcase and chose a book, but she didn’t even glance at it before replacing it and returning to the window. She would have to wait until Molly came up with her supper tray before she could go. And she would have to remember to tell the young maid not to bother to come back for it tonight. She could say that she knew how busy they would be.

She pressed her forehead against the cold glass and tried to control her emotions. The argument with Rose had been no  different from many that had raged between them over the years, but her cousin was quite wrong if she thought Lorna had refused to do her hair because she was jealous of Rose’s favoured position in this house and in their grandmother’s affections.

With so much to occupy her thoughts she had simply forgotten. And, then, when Rose had stormed into her room just now, she had realized that, for one very good reason, she would not be able to concentrate on helping her to dress for dinner.

For Lorna had no need to be jealous. Not now. And Rose would have known that if Lorna had only dared to tell her whom she was slipping out to meet in the park tonight.

 



‘I’m here . . . behind you.’

Lorna heard the whispered command above the sound of the band and the carol singing. She caught her breath and the cold seared the back of her throat. He must be close. She turned to peer through the darkness. At first all she saw was the stark shapes of the trees, but then one of the shapes moved, reached for her hand and pulled her into the shadows.

‘Maurice,’ she breathed as she felt the shock of her body meeting his.

Her breath frosted on the air and the cloth of his coat was cold against her face as he pressed her close. She moved her head back a little and looked up. As her eyes became accustomed to the dimness underneath the leafless branches she saw that he was frowning.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Did anyone see you leave the house?’

‘No, I crept down the back stairs like a thief.’

‘The servants?’

‘Too busy with Grandmamma’s dinner party.’

His frown deepened. ‘Have you passed any friends or acquaintances?’

‘I have no idea. I pulled up my hood, kept my head down and made for this grove just as you told me.’ She knew her voice had grown sharp but she was not so much annoyed with Maurice as frustrated that they had to keep their meetings secret like this.

‘And where does your grandmother think you are?’

‘In my room. Look . . .’ She took his hand and drew him out a little. Then turning, she pointed to the row of houses that overlooked the park. One of them, larger than the rest, had a turret at the very top above the jutting bay windows. ‘There, that’s where they keep me,’ she said. ‘Up in the tower . . . see . . . There’s a gap in the curtains . . . The light is on. They think I’m there reading while Grandmamma and Rose entertain their guests.’

‘Rapunzel,’ Maurice whispered.

‘Mm?’

‘My princess in the tower. When are you going to let down your hair?’ He pulled her back into the dark space beneath the trees and pushed the hood away from her face. It fell back and his fingers pushed through her hair, loosening the pins until it fell about her shoulders.

‘Maurice . . . no . . .’

Lorna caught her breath and she felt her pulse quicken as he parted her cloak and moved one arm around her body to hold her even closer. His other hand cradled her head as he brought his mouth down on hers. His breath was warm and sweet but his lips were cold, and Lorna gave herself to the delicious sensations that they aroused deep within her.

I should be feeling guilty, she thought, guilty to be here with Maurice, even though I know very well that Rose hopes to marry him. But how can I feel guilty when I love him so much? When at last I have found someone who holds me dear? Maurice loves me, not Rose.

She felt Maurice’s breathing grow more urgent and his mouth move more forcefully. Suddenly he pulled away.

‘Lorna,’ he said roughly, ‘I can’t go on like this. We must be together. You want that, don’t you?’

Before she could answer a voice rang out behind them. ‘Haldane, is that you?’

Maurice straightened up swiftly and drew Lorna’s cloak across her body. He thrust her aside, pushing her behind a tree, then he stepped out of the shadows.

‘It is you!’ the voice said.

‘Bertram,’ Maurice said. ‘How did you recognize me?’

‘You can’t disguise that bright thatch of yours,’ the voice said. ‘Shines like silver in the moonlight and, as well as that, old chum, there’s no one I know who is quite as tall as you are.’

‘What are you doing here?’

‘Same as you, I suppose. I’ve come to join in the fun.’

‘The fun?’

‘The concert - the carols.’ The other man laughed. ‘And to tell the truth I had pretty much the same intentions as you. But I haven’t seen anything that takes my fancy. The rougher sort are here tonight.’

‘Yes . . . well . . .’

‘You want me to go? Did I interrupt just at the wrong moment? Tell you what, Haldane, I’ll wait over by the refreshment kiosk until you’ve finished your business and then we’ll go into town together. What do you say to that?’

‘Very well.’

Lorna’s cheeks were burning when Maurice returned to her. She couldn’t look at him. She understood very well what his friend had been saying - what kind of woman he thought Maurice was with - and she was distressed that Maurice had not contradicted him. She held herself stiff when he tried to take her into his arms.

‘What’s the matter?’ Maurice asked.

‘Why did you let him say those things? Why didn’t you tell him?’

Maurice sighed. ‘Tell him what?’ He placed a finger under her chin and gently brought her face up until she had to look at  him. ‘Tell him who you are and that you had sneaked out of the house to meet me secretly? That we were engaged in a passionate embrace in a public park?’

Lorna gasped. ‘Stop it - don’t say such things. You make it sound so . . . so sordid.’

‘I didn’t mean to. But, Lorna, you know I can’t let it be known that we are seeing each other. Not yet. Can I?’

‘No, I suppose not.’

Maurice drew her close but this time he simply kissed her brow. ‘I’ll have to go,’ he said. ‘Look, I’m sorry I can’t see you home but we simply can’t—’

‘Be seen together,’ she interrupted him. ‘I know.’

‘Don’t linger. The crowd is good-natured now, but soon the dangerous element will arrive, full of drink and eager for the free food at the end of the concert. Wait here until I’ve had time to collect Bertram and get a cab, then you must go straight home. Promise?’

‘Yes.’

Lorna watched him walk away. He was soon lost among the crowd and she hoped that he would find his friend soon and leave the park, because she didn’t intend to stay here much longer. She was cold and unhappy. What had promised to be a delicious escapade, a chance for Maurice and her to be alone together for an hour or two, had been frustrated by this chance meeting with his friend.

The excitement and romance of a secret tryst with Maurice had somehow become tarnished and, instead of exhilaration, her feelings now were very close to shame. But that was because of the way Maurice’s friend had spoken. He’d believed that she was some . . . some loose woman that Maurice had picked up in the park. If only Maurice had been able to tell the truth perhaps she wouldn’t feel so humiliated.

And yet . . .

Maurice was right: the truth would not have helped. For what respectable young woman would have behaved in such a way in a public place? She felt a hot rush of embarrassment as  she remembered how eagerly she had given herself to his embrace, how she had not protested when he had held her so closely.

She swallowed a lump of misery that was almost choking her. She was confused, confused by the fact that her feelings had led her into such unknown territory. If only she had a mother to advise her but she was quite alone. Maurice’s parents wanted him to make a good match. They approved of Rose - but he didn’t love her. And as for Rose . . . did she really love Maurice or was it his wealth and position that attracted her?

Maurice was a good son. He didn’t want to upset his father - that’s why he hadn’t said anything so far. But this was the twentieth century, wasn’t it? People were allowed to marry for love, no matter how rich and important they were. Maurice had told her that he hated the deception as much as she did. He’d promised her that they would be together as soon as he could work out some way of achieving it. Lorna hoped with all her heart that would be soon.

She pulled her cloak tightly round her body and began to make her way back across the park. The moon sailed high in the clear sky, draining the world of colour and highlighting the scene in sharp contrasts of black and white.

Over the heads of the crowd she could see the bandstand and the moving brass instruments catching and reflecting the warmer light of the naphtha flares. The audience grouped round the stand were still singing carols, but the sound became ragged as some of them began to drift away. Perhaps the cold was too much for them, or perhaps they were tempted by the appetizing smells coming from the baked potato and roast chestnut stalls.

‘Hey! You canna just barge in like that - there’s a queue! What do you think you’re doing?’

‘I beg your pardon!’ Lorna stopped and stared at her interrogator in fright. The girl was young, probably only about fifteen, but she was taller that Lorna and sturdy. She was scowling fiercely.

‘Oh, la-de-da!’ the girl mocked. ‘I said there’s a queue for the baked tatties. And get yersel to the back of it.’

‘But I didn’t want—I mean, I didn’t know . . .’

Realizing at last that the angry girl thought she had been queue jumping, Lorna stumbled backwards, only to come up against an obstruction.

‘Hevin’ trouble, Jess? Is this lass trying to push in?’

Lorna felt her shoulders seized and, panicking, she pulled away and twisted round to face her new tormentor. It was a man. He was tall and well built, and surprisingly well dressed in a good overcoat with a white silk scarf tucked at the neck. Surprisingly because his speech and his manner were coarse. He stared at Lorna, his eyes widening.

‘My, my, here’s a bonny one,’ he said. He reached forward and lifted a lock of Lorna’s hair. ‘Like silk,’ he said, rubbing it through his fingers, ‘tawny silk.’

‘Let go of me,’ she gasped.

‘Not until you tell me what you’re doing here.’

He leaned closer and Lorna gagged at the mingled odours of cheap pomade, sweat, and beery breath. She pulled away and he grinned at her.

‘Doing here?’ she asked.

‘Aye. Here in the park,’ he said. ‘All on your own by the look of it.’ His grin turned into a frown as if she puzzled him.

‘Oh, let the lass alone, Mr Brady,’ Lorna was surprised to hear her first tormentor say. ‘I reckon she’s only some bit lady’s maid from one of them big houses over there. Probably came to meet her sweetheart and got lost.’

‘Jealous are you, Jess?’ the man called Brady asked the girl.

‘Divven’t be daft. There’s nowt on her. Wouldn’t suit your purposes. Not like me.’

Suddenly the younger girl stepped forward and gave Lorna a vicious shove. ‘Haddaway, yem,’ she hissed, ‘afore you start something you can’t finish.’

The girl began to laugh and so did other members of the  queue. Lorna’s face burned. Her heart was thumping so violently that she thought it was going to rise up and choke her. She turned and sped away, losing all sense of direction, and when she found herself tripping over a clod of frozen earth she realized that she’d left the path and stumbled on to one of the flowerbeds.

She stopped, took a deep painful breath and tried to find her bearings. She looked back the way she had come. There was a steady stream of people walking in one direction. She watched them for a moment and saw that they were making for a long, low open-fronted building with lights inside. The pavilion. Not far beyond the pavilion lay the gates that opened on to Heaton Road. That was the way to go.

Soon she saw the reason why the crowd was gathering. The refreshment kiosk was being used to distribute the free Christmas parcels that had been promised at the end of the carol concert. Tickets had been doled out to the needy, and the food had been provided by local businessmen.

Lorna began to breathe more easily. Now she could see the lamp standards on Heaton Road and hear the rattle and rumble of the trams interspersed with the staccato sound of the cab horses’ hoofs on the cobbles. She’d soon be home.

‘Lorna . . . Miss Hassan . . . is that you?’

She stopped when a familiar voice called her name. ‘Edwin Randall?’ she asked hesitantly.

A young man emerged from the queue of people waiting for the food parcels.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked.

‘Of course, why shouldn’t I be?’

His gaze was concerned and she realized how she must look with her hair tumbling untidily about her face. She clutched her cloak about her body in a defensive gesture.

‘I thought you looked distressed,’ Edwin said.

‘Well, I’m not,’ she retorted sharply. Edwin said nothing but he frowned. ‘I came to listen to the concert,’ she went on, ‘but I got jostled in the crowd. Some great lump of a girl thought I  was stealing her place in the queue for baked potatoes. She - she told me to go home in no uncertain terms!’

She had managed to inject some humour into her voice and she was relieved to see him smile. ‘Then perhaps you should. It’s getting late and the crowd may get rowdy.’

Lorna could have smiled and said good night and left him, but curiosity got the better of her. ‘But what about you? Why are you here? Are you queuing for a Christmas bundle? I never imagined your uncle to be like Mr Scrooge.’

Edwin laughed. ‘He isn’t. In fact he pays me more than I’m worth, considering I probably spend more time reading the books in his shop than selling them.’

Lorna laughed too. ‘Then what are you doing here?’

‘Helping to distribute the parcels. Making sure that they don’t fall into the wrong hands.’

‘Wrong hands?’

Edwin frowned again. ‘There are always some who will try to get more than their share - who will threaten and bully ticket holders into parting with them - even steal them.’

‘And you would know such people?’

‘Some of them.’

‘Of course.’

Lorna remembered that Edwin worked in his uncle’s bookshop in order to earn a living while he studied medicine. She did not know how many more years he had to go before he qualified, but she knew that he was already passionate about the living conditions of some of the people he saw at the infirmary. He believed that disease was actually spread by the way they were forced to live. His research took him into the slums regularly. And he did what he could to help.

‘But, if you don’t mind the impertinence,’ he told her now, ‘I’d like to see you home safely.’

‘Oh, that’s not necessary.’

‘Isn’t it?’ He raised his eyebrows and cocked his head.

‘Listen - or rather listen but not too closely.’ He smiled. ‘Those aren’t carols that the crowd are singing now. The respectable  folk have gone. And so should you before the gathering becomes too disorderly.’

‘Very well.’

Edwin was not much taller than she was, but he was strongly built and she supposed he was good-looking in an intense, intelligent sort of way. But compared to Maurice he was ordinary. Anybody would be.

Maurice was well over six foot, had eyes that were violet rather than blue and silvery blond hair. His features were beautiful and yet in no way effeminate. Maurice resembled one of the illustrations in a picture book her father had given her when she was a child. The book was called Gods and Heroes  and it was all about the people who had lived in Ancient Greece thousands of years ago.

Edwin walked her as far as the front gate. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘You’d better go back to your duties.’

‘Good night, Lorna. Oh, that book you wanted has arrived, the book about Persia.’

‘Good. I’ll try to come in before Christmas, then I’ll have something to read while my grandmother and my cousin are visiting and entertaining.’ He looked at her askance. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Did I sound resentful? I’m not a bit resentful; I should hate to have to dress up and chatter brightly about things of no consequence all the time.’

‘Nevertheless, it must hurt that you are part of the family and yet not included in their social life.’

‘It used to.’

‘But now?’

‘I’m not sure. When I was a little girl I used to cry when Rose was invited to parties and I was not - I wasn’t even allowed to attend my cousin’s own birthday parties in the house I live in. But, as we grew older, I began to wonder if, even if they wanted me, I could ever be part of Rose’s circle. Except I would dearly have liked to join the tennis club!’

She’d surprised herself by that outburst and she saw Edwin’s eyes widen.

‘Why?’ he asked.

‘Because I’m good at tennis. I learned at school where Grandmamma was paying the fees so they had to include me. I suppose I saw myself, all in white, winning every trophy and being reported in the newspapers.’

‘You’re serious?’

‘Half serious, I suppose. Don’t we all have dreams like that at that age?’ She smiled at him but to her dismay she felt her lip begin to tremble. ‘But, in any case, as I grew up a little I became less certain that I wanted to be part of their world . . .’ Her words tailed away.

‘Forgive me, Lorna,’ Edwin said. ‘It is none of my business. But now I’ll see you to the door.’

‘No, that’s all right. Good night and thank you.’

Lorna opened the gate and walked slowly up the path. She was aware that Edwin was still standing there and she took her time as she climbed the steps. At the top she turned and waved. She didn’t want him to guess that she’d sneaked out of the house without permission. She realized that it was important what Edwin thought of her. She was relieved when he returned her wave and then set off back across the road towards the park.

She watched for a moment and, when she was sure he had gone, she went back down the path and out into the street. The frost sparkled on the pavement and she had to take care as she hurried along to the end of the block to turn into the side street that led to the back lane.

The door into the back garden and yard area had not been bolted. The extra help taken on for the dinner party would not be leaving until after midnight. Lorna had not left by the back door - that led straight into the scullery and then into the kitchen. She had left by the French windows in the conservatory.

Taking the key from her pocket she let herself in and, locking the door behind her, she replaced the key in its customary place in a brass pot containing a leafy aspidistra. The conservatory, heated by a large green enamelled oil stove, was  warm and moist. Pools of water lay on the tiled floor and the air smelled slightly musty. Lorna, her senses heightened by the risks she had already taken tonight, stood by the door, something stopping her from going forward. There was another smell. Tobacco smoke.

Had one of her grandmother’s guests come in here to enjoy a cigar or cigarette? If so, why was he sitting in the dark? Why hadn’t he lit the lamps? Outside the moon was still riding high and bright, and, as her eyes adjusted to the dimness, she saw a pinpoint of glowing light, a faint plume of smoke and a puzzlingly pale shape sitting in one of the high-backed cane chairs.

Slowly the shape rose, tall and ghostly white from head to toe. Lorna stepped backwards in fright and came up sharp against the glass door.

‘Well, well,’ the shape said, and Lorna caught her breath. It was her cousin, Rose.

‘What are you doing here?’ they said in unison, and then Rose laughed softly.

‘I’ll answer first, because it’s plain to see that I came to have a cigarette and to escape from Grandmamma’s dull guests for a while. But your presence is harder to explain, isn’t it? What on earth are you doing sneaking in like this?’

‘Sneaking?’

‘Don’t dissemble, little cousin. You look positively furtive. I wonder what on earth you have been doing.’

Lorna felt her cheeks flaming. She was glad of the darkness. She knew it was fanciful but she imagined that, if Rose could see her properly, look into her eyes, she would know exactly what she had been doing. That she had gone to the park to meet Maurice Haldane.

‘Why are you sitting here in the dark?’ she countered.

There was a pause and then Rose laughed. ‘So my refuge won’t be discovered. You’ve no idea how boring it is to have to be pleasant to Grandmamma’s guests. Well, to the sort of person she has invited tonight,’ she qualified.

‘Sort of person?’

‘The tradesmen, the small builders, the plumbers, the joiners - all the worthy folk she needs to keep her property in order - all those rows of neat little artisans’ dwellings. And not to mention the other guests, shiny-elbowed little officials from the Town Hall. Honestly, Lorna, you should be grateful instead of resentful that you never have to be present at these occasions.’

‘I’m not in the least resentful. And Grandmamma doesn’t approve of your smoking.’

‘She just doesn’t like me to smoke in public. There’s a difference.’

‘Well, good night, Rose.’

‘Wait a moment.’ Her cousin bent swiftly to stub out her cigarette in an ashtray on a low table and then she straightened and moved just enough to block Lorna’s way to the door. ‘You still haven’t told me where you’ve been.’

‘To the park - to hear the band.’

‘Really?’ Rose sounded incredulous. ‘Why would you want to do that?’

‘I could hear the music from my room - the carol singing. I - I wanted to join in.’

Her cousin shook her head. Her tone when she spoke was a mixture of pity and incredulity. ‘Poor Lorna. I realize that you must be lonely up in your room sometimes - especially when you imagine that I’m enjoying myself downstairs - but to go to the park alone at night! Don’t you know how dangerous it is? Especially now.’

‘Now? I don’t understand. Because it’s nearly Christmas?’

‘Don’t be silly; of course not - although the band concert and the free food parcels will undoubtedly have attracted more riffraff than usual. No, I meant because of the murders.’

‘The murders.’ It wasn’t a question. Lorna knew what her cousin meant. ‘But the victims . . . those women . . . were all prostitutes.’

‘I know. But where do they meet the man who kills them? According to the newspapers the police think it is the same man.’

‘But the park is crowded with people and, furthermore, I am not a prostitute!’

Rose remained maddeningly dispassionate. ‘No, but you went there alone. A young woman going unchaperoned to a public park after dark. And a young woman who looks so . . . so different. Any man could be forgiven for thinking you were not respectable.’

Lorna gasped and would have spoken but Rose hurried on, ‘And as for the park being crowded, that means nothing. Once the bargain had been struck such a woman would take her - her clients away; to the old ruin, for example, or simply under the trees.’

Lorna caught her breath. Having come in from the cold her face was now burning in the humid heat of the conservatory. She felt a trickle of sweat run down between her breasts as she tried to suppress the memory of herself and Maurice embracing under the twisted branches. What had his friend said? ‘Did I interrupt at the wrong moment? I’ll wait until you’ve finished your business . . .’

She closed her eyes but the picture remained with her. And what had Maurice said when he left her? He had told her not to linger, had made her promise to go straight home. He had known of the danger . . . but it was not his fault that he had not been able to escort her out of the park.

She felt her shoulders grasped and was enveloped by Rose’s favourite gardenia perfume. ‘I can see I’ve upset you,’ her cousin said.

Lorna opened her eyes and looked up into Rose’s beautiful face. Her cousin was regarding her through narrowed eyes. ‘I’m sorry, Lorna, but you shouldn’t have gone to the park alone at night, should you? It doesn’t bear thinking about - what might have happened.’

‘Because of the scandal you mean?’

‘Why do you say that, Lorna? Why are you always so defensive?’

Lorna began to edge past Rose and make her way to the door.

‘Look - I won’t tell Grandmamma,’ Rose said, ‘if that’s what you’re worried about.’

‘Worried?’

‘Well, I know I’ve frightened you, and I’m sorry. But there’s something else, isn’t there? You’re nervous about something - uneasy.’

Lorna paused in the doorway and forced a grateful smile. ‘Thank you. I’d be grateful if you didn’t tell.’

‘Of course I won’t. After all, I’ve relied on you to keep secrets for me. Look, I’d better get back to Grandmamma’s guests. I’ll have to keep her sweet so that she’ll go along with my wedding plans.’

Lorna found herself gripping the door. ‘Has he asked you?’

‘Not yet. But he will. I’m sure of it.’

Lorna sped upstairs to the attic floor, her emotions churning. She was sure that Rose didn’t actually love Maurice. He was simply a good catch: tall, handsome and very wealthy.

But facing Rose tonight - thank goodness her cousin hadn’t lit the lamps in the conservatory - facing her when she had just come home from a secret meeting with the man Rose planned to marry - the man Rose imagined was going to propose to her any minute - Lorna had suddenly had brought home to her the enormity of what she and Maurice planned to do.

And now, ironically, in promising not to tell their grandmother that Lorna had been out tonight, Rose had become an accomplice.

Ever since they had been children Rose had been pleasant only when it suited her. Both of them had lost their parents and they should have been drawn together. But Mildred Cunningham’s disapproval of Lorna’s very existence and her blatant adoration of Rose had destroyed any chance of real friendship.

Rose had needed a friend as much as Lorna had, but her nature was shallow and she had been unable to resist taking advantage of her position as the favourite. And this had led to many petty cruelties; sometimes merely thoughtless but often deliberate.

If Rose had been her true friend Lorna knew she would never have been able to betray her by stealing the man she hoped to marry. No matter how much she loved him.

Once in her room Lorna slammed the door shut and leaned back against it, seeking support until she regained her composure. Whatever Maurice’s plan was, he would have to act soon for she didn’t know how much longer she could live in this house without betraying their secret.




Chapter Two

‘It’s beautiful,’ Lorna said.

Edwin smiled at her. ‘You haven’t opened it yet.’

‘I know, but don’t you just love the feel of new books - the smell of them?’ She ran her hands over the leather-bound book where it lay on the counter and then she picked it up, opened it and buried her face in its pages.

‘You look as though you’re going to devour it,’ Edwin told her. ‘Are you hungry?’

She laughed. ‘Yes - for knowledge, and for stories. You’ve no idea of the people I’ve met and the places I’ve been without even leaving my room. And now I’m going to Persia!’

‘Again?’ She didn’t answer, she only smiled and he said, ‘Well, that’s all very well but I wasn’t joking about being hungry. It’s time for my lunch and I’m going to close the shop for a while. I can either put you out in the snow or you can come through into the den and share my meal with me.’

‘Oh . . . that’s kind of you . . . but I don’t know . . .’

‘Whether you are already tired of my company or whether you think it would be unkind to take part of my meagre portion?’

‘You’re teasing. Of course I’m not tired of your company, but—’

‘If you think I shall starve if I share my lunch with you don’t worry. My aunt has no sons of her own and she demonstrates her love for me with food. Usually I can only eat about half of what she prepares for what she calls “a little snack” to keep me going until I get home for what she deems a “proper meal”. Will you stay? You’d be doing me a favour.’

Lorna thought of the big house in Heaton where she would eat a solitary lunch because her grandmother and her cousin were out for the day. They had gone to the dressmaker’s for the final fitting of the gowns they were to wear at a party at the Haldanes’ house that evening. A party to which, as usual, she had not been invited. They planned to come back for a sandwich and then rest until it was time to get ready. Rose must look her best tonight. She had told Lorna that Maurice would not be able to resist her.

‘Well, I can see from your troubled expression that you would rather go,’ Edwin said. He reached for the brown paper and began making a parcel of the book she’d just bought.

‘No, I’m sorry, I was thinking of something else. I should like to stay.’

‘Good. Then you go and lock the door while I finish this.’

Lorna went to the half-glassed shop door and looked out. It was only midday and yet it was quite dark, for here, in the Groat Market, the winter light barely filtered down through the tall buildings at either side of the narrow street. Edwin had not been joking about the snow, although the large plashy flakes were too wet to have much chance of lying.

‘Turn the card over, will you?’ he asked.

‘The card? Oh, I see.’ A piece of pasteboard hung down with the word ‘OPEN’ on one side and ‘CLOSED’ on the other. She turned it over to indicate the shop was closed, then turned round to face Edwin. ‘Do you know, I should love to work in a shop,’ she said.

‘Really? Why?’

‘I can’t explain . . . but I should love to handle nice things, like books or fine fabrics or luxury food - flowers - hats - anything!’

She laughed and for a moment Edwin smiled. ‘But what about working in a corner shop; a sparsely stocked general store where most of your customers can hardly afford enough provisions to see them through a week, if that. And some of them have to ask you to put it on the slate? That means they ask you for credit. And sometimes you have to decide whether to give them any more credit or let them starve.’

‘Don’t, Edwin. I’m sorry.’

‘Why are you sorry?’

‘I know about your work. I must sound frivolous.’

‘No, Lorna, I’m sorry. None of it is your fault.’

Leaving her parcel on the counter, Edwin led the way past the crowded bookshelves and through the stockroom to the small back room. A tiny barred window looked out into a yard with high walls, and hardly let in any light. But a fire glowed in a small hearth and Edwin reached up and lit the gaslamp.

‘How cosy this is,’ Lorna exclaimed. ‘How I should love to hide away here and read by the fire.’

Edwin smiled. ‘Look - over there - the table.’

Lorna looked where he was pointing and saw a table at the back of the room. Its red chenille cover was almost completely covered with books and notepaper. She walked over to examine one of the open books.

‘These are your medical books,’ she said. ‘You do your work here.’

‘My uncle is kind enough to let me have this room when he is on duty in the shop - and even sometimes after closing hours. It’s more convenient than trying to study at home.’

‘You live with your aunt and uncle, don’t you?’

‘I have ever since my parents died. They’ve been marvellous, but I have five cousins, all girls, aged from six to sixteen and the house is full of chatter and music practice and the comings  and goings of all their friends. Sometimes my uncle comes to join me here and he sits quietly reading while I work. Then we go home together when we judge the girls to be in bed.’

‘It must be wonderful.’

‘What? The noise?’

‘No, I meant to have a home like that.’

She looked at him and smiled, not wanting to say more, terrified of being judged self-pitying.

‘It is, and I wouldn’t have it any different. Now, come and sit down by the fire.’

They sat at each side of the hearth in comfortable old leather armchairs. Edwin insisted that Lorna rest her feet on a small footstool to avoid the draught that whistled in under the back door. The heat given off by the fire was so intense that she soon had to remove her coat.

Edwin had pulled forward a small table and set out the food. Lorna smiled when she saw the ‘little snack’. There was a home-made pie the size of a dinner plate, sausage rolls, a slab of fruit cake, bread rolls and cheese, and a bag of apples.

Edwin took down a tea caddy from a shelf at the back of the room and made a pot of tea using water from the kettle that was already steaming on the small hob.

‘Hold on to your hat!’ he said suddenly, and grinned as he opened the back door. A blast of cold air caught her unawares but he was back in a moment, holding a bottle of milk. ‘We keep it in the yard,’ he said. ‘It’s as good as an icebox, although we have to stand it in a bowl of cold water in the summer months.’

Edwin poured the tea and, with a large clean napkin each spread across their knees, they ate in companionable silence. When they had eaten as much as they could, they leaned back in their chairs and sipped the hot sweet beverage and gazed into the fire. At least Lorna did. She stared at the glowing coals, playing the nursery game of trying to visualize castles and mountains. At one point she looked up, to ask Edwin if he played that game too, but she  caught her breath when she found that he was staring at her solemnly.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

The glow of the fire made it impossible to tell whether he had flushed but he looked discomforted when he answered, ‘I’m sorry, I know it’s rude to stare.’

‘But what’s the matter? Why were you staring?’

‘I was just thinking that all the years we’ve known each other we’ve never been as close as this - as intimate.’

Either the intensity of his gaze or his choice of words unsettled her. She laughed nervously. ‘And are you enjoying the experience?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’

And then, abruptly, Edwin rose to his feet and carried their plates over to the small sink. Lorna busied herself tidying up the uneaten food.

Next he kneeled on the hearthrug and began to bank up the fire. ‘Just so that the place is welcoming for my uncle,’ he explained. ‘I’ll be going as soon as he arrives.’ He sat back on his heels and smiled up at Lorna. ‘I don’t work in the shop all the time, you know. I do have lectures to attend and visits to make,’ he said.

‘Visits?’

‘Yes.’ Edwin began to make small parcels of the remaining food, wrapping it up in greaseproof paper. He put the parcels into a leather bag. ‘I have theories about some of the diseases that are rife in the poorer parts of the city. I need to carry out research to prove my point - although it should be self-evident.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The crowded living conditions with sometimes four to a bed, the insanitary housing, the damp, the vermin, the bedbugs, and then the starvation wages - no wonder diphtheria and consumption are rampant. I’m sorry - I shouldn’t be shouting at you; none of this is your fault.’

‘No, it’s all right. You weren’t shouting. But you did sound angry.’

‘I do get angry. I love this city; I wouldn’t live anywhere else. But how can I rest easy when alongside the wealth and ease there is such misery?’

Lorna remembered the reason Edwin had been in the park the night before; he had been helping distribute the food parcels. ‘So you do what you can,’ she said.
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