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PART ONE


Distinguished Conduct


1914


And, if he then should dare to think


Of the fewness, muchness, rareness,


Greatness of this endless only


Precious world in which he says


He lives – he then unties the string.


Robert Graves, ‘Warning to Children’




1


A Bombardment and an Initiation


Turning the corner, Mara Scorton was nearly swept off her feet by the forward rush of people and the clanking bustle which dominated the old harbour street. Mara had been in Hartlepool for three months now, and had still not quite accustomed herself to the dense activity of the port, and the press of busy people and unlikely objects. And she still caught her breath with excitement at the clatter of a hundred hooves, the slap of water on wood and steel, the click of the rigging poking up from scores of jostling boats, and the guttural shouts of an army of workmen – the cacophony of noises tearing holes in the dawn blanket of the gloomy December day.


Mara rummaged in her satchel and brought out a handkerchief to filter the stink of the rank detritus of a thousand catches, mingling with the fresher salt-laden savour of today’s fish and the sooty tang of a thousand chimneys. She wrinkled her nose as, with some delicacy, she picked her way along the cobbled street.


She flinched as a sharp gust of easterly wind cut through the grown-up bun which graced her neck these days. Her brother Tommy had roared with laughter at the sight of her with the heavy lump of hair stuck on the back of her head, instead of her usual mane of hair flowing wild and free.


The teasing about the bun was stopped with unaccustomed severity by their mother, Kitty. ‘It’s time the child looked grown-up, Tommy.’ Kitty Rainbow had stroked an escaping curl behind Mara’s ear. ‘Else how can she stand in front of a class of children and be Teacher – at her age?’


‘She’s too young anyway,’ said Tommy sulkily. ‘Fifteen’s ridiculous for a teacher.’


‘Pupil-teacher,’ corrected Mara, turning this way and that, surveying her strange mirror-self. ‘An apprentice. I’m to learn how to do it. Mr Clelland says I’ll take to it like a duck to water.’


‘He said she was very clever,’ nodded Kitty.


‘It’s stupid. You could have stayed at school yourself, Mara, gone to Priorton High School, even Bracks Hill Higher Elementary. I hear they do French there.’


‘You know they wouldn’t have had me, Tommy. Never learned to sit still long enough.’ Rheumatic fever at the age of seven had left Mara with St Vitus’ Dance, which had caused her dismissal, in the midst of anarchic laughter, from several classrooms.


In the end, her education had been an almost random patchwork of opportunity and insight. Her mother Kitty had taught her herself, guiding her reading with books of all kinds, ranging from manufacturers’ catalogues left over from her shop, to biographies and novels bought cheap from the stock of a travelling library. Mara’s father had taught her ancient history, geography and Latin, replicating his own long-ago boarding-school curriculum. A teacher from the town, Mr Clelland, was brought in one evening a week to teach her modern history and mathematics.


In this way, Mara had been educated at home, reading voraciously and writing at length in her spiky script. However, her brief experience of school had left an indelible mark; her favourite game had always been playing Teacher with a class consisting of her dogs and cats, her dolls and pet rabbits.


‘Anyway, Tommy,’ Mara had thumped his shoulder, energetically refuting his criticism, ‘there’s this war. Think of our Leonora out in Russia. She’s doing her war effort there – I’m doing mine here.’ For despite her lack of experience, Mr Clelland had pulled some very powerful strings to get young Mara placed as a pupil-teacher.


Now, in Hartlepool, on her way to that very school, Mara smiled grimly as she hurried along. She had not known then about the ill-lit, crowded classrooms, the smell of unwashed bodies and the way unshod feet shone purplish-blue in the cold winter light. And, unschooled herself, Mara was astonished at the way the Head Master, Mr Clonmel, ruled his little world like an emperor, with powers just short of death and imprisonment over his subjects.


Minutes later, she arrived at the school. Mr Clonmel was already there in the central hall, fussing like a prancing cockerel around Joseph Bly, the handyman. Mr Clonmel was reminding Joseph, in precise tones, not to be too profligate with the coal in the classroom stoves. Money, after all, did not grow on trees. Mr Bly surely was aware of that?


Standing discreetly behind an elaborate cast-iron column, Mara watched as Joe Bly put down his coal hod, took off his battered cap, and ran his hands through his greasy, greyish-red hair. ‘Why, Mr Clonmel,’ he said with grave respect, ‘it’s true money doesn’t grow on trees, I know that well enough. But isn’t it true that coal itself grows on trees, in a manner of speaking, like? Isn’t there a chart on young Miss Scorton’s wall showing how coal comes from trees? Isn’t the ground beneath our feet, from here to Carlisle, fathoms deep in coal? And, with respect, Mr Clonmel, this being the case, there seems little call to begrudge the bairns a bit of warmth on a cold December morning, does there?’


Mr Clonmel’s cheeks, normally yellow, as yellow as old apples, flushed with high colour. He folded his arms. ‘It is gratifying, Mr Bly, that you yourself are learning, as you pursue your labour about the school. However, I must remind you that the justly earned wages and emoluments of the miners and managers, coal merchants and coal-men, preclude us from a free access to the bounty you describe. In addition, may I remind you that the country is at war? The coal is needed so that the finest craftsmen in the world may reverse the classical legend and hammer ploughshares back into swords.’ He smiled thinly. ‘There will be shortages, you may be sure. So I would adjure you, Mr Bly, to husband our resources with great care, else these bairns, as you call them, will be shivering in the March winds. I should tell you also that when I require a lecture on the petrified forest I will attend one at Durham University.’


Joe replaced his cap and touched the peak. Then, with an insolent lift of the elbow, he threw the rest of the hod of coal into the gaping mouth of the iron stove in the main hall. With an excessive show of care, he replaced the tall guard. ‘Right you are, Mr Clonmel,’ he said meekly.


Mara remained lurking behind her column, as the head teacher strode across the floor of the central hall and upstairs to his eyrie in the rafters of the building. Mr Clonmel stayed on Mara’s mind as she made her way to her classroom. She hung up her coat and hat on the peg beside the door and, taking up her chalk, started setting out the first exercise of the day up on the board.


She found him a good enough man, Mr Clonmel. He took her training as a pupil-teacher very seriously. His early doubts about her extreme youth had been resolved by her evident quick intelligence. He tutted only slightly at her lack of formal schooling, saying if she ‘stuck in . . . stuck in’, she would make up those years when she was forced to lie abed after rheumatic fever, when schools sent her home, blaming her fidgeting and choreic jumping for the destruction of the calm of their classrooms.


Mr Clonmel observed that Miss Scorton was obviously very intelligent. One could discern that from her talk. So they would set about repairing the damage, at the same time as initiating her into the mysteries of the teacher’s craft and the arcane habits of the classroom. So long as she was prepared to stick in, he said firmly, all was not lost. ‘If you stick in, Miss Scorton, you may well matriculate properly in the end then, given that you show the aptitude, you can go to Training College and enter this sacred profession . . .’


Once, he had enquired about her recovery from the debilitating and anti-social effects of St Vitus’ Dance. She had shaken her head then, and said, ‘It’s a mystery to the doctors, Mr Clonmel. A complete mystery.’


She did not feel able to tell him that it had coincided with the onset of her monthly show. Mara had more than one reason to welcome the fact of becoming a woman. But for now, ‘being a woman’ meant toiling over grammar exercises and algebra, preparing for her own examinations, as well as teaching the children in her charge.


She was grateful to Mr Clonmel for all his support, but at the same time she condemned him for being severe to the point of cruelty with the pupils. His heavy stick would be taken from a very public hook in the large hall for the slightest misdemeanour. Wriggling during hands-on-head time and whispering during arithmetic were elevated in this school to the status of major crimes. ‘We are holding back tigers, Miss Scorton, seated astride a volcano,’ he would say, his tone disconcertingly mild.


The frightened awe which he imposed on the children sometimes made Mara resentful on their behalf, even though she had to admit that this was the reason the forty-five seven-year-olds in her class were usually quiet and obedient. The children kept one eye, as they worked, on the rattling glass partition, through which the keen wind of Mr Clonmel’s displeasure could so easily blow.


Mara was very aware that she herself was under surveillance through that same partition. Mr Clonmel had intimated early on that he did not expect his teachers to be sitting on their platforms at their high desks. They were to be down with the children, supervising, helping, discovering just where the mistakes were being made and what was required for each individual child in terms of learning and teaching.


Mara, only a degree less terrified of him than were the children, worked assiduously at her own lessons, and her own preparation and marking, all of which were scored by Mr Clonmel as if they were a Standard Three exercise.


She smiled ruefully to herself. Being a teacher – certainly being a pupil-teacher – in no way resembled those games she had played in her sickroom, with her dolls and toy animals all in compliant rows. Being a teacher then had been more the pleasing experience of sitting at the front, being the boss, and ordering other creatures’ lives.


Now she knew different. Teaching was all about standing beside and bending over small children and their desks for hours on end during the day. Then, with tired legs and a stiff back, working long hours over her own and the children’s books every night. It was about falling into her narrow bed, exhausted, ready to get up again at six-thirty, tumbling out of the house on the cliff by seven-thirty, then trudging along to school to get her classroom ready for the day’s onslaught.


‘Ah! Miss Scorton!’


She jumped as Clonmel’s brisk voice belled out to her from the classroom doorway. He must have returned down the stairs on his quiet feet.


‘Mr Clonmel?’ She stood defensively with her back to the blackboard. ‘Good morning.’


‘It is pleasing to see you getting into school in such good time, Miss Scorton. And I note that your blackboard work is so much improved during these weeks. Good preparation is all.’


She smiled nervously. ‘So you always say, Mr Clonmel.’


The most difficult thing about this man was that he never stopped teaching. She had a sudden vision of him over the supper table, lecturing his wife on the properties of cocoa.


‘You find your lodgings good, at the Misses Clarence house on the cliff, Miss Scorton?’


‘Yes, thank you, Mr Clonmel. They’re most welcoming.’ In fact, the Misses Clarence, one fat, one thin, were like a pair of genteel mice. The food they gave her was shop-bought and unsustaining; the house was freezing.


Clonmel rubbed his narrow hands. ‘Good, good. The Misses Clarence have always taken excellent care of those of our pupil-teachers who travel a distance. Miss Heliotrope Clarence in particular is a great benefactress to the town. You will know that?’


Mara stayed silent. She did not like fat, complacent Heliotrope Clarence, who sat on her skinny sister like a fluffy mother hen. The silence, which Mr Clonmel frequently used as a teaching tool, lay heavily on Mara. She bore it for as long as she could and then burst into speech. ‘It’s so dramatic up there on the cliff, Mr Clonmel. Waking up to the rush of the waves and the cry of the seagulls. And there are the ships, great and small, to watch coming in and out of the port. Though, to be honest, with all the mist this morning it was impossible to see anything.’


‘Ah! Cumulus congests, or more properly stratocumulus,’ he said. ‘And a gathering of low stratus cloud in the east, I think. Very portentous.’ He paused. ‘So, having been with us for three months, Miss Scorton, do you miss your home ground?’


She flushed. The eleven weeks since she had come here to the coast had seemed very long. It was the first time she had been away from home, after a life spent half in a sickbed and half running wild in the hills and woods of County Durham. Her heart ached for it all. The letters from her mother there at home, and sister Leonora away now in Russia, were no substitute for their cheerful voices, their warm scented presence. The chilly house on the cliff was no substitute for the sunny house in Weardale, with its wide corridors and high windows.


‘The Misses Clarence make me very welcome, Mr Clonmel. But I miss my family, my sister particularly.’


‘And is your sister at school, still?’


‘No. No, Mr Clonmel. Leonora’s much older than me. At first she helped our mother with the shop. Did you know she has a shop? Rainbow and Daughter, it’s called. But then our Leonora went off to Russia to teach a girl to speak English, so there’s no daughter in the shops now. Leonora writes me wonderful letters. Now she’s training for their Red Cross and will nurse on the Front there . . .’


He put up a hand, stemming the flow of embarrassing confidence. ‘That is very laudable. I have to say this.’


‘Anyway I must admit that I miss the hills,’ Mara said wistfully.


‘Ah yes. It is very different there, is it not? The lift in the land. The water running by, as the great hymn says. Even with the pit heads grinding away in the midst of all the green, and the coke ovens smoking away, South Durham can be very beautiful.’


She looked at him in surprise. ‘You know South Durham, Mr Clonmel?’


He laughed hoarsely and pulled down his snowy cuffs. ‘Born and bred in those parts, Miss Scorton. It is my old stamping ground, as you might say. My own father delved for coal in many of those mines.’ The head teacher watched her through narrow eyes. ‘Mr Clelland, who is your sponsor in this post, was a young comrade of mine. A man of great conscience. Is it not through him that you come to be in my school? Certainly his recommendations weighed against your . . . unconventional . . . educational experience.’


Mara nodded, her cheeks flushed with the honour of his confidence. The conscientious Mr Clelland had taught her at home, had built up her confidence and had invited her to his classroom to get the feeling of being a teacher, to see if she liked it.


‘Yes, he was always very kind to me, Mr Clelland,’ she said softly. ‘I didn’t know this, though, about you coming from over there, Mr Clonmel. About your father and the pits and all that.’


‘You are surprised my father was a humble pitman? I take pride in that fact, Miss Scorton, as did he. His endeavours gave me my chance in life, a fact which I honour each night in my prayers. Thus I stand before my pupils, Miss Scorton, however indigent they may be, I stand before them as a living example of the benefits of education. It will be different for you. I know that you yourself are from a prominent family . . .’


She was aware that somehow this was a criticism. She interrupted him. ‘I’m not certain what you mean, Mr Clonmel. I too take pride in my parentage. My mother has a shop now, but she started with nothing, sewing sleeves and selling them for pennies. And my father is a clockmaker, whose father was a clockmaker before him. My other grandfather was a fighter. A pugilist in the boxing ring . . .’


Mara hesitated. She couldn’t tell him that her parents were defined by another thing, in narrow Priorton society. In all their long relationship, which spanned twenty-five years, her parents had not troubled themselves to marry in any church or chapel. Perhaps Mr Clonmel would not take that as a further qualification for ordinariness.


He was nodding now, a slight smile on his face. ‘Then you too are an example to our children, Miss Scorton.’


She struggled to think well of all this, but was uncomfortable again about how he turned even this fascinating idea into a boring lecture. She was relieved of the responsibility of answering by a heavy rumble in the direction of the harbour.


Mr Clonmel turned his head. ‘Guns,’ he said. ‘The soldiers in the battery must be practising.’


She was just glancing past him, looking for some means of escape, when the earth beneath her seemed to ripple like thrown silk and the whole building shuddered like a restive horse. For a second, everything, even the dust in the air, seemed to be suspended. Then there was a great creaking and groaning of wood; every pane of glass in the partition cracked like a rifle.


Then everything went black.


When she came to, Mara found she had been flung into Mr Clonmel’s arms. She could smell his tobacco, the cheesy scent of his tweed jacket. Embarrassed, she fought to loosen his grasping hands. ‘Mr Clonmel!’


There was no reply. Desperately she pulled herself out of his frozen clasp and he fell away from her, insensate. The shriek of bursting shells pierced the fabric of her brain. She struggled to her feet and looked at the crumpled figure on the floor. She leaned over, then recoiled from the mass of blood and brain matter spilling from the back of his head.


‘Let’s at him, Miss Scorton. Give us a see.’


She looked up as the soot-covered figure of Joe Bly moved towards her, crunching over broken glass. He knelt down opposite her and put a blackened hand on Mr Clonmel’s scrawny white neck. ‘Is he dead, Mr Bly?’


Joe shook his head slowly. ‘Nothing so sure, Miss Scorton. Dead as a doornail. Seen a few like that in Africa, fighting them Boers.’


Mara’s skin felt bone dry, as though it had been scoured. She was conscious now of a great booming noise which beat into her ears and cut for a second through the creaks and crashes of the collapsing school. She peered into the dusty space around her. Her classroom no longer existed. It was open to the sky, spars of the roof timbers sticking up like ribs. Grey slabs of cut stone were scattered on the desks, a large piece of coping stone crouched on the top of a cupboard like an animal.


Joe leaned across Mr Clonmel’s body and pulled a great shard of glass from her hair. ‘An’ you’ve had a close shave yersel’, lassie.’ He shook his head. ‘Not old enough to be away from yer Mammy yerself, bairn that you are.’


Mara hauled herself to her feet and clambered across a fallen desk to the place where the window had been. She peered at the turmoil outside. ‘What is it, Mr Bly? Bombs?’


He came to stand beside her and shouted into her ear over the noise. ‘Must be them bliddy Germans, beg your pardon, miss. Can you hear our batteries, rattling out between the booms? They are firing out to sea. They’ll have a job missing the lighthouse. The devils’re bombarding us, if I’m not mistaken.’


‘German ships?’


‘Well, lassie, I sincerely hope they’re not our own ships. Can’t think what the British Navy has against poor old Hartlepool.’


‘The Germans here? On our beaches?’ She could hear her own voice, high-pitched against the noise, sounding more like that of a child than a young woman of fifteen years, who yesterday had been teaching forty-five seven-year-olds.


‘What d’yer think the batteries’re for, miss? To watch out for the Hun, that’s what. Let’s just hope our lads’re giving those buggers Old Harry and managing to miss the lighthouse.’


As suddenly as it had started, the clamour ceased. All Mara could hear was the heavy ticking of the old school clock, still clinging for dear life to a fragment of wall. As they watched, the fog rolled in towards the shore on the tips of the waves and joined with the dense clouds of rising dust thrown up by the collapsing buildings. In her head she could hear Mr Clonmel sounding off about cumulus nimbus. She turned her head quickly, but the Head Master’s body was still slumped, the blood still red. She began to thread her way through the debris towards him, Joe picking his way behind her.


‘We’ll have to get him out of here,’ said Mara, reaching for Mr Clonmel’s ankles. ‘Could you take his shoulders, Mr Bly? The building’ll fall down on us any minute.’


‘Nothing can help him now, lassie,’ said Joe. ‘’Cept a prayer, mebbe, him being a big Christian.’


‘Come on, Mr Bly. Come on!’ Suddenly the voice in her own ears no longer sounded child-like, but brisk. She sounded like her sister Leonora. ‘We can say the 23rd Psalm as we carry him out, if you like. There’ll be not a shred of him left if you leave him here. Not a shred.’


The jewelled icons seemed to glow from within, reaching out to the flickering candles, whose translucent flames danced with their reflection in two elaborately designed silver bowls, one of which held holy water; the other was heaped with small crosses the colour of blood.


Leonora Rainbow flexed her toes inside her boots and concentrated on keeping her hands lying together like doves in their prayer-like attitude. She resisted the temptation to smooth down her grey dress and white apron, or to tuck a wandering curl under the white veil. The other fifteen nurses, all much younger than Leonora, stood as still and rapt as the icons around the walls, their eyes glued to the back of the gold-clad priest as he made his way to the altar.


The perfume of incense wafted across and made Leonora’s nose itch. The breath of the priest iced on the air as he made the Signs of the Cross. Leonora was used to these elaborate rituals, having quite regularly attended services with the Poliakovs. In fact, her young friend Lucette Poliakova was here, first in the line of young nurses waiting for the priest’s benediction.


Suddenly, the dark jewel light and the heavy incense began to pick away at an old sore of guilt in Leonora, making her think of Mr Vaux, the lay preacher back at home. Mr Vaux had always interpreted any use of the ‘base senses’ in the service of God as the subtle and seductive work of the devil. What would he have made of the seductive brilliance of the icons and the sultry scents hanging in the air?


Now the priest was turning to face them, causing a ripple of indrawn breath, a rustling of feet from the congregation as he held out his jewelled crucifix to full view. Then very slowly he nodded to Lucette Poliakova, standing with uncharacteristic patience at the end of the line. In a rustle and flutter of long skirt and veil, she and the three young women beside her paced forward and knelt at the altar. The priest blessed the heap of red crosses on the silver salver, then, having asked the name of each girl, blessed her, presented her with a red cross and offered her his crucifix to kiss.


After that four more nurses went forward, then four more. Leonora was part of the last group, relieved that, apart from transforming her name instantly to Leonya, the priest commented neither on her foreign accent nor her foreign demeanour. She bent her head to the rich elaboration of his benediction. ‘To thee Leonya, child of God, servant of the Most High, is given this token of faith, of hope, of charity.’


She swayed forward slightly, drunk with feeling, as his voice whirled up with the incense to the high decorated ceiling. The actual words became meaningless, even more foreign, as she thought of her own home half a world away, and the bare little chapel where she had knelt as a child; where she had put her hands together for the first time and felt intoxicated with the mysterious torrent of alien adult words.


Now she shook her head and took a deep breath, forcing herself to concentrate.


‘. . . thou shalt tend the sick, the wounded, the needy; with words of comfort shalt thou cheer them.’


She moved back to her place, exchanging delighted smiles with Lucette as she passed her. It was right to do this thing. She felt it in her bones.


By August this year, when war had been declared, Leonora had been in Russia for more than a year, working as a language governess for Lucette Poliakova.


Unlike her non-existent English, young Lucette’s French was immaculate. It was the second language of her father, who was half-Polish; his first wife, Lucette’s mother, had been French. This first Madame Poliakova had died when Lucette was seven. Monsieur Poliakov had mourned her with operatic bitterness for two years then took to himself a much more robust lady from Kiev. Within five years this wife had borne him five equally robust sons. These she ruled with an iron rod and the help of a babushka who had travelled with her from the Ukraine.


The new Madame Poliakova – for Monsieur Poliakov preferred to retain the French style of address – was rather nervous of the fine-bred coltishness of her stepdaughter Lucette, and left her to the varied ministrations of maids and governesses. Lucette had used up several English governesses before the arrival of Leonora. These admirable creatures all failed to teach the girl English for one simple reason: being cultivated women, although they spoke no Russian, they all spoke more or less fluent French. With them, Lucette simply insisted on speaking French or Russian. She also put rats in their beds and salt in their jellies.


These stubborn ploys did not work with Leonora Scorton. Although clever and very articulate, she had been educated at home, and (the mere daughter of a shopkeeper and the granddaughter of a boxer) she spoke neither French nor Russian. However, she could match Lucette blow for blow in terms of stubbornness. After a few hard battles, some of them bruisingly physical, Leonora got Lucette to teach her some Russian in exchange for some of the boxing moves she had learned from her grandfather. In the end, Lucette had to learn some English phrases to get Russian into what she called the Englishwoman’s ‘thick skull’.


Monsieur Poliakov, no mean negotiator himself in the world of international trade and commerce, stood back observing this, then gave Leonora a rise in pay.


In the process, despite being Lucette’s senior by eighteen years, Leonora and her pupil had become close friends. When war broke out, they had trained at Princess Golitzin’s hospital, then qualified as Red Cross nurses. To Leonora’s regret they were about to part company soon; M. Poliakov drew the line at allowing his beloved Lucette to witness the depredations of nursing at the Front. She was to stay in Moscow and work on at Princess Golitzin’s hospital, where wounded soldiers home from the Front were cared for. This would be sufficient. Work like this was just as necessary, declared M. Poliakov, for the great campaign of beating the Kaiser and his battalions.


Lucette, furious at being deprived of the glamour of a posting to the Front, had thrown chairs and smashed priceless china, but her father had remained adamant. He put a hand on her shoulder.


‘We cannot prevent Leonora, our English daughter, from helping her poor Russian brothers. That is her decision. But you, my darling Lucette, are all I have left of your blessed mother. Not even for Mother Russia will I throw you into that furnace.’


Now, here in the cathedral, M. Poliakov was weeping with the rest of the congregation as the graceful line of nurses, the proud insignia of the Red Cross pinned to their breasts, were making their way through the murmuring crowd to the great arched door.


Standing in the shadow of that door, a tall man in high boots and a shaggy hat was carefully scrutinising each veiled face. Suddenly Leonora’s hands were grabbed and she was pulled against a great chest in a bear-hug which brought with it the smells of snow and tallow candles, of pine forests and tobacco. She struggled to free herself and stood back to identify her assailant.


‘Leonora! Leonora! Leo!’ The voice that clipped its way through the massive beard was English and she knew it as well as she knew her own reflection in the mirror.


She drew closer to peer into the man’s face in the pearly half-light which strayed into the cathedral from the snowy square outside. Now she could make out, in the gap between the straggling silver fox of his hat, and his bushy black beard, two glitteringly pale blue eyes, and eyebrows which were raised in an achingly familiar fashion.


‘Samuel!’ She finally got the word out. ‘What in heaven’s name are you doing here?’
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Rescue


Mara teased out the fragments of plaster which had snagged themselves in Miss Pansy Clarence’s once crisp lace curtains. Their former curd-cream perfection was now filmed with a grey slime of dust soaked in the water still dripping from a burst water-pipe. Miss Pansy, the younger Clarence sister, had been in charge of the fabric and function of the house on the cliff, which was kept as clean and coldly elegant as a first-class clinic.


The older sister, Heliotrope, was deeply involved in the affairs of the town, being on a chapel committee, a boot committee and the board of an orphanage. It seemed to Mara that the senior Miss Clarence, so very busy in the outside world, did not trouble herself with the affairs of the house, apart from appearing to keep a tight rein on the finances, and indulging her charitable instinct for waifs and strays by thrusting them into the apparently nervous care of her younger sister.


The Clarence sisters had been truly devoted to each other: a chill passion only occasionally expressed by a slightly warmer word, or the thin hand of the younger Miss Clarence pressed on her sister’s plump shoulder. To Mara the sisters were like a married couple, in unspoken communion, complete in themselves and excluding outsiders. Unlike spinster ladies of Mara’s acquaintance back in Priorton, who wore their single state like a wound, the Misses Clarence were entirely self-sufficient.


It had taken these importunate German battleships to break that self-sufficiency. Here in the middle of the muttering crowd crouched Miss Pansy, on her narrow knees beside the inert bulky shape of the elder Miss Clarence. Her fluttering fingers dabbed and patted her sister’s shrouded shoulder; she was muttering wildly. ‘Now lettest Thou Thy servant depart in peace, Lord . . . Allow only this, Dear Lord . . . Don’t forget now, Lord, her name was Heliotrope Clarence. Beautiful when young, Lord, truly beautiful. Much sought after. And good, too. A virtuous woman. She helped the poor, ask anyone round here. Now lettest Thou . . .’


Miss Pansy’s voice, mumbling, murmuring on and on, began to enlarge itself and boom its way into Mara’s ears, violating them just as painfully as the German cannon two hours earlier. She clapped her hands over her ears and began to run along the cliff road, passing clusters of worried people who hovered around houses, churches and shops: the buildings were still occasionally belching dust, their roofs open to the sky, their walls still creaking and falling.


She turned a corner by one of the shipyards and nearly tripped over a man in working clothes. He was kneeling by another man who was lying white and still in the road, bleeding from the mouth. Behind him stood a much younger man nervously clutching and unclutching his cap.


The man on the ground croaked something, but the man tending him shook his head. ‘Ah canna mak out a word he’s sayin’, Tadger,’ he said.


‘The gadgie’s a Frenchie,’ said the younger man. ‘Ah seen him down the dock, unloadin’, working like fury. The lads telt us he wus a Frenchie, like.’


‘That’s what he’s talking,’ said Mara. ‘French.’


‘D’yer ken that crack, hinney?’ said the old man. ‘A bairn like you?’


‘I’m nearly sixteen,’ said Mara. ‘And my brother Samuel learned me some French from when I was ten. He lived in France once.’ She bent down and put an ear to the painfully moving, bloody mouth.


‘Mes enfants,’ the man was mouthing, his throat gargling. ‘Dîtes à mes enfants, Mademoiselle . . .’ With an enormous effort he flapped one hand up towards his breast pocket. Then he fell back. A gleam of winter light pierced the dusty gloom and reflected dully on the rolled-up whites of his eyes.


Mara glanced up at the other men, then awkwardly put her hand into the Frenchman’s pocket. She pulled out a bulky creased package, sealed but unposted. She peered at it. ‘It’s addressed to Bridge Street, Priorton. I know Priorton – I come from there. It’s made out to J.P. and H. Derancourt. French names. Mes enfants. That’s what he said. To tell his children.’


‘Can yer dee that, hinney? Tell the poor feller’s children?’ said the man called Tadger. ‘It’s like Bedlam here, no tellin’ if owt’ll get done at all in this hullabaloo.’


‘I can . . . I could.’ She glanced out to sea, where the fog had rolled down once more and the water had returned to its sullen grey neutral state. She thought of Mr Clonmel and her lip trembled. ‘They wouldn’t want me here, in the middle of all this, would they? The children are safe, even though the school’s in ruins.’


‘Who’s they, hinney?’ said the older man.


‘My mother and my father.’


‘Nivver in the world,’ said Tadger. ‘I’d not want no bairn of mine on this coast in these times.’


‘Aye,’ said the other. ‘No tellin’ when them German wolves’ll be prowling down this coast again.’


‘Our Navy lads will have got ’em,’ asserted Tadger.


‘Ah dinnet knaa about that, son. They stealed away like thieves in the night, them Huns. Firin’ on churches and women and children then stealin’ off like thieves in the night.’ The older man paused. ‘No sayin’ when they’ll be back like.’ He bent down again and closed the Frenchman’s eyes. ‘We’ll look after this one, hinney. You get that package ter the feller’s kin. Give him his last wish, eh? An’ get outta here yersel’.’


Mara turned and trudged slowly back up the cliff road, clutching the package to her chest and concentrating on the thought of home, her little, lively mother and her sweet, grave father.


Outside the house stood the undertaker’s wagon, a neat boy in a black cap holding the head of a horse. Miss Pansy was shouting, ‘No! No! The hospital! She should go to the hospital! The doctors there know her. They’ll make her better. She worked for their charity.’ She was wrestling for possession of her sister’s body with two undertaker’s men in dusty bowler hats, who were trying to load it into the wagon, which already contained three anonymous lumpy shrouded shapes.


‘No, miss,’ said the taller undertaker firmly. ‘She has to come with us.’


Mara took Miss Pansy’s shoulder and pulled her back. Miss Pansy clutched at the man’s sleeve. ‘Then I’ll come with her. She’s my sister, you know,’ she gabbled. ‘Miss Heliotrope Clarence.’


With a final heave the man finally got the shrouded form straight in his wagon. ‘The minister’s there at the mortuary chapel, Miss Clarence, waiting for these poor souls. Why don’t you make your way down there afterwards?’ He was weary with his business, but there was still a thread of kindness in his voice. He glanced at Mara. ‘Can you get Miss Clarence a coat or sommat, miss? She’ll get a death o’ cold, out here on a cold winter morning.’


That was a strange turn of phrase on this particular morning. Mara glanced at him sharply, but there was no irony in his gaze. She looked back at the house. The parlour had been excavated from the house like a wrenched tooth. The ceiling was hanging down, the plaster laths hanging like a ragged fringe from the roof guttering. A corner of the parlour, still in one piece, protected the massive bureau where Miss Clarence senior wrote her many letters, and her committee minutes, in her immaculate copperplate hand.


The rest of the house was intact.


Mara hung onto Miss Pansy’s elbow. ‘Come on, Miss Pansy. We’ll make a cup of tea, then we can get our coats on and go down to the mortuary chapel to see the minister.’


The kitchen, though covered to the last hanging pan with dust, was eerily ordinary. The fire in the range still flared merrily and the kettle steamed lazily to one side of it. Mara settled Miss Pansy in the windsor chair and went through the scullery to scrounge in the pantry for tea. She paused a second to stare at the heavily-laden pantry shelves. Row upon row of jars and pots, tins and packages met her eye. She smiled briefly, thinking of the meagreness of her own meals at the sisters’ table. Somebody had been fed from this bounty, and it certainly wasn’t her.


On the corner of the nearest shelf was a small book bound in marbled paper. Inside the front, in Miss Pansy’s spidery writing, was laid out an exact record of the bounty on these shelves. On the back page was recorded, to the last ounce, the precise daily withdrawals from these shelves. These, in turn, were ticked off in the firm hand of the senior Miss Clarence; it was this hand, too, which occasionally accorded Miss Pansy a flamboyant Excellent! or Bravo! in a flourishing copperplate script.


Mara grabbed the tea caddy and fled, wondering briefly at the nature of the closeness between the Misses Clarence.


When she returned to the kitchen, her landlady was sitting in the wooden chair, her eyes half-closed. Mara moved about quietly making the tea and pouring it into the best white china. She thrust a cup and saucer into Miss Pansy’s hands. ‘Here, Miss Pansy, drink this. It’ll warm you.’


Pansy looked at the tea as though it were rat poison. ‘I can’t drink this, dear,’ she said dully. ‘I have to go to Heliotrope at the chapel.’


‘It’ll be no good doing that yet,’ said Mara quietly. ‘The undertaker’s man told us he had more calls to make, don’t you remember? Now drink the tea, Miss Pansy. It’ll steady you.’


She forced the cup towards the woman’s mouth. Miss Pansy gulped some tea then grasped the cup and drank the rest very quickly. She put down the cup and sighed.


‘I am about to ask you something strange, my dear. I wonder if you would be so kind as to call me “Pansy”? I’ve not a soul in the world to call me Pansy. Not a soul. And in a day I’ll not have the courage to ask. And I’ll never hear my Heliotrope say my name again. Not ever.’ And she started to shake and weep.


Mara blinked at the unusual request, but she put her arms round Miss Pansy’s shoulders and stroked the thin dark hair which was straggling down onto her neat collar. ‘Now Miss . . . now Miss Pansy, shshsh. You go upstairs and get yourself dressed and tidied. Then by the time we get down to the chapel Miss Clarence will be there. You will be able to speak to the minister. Then you’ll feel better.’


She half-carried Miss Pansy up to her narrow cell-like bedroom and pushed her inside, closing the door firmly behind her. Moving on, she paused beside the elder Miss Clarence’s open door. Before, this door had always been closed as she crept past on her way down to breakfast or up to bed. She stepped inside.


‘Well!’ A frisson of shock rippled through her at the contrast between this sprawling, untidy room and that of the sister across the landing. The great untidy bed was tumbled with plump heaped pillows and embroidered eiderdowns. The triple-mirrored dressing-table was cluttered with bottles and quilted sprays, and draped with gauzy scarfs and glittering beads. The cavernous wardrobe stood open, and hanging from the carved door was the elegant draped crêpe dress which was obviously Miss Clarence’s redundant choice for today’s round of committees and good works.


A heavy sigh at her shoulder made Mara jump.


‘Heliotrope liked such pretty things,’ Miss Pansy said. She must have dressed at lightning speed. Her hair was neat, her face was calm. She adjusted her hat. ‘Now, my dear, I am ready to go to the chapel.’


‘I’m sorry, Miss . . . Pansy. I shouldn’t be here. The door was open. I . . .’


Pansy took a step further into the room. ‘No harm in it now, dear, is there? Heliotrope was very particular about her things. Would not let anyone touch them. Do you know, she never even let me across this threshold?’ She picked up a fox-fur which was lying over the end of the bed and put it to her cheek. ‘Not once.’


Mara frowned. That was a lie. She had heard the sisters talking in that room more than once. As her mind wrestled to understand why Pansy should tell a lie at a time like this, she started to shake. ‘I – I – need to do something,’ she said. ‘You stay here for a minute and I’ll be back. And then we can go to the chapel.’


She raced up the narrow staircase to her own room and sat for a minute at the table under the window taking very deep breaths. She longed for the hard strong arms of her mother; she wanted them tight, tight around her. The trembling slowed down. Then she pulled the Frenchman’s package from her belt, smoothed it out and peered at the address once more, after which she took out her own writing paper and pen and scribbled a letter to her parents, telling them what had happened, assuring them she was still safe. Somehow in writing the letter she was tapping into their calmness, their strength. The trembling finally stopped.


She stuffed the letter in an envelope and stamped it. Then she put on her only remaining coat, pushed the letter in her pocket and raced back downstairs to find Miss Pansy standing by her sister’s dressing-table running some heavy pearl beads through her fingers.


‘Come on, Miss Pansy, let’s go.’


Miss Pansy looped the pearls over her head and tucked them inside her plain navy coat. ‘Very well, my dear. Very well.’


In the days following the raid, the town hummed and bubbled with the drama and its aftermath. The ruined buildings, the full mortuary, the shattered railway yard, the busy hospitals and surgeries were all reminders that the savage raid of the sixteenth of December had been no bad dream.


Two days after the raid, a rumour whipped up that the Germans were back and another raid was imminent. Mara had physically to restrain Miss Pansy from going to rescue Heliotrope from the mortuary. The streets hummed again with panic and fear, which melted as soon as everyone realised it was a false alarm. Then, finally, the people of the town got back down to their lives with the dogged determination not to be put off their stroke by these treacherous Huns. Their town might have endured the first assault on British soil since the Normans, but it would be letting the side down to seem unduly disturbed. Men and women from all walks of life went back to work. The schools and churches reopened as soon as humanly possible, and where practicable, people re-occupied their own shattered buildings, determined not to be put out by the enemy.


Mara was not so brave. She set out several times to go back to school, but reached no further than the end of the cliff road, racing back in tears into the waiting arms of Miss Pansy, who welcomed her back because she hated being left in the house with the suddenly oppressive scents and echoes of her dead sister Heliotrope.


Miss Pansy was so keen to keep Mara by her that she wrote a letter to the chairman of the school board, a close acquaintance of her sister, who had shared membership of several committees with him. Miss Pansy acquainted him with the sad news of her own bereavement, although she imagined he would have heard the dreadful news. She then went on to include a note on the nervous state of Miss Mara Scorton. The pupil-teacher, she said – a mere child herself – had witnessed the savage death of her Head Master in the raid and was laid very low by this and found it impossible to return to school. The chairman, a public-spirited soul much in demand in these days of crisis, paid a hurried call to the house on the cliff, then left them both in peace.


‘There now, dear,’ said Pansy to Mara. ‘You have no need to worry. Now then, shall I make you a nice plum pie for tea? I have bottled plums in the pantry.’


These days Mara was being treated to the kind of food that Pansy had obviously prepared for her sister Heliotrope. Mara, who had no appetite at all, found herself stuffing herself with the food so that she did not hurt Miss Pansy’s feelings.


One day the school caretaker, Joseph Bly, turned up at the house. He brought Mara the remains of her school coat and the dusty bowl of Christmas hyacinths which had been growing on the windowsill in her classroom. He refused a cup of tea but said he was glad to see her much better and she was not to worry about the children, as Miss Goldthorpe and Miss Smith had come out of retirement to repair the breach, so to speak. Their little bit for the war effort, he said. Then he said that Mr Clonmel had been the best Head Master a man could wish for, and the town was much the worse for his loss. Mara remembered the battles he’d had with Mr Clonmel, whom he had seen as a cold pedant. But she understood that he couldn’t bring himself to speak ill of the dead.


Mara did not tell Joe Bly, or anyone else, how most nights she woke up silently screaming, in flight from vivid dreams of Mr Clonmel with his head blown away, and rows and rows of children lying in shrouds on the desks in her classroom. In one dream she leaned over to pull the shroud away, only to reveal a child’s head in the same state as that of Mr Clonmel.


Mara was visited by a bizarre sense of completion at the finality of the newspaper reports, to actually read the sad litany of names – men, women, boys, girls – of those who were surely dead. They, like Miss Heliotrope Clarence, were declared to have been ‘killed by enemy action’. Somehow this statement lent to their dying an aura of heroism. Mara welcomed the implication that, by sacrificing their lives, they had made a positive contribution to the cause of peace.


Then as each day passed, as though to prevent people from imagining that things would ever be the same again, the paper carried lists of those who had died since the raid; they, too, were declared to have been ‘killed by enemy action’.


Mara listened as Miss Pansy read the lists out loud, and watched as she cut the notices out of the paper and underlined those known to herself and Heliotrope. She made it quite clear to Mara that these unfortunate people and their families were mere acquaintances, that the Clarence sisters were only truly intimate with each other.


On the day of Heliotrope’s funeral, Mara and Miss Pansy returned to the house from the chapel, removed their hats, and sat side by side on a hard sofa in the darkened room.


Pansy clasped her hands tightly together. ‘It’s truly hard to think that I’ll never see her again.’


‘She’s there in Heaven, Miss Pansy.’ Mara’s words were automatic. She believed there was a Heaven just as she knew the River Gaunt finally flowed into the North Sea. She went on: ‘Miss Clarence is at peace now.’ Mara, trying to cling to something herself in the middle of all this carnage, had a sudden image of Mr Clonmel and Miss Heliotrope Clarence cavorting in a place called Heaven. She fought down a ludicrous desire to laugh.


Pansy wrinkled her nose. ‘At peace? Do you really think so?’ she said dryly. ‘I never thought much of all that Heaven stuff myself, dear. That was the one thing upon which dear Heliotrope and I disagreed. And sitting there, listening to the pious things being said over those poor souls today, I feel more than ever that this is all we have.’


Shocked to the core, Mara started to tremble. She grasped at Pansy’s thin hand, tears coming into her eyes. It was too terrible to hear a grown-up say such things. ‘No, Pansy, you can’t say that. You must be wrong. I—’


She was interrupted by bangs and crashes from outside. The two women jumped up and raced to the window.


‘It’s started again,’ wailed Pansy. ‘Those devils are firing at us again.’


Mara pulled back the heavy curtain, peered through the glass and then laughed. Her trembling faded. There, crouched at the narrow gate, still settling on its springs, was a shining, long-nosed motor car. A man in goggles sat at the wheel, a woman swathed in heavy scarves beside him.


‘It’s not devils, Pansy!’ Mara said. ‘It’s angels. Angels from a little town called Priorton.’ She pulled Pansy by the hand along the passage towards the door. ‘Come on!’


She opened the door to see the driver stepping down. He removed his goggles and instantly seemed ten years younger. He grinned at them and moved round the car to hand down the woman who threw back her heavy veil and limped towards Mara.


Mara flung herself into her arms. ‘Mama! Dearest Ma!’


She was head and shoulders higher than her diminutive mother, but as she felt herself enclosed in the familiar strong arms, it was as though she were three again and she had scraped her knee. She was comforted.


Another heavier arm came round her shoulder. ‘You’re fit then, old girl?’


‘Tommy!’ She turned to her brother, loving everything about him: his squat chunky stature, the very red rim where the goggles had pressed into his smooth young brow.


Kitty Rainbow held her daughter away from herself so that she could take a better look. ‘No letter after that first one, child. And all that dreadful stuff in the Echo. I needed to come to see for myself. This poor town! This poor house. What a hole that is.’ She reached up to push Mara’s black hair away from her cheek. ‘And what are those dark shadows! You look as though you haven’t slept for a week.’


‘Well, you’re right on that. I haven’t slept for a—’ Mara turned to look back into the doorway of the house. ‘Pansy . . .’


But her landlady had shrunk into the wall, further back in the shadowy vestibule.


She took her mother’s hand and led her forward. ‘You must come and talk to Miss Pansy. She’s grieving so terribly for her sister.’


Pansy, faced by the bold sparkling face of Kitty Rainbow, shrank even further into the house. By the time they caught up with her she was at bay in the kitchen.


‘Don’t run away, Miss Pansy. Let me introduce my mother, Miss Kitty Rainbow.’ There was the familiar awkwardness of the moment – introducing a mother with a different name – even in these special times. ‘Miss Pansy Clarence, Mother, who’s taken care of me all these months. And here is my dear brother Tommy, Miss Pansy. They’ve motored here all the way from Priorton, to see us.’


Pansy, her hand crunched in Kitty’s strong grasp, turned petrified eyes on Mara. ‘You’re going away, child?’ She turned from Mara’s young, open face to that of the girl’s mother, which though equally bright and vivid was undeniably that of a woman well into her fifties. This was an old mother for such a young girl.


‘I’ll have to . . . I want . . .’ Heart sinking, Mara turned to Kitty. ‘I can’t leave her, Mama. She has no one.’


‘The shell that took our . . . my parlour made the hole you saw, Mrs Rainbow.’


‘Kitty, please,’ said Kitty.


Pansy blushed at the unlooked-for intimacy. ‘. . . Er . . . Kitty? That shell also took my . . . took Heliotrope, my sister. There is no one else. We are just returned from Heliotrope’s funeral. There is nothing left of her except that which the worms may take for their honest use. Other poor souls were buried just near her. The crowds in the chapel flowed right out of the doors.’ She folded her hands together very tightly. ‘There have been so many callers these last days. So much appreciation of a life well-led.’


Mara looked at her, startled. Apart from the chairman of the school board, there had been no one.


‘Your sister must have been a remarkable woman,’ said Kitty gently. ‘You must have close friends on whom you can now rely, Miss Pansy?’


Pansy shook her head. ‘Heliotrope and I were all we had, and all we needed. Of course, there were those who thought they were her friends . . . she was well-known in the town, a figure of great respect, loved by so many people.’


Kitty nodded slowly. ‘And none of these would . . .?’


Mara touched her mother’s arm. ‘Miss Pansy has not strayed more than six feet from my elbow since it happened. She knows no one, Mother. These people were all the other Miss Clarence’s acquaintances. Miss Pansy knows none of them. I’ll have to stay here, or she’ll be on her own.’


Kitty looked from one to the other. ‘You two look like a pair of graveyard ghosts.’


‘Drowned rats,’ volunteered Tommy.


‘There’s only one thing for it,’ said Kitty. ‘You can both come home to Priorton. Home with me.’


‘Home?’ Pansy looked round the dusty hall. ‘Here is my home, Mrs . . . Kitty. I’ve had no other. This was our dear father’s house and his father’s before that.’


‘The house will still be here, Miss Pansy, in a month, in a year. We can lock it up tight. Put boards over the holes. Then, come the right time, we will bring you back here and help you sort it. I promise you,’ said Kitty. ‘You can see, can’t you, that I couldn’t leave my little daughter here? She’ll be coming back with me whether you come or no.’


Mara could feel the relief flowing into her. ‘Just for two weeks or so, Pansy. Till you feel better. Till you know what you want to do. And it’ll be safe. There’ll be no war cruisers in the country.’


‘What about German fliers?’ said Tommy helpfully.


‘Shut up, Tommy,’ said Mara. Her automatic reproof was belied by the sheer love she felt as she looked at him, with his wide grin, his open, confident face.


But Pansy Clarence was not to be so easily won. In the end the process of persuading her to come back with them took some hours, by which time it was well after dark. This meant that Kitty and Tommy had to stay for the night. Kitty slept with Mara in Heliotrope’s great bed and Tommy slept in Mara’s narrow bed up in the attic room.


It was ten o’clock at night before Mara got Pansy settled, and had locked the front and the back doors with their great keys. She came into the bedroom to find Kitty sitting up in bed, her curly hair done up in a rough plait. ‘Well, little Mara, this room’s a bit of a surprise when you see the skinniness of the rest of the house and the mouselady called Pansy.’ She chuckled. ‘This could just be your Auntie Esme’s bedroom, don’t you think? Did I tell you she’s coming out of retirement in that Blackpool eyrie of hers, to do some war-benefit concerts?’


Mara nodded, agreeing with her on the similarity of the bedrooms. She smiled at the thought. Aunt Esme, Kitty’s oldest and dearest friend, had once been quite a famous artiste on the music halls. Once or twice a year, Esme swooped in to visit them with her handsome, silent husband Thomas in tow. Mara’s second name was Esme, and Tommy was named after Thomas, who spent most of his visits showing her brother how to play the concertina. They had been christened together when she was five and he was seven, both called Rainbow after their mother. But at their father’s insistence, also called Scorton after him. He might not be allowed to marry their mother, but he would insist on giving his children his own name.


‘I think the Clarence sisters were very different from each other, Mama,’ Mara said now. ‘Different as chalk and cheese. It’s all a mystery to me – except, somehow I think things weren’t quite what they seemed. It seemed as though Heliotrope was in charge and Pansy was her little slavey. But I’m not so sure now.’


She blew out the lamp and slid down in the bed. She heard Kitty slither down beside her, and snuggled into her. Then she felt Kitty’s arm round her waist, Kitty’s voice in her ear. ‘Sleep, little Tuppence. Get some sleep!’


Sleep she did; dreamlessly for the first time since the raid. She did not wake till early the next morning. She stretched and surveyed the empty bed beside her. Through the window came the sound of Tommy tuning up the engine of the motor car, the air pumping from the exhaust in the cold winter air.


‘And are you from Siberia, sesistra?’


They were in a dark shop by a narrow alley up from the river. The old man had been listening as Leonora bartered with his son for a black leather jacket lined with fur. Samuel, whose Russian was near-perfect, had left her to it. Now he was laughing at her openly for her efforts.


‘No, sir,’ she stumbled on, telling the old man she came from Anglia – ‘a country which is Russia’s friend . . .’


The old man scratched his head under his felt cap.


She tried again. Just as the glorious army of his batyushka Tsar now had the fiendish Germans in retreat in Poland, even as far as Galicia, so her own King Emperor was fighting them off in France.


The old man nodded, still puzzled but too polite to pursue it. ‘Just so, sesistra.’


After waiting for the jacket to be wrapped, Leonora and Samuel strolled on, arm in arm. She glowered at him with a false scowl. ‘You should have helped me, Sam Scorton,’ she protested.


‘I have to admit, sesistra moya, your Russian is execrable.’


‘We’re not all not born linguists, you know.’


‘You had your chance!’ She had haughtily turned down his offer to teach her French alongside Mara, when their little sister was ten.


‘Well, I can manage kitchen Russian and the vocabulary to do with basic nursing care. Even so I only managed to pass my Red Cross exams by learning the whole lot by heart, like a baby learning a nursery rhyme, not knowing one word in ten. I speak only English with the Poliakovs. That’s what they pay me for, after all.’


‘But they love you, these Russians. All of them. Strangers in the street call you “sister”, even “little sister”. Sesistra. I love the sound of that!’


‘Oh, I’ll grant you they’re keen to web you into their family. Mr Poliakov calls me his English daughter and Lucette calls me her sister. They swamp you with feeling. Then there’s the Tsar who is batyushka, their Little Father; even God gets called batyushka. Do you know I saw the Imperial Family on their way to the Cathedral of the Assumption in August, to pray for the soldiers going to war. The people were in ecstasy. It was hard to see who they were praying to, their Little Father-Emperor, or their Little Father-God!’


‘Rather different from England and its sailor-king, but don’t make the mistake of believing all Russians think like that.’ Samuel smiled thinly. ‘I agree with you. Sometimes it does seem as though His Imperial Highness rules over an empire of infants. Even so, some of them are growing up to be rather troublesome young adults. There’s unrest at home, unrest out there at the Front. There are changes afoot, you mark my words.’


‘But right in the middle of this war? I’ve never known such patriotism, such fervour.’


‘My letters have it that the streets of England ring with just such a patriotic chime these days. Recruiting in hundreds of thousands, they say. Still, just to be on the safe side they’re planning compulsory call-up, even if Asquith does deny it.’


‘You’ve heard from home?’ she said eagerly.


‘I had a hasty note from Kit, saying young Mara was caught up in that bombardment on the coast. Hartlepool or somewhere.’ Samuel, like his brother Michael, always called his stepmother Kit.


Leonora stumbled a little on the uneven stone pavement. ‘From Mother? Did she say Mara was hurt?’


‘No. No. She’s fine, apparently. But dear Kit was just setting out on her white stallion to rescue her little ewe lamb. She wired me, then wrote to me specially to seek you out and tell you about it. Feared a letter would be too much of a shock.’


‘Shock? What does she think I am? Here I am, about to tend the wounded in a bloody war and she’s afraid I might faint away at the sight of a letter.’ Leonora sighed. ‘I suppose that is why I came here in the first place. To prove I could plough my own furrow, without her sharpening my ploughshare all the time in her own benevolent fashion. She’s a wonderful woman, but . . .’


‘It took you long enough to do it,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘You must have been all of thirty-six when you got out here.’


‘Still a child compared with you, you old greybeard,’ she retorted. It was true. There were threads of silver in his thick black hair. ‘Anyway, she needed help with the shops. I’m a time-served draper, don’t forget. And Kitty’s such fun to be around. That can be a trap in itself. And remember, there was young Mara to watch out for.’


‘Ah, the child.’ Samuel laughed. ‘So young in this elderly family of ours, is our little Tuppence.’


She smiled faintly at his use of Mara’s baby pet-name.


He went on: ‘Well, Leo, you did a good job there. Just about brought her up, Kit being so busy. No easy task with Mara so ill in the early years. But she’s sturdy now. And sweet. And has a conscience, I’m pleased to note. Teaching should suit her, even though she can hardly know what a school is.’


Leonora glanced sideways at Samuel. ‘Anyway,’ she said. ‘My brain’s too tired for Russian now. At the next shop I require you to take charge of the negotiations. I wish to buy a sheepskin waistcoat, to keep me warm in my tent on these cold nights. I checked the word for it. Dushegreychka. It means “soul-warmer”.’


He laughed and tucked her arm more securely under his elbow. ‘Lead on, Macduff. I’m yours to command.’


On the journey back to their South Durham home, notwithstanding the jolting of the car on the less-than-perfect roads, and the discomfort of being wedged in the back between Miss Pansy and their joint piled-up luggage, Mara went fast asleep.


Miss Pansy finally woke her with a gentle mouse-like pulling on her coat. ‘We’re here, my dear. We’re here!’


The jolting and bumping had stopped, but it seemed to Mara that they were in the wrong place. ‘We’re not here, Pansy,’ she said sleepily. ‘We’ve got to go up the drive first.’


‘Miss Pansy is right,’ said Kitty, taking off her scarves. ‘We’re here.’


‘This is the Lodge,’ yawned Mara. ‘Mr and Mrs MacOnichie live here.’


‘Well,’ said Tommy cheerfully, ‘Mr Mac’s volunteered for the Army, lucky duke, and Missis and the children have gone off to Cumberland to stay on her family’s farm. So this is where we’re staying – the Lodge. Nestling close like peas in a pod, if you ask me. But Kit keeps telling us it’s a palace compared to where she grew up, so . . .’


‘What’s happened to the big house? To Purley Hall?’ said Mara blankly.


Kitty tugged at her arm to get her out of the car. ‘There was talk of it before you went, Mara, you must remember. And I wrote to you. We’ve turned it into an auxiliary hospital till the war’s done. There are beds for a hundred and twenty soldiers. We’ve handed it over for a resting centre for soldiers just out of surgery,’ said Kitty. ‘It’s the least we could do.’


‘Pa paid for the work and Mama had it redone and ready to hand in four weeks,’ said Tommy. ‘Those Army medical fellows were very impressed.’


‘Of course the shop has been terribly neglected,’ said Kitty ruefully. ‘Thank the Lord they have no more use for me here now. It’s full of whiskerly orderlies and dimity nurses now. And a few patients, of course. And a fierce Commandant who fought the Zulus in the Zulu wars.’


The door opened. ‘Mara! Dearest little girl.’ Her father was standing at the door, his arms open wide. Mara scrambled over the piled-up luggage and flung herself into his arms. ‘Pa!’


He kissed her on both cheeks. ‘Tuppence! So you really are all in one piece. I couldn’t keep Kitty here a moment longer. She just had to come for you. Now, perhaps we’ll get some peace.’ William Scorton, upright and still handsome despite his seventy years, glanced fondly at Kitty. ‘Welcome home. I have missed you for a long time, Mara, and Kitty for a short time.’


‘And I suppose you ain’t missed me at all?’ said Tommy, heaving the bags out of the car.


‘Not at all, dear boy. Not at all.’ He paused, his eye alighting on Miss Pansy as she fell out of the car before Tommy could get to her. He managed to catch her by the shoulders just in time to prevent her falling full-length on the gravel.


‘Ah, I see we have a guest,’ said William.


Mara grinned. ‘Pa, this is Miss Pansy Clarence, who was my landlady in Hartlepool.’


Pansy pulled down the wide skirts of her navy coat and smoothed them with a trembling hand. ‘I h-hope I do not intrude, Mr Scorton. I did say to Mrs . . . to Mrs . . . Kitty that it might not be the most convenient . . .’


He shook her vigorously by the hand. ‘Welcome, Miss Clarence, to Purley Lodge. The more the merrier. I like to think, with the King himself, that these worst of times bring out the best of times in all of us.’
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At the Waterman’s Cottage


Early the next morning, William Scorton announced to Mara that he would show her his new workshop. ‘You must come and see my great work,’ he said, pulling her hand through his arm. As he led her along familiar riverside pathways she could feel his child-like delight in his secret. He led her to a small cottage situated somewhat precariously on a promontory overlooking a bend in the River Gaunt.


‘Workshop? But this is the Waterman’s Cottage!’


‘So it is.’ He laughed, and rang the bell which dangled beside the door.


She touched the damp grey wall with some affection. The Waterman’s Cottage was her mother’s special place. Kitty had lived here with Leonora and old Ishmael in the early days of her relationship with William. Then when Ishmael died she had moved up to the Hall to be with William, refusing yet again to marry him. It was at the Hall that Tommy and then Mara had been born. But still Kitty had kept the simple cottage warm and aired; she had her mail delivered there and walked down to collect it every day. Mara and Tommy had spent happy hours here beside the river, tumbling about on the grass, while their mother raced through with characteristic efficiency, cleaning and dusting the cottage. Mara had supposed that holding onto the cottage was some kind of sop to notions of respectability in Priorton, but knew it must be more than that. Kitty was not a hypocrite. Keeping the cottage was some kind of gesture to her own childhood and the old man who had brought her up.


The door was answered by Luke, her father’s ancient Egyptian friend and aide who at one time had presided over the gardens of Purley Hall. In the tiny vestibule Luke greeted them both with a mannerly bow.


‘Since our ejection from the Hall in the furtherance of the war, Luke takes care of the workshop upstairs and lives downstairs,’ said William. ‘Waterman’s Cottage is now his home.’


Mara smiled at Luke and returned his bow. She would have loved to have hugged this grave old man, whose hand had held hers on many a childhood walk, who had made her many a delicious spicy nursery tea, who had planted bulbs and seeds with her and joined in her delight as the little plants grew. But he would have been insulted by anything so informal as a hug, so she had to confine herself to a warm handshake and a delighted smile.


He disentangled his hand. ‘You are well, Mara, I see,’ he said.


‘As always, Luke. Bouncing back even under the shells of the Kaiser.’ The words sounded melodramatic, childish.


‘It was not your time, Mara.’ He said the words with calm certainty.


‘No, thank God,’ said William. ‘And now, Luke, we should show her our secret.’ He took Mara’s hand and pulled her towards the narrow staircase and up the steep stairs. ‘Kitty and Luke spent half the summer plotting, Mara.’


To everyone except total strangers, William always referred to Mara’s mother as Kitty. Tommy and Mara, the youngest members of this stretched-out family, and their only shared offspring, usually called her ‘Mama’. To her stepsons Michael and Samuel she was known as ‘Kit’. Even her own daughter Leonora often called her ‘Kitty’. Mara only realised how eccentric this was when, as a child, she had ventured into other households where even the man and his wife called each other Mister and Missis Something.
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